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c h a p t e r3
Envisioning a  
Northeast Asian Peace  
and Security Mechanism
R. Michael Schiffer

T he current uncertainties created by North Korea’s nuclear non-declara-
tion notwithstanding, a broad regional consensus has emerged in the 
past year about the need for the creation of an enduring institutional 

structure for Northeast Asian political and security issues.

The idea for turning the Six Party process into a permanent security mechanism 
is not a new one. Yet, as Ambassador James Goodby and Markku Heiskanen 
put it in a recent paper, with “hardly anyone taking notice, the Six Party Talks 
on North Korea’s nuclear weapons program have morphed into the world’s 
most important negotiation on regional security architecture since the end 
of the Cold War.”1

That this recognition and consensus exist—reflected in the fact that the 
Six Party process has created a working group on a permanent peace and 
security mechanism—should not be confused, however, with the existence 
of either clarity or unity of purpose on what this mechanism actually is to 
be, or how it is to function. 

Indeed, there is even ongoing debate on such seemingly fundamental questions 
as to whether further progress in an institution-building exercise is possible 
until the Six Party process itself has proved successful in handling North 
Korea’s denuclearization, or whether it can continue on a separate track.
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In fact, the situation as it exists today is something of a paradox: broad 
agreement on the need for a mechanism; broad recognition of potential 
roadblocks; an understanding that there remain outstanding challenges to 
bringing the interests of the United States and the Republic of Korea into 
optimal alignment; and yet a diplomatic process already underway to start 
the process of institutional design questions and lay the groundwork for the 
creation of a regional peace and security mechanism.

This paper will offer a brief overview that examines the following: why the 
development of a regional mechanism is seen as needed; the relationship 
between the creation of a security mechanism and a “peace regime” for the 
Peninsula; some of the areas of convergence and areas of divergence between 
the United States and South Korea regarding the possibility of creating 
a regional mechanism; and, lastly, some of the unresolved questions of 
institutional design, including several tentative recommendations for areas 
where the United States and South Korea can develop a common agenda 
if they are to continue to productively explore and develop the regional 
institution-building agenda.

Why?
Despite the consensus that has emerged for the creation of a mechanism 
for peace and security in the region, it is worth taking a moment to ask the 
question of why, exactly, such a mechanism is widely viewed as needed. After 
all, the answer—how one sorts and categorizes the challenges facing the 
region—has potentially profound implications for what sort of institution, 
if any, is appropriate. 

First, of course, is the issue of North Korea’s nuclear program. Although the 
question of North Korea’s nuclear weapons programs is being considered 
under a separate track in the Six Party process, there is a strong argument to 
be made that, ultimately, a sustainable formula for denuclearization requires 
embedding the nuclear issue in a broader regional security framework. And 
indeed development of a regional security mechanism might well have as an 
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initial institutional focus the immediate issues involved with managing North 
Korea’s nuclear program given that it will take the cooperation of all nations in 
the region to manage the consequences of North Korea’s nuclear test and ongo-
ing nuclear program—be it the maintenance of effective sanctions, containing 
the spread of the regime’s nuclear material or technology, or inducing North 
Korea to moderate its behavior by rolling back its nuclear program, ending its 
self-imposed isolation and integrating with regional and global economies.

Moreover, movement to establish a permanent regional security mechanism 
could also provide an important signal of goodwill in breaking the current 
nuclear impasse, especially given the implied security guarantees that exist in 
the willingness of the parties to enter into such an institutionalized arrange-
ment. It may thus be that a nuclear deal can only follow, in some respects, 
from the creation of a larger regional security framework.

Moving outward, a second regional challenge lies in the fact that peace on the 
Korean Peninsula remains tenuous under the auspices of the armistice accord—in 
an arrangement that while functional hardly inspires robust confidence that 
it will be enduring. Assuring security management for a still-divided Korean 
Peninsula is thus a second potential rationale for a regional security mechanism. 
As with the Helsinki process and the Commission on Security and Cooperation 
in Europe (CSCE), which helped mediate conflict in a divided Europe, so too 
can a peace and security mechanism help assure that a peace regime for the 
Korean Peninsula is sustainable. As with the issue of denuclearization, a peace 
regime can proceed separately from the creation of such a mechanism (and, 
in fact, the two issues are explicitly separate in a technical sense, albeit hardly 
in a political one) but there is arguably likely a higher chance of the regime’s 
success if it is embedded in larger regional framework.

Third, there is a profound lack of strategic trust among countries of the 
region, a dynamic that poses both a short-term crisis and stability challenge 
and which also undermines the basis for long-term regional cooperation. 
Indeed, any effort to develop a capable and enduring security architecture 
for the region must start with the specific characteristics and dynamics at 
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play in Northeast Asia itself. It is a region with its own characteristics, traits 
and drivers—a region where four of the globe’s major powers converge and 
where six very different governments intersect, all with different expectations, 
different perceptions of security needs, and different capacities.

Moreover, history tells us that things rarely go well during periods of power 
transition, when dominant powers are faced with the redistribution of or new 
patterns in the diffusion of power of other nations. The implications of the 
current redistribution of power across a range of dimensions in Northeast 
Asia remain a subject of intense debate. 

The lack of strategic trust and the new power dynamics in the region have 
resulted in a relatively high degree of volatility and strategic uncertainty, 
including civilizational fault lines, historical and territorial issues, an arms 
race dynamic, competing alliances, and differing threat perceptions. The 
development of a multilateral security mechanism in Northeast Asia, which 
lags far behind that of other comparable regions, is thus viewed by some as 
an effort to develop an institutional fix to a functional challenge, dampening 
the oscillation of and ameliorating major power competition and conflict in 
the region. Although the mere absence of the existence of such a mechanism 
is not, in itself, sufficient reason to create one, it is nonetheless the case that 
while there is a relatively high degree of integration across the region—with 
one critical exception—the lack of an effective security mechanism in 
Northeast Asia does in fact contribute to a sense that the region is relatively 
underdeveloped, institutionally, and that this contributes to a weak sense of 
security and mutual trust among the countries of this region.

Given that the most likely pathway to a destabilizing crisis or war in the 
region would be as the result of miscommunication or misunderstanding 
during a crisis—be it on the Korean Peninsula, across the Taiwan Strait, 
or elsewhere—a mechanism or institution that can contribute to greater 
understanding and transparency and offer a mechanism, now lacking, for 
crisis and communication management could well prove to be crucial to the 
maintenance of regional peace and stability.
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In the Six Party process an embryonic regional security mechanism has 
already come into being, driven by the functional challenge of North Korean 
denuclearization and with membership including the major actors in the 
region. Broadly speaking then, (and the above is a broad brush-stroke 
treatment of the issues, at best), this is the context for the consensus that has 
formed around the logic of a permanent security mechanism in Northeast 
Asia—a mechanism that is seen as offering both the space for the creation 
of a regional security community with shared strategic values and a way to 
help ease tensions in potential regional flashpoints. 

A Peace Regime and a Peace and Security Mechanism
With the development of a peace regime as part of the Six Party process, 
and with most elements of a regime well known, one of the key issues in the 
development of a Northeast Asia peace and security mechanism has to do 
with the relationship between a “peace regime” to end the Korean War and 
create reconciliation on the Peninsula and the creation of a new mechanism 
or institution.

In fact, although it was never implemented, the 1992 “Basic Agreement” between 
North and South Korea is probably very similar to what a “peace regime” would 
in fact look like. Elements of the “Basic Agreement” included limitations on 
the size of the militaries, Confidence and Security Building Measures, the 
cross-border flows of people and ideas, and so forth. Solving the remaining 
outstanding issues for a peace regime is primarily a technical question—but a 
technical question that requires the mustering of political will.

For example, it is almost inconceivable to imagine a treaty establishing a 
“peace regime” that would be ratified by the United States Senate so long as 
questions regarding North Korea’s possession of nuclear materials remain on 
the table. Likewise, of course, it is hard to imagine the DPRK being ultimately 
willing to implement full denuclearization without the resolution of some of 
the larger questions related to peace and security on the Peninsula.
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This then leaves open the question of whether progress on a security mechanism 
can proceed on a separate track, detached from a larger “peace regime” or if the 
two must nest together, one inside the other and both dependent on progress 
on the nuclear issue—and progress on the nuclear issue of course looping back 
to progress on these other fronts as well. And as with the content of a peace 
regime itself this is likely less a technical issue of design and more a question 
of political will. While a formal end to the Korean War is not necessarily a 
precursor for a Northeast Asian security mechanism, it is hard to imagine (in 
the U.S. context at least) serious forward progress in the creation of a mechanism 
without significant progress on the creation of a peace regime. 

In many respects, of course, these issues boil down to an almost ontological 
question: The center of gravity in the U.S. debate remains that DPRK denucle-
arization is a prerequisite for progress on these other issues. Conversely, for 
many in South Korea denuclearization is seen potentially as an outcome of 
a larger process that includes the creation and functioning of these other 
mechanisms and arrangements.

Domestic Drivers:  
Aligning the United States and South Korea
An assumption of this paper is that countries join international or regional 
mechanisms or institutions to pursue and promote their own national interests, 
and that they view these institutions as instruments to promote and protect 
their interests as well. Thus, although there is limited utility at this point 
in time in recapitulating the full history of U.S.-South Korean diplomatic 
relations over the past several years and the tensions and disagreements that 
animated the relationship—there is some benefit in briefly looking back and 
exploring the underlying differences in perspective, interests and domestic 
constraints that created these tensions before moving on to assess areas of 
convergence and divergence as they may exist today.

While much in the U.S.-South Korea relationship is positive—the alliance 
remains a cornerstone of security policy for both nations and good relations 
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across a range of political, security, and economic issues are a priority for both 
Washington and Seoul—for most of the past seven years the United States 
and South Korea have been pursuing mutually incompatible and, to some 
degree, mutually incomprehensible approaches to the region and to the core 
regional security issue: North Korea. Much of this tension has been a function 
of different perspectives and different perceptions of the issues at play in the 
region. But, without overstating the case, there are real differences at play as 
well; it is hard, for example, to fully reconcile South Korea’s “sunshine policy” 
with the “we don’t negotiate with evil; we defeat it” approach articulated by 
Vice President Cheney in 2003.2

The difference in how the U.S. and South Korea view the DPRK has arisen, 
at least in part, from very different threat perceptions in the United States 
and South Korea regarding the DPRK. This is a situation that continues to 
persist, although the gap has narrowed somewhat in recent years. Simply 
put, while the U.S. sees North Korea as a major threat—part of the “axis of 
evil”—South Korea does not. Balbina Hwang summarized the situation as 
it existed in the first term of the George W. Bush administration as: “The 
problem is that the nuclear issue is of utmost priority for the United States. 
But South Koreans do not see the issue as a problem at all, because it is not 
even an immediate threat to them. They see North Korea’s nuclear issue as 
something that is being used to threaten the United States, and even perhaps 
Japan, but not South Korea. So, I think, there is a huge gap between the South 
Korean threat perception and the U.S. threat perception.”3

While many in South Korea are now, after several years of unrequited Sunshine 
Policy, of the mind that a tougher and more reciprocal approach is needed, 
the center of gravity is still that engagement and peaceful unification is the 
best way forward, and that denuclearization will be a result of that process. 
Most in the U.S. still see the DPRK as a threat, however, and denuclearization 
as a prerequisite for forward progress elsewhere.

Underneath these differing threat perceptions there are also deeper and 
still unresolved strategic divergences between the United States and South 
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Korea over what role each country should play on the Korean Peninsula, 
both currently and going forward. At the risk of gross oversimplification, 
for South Korea managing the DPRK is very much a question of managing 
their homeland, an issue that it is imagined will ultimately be an “internal” 
question (in some way shape or form). Thus, one of the principal goals of 
President Roh Moo-hyun’s administration was a “peace and prosperity” 
approach positioning South Korea as a regional balancing power and the 
“economic hub” of Northeast Asia. 

Put another way, South Korea’s strategic horizon, even beyond the DPRK 
issue, is largely limited to the Peninsula itself and the immediate neighbor-
hood. For the United States, the Korean Peninsula is a subset—an important 
subset, mind you, but a subset nonetheless—of a wider set of regional and 
global security concerns.

For an institution-building exercise, the implications are that any mechanism 
must be contextualized in the cross-pressures of South Korean interests in 
both managing its own affairs and its freedom of action on the Peninsula, 
and U.S. interests to continue to exercise a dominant role in the region. 
South Korea, in fact, has traditionally supported regional institution-building 
efforts for precisely this reason, as an opportunity to have a seat at the table, 
influence its larger neighbors, and create institutional space to counter power 
asymmetries (the U.S., China, Japan) that might otherwise constrain South 
Korea’s freedom of movement.

For the United States, much as it might like to see a different regime in the 
North—or even no North Korea at all—the question is one of maintaining 
its leading role in Northeast Asia, hedging China, and keeping a controlling 
interest on the Peninsula. Any institution-building exercise that threatens 
to constrain the ability of the U.S. to continue to effectively operate in the 
region is suspect.

This is not to suggest that there is an unbridgeable disjuncture between the 
U.S. and South Korea. The alliance and the value that the United States sees 
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in a positive relationship with South Korea—and that South Korea sees in 
relations with the U.S.—is simply too great and too valuable to allow a gap 
to continue to widen. Rather it is simply to suggest that the U.S. and South 
Korea must face the reality that each nation has a different strategic horizon, 
and a convergence of the differing perspectives and approaches will not take 
place on its own.

We have all too good evidence, in fact, of how the divergences suggested by these 
strategic and philosophical differences, if not fully engaged and reconciled, can 
push the U.S. and South Korea apart, and create a vicious cycle leading to an 
attenuated relationship. In the early years of this decade, the political systems 
and political cultures in both the U.S. and South Korea stacked incentives 
for political leaders and other elites to adopt a confrontational approach to 
the other—a situation that was further exacerbated by other related issues, 
such as the size of the U.S. military footprint in South Korea.

The tensions between the U.S. and South Korea were publicly aired at the 
ill-fated joint press conference Kim Dae Jung had with President Bush in 
March 2001, and, as President Kim once put it, “From that time on things 
began to go wrong.”4 

On the U.S. side, tensions with South Korea blossomed during the first  
Bush administration over perceptions that South Korea’s Sunshine Policy 
did not pay sufficient attention to human rights issues, and was all too 
often “all carrot and no stick,” providing deliverables to the North (such as 
the Kaesong industrial zone) without demanding that North Korea meet 
significant obligations. These perceptions were likewise overlaid on concerns 
over maintaining U.S. dominance in the region. In the context of institution 
building, while as early as 2004 Secretary Rice advocated for the utility 
of a security mechanism in the region, the overall approach of the Bush 
administration to international or multilateral institutions, treaties or other 
constraints on the exercise of U.S. power during this period could perhaps 
best be characterized as neuralgic.
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In recent years, however, there has been an adjustment in U.S. attitudes 
towards negotiating with North Korea over its nuclear program as well as 
towards regional diplomacy. As Assistant Secretary of State Christopher Hill 
recently stated in congressional testimony, the administration hopes to be 
able to make significant progress on the development of a Northeast Asian 
peace and security mechanism, “which would help transform the cooperative 
relationships built through the Six-Party process into an enduring framework 
for Northeast Asia” during its remaining year in office.5

On the South Korean side, although President-elect Lee won office first 
and foremost because of economic issues, the candidates who opposed the 
Sunshine Policy received over 60 percent of the vote, sending a clear message 
that while reconciliation is still a goal, reflexive appeasement, as Nicholas 
Eberstadt describes it, is not.6

There is also good news that can be found in the fact that with the politi-
cal changes in both South Korea and the U.S., there is now no direct or 
significant opposition either in public opinion or elite circles in either the 
U.S. or South Korea to constrain cooperation and U.S.-ROK dialogue on 
the development of a regional security mechanism. (Conversely, there is 
also bad news in that that there is likewise no significant public support or 
prioritization of this issue in the policy bureaucracies. More immediate issues 
will almost always take priority in the political and policy process in both 
countries. Nonetheless, the removal of domestic political incentives in both 
countries driving political actors apart is probably a more significant fact in 
creating space for potential progress than the absence, all else being equal, 
of a wellspring of political support.) 

Under President-elect Lee, South Korea is expected to pursue “pragmatic 
diplomacy,” based not on ideology but on national interests, with a stronger 
expectation of reciprocity in North-South relations, and an approach that 
places greater emphasis on South Korean relations with others in the region 
but which also recognizes that an emphasis on common values and goals 
with the U.S. is critical for South Korea.
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There is every appearance that South Korea will thus be even more amenable 
to the creation of a mechanism, and more able and willing to work with the 
other players in the region to move something forward. That said, it is also 
important to keep in mid that President-elect Lee was elected almost wholly 
on domestic matters, and, given the scope and scale of the economic chal-
lenges facing South Korea, will need to focus like a laser beam on domestic 
economic matters.

While the election of Lee Myung-bak and the change in U.S. orientation 
to the region offers the possibility of developing a convergent policy, it is 
important to note that there are still fundamental strategic divergences that 
threaten to separate the U.S. and South Korea on key issues. 

Even though President-elect Lee is expected to somewhat temper the ROK’s 
approach to North-South relations and regional institution building pursued 
by his predecessors, there is nonetheless still a core logic for the promotion 
of South Korean interests to maintain key aspects of approach even under a 
kinder and gentler façade. In this context, South Korea’s interest in a multi-
lateral process or institution—when he was Foreign Minister Ban Ki-moon 
neatly summed-up South Korea’s approach to the Six Party Talks and the 
hopes that the process could develop into deeper regional architecture with 
“We need to develop six-party talks to a regional security forum eventually 
in order to ensure the steps to peace and stability in Northeast Asia”—may 
still be as much a question of creating space to counterbalance the United 
States and other power asymmetries South Korea faces in the region, which 
impinge on its ability to serve as an effective balancer.

Despite the more positive rhetoric about institution building emanating from 
the United States, U.S. interests and goals may still be at variance with those 
of the ROK. For example, insofar as it may be a goal of the United States to 
lock China into an institutional network that preserves U.S. dominance, that 
may create problems for a South Korea that would like a structure that allows 
it to balance between the U.S. and China (and Japan) as a means of gaining 
maximum freedom of action for itself. And there is still an unresolved tension 
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in the United States—unlikely to be clarified until after the 2008 presidential 
elections, if then—over the question of whether the United States in fact wants 
to be part of any rules-based system for organizing regional or international 
affairs, or if the U.S. preference to “opt out” of such arrangements, which 
went into hyper-drive after 9-11, is not simply a function of the current Bush 
administration but more deeply part of U.S. national security DNA. Likewise, 
so long as the U.S. continues to exhibit a preference for conducting policy in 
the region through bilateral alliances there may be challenges to reconcile a 
hub and spokes approach with a multilateral mechanism or institution.

Although both the U.S. and South Korea thus agree on the logic and need for 
a security mechanism, the danger is that without concerted diplomacy and 
attention to key design elements of the institution-building process it may 
very well be that we are thinking about two essentially different institutions. 
For example, would South Korea accept an approach, to borrow from Lord 
Ismay’s phrase about NATO in the early 1950s, that is intended to keep the 
North Koreans down, the Chinese out, and the U.S. in?

Indeed, insofar as South Korean views of the region are compatible with 
and can be folded into broader U.S. strategic concerns, there is no necessary 
tension. But insofar as the U.S. is intent on maintaining a dominant posi-
tion in the region and South Korea, watching, for example, as its balance of 
trade with China goes up and up and up, believes that it has an imperative 
to play a different role on the Peninsula and in the region than as a simple 
“spoke” emanating from the U.S. “hub,” tensions in managing the alliance, 
if unaddressed, will persist.

To be clear: These are not unbridgeable gaps between the U.S. and South Korea 
on these issues. Concerted diplomatic efforts to bring both countries into 
closer alignment are very possible—and the gravitational pull of a security 
mechanism, once created, may also well prove to be beneficial in bringing 
both sides closer. Without sufficient attention in Washington and Seoul to 
developing a shared vision for the region, however, differing ideas, goals  
and desires for what a mechanism can and should be, and how it should 
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function, will inevitably emerge. If an institution-building effort is to meet 
with success, it is important that both the U.S. and South Korea are upfront 
and transparent with each other about their interests and goals from the start, 
and that both are willing to commit the necessary time, effort and energy to 
reconciling differences and developing a joint approach.. 

Questions of Institutional Design
Although progress in designing an institutional architecture for a peace and 
security mechanism depends largely on progress in the Six Party Talks—as noted 
earlier, an institution-building exercise is possible in the absence of success in 
denuclearization, but success in that endeavor would almost certainly open a 
path for regional security cooperation beyond denuclearization—the creation of 
a working group on a permanent peace and security mechanism for Northeast 
Asia has already catalyzed debate over questions of institutional design. 

Consensus that some sort of mechanism is desirable aside, as of yet there is no 
resolution or convergence of views on the range of institutional design issues 
currently on the table, suggesting that developing-out this agenda by the United 
States and South Korea offers a potentially rich area for bilateral cooperation. 

Broadly speaking there are six key areas of consideration for institutional 
design: evolution or design; institutionalization versus ad hoc mechanism; 
agenda development; leadership; the scope and inclusively of the mechanism; 
and whether it is a dialogue or concert-type mechanism.

Evolution or Intelligent Design? Although there is a great temptation to seek 
to develop, design and implement a security mechanism for the region from 
scratch, in this case doing so might well prove counterproductive. Although the 
Six Party Talks agenda is (by design) neither comprehensive nor complete, the 
process has provided a focal point for region-wide dialogue, and, although the 
ultimate success of the process remains highly uncertain, it appears to be paying 
dividends in terms of habits and byways of regional interaction and cooperation. 
An evolutionary approach to institution building also provides a space to allow for 
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the continued development of important bilateral relations among the members 
of the Six Party process in a way that does not create tension or friction between 
bilateral and multilateral efforts. Building on the Six Party process in an organic 
and evolutionary fashion may well provide the best pathway possible towards 
the creation of a Northeast Asian security mechanism. 

Institutionalization or Ad Hoc-ism? Regional security cooperation can take 
either an institutional form from the outset or, alternately, it can come into 
being and operate as a functionally driven ad hoc mechanism, working on 
those issues, as needed, that a floating group of countries agrees to work on. 
An ad hoc approach can certainly grow into an institutionally-bound mecha-
nism and architecture over time—just as a narrowly conceived institutional 
architecture can grow and evolve, over time, into a more complex and fully 
articulated one (witness the growth of the European Union from origins in 
the European Coal and Steel Community).

A critical phase in institution building, especially if and as an ad hoc approach 
develops into an institutional one, is in a movement away from specific 
responsibility and towards defused responsibility. Clearly at the front end 
of the process there is a need to build trust and for specific reciprocity and 
responsibility as part of any trust-building exercise. As the process moves 
forward, however, a willingness of the parties to move away from specific 
reciprocity will be, in fact, a sign of success for the undertaking.7

Lastly, in thinking about a Northeast Asian security mechanism it is important 
to recall that institutions are in essence “bundles of rules.” and that a necessary 
first step of the institution-building process is to agree on a set of rules and 
principles—a code of conduct, for example—that can animate the undertaking. 
These rules and principles can and should cover such issues as how to make 
decisions, how to reach objectives, the means to reach those objectives, and 
so on. For maximum (political) impact, a meeting of the leaders of the six 
parties to sign off on top-level principles—once agreed upon—would set 
down an important marker and provide a qualitative transition in the process 
from the Six Party Talks to the creation of a broader mechanism.8
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Development of a Cooperative Agenda. Even among the most strident 
advocates for the development of a regional security mechanism there is 
still considerable variance in answering the question of what the agenda 
ought to be driving the institution—what is the content to fill the empty 
institutional vessel?

Although at the highest level of abstraction, the agenda can be as simple as 
“sustainable peace and prosperity in Northeast Asia,” agreement on a more 
practical and programmatic agenda is also necessary if the mechanism 
is to be able to gain traction and life. (For purposes of this exercise I am 
leaving aside the management of the North Korean nuclear issue, although 
that too is clearly an obvious area for generating agenda “content” for an 
incipient mechanism.)

Given the great uncertainties that exist about both military capabilities and 
intentions in the region, one potentially rich area for agenda development 
lies in bilateral and multilateral Confidence and Security Building Measures 
(CSBM), including the observation of military exercises, the development 
of incidents at sea agreements, and the exchanges of military data. CSBMs 
can play a critical role in mitigating the security dilemma.

Non-traditional security issues might also lend themselves well to an agenda-
development exercise. Non-traditional threats are by and large transnational 
in nature and thus lend themselves well to multilateral cooperation. Possible 
issues include energy security, climate change, infectious diseases, and 
maritime security. An agenda that looks at non-traditional issues should 
prioritize issues rather then seek to take them all on at once.

Although some analysts suggest that tackling “easy issues” (such as non-
traditional security issues) first might offer an optimal pathway to develop 
a mechanism by offering an agenda that is open to success, it is also possible 
that tackling harder issues first may, in fact, be more effective—if for no other 
reason than issues assumed to be “easy” in fact often turn out to be hard.
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Once an agenda is set, there is a benefit to be derived to build and create 
momentum by making sure that opportunities entailed in achieving 
benchmarks are not missed. Issues that might merit the development of 
clear benchmarks might include the adoption of a statement of principles, 
agreement on the denuclearization of the DPRK’s nuclear weapons 
program, and the normalization of relations between the DPRK and the 
U.S. and Japan.

Picking up on the design of the Six Party process itself, optimal design should 
also seek to incorporate appropriate linkages—and appropriate space—between 
different baskets of issues to be addressed by any new regional security 
institution so that even though different baskets can move independently 
there will be no danger that “stuck issues” will upend the whole thing.

Leadership? Multilateralism and multilateral institutions rarely spring into 
being spontaneously. They require leadership to bring the players to the table 
and motivate each to take a stake. As previously discussed, this question of 
who should lead a Northeast Asia peace and security mechanism is one of 
potentially great sensitivity between the U.S. and South Korea—as well as the 
other states of the region. Having already explored some of the differences in 
perspective between the U.S. and South Korea that require attention earlier in 
the paper I will simply note here that it will be critical, early on, to resolve the 
question of leadership and the respective roles and weight that the U.S. and 
South Korea expect to play (and will play) in any institutional framework.
 
An Inclusive or Exclusive Mechanism? Although the use of the number “six” 
in the title of the Six Party Talks may seem to render this question somewhat 
moot, there in fact remains a legitimate question about who should participate 
in a multilateral peace and security mechanism in Northeast Asia. Should 
membership in fact be limited to the Six Party process nations—or perhaps 
even a subset of five of the six—at least at the outset? Or should it seek to 
cast a wider regional net? 

To be effective it is likely that any such mechanism ultimately needs to be both 
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open and inclusive. But given the immediate challenge of gaining traction 
in addressing the DPRK nuclear program, a functioning institution with a 
pragmatic problem-solving orientation should also peg full membership to a 
commitment to basic international norms and standards, including adherence 
to minimal standards of responsible nuclear behavior such as International 
Atomic Energy Agency safeguards.

If North Korea is unwilling to meet the criteria for full membership out of 
the box, but is willing to make a commitment to the larger undertaking, 
a “partnership for peace” style arrangement, which draws them into the 
mechanism while benchmarking both criteria and actions necessary for full 
membership might offer a good model. Such an approach would also assure 
that the immediate crisis-driven functional goals of the fledgling organization 
are met without diluting the larger purpose.

And although the initial footprint of the organization would, again, for 
functional purposes, be limited to the Six Party participants, there is no reason 
why, if and as the institution gains traction and proves its worth, other states 
in the broader region could not join as well. 

A Concert or a Forum? An enduring question remains whether or not a peace 
and security forum should be developed as a natural extension of the Six 
Party process, or whether it would be better to combine it with a “concert-
type” mechanism aimed at functional cooperation? As Akiko Fukushima 
has pointed out, without a functionally oriented and pragmatic agenda to 
drive it, a simple dialogue forum runs the risk of quickly becoming just 
another regional talkshop.9 A concert-type mechanism, perhaps somewhat 
loftily modeled on the Concert of Europe and the entente cordiale after the 
Napoleonic Wars, could serve to regulate relations among the major powers 
by sharing information, developing opportunities for diplomatic interchange, 
creating norms of cooperation, and, ultimately, holding out the possibility of 
the creation of a genuine “security community.” Operationalizing a concert in 
the near term, however, given the very real functional issues on the Peninsula 
that require attention, presents certain challenges. A hybrid of a forum and 



76

r .  m i c h a e l  s c h i f f e r

concert, may thus allow for the development of a cooperative security approach 
to the common threats shared by the participating countries.

Conclusion
While it is unlikely that Northeast Asia will develop anytime soon the sort of 
highly articulated institutional structures that have been developed in Europe, 
the time has long since passed for a concerted effort to create a permanent 
multilateral mechanism to help maintain security and stability in the region.

In fact, the mechanism best equipped to take on the particular dynamics of 
the region and develop a capable multilateral security architecture may well 
be the Six Party Talks. Indeed, assuming continued forward momentum in the 
Six Party process for resolving the differences that separate the DPRK from 
others in the region, one clear value of the Six Party process lies in its ability 
to generate legitimacy for the region, for diplomatic ententes in Northeast 
Asia, and for any security mechanism that may emerge. For example, as the 
process has gone forward the parties are increasingly invested in and have 
increasing faith in the ability of the Six Party process to throw off other 
efforts—be they bi-, tri-, or multilateral in structure, and/or addressing both 
traditional and non-traditional security issues.

Moreover, because of the nature of the security dynamics inherent in the 
region there will also likely be a requirement for institutional flexibility, ad 
hoc improvisation, and thin institutionalization, at least in the formative 
stages of this undertaking, that plays to the strengths of the Six Party process 
qua process. Any regional security institution-building effort will need to be 
able to adopt a “nesting” of the institutional process within the larger context 
of other Asian-Pacific institutions and mechanisms building out a particular 
focus on defense and security in Northeast Asia without detracting from 
other institutions or efforts.

Indeed, should the security landscape permit, as perhaps at no other point 
in the past several decades it is now possible to envisage today a peace and 
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security mechanism that allows the states of Northeast Asia to share com-
mon interests, concerns, and threats, and to manage the ever more complex 
realities of regional security. Critical to the success of any effort to develop a 
regional mechanism, however, will be a concerted effort by the United States 
and South Korea, as friends and allies of long standing, to engage in broad 
and deep bilateral discussions to talk through what this mechanism would, 
in fact, look like; to share perceptions and goals; to narrow differences; and, 
ultimately, to develop a joint vision for a peace and security mechanism 
befitting continued strong U.S.-South Korean relations.
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