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On North Korea, Trump Has Putin
Playing Second Fiddle (Op-ed)

Moscow is pulling out all the stops to get a seat at the table.
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June 08, 2018
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As U.S. President Donald Trump and North Korean leader Kim Jong Un hurtle precariously
toward their meeting in Singapore on June 12, Russia has found itself on the sidelines of
perhaps the most serious attempts to resolve the international security crisis of the century.

Moscow has looked on with apprehension ever since Trump’s surprise decision on March 8 to
meet with the North Korean leader and the subsequent steady warming of relations between
Washington and Pyongyang. This coming together is perhaps all the more surprising given
that not too long ago, Trump and Kim were sparring on Twitter and the U.S. was accusing
Russia of helping Pyongyang circumvent international sanctions.
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Washington’s rhetoric on a deal with North Korea is nothing if not opportunistic. It is pushing
for the complete and irreversible denuclearization of North Korea in exchange for the
normalization of ties, lifting of sanctions as well as security guarantees and a peace treaty to
formally end the 1950-53 Korean War.

Related article: North Korean Slaves Allegedly Building Key Russian World Cup Stadium

The United States has created the impression that this North Korean settlement would be
strictly a bilateral affair, perhaps including South Korea, whose president has been
shamelessly overselling an imminent breakthrough.

This scenario poses an existential threat to the Kremlin’s elaborate narrative that Russia,
under Vladimir Putin, is re-emerging as a great world power with a decisive say on every
major global issue.

Even more ominous for Russia are some of the ideas floated in Washington about its
guarantees to North Korea, including extending the U.S. nuclear umbrella over South Korea to
the north. For Russia, this raises the unpleasant specter of an emboldened U.S. security
position in Northeast Asia at the expense of the Kremlin and China.

North Korean leaders have never suggested they are ready to accept Washington’s terms for
speedy denuclearization. Nor does Moscow believe that North Korea would give up their
nuclear deterrent. It is, after all, the ultimate guarantee of the regime’s survival.

Russia is highly skeptical of a denuclearized North Korea. The Kremlin now believes that
North Korea’s small nuclear deterrent against the U.S. would be stabilizing and eventually
lead to a more balanced regional order.

What’s more, until March 8, Russia and China believed the North Korean settlement would
unfold in accordance with their “double freeze” strategy, first proposed by the countries in
July last year. This phased and multilateral approach would have allowed Moscow and Beijing
to shape the contours of the agreement at every stage.

Related article: Why North Korea Can Unite Russia and Japan (Op-ed)

That plan was quickly sidelined when Kim and Trump gushed over each other. And when
Moscow and Beijing detected Pyongyang's intent to establish its own security relationship
with the United States, the great powers sprung into action.

China was more successful. Beijing brought Kim twice to China for meetings with Xi Jinping,
general secretary of the communist party of China, to reaffirm his preference for a phased
approach. This left Putin dangerously close to being irrelevant at this historic moment,
especially after his repeated efforts to meet with Kim ahead of the Trump meeting were
rebuffed.

This left the Kremlin with no choice but to dispatch Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov to
Pyongyang in a somewhat desperate attempt to reinsert Russia into the negotiating process.
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But North Korea would not confirm Lavrov’s meeting with Kim until the last minute. And a
brilliant plan to arrange for a trilateral meeting for Putin and China’s leader with Kim at the
SCOO summit in China on June 9-10, which would have upstaged the meeting with Trump in
Singapore, ultimately fizzled.

It is not so much that Moscow wants U.S. diplomacy with North Korea to fail. Rather, it does
not want it to succeed without Russia. To that end, Putin and Lavrov have been careful not to
publicly undermine U.S. efforts, despite Trump’s concerns to the contrary.

After all, Moscow is betting that should Trump’s rendezvous with Kim be declared “a historic
success,” nothing in the world will stop Trump from rushing into another “historic summit”
with Putin.
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