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5 For previous work on this topic, see: Rusten, Lynn, Richard Johnson, Steve Andreasen, and Hayley 

Anne Severance. “Building Security Through Cooperation – Report of the NTI Working Group on 

Cooperative Threat Reduction with North Korea.” Nuclear Threat Initiative, 2019. 
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Diversifying Engagement and Reducing 

Project Risks 

Diversification is a common risk management strategy and is central to the CTR Plus 

proposal. Pursuing multiple concurrent projects intended to engender small, rapid 

wins for all sides, increases the prospects for early success and confidence building, 

and builds momentum for progress. Even if one project fails or encounters setbacks, 

other projects may continue unimpeded. 

This approach can be contrasted with earlier initiatives, designed as grand bargains, 

such as the Korean Peninsula Energy Development Organization (KEDO). KEDO was 

a large-scale, multilateral project led by the United States to provide the DPRK with 

light-water reactors and energy assistance in the form of heavy fuel oil. The light

water reactor project was eventually terminated because of failures of both the United 

States and DPRK to follow through on their commitments (which were set out in the 

US-DPRK 1994 Agreed Framework). At that point, ten years of work and $5 billion 

dollars had been wasted. 

It would be unwise however to conclude from KEDO' s failure that energy cooperation 

with the DPRK is destined to fail. Cooperative energy initiatives as a part of the CTR 

Plus program would be smaller in scale with shorter timeframes. The entire program 

would not rise and fall with a single large flagship project. The diversity and small 

scale of the projects would build in redundancies. Over time, the incremental 

achievements of separate, parallel short-term projects would become increasingly 

valuable to the DPRK leadership and population, and help build confidence between 

the DPRK and the international community. Keeping individual projects small would 

also reduce the risk that they could be diverted to support Pyongyang's military 

activities, including its nuclear weapons program. 

By adopting this bottom-up approach, -

whether through consistent supply of 

healthcare, vaccines, or electricity - CTR 

Plus projects would create positive 

results in-country and build confidence 

among the DPRK populace and its 

leadership. Experience in the DPRK over 

decades of engagement shows that 

localized projects are conducive to 

positive interactions between foreign 

experts on both a professional and 

personal level. 

By adopting a bottom-up 

approach that creates local 

value ... CTR Plus projects would 

create positive results in-country 

and build confidence among the 

DPRK people and its leadership. 
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19 Wit, Joel S. “U.S Strategy Towards North Korea: Rebuilding Dialogue and Engagement,” 2009, 65. 
20 Goswami, Namrata. “Space Engagement and Cooperation with the DPRK.” CTR Plus. Asia-Pacific 

Leadership Network, October 2021. https://cms.apln.network/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Space-

Engagement-and-Cooperation-with-the-DPRK-Namrata-Goswami.pdf. 
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21 Goswami, Namrata. “Space Engagement and Cooperation with the DPRK.” 

23 One reviewer questioned whether the DPRK would be interested in revealing sensitive information 

and making itself dependent on outside information, knowing that any benefits could be immediately 

lost. This risk will be inherent for any engagement effort with the DPRK; the multilateral approach we 

propose here provides multiple guarantors that participating in the arrangement enables the DPRK to 

enter into reciprocal deals with greater confidence. 
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25“Democratic People’s Republic of Korea: Voluntary National Review on the Implementation of the 

2030 Agenda” (Government of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, June 2021), 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/282482021_VNR_Report_DPRK.pdf 

https://www.38north.org/2018/11/rnephew110718/
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May 9, 2076, the Pentagon - Secretary of Defense Ash Carter (right) poses for a photo with 

Senator Sam Nunn (left) and Senator Richard Luger (center) following the 25th Anniversary 

of the Nunn-Luger Cooperative Threat Reduction Program (DoD photo by Senior Master 

Sgt. Adrian Cadiz) 

It remains a fact that neither the uncompromising approach favoured by the Trump 

administration, nor the strategic patience approach adopted by the Obama and - so 

far - Eiden administrations have yielded significant progress with the DPRK. CTR 

Plus is an opportunity to implement an option which has a proven track record of 

bipartisanship and results. As President Eiden has emphasized bipartisan deals, the 

legacy of CTR in the former Soviet Union and its successor states and its promise for 

the DPRK should appeal to the US administration. The alternative is an unbounded 

DPRK weapons program that will only intensify partisan attacks on the 

administration. Given that prospect and the dependency of US allies in the region and 

their concerns over the expansion of the DPRK's military and nuclear capabilities, the 

United States simply cannot afford to ignore the DPRK nor rely solely on military 

containment and deterrence to hold the line at the DMZ. 

"Frontloading" initiatives such as 

chemical weapons 

dismantlement could help to

build initial US support for the 

project. 

Some will argue that "frontloading" 

initiatives such as chemical weapons 

dismantlement could help to build initial 

US support for the project. As discussed 

earlier, the diversified structure of CTR 

Plus would also reduce the perceived risks 

of capacity building in the DPRK before 

significant denuclearization is achieved. If 

needed, discrete projects can be 

suspended, without affecting other 

projects. 
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within the scope of the CTR Plus program, the DPRK could follow with a declaration 

of its uranium enrichment facilities, which would facilitate verification of the freeze, 

and establish additional confidence. At this point, the United States and the ROK 

could offer measures to assist the DPRK with conversion of its nuclear infrastructure 

for civilian use. 

Cooperative efforts to convert the DPRK space and missile programs into a civilian 

space program must be kept separate from any progress, or lack thereof, on 

denuclearization. A first step towards cooperation on space issues, would be for the 

United States and the ROK to provide the DPRK with satellite data for weather and 

disaster monitoring, as well as resource exploration, in exchange for the DPRK's 

recommitment to the moratorium on tests of long-range ballistic missiles which it 

revoked in January 2020. 

Finally, the implementation of CTR Plus will require significant political and 

financial support, not only from the United States and the ROK, but also from a 

multilateral coalition including the EU, other states and international organizations. 

Many CTR Plus programs require the external provision of technical assistance, 

training, financing, and investment via public-private partnerships in the social and 

physical infrastructures of the DPRK. Initial ideas for a funding mechanism include a 

special trust fund modelled on the Palestinian Partnership for Infrastructure Trust 

Fund; a reimagined KEDO model (KEDO 2.0); and an expanded regional economic 

cooperation initiative, similar to the Greater Tumen Initiative. There also needs to be 

an assessment of how these mechanisms might relate to existing donors such as the 

IBRD, ADB, EU, and China's AIIB as well as thoughtful consideration and planning 

of the incremental lifting of sanctions to implement any CTR Plus arrangement via a 

funding mechanism. The APLN will explore funding strategies and political 

mechanisms to support a CTR Plus program in 2022. 

The Soviet/Russian CTR experience has shown that the host country must help 

identify its training needs, rather than have these be imposed externally. The United 

States provided training assistance for Russia for nuclear materials protection, control, 

and accounting. Likewise, the DPRK must cooperate in identifying areas of need. 

Conclusion 

The original CTR program was created after the dissolution of the Soviet Union to 

provide financial assistance and technical expertise to dismantle, secure, consolidate 

and remove nuclear weapons and other weapons of mass destruction. The former 

Soviet Union was focused on the need to transition the nuclear weapons complex to 

21 I THE ASIA-PACIFIC LEADERSHIP NETWORK



non-nuclear weapons work, and to reduce nuclear risk from migration and materials 

leakage. These risks also exist within the DPRK, but the complex is much smaller; and 

the opportunities for gainful non-nuclear-related employment are very low. The need 

to supplement CTR-nuclear with other strategic benefits in the DPRK differs 

substantially from the former Soviet Union. Thus, the CTR equation and DPRK 

calculus are different, and energy, and access to space and public health are integral 

parts of that difference. 

The purpose of the CTR Plus project is to look at what has worked in the past and 

apply those lessons to the DPRK by implementing discrete projects that are 

contextually and situationally appropriate. Engagement is not a gift to be offered in 

exchange for good behaviour; it is essential to collective security, and for the 

denuclearisation of the Korean Peninsula. CTR Plus offers a concrete way of working 

to improve security through a practical and pragmatic process. 

The proposals offered here are not intended to constitute a comprehensive framework 

for a CTR Plus program in the DPRK. Rather they outline one possible approach and 

illustrate the need to think creatively on how to facilitate engagement, reduce risks, 

and ultimately address the security concerns of all the relevant parties. Political winds 

can change quickly and if there is no clearly articulated strategy for engagement when 

that happens, progress may stall or the opportunity will be lost. Some may argue that 

the inherent uncertainty of the political environment - particularly in the broader 

context of increasing tensions between the United States and China in the Asia-Pacific 

region - means that now is not the right time to pursue such an initiative. We would 

argue that, on the contrary, action is needed now more than ever. Failure to act will 

leave all parties involved woefully unprepared to take advantage of the next 

opportunity; action ought to be taken seriously by those who wish to build a lasting 

and stable a peace regime on the Korean Peninsula. Iii
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