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In Plain Sight
Declassified US Embassy Seoul cables related to nuclear proliferation during the Park Chung Hee era show that, far from making South Korea more secure,
Park’s toying with the nuclear option made him an unpredictable and even dangerous client who needed restraint in the eyes of US policymakers. 1
A recently declassified set of documents posted by the US Central Intelligence Agency (hereafter, the CIA) provides important new information on Park’s
efforts, and on the US response to his continuing program. These documents form the basis for an important study published in 2011 by Sung Gul Hong on
Park’s attempts to obtain missile, dual use technology, and fissile material needed to make a nuclear weapon. The ROK’s nuclear ambitions, especially in the
post-1975 period, resulted in the United States threatening to rupture the security alliance if the ROK did not stop its nuclear intransigence. 2
Of these declassified documents, the most important is South Korea: Nuclear Developments and Strategic Decisionmaking, issued in June 1978 by the CIA’s
National Foreign Assessment Center and released in 2005 under the CIA’s routine 25-year declassification program. 3 Other than use in a Princeton graduate
curriculum, 4 the document has languished unnoticed on the web since its release. In this essay, we review the new insights provided by the CIA’s report,
supplementing as necessary with reference to other primary and secondary sources.
Given the contemporary public debate in Seoul about reintroducing
American nuclear weapons or trying again to go-it-alone with nuclear
weapons, we believe that there are lessons to be learned from Park Chung
Hee’s failed proliferation strategy in the 1972-1978 period, especially now
that the North has obtained nuclear arms and the Soviet nuclear threat has
evaporated. What mattered then, and what matters today at the
Demilitarized Zone, until an institutionalized peace is created on the
Peninsula (and in the region), is the ability of South Korea and its allies, in
particular the United States, to respond to North Korean military
aggression. Whether allied retaliation for a North Korean attack would be
nuclear or conventional is a choice. Either way, the North Koreans know
that they will lose; and today, the South’s superior conventional forces
backed by American forces almost certainly suffice to deter North Korean
attack, whether nuclear or conventional.
Nothing could justify North Korea’s nuclear weapons more than South
Korea reactivating its nuclear weapons program. Park sought nuclear
weapons mostly for political and symbolic reasons, and South Korea paid a
high price for his failed programs. We see no reason to repeat this history
and follow North Korea down a dead end that promises mutual probable
destruction rather than a stable, non-nuclear future for South Korea.
What the CIA document says
According to the report, in late 1974, Park Chung Hee authorized a program to develop nuclear weapons technology with a view to developing a long-term
nuclear option, but, in January 1976, to reduce friction in its alliance with the United States, he ended negotiations with France to obtain reprocessing
technology, 5 and in December 1976, under immense US pressure, he suspended the whole nuclear weapons program (this much was well known at the time
and has been documented by many scholars). What is less well known is that this proliferation activity continued after 1976. The CIA documents, combined
with Hong’s review of the embassy cable traffic, largely fill the gap in our understanding of this period.
Hong attributes Park’s interest in nuclear weapons to his concern that the Nixon Doctrine would lead the United States to abandon South Korea in spite of its
contribution to the Vietnam war effort, especially after the United States withdrew in disarray from Vietnam—at which time the ROK’s leverage from sending
troops to Vietnam would evaporate. 6
Historians ascribe Park Chung Hee’s drive to reduce military dependence on the United States to a combination of historical trends and events. The first and
most potent was deep tensions on the peninsula in the wake of North Korean incursions on the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) in 1968, culminating in a commando
raid on the Blue House in January 1968, followed three days later on January 23 by the North Korean seizure of the USS Pueblo, leading to a year-long
negotiation for the release of its crew. These events generated the impression that the United States was weak-kneed in dealing with North Korean
aggression. The second was the promulgation of the Nixon Doctrine in 1969. Nixon and Kissinger’s direct dealings with China without prior consultation with
South Korea left Park wondering if they would also open dialogue with the North behind the South’s back. The North Korean attack on a US EC-121 spy-plane
in international airspace occurred against the backdrop of these trends, leading Nixon to make preparations for massive retaliation against North Korea,
including nuclear attack. But ultimately, he took no military action. 7
The third factor for Park was the unilateral withdrawal of the US 7th Infantry Division in 1971, and on-going discussions in Washington and political pressure
from Congress for further withdrawals. Another consideration was the discovery of North Korean infiltration tunnels under the DMZ in 1974-75. Park also
witnessed the murder of his wife by a pro-North Korean assassin in 1974. Even as Saigon fell in April 1975, American politicians and journalists increased their
criticism of Park’s regime after his Yushin constitutional amendment in 1972 that institutionalized his authoritarian rule. Park declared a state of emergency
under which human rights were systematically violated. His sense of abandonment by the United States at a time of heightened vulnerability to North Korean
political and military offensives combined with his isolation from American civil society led Park to seek ways to become more independent from the American
military. This was Jaju Gukbang, self-reliant national defense. 8
Thus, the CIA analysts noted in their Strategic Decisionmaking report that South Korea’s confidence in the US commitment to defend it with nuclear weapons
had declined—a fear reinforced by President Jimmy Carter’s order on January 26, 1977 to withdraw nuclear weapons from the ROK along with the 2nd infantry
division. Although ultimately halting work developing nuclear weapons capability, South Korean nuclear researchers believed that “even while bowing to US
preferences on the line of work they pursue, certain activities can and should be undertaken to keep Seoul’s nuclear option open.”9 These included high

explosives and surface-surface missile technology. The missile program was undertaken to acquire a weapon that could threaten Pyongyang in the same way
that the North could threaten Seoul with artillery and FROG missiles while long-term nuclear fuel cycle technology was sought to keep the bomb option open.
CIA’s key 1978 findings
After a “careful search of all available information,” the CIA judged as of June 1978 there to be:
“No evidence that any nuclear weapons design work is under way at present.
No evidence that the South Koreans are trying to acquire a uranium enrichment capability.
No evidence of any current activity related to the acquisition of a reprocessing capability.
No evidence of stockpiling of fissile material.
No evidence of work on weapons fabrication.”10
But, they concluded, South Koreans faced decisions in the 1978-80 period that could affect the lead time to acquisition if a decision was made later to acquire
nuclear weapons. “Among the decisions that are likely to arise are those concerning whether or not to assemble a prototype and then produce in quantity a
surface-to-surface missile, and what to do with the substantial investment Korea has in nuclear research personnel.”11
Overall, they argued, the most important factor in future nuclear decisions will be South Korea’s “perception of the reliability of the US security commitment
and, conversely, the imminence of the North Korean threat.”12 The US withdrawal from Indochina, a more activist Congress that was more critical of US
involvement in overseas military conflicts, and fear that the United States might deal directly with North Korea all undermined confidence in the US
commitment to support Park and the ROK. 13
It is worth noting that the CIA’s relatively restrained interpretation of Park’s nuclear program in 1978 is at odds with the widespread rumor in South Korea that
the CIA orchestrated his assassination on October 26, 1979 in order to put a halt to his nuclear ambitions. 14
Park’s interest in missiles and nuclear weapons was driven first and foremost by Nixon’s 1971 overture to China, undertaken without consultation with South
Korea or any other of the United States’ regional allies. From that time, Park began to doubt the reliability of the American commitment to the South. He also
worried that South Korea’s interests would be sacrificed by the great powers in the context of the United States and China adjusting to each other’s common
interests against the Soviet Union. 15 At the same time, the South was faced with the North’s military buildup in the late sixties and early seventies and the
United States was pushing hard for South Korea to arm itself (Park was in his own way simply heeding the advice of Henry Kissinger who told South Korean
Foreign Minister Kim Yong-sik in February 1973, that they basically needed to build up their own military and to rely on themselves 16).
Thus, even as South Koreans began to seriously consider the nuclear weapons option, 17 Park undertook a massive conventional arms modernization
program, including the creation of a domestic arms industry, to offset the public perception of North Korea’s military superiority. 18
Phase 1, Nuclear and Missile Program
“From the outset,” the CIA states, “South Korean thinking about nuclear weapons has focused on a missile-delivery system.”19 By 1975, a dedicated nuclear
weapons program had emerged, with three compartmentalized teams working on missile design, and nuclear and chemical warheads. It was run by the
executive vice president of the Agency for Defense Development (ADD), and was code named Project “890.”20 President Park authorized the nuclear
weapons design element in December 1974 although a lone physicist helped by an explosives technician had worked on a nuclear weapon design since 1972
at the ADD, part of the Ministry of Defense. 21
ADD recruited South Korean scientists from abroad and, by mid-1975, had three sub-groups working on warheads, high explosives fabrication, and computer
codes. The warheads design effort involved about fifty scientists and technicians. However, the group “suffered from internal squabbling and technical
incompetence and apparently made little progress.”22The chemical warhead team was smaller, By mid-1976, the missile team numbered more than 250 and
covered propellants, mechanics, electronics, testing and evaluation, and computer support. 23
“This focus on missile systems,” which the CIA described as obsessive, “implies an interest in acquiring a number of nuclear devices” although exactly which
type was not clear to the CIA. Moreover, “It is clear that Seoul has not addressed the question of physical and chain-of-command control of nuclear
weapons.”24 This dimension is a critical aspect of an operational nuclear weapons capacity, and one that created problems for US Forces Korea command
centers which had to separate out communications pertaining to nuclear weapons and plans for routine communications on a daily basis.
The missile program (called Baekgom, or White Bear) was initiated on May 14, 1974 at Park’s instruction. 25 By December 1976, ADD completed building the
Taejon Machine Tool Center as the site for its research and development of missiles. 26 ADD’s missile work focused on modifying the US-produced Nike
Hercules as a surface-to-surface weapon. Without modification, and fired from behind the Demilitarized Zone, it could already hit Pyongyang as well as the
port cities Nampo and Wonsan. South Korean modifications aimed to extend its reach to Sinuiju, a logistical center for Chinese imports, and the industrial
cities of Hamhung and Anju. The modified missile was intended not only to be able to hit command centers and equipment in the arc of a 350 km range, but
also to hit Pyongyang in either a full-scale war, or in retaliation for a North Korean grab of contested northwestern coastal islands. 27
Unsurprisingly, the attempts to obtain American missile technology in 1975 and 1976, especially related to propellant, met with strong American opposition.
This intervention forced ADD to agree to limit the range of the South Korean missiles to 180 km and the warhead weight to 440 kg. As of May 1976, the ADD
had nearly completed the initial design of the improved missile. Of the original Nike Hercules, only the control surfaces and part of the hydraulic system
remained. 28 The CIA was able to obtain detailed technical parameters for the ADD’s research:
“The rocket motors, airframe, control system, and onboard guidance system would be dramatically upgraded or entirely redesigned. Using French assistance
for both propellant and production technology, ADD succeeded in casting a reduced-scale motor. Static tests of these motors confirmed in mid-1976 Korea’s
ability to cast a carboxyl terminated polybutadiene-type propellant.”29 ADD also circumvented US opposition to its acquisition of a Lockheed propellant plant
from California by buying the manufacturing technology for the plant from a French company. 30
The ADD decided not to modify the standard Nike Hercules tracking radar using technology obtained from US firms out of fear that it would “run too high a
risk of exposing the program.”31
“Seoul,” reported the CIA, “therefore, looked to improving the onboard guidance system by making extensive use of solid-state electronics rather than the
vacuum tube technology of the standard Nike Hercules.”32 The ADD had not produced a prototype missile when the program was suspended in December
1976, and it remained in suspension until September 1977 when it received a green light to proceed anew. 33
The fuel cycle linkage
By 1974, South Korea had undertaken a massive nuclear power program and had already moved beyond study and production of radioisotopes to exploration

of advanced fuel fabrication and reprocessing facilities that entailed separating enough plutonium for about one weapon per year. 34 South Korea attempted to
buy pilot reprocessing plants from Belgium but the United States and Canada, alarmed by India’s nuclear explosion on May 18, 1974, pushed the South
Korean nuclear agency Korea Atomic Energy Research Institute (hereafter KAERI) to drop its plans for reprocessing and mixed-oxide plants.
Park was acutely aware that the United States increased its surveillance of the South Korean (and Taiwanese) nuclear programs in the aftermath of the Indian
nuclear test in 1974. The United States was particularly concerned about KAERI’s negotiations to purchase a Canadian NRX heavy water research reactor,
the same reactor from which India had diverted plutonium for its nuclear test, which would have created the basis for heavy water power reactors that do not
need enriched uranium and provide a less dependent pathway to obtaining plutonium. Exploiting the global market competition for dominance in nuclear
supplier relationships, in 1975, KAERI negotiated a loan with Belgium to purchase a small mixed (plutonium-uranium) nuclear fabrication facility that could
have separated enough plutonium for one nuclear device per year. As the CIA states, “the Belgian facility would have given Korea the last key of the back end
of the nuclear fuel cycle.”35 These plans foundered when Canada suspended its talks about supplying the NRX to South Korea due to concerns that a similar
plant had been abused by India to develop its nuclear bomb. Both the United States and Canada then used their financing leverage over nuclear power plants
on order to force KAERI to drop its plans for both the reprocessing and mixed oxide research plants. 36
“Planners at the Blue House,” stated the CIA, “viewed [these facilities] as a necessary component of a covert program within the military to develop a nuclear
weapons capability.”37 This effort to obtain reprocessing capability and develop the missile program was suspended by Park in December 1976 after strong
US diplomatic intervention and after conclaves of top Blue House and cabinet officials heard directly from American counterparts that the program threatened
the alliance itself. But in addition to these external pressures, noted the CIA, Park’s “willingness to suspend 890 was strongly conditioned by the poor
performance of the ADD to that time and by the lack of any immediate need for nuclear weapons development.”38 During the startup of Project 890, the Korea
Atomic Energy Research Institute had been kept out of sensitive areas of fuel cycle work and was directed to focus on applied technology in support of power
reactor programs rather than theoretical physics that could be used for weapons work. Also, at American insistence, the Korean Nuclear Fuel Development
Institute (or KNFDI, created in 1976 to take over reprocessing from KAERI) was ordered in 1977 to do only post-irradiation fuel rod testing, not reprocessing
of fuel, at its pilot fuel fabrication center. 39 Research henceforth concentrated on uranium and light water reactor fuel fabrication and reactor manufacturing
and parts production, pointedly not involved with irradiated fuel containing fissile material. 40
Park’s willingness to back off from his push for nuclear weapons in 1976 was due primarily to demonstrations of America’s security commitment to South
Korea in 1975 and 1976. After making a public statement in June 1975 about its readiness to use nuclear weapons against North Korea, US Defense
Secretary James Schlesinger met with President Park on August 27th 1975. The two men agreed that, whatever was said publicly about nuclear weapons,
Seoul was more vulnerable to nuclear attack than Pyongyang, and US-ROK forces were prepared to “cope with a North Korean attack without the use of
nuclear weapons.”41 Park was also impressed with the revision of the US operational plan that Generals Stillwell and Hollingsworth promulgated in 1975 to go
northwards on a “short war” offensive against the North in case of war. 42
Park also may have been impressed by US resolve to respond massively to the August 18, 1976 attack by North Koreans at Panmunjom, at which time US
and ROK troops were put on high alert, an armada of warships was sent off North Korea’s coast, B-52 bombers were sent daily on practice bombing runs so
as to register on North Korean radars, and the local US commander General Richard Stillwell was authorized to fire on North Korean barracks north of the
DMZ should they interfere with Operation Paul Bunyan, the removal of a poplar tree blocking the northwards view out of the Joint Security Area--the proximate
cause of the deadly altercation in which two American soldiers had been killed. 43
This huge show of force, whose purpose was to “overawe” the North Koreans according to Henry Kissinger, 44 exceeded Park’s expectations. “I have never
seen the North Koreans so scared,” Kissinger commented on August 26, 1976. 45 The impact of this event, combined with the US threat to cut off support for
South Korea’s nuclear power program delivered directly by the US military in early 1976, 46 prompted Park to end Project 890 in December of that year.
Unguided rockets
The CIA report casts new light on the internal dynamics of Park’s nuclear weapons program. Although cabinet-level discussions of a nuclear weapons
program began as early as 1969, the decision to proceed was made solely by Park in late 1974. The CIA described policy planning for the nuclear weapons
program “was erratic, even haphazard.”47
“A written study assessing the pros and cons of developing, deploying, and using nuclear weapons was not, and still has not, been produced,” reported the
CIA. Park refused to delegate oversight from the Blue House, which “spawned a host of managerial deficiencies.”48 This failure was compounded by the
tendency of South Korean research and development agencies to overreach at that time. Consequently, these agencies were “operating essentially as
unguided rockets.”49Moreover, ADD itself was split into a group at ADD headquarters in Taejon (headed by Shim Mun-taik) that asserted it was capable of
developing long-range missiles, and a Seoul group, which was critical of this view. ADD in particular, they noted, “intentionally exaggerated its own capabilities
and depreciated the difficulty of organizing sophisticated programs” in order to maximize its budget allocation. 50 Only when Project 890 was cancelled did Park
transfer responsibility for overhauling the nuclear programs to the Blue House Senior Secretary in charge of heavy chemical and defense industry, O Wonchol. O then attempted to rationalize the nuclear research process by formalizing approval via Cabinet review, much like the technocratic decision-making
process used for industrial planning at the time, thereby reducing the independence of the nuclear research institutes. 51 In 1978, the CIA characterized the
ADD’s role as having waxed, with its influence peaking in 1975 when Park had authorized it to wed a nuclear warhead to a surface-surface missile, and then
waned, as its financial mismanagement and technical shortfalls led Park to bring it under tighter control and subordinate it to the Ministry of National
Defense’s Defense Industry Bureau. 52
According to the CIA, these institutes were well aware of the political risks that their activities posed to South Korea, but tried to manage them by arguing that
they were only acquiring a hedge against an uncertain future, that procurement of sensitive technology would be harder and more expensive in the future, and
that bench testing short of pilot scale production would be tolerated, for example, in the chemical warheads program. 53 Blue House staffers compared South
Korea with Israel, and, noting US military aid flowed in the midst of suspicions that Israel was developing nuclear weapons, they concluded “that the United
States—while opposing short-term weapons work in Korea—would eventually recognize and tolerate Korea’s need to have an independent nuclear
capability.”54
Phase 2: Reactivating elements of project 890
Jimmy Carter’s election in 1976 confirmed Park’s worst fears that a unilateralist America driven by an activist US congress would precipitate withdrawal of US
ground forces and nuclear weapons from South Korea. Indeed, within a week of taking office, President Carter ordered that a plan be developed immediately
to withdraw US nuclear weapons, 55 even before Presidential Review Memorandum 13 outlining the review of US policy towards South Korea was circulated,
including consideration of “ROK nuclear intentions and efforts to acquire advanced missile technology.”56
Unsurprisingly, a flurry of official and sanctioned speeches began to appear in May 1977 in the South Korean media discussing acquisition of nuclear weapons
or a nuclear option. In 1978, the CIA characterized this as a dialogue designed to reassure South Koreans that the Park government was taking all steps
needed to ensure security against the North, and also, to pressure the United States to rethink its withdrawal plans using the threat of nuclear proliferation as
a lever against Carter’s policy. 57 This report concluded that there was no evidence that the ROK government was actually debating acquiring nuclear
weapons, nor were there any signs of new research and development to support such a clandestine program. 58

By August 1977, US officials had serious misgivings about the impact of withdrawing nuclear weapons from South Korea. As the CIA’s August 1977 regional
and political analysis memorandum The Implications of Withdrawing Nuclear Weapons From Korea suggested, although removal of US nuclear weapons from
South Korea accorded with the North’s strategic goals, its leaders still could not sleep easily at night knowing that the United States could deliver them at any
moment during a war or reintroduce them to the Peninsula itself, and could not discount their use against North Korea. “For its part,” the analysis stated,
…the South strongly desires the retention of a US nuclear presence in Korea. More clearly than Pyongyang, Seoul will read the total
withdrawal of nuclear weapons as evidence of US intent to forego their use in a future conflict. In an obvious effort to head off complete
nuclear withdrawal, the South Korean press has suggested that the Pak government would be justified in developing its own nuclear
weapons if the US nuclear shield were withdrawn. 59
The memo described how a sharp rupture in the US-ROK alliance over the nuclear issue could threaten the credits provided for arms sales from the United
States, worsen trade relations, accelerate the rate of US withdrawal, and lead to resumption of Park’s nuclear weapons program. “In any event,” the memo
concluded, “the withdrawal of all US nuclear weapons will clearly strengthen Pak’s determination to move toward military self-reliance, a course he has been
following since the early 1970’s.”60 Regardless, the Carter Administration withdrew 1,000 American troops in September 1977 and another 500 in November
1978, before reversing the withdrawal policy in 1979. These incremental withdrawals reinforced Park’s perceptions that the US security commitment was
eroding quickly.
In fact, as of June 1978, by the time the CIA’s South Korea: Nuclear Developments and Strategic Decisionmaking report was published, the ADD nuclear
weapons designers had been redirected from Project 890 to high explosives work in its Warheads Directorate, and the chemical warfare group was engaged in
non-offensive chemical agents research in the ADD Materials Development Directorate. 61 Of course, the line between nuclear and non-nuclear high
explosives work remained fuzzy because “an established high-explosives capability would also be advantageous to Korea if a nuclear weapons program were
resumed,” as the CIA analysts explained.
For their part, the missile engineers were busy back at work by September 1977 when the
of the modified Nike Hercules. As of June 1978, the CIA reported that the ADD’s missile
its Advanced Weapons Center at Taejon. “One handles propulsion work ” wrote the CIA,
and control development. A newly established group, whose authority cuts across the

ADD received the go-ahead to resume work on extending the range
researchers were distributed across three of the six directorates of
“Two, aeroballistics research; and Three, electronics and guidance
boundaries of the six directorates, is responsible for testing and

evaluation. It controls, among other facilities, the missile flight test range at Anhung.”62 Anhung was reportedly given the cover name Anhung Meteorological
Observation Center.
The ADD began to test-fire the modified Nike Hercules in April 1978 not to produce or deploy the missile, but, according to the CIA, “to demonstrate—or give
the illusion of—its ability to develop a long-range surface-to-surface missile” and thereby win Park’s approval for a 300-500 km range missile to be available in
about 1985. 63
Keeping the option open
According to the CIA, Park had not decided to actually build bombs in late 1974, only to acquire the capacity to do so as a “precautionary measure carrying a
tolerable level of risk.”64 Similarly, in spite of the Carter attempt to withdraw US nuclear weapons from South Korea in 1977-78 as part of the withdrawal of the
US 2nd Infantry Division, they found that “in the late 1970s there is no perception of immediate needs or opportunities for acquiring nuclear weapons.”65
The CIA recognized that by 1978, South Korea was heavily invested in light water reactors, to the tune of nearly five gigawatts and five billion dollars, largely
financed by the US Export-Import Bank that was dedicated to promoting American nuclear exports for domestic and foreign policy reasons—not always
consistent with US nuclear nonproliferation objectives. They noted that spent fuel from these reactors was an easier, faster route to obtaining fissile material
for any future nuclear weapons program than uranium enrichment. This was because, until 1974, US policy encouraged rather than opposed the spread of
reprocessing technology, and it was perfectly legal to stockpile reprocessed plutonium, provided it was safeguarded by the International Atomic Energy
Agency set up to monitor and observe flows and stockpiles of fissile materials in member states, and to identify in a “timely” manner the diversion of such
material to bomb programs. “Then,” they noted, “when conditions warrant the violation of safeguards, it can be used in the final stage of weapon
fabrication.”66
In 1978, they note, KAERI’s problem was that the only way to get a reprocessing plant was to make one, given that the United States had already blocked
supplier nations from providing such plants to the ROK. Also, the American low-enriched and Canadian natural uranium that ended up as spent fuel in South
Korea after being fissioned in reactors was subject to US and Canadian vetoes against it being reprocessed. Moreover, whether taken from a light water
reactor or a heavy water reactor, diverting even a few fuel assemblies ran a high risk of detection. 67 Short of building a plutonium-producing reactor of its own,
therefore, this route to obtaining fissile material was blocked to South Korea.
Ultimately, Park and his military leaders recognized the primacy of the US security alliance over the development of a nuclear weapons option, but that shift
did not entail completely shutting down the option. As the CIA observed: “Planners at KAERI in the early 1970s recognized the importance of reprocessing to
a nuclear weapons program, but they were primarily interested in reprocessing as it related to long-term nuclear power development,” including a research
facility to be in operation by 1975, a commercial reprocessing plant by 1982-85, and even breeder reactors using reprocessed plutonium from 19871988. 68 Even in 1978, many South Korean planners, especially in ADD, but also at least some in KAERI as well as the military, according to the CIA, believed
that not only was South Korea obliged to assume more responsibility for its own defense, but “that such ’self defense‘ may eventually require nuclear
weapons development.”69
Furthermore, the CIA stated that the on-going dual-use research work on missiles, high explosives, and heavy water routes to power reactor development
sustained these incremental attempts to obtain technology, not least due to institutional momentum.
“Given the sophisticated technology requirements set by the type of nuclear weapons system Seoul has considered developing, some planners believe that
their country should do more than rely on advances in nuclear technology to shorten the lead time to a bomb. The strongest pressures in this regard arise
quite naturally from the nuclear research community. Since late 1976, ADD, KAERI, and KNFDI have been only marginally successful in winning authorization
for the lines of research they would like to pursue. Nevertheless, even the restricted work of these research bodies is moving Korea part of the way toward a
capability to later initiate a dedicated nuclear weapons program.”70
“Although not supported by all important elements of the Korean leadership,” asserted the CIA, “this work is tolerated because it keeps Seoul’s options open
without translating into any kind of commitment to nuclear weapons.”71
The CIA pointed to a number of decisions that South Korea would face in the early eighties that bore heavily on the nuclear weapons issue. This included
development of a long-range missile, additional heavy water reactor investment, the disposition of the nuclear research personnel in the agencies involved in
Project 890, and the sheer growth of the light water reactor power program that might justify reprocessing on commercial grounds. 72
The CIA concluded that the most important factors in South Korea’s thinking on nuclear weapons would be the state of the US security commitment, the level
of North Korean threat, and the success of South Korea’s conventional arms modernization program. Should President Carter’s ground troop withdrawal be

completed, Seoul would evaluate the increased risk of North Korean attack due to withdrawal of these forces, including their nuclear weapons. “Irrespective of
the ground troop question, however, South Korea will continue to question whether the United States would employ nuclear weapons on its behalf.”
“Waning confidence in the US nuclear umbrella, particularly if accompanied by a decline of US influence in Seoul, would strengthen the hand of those who
want to pursue a nuclear weapons option.”73
South Korea’s desire to become a missile power apparently continued into 1979, after the June 1978 CIA report was produced. On August 29, 1979,
Congressman Anthony Beilenson wrote to then US Secretary of State, Cyrus Vance, that the ROK government had obtained from US firms in the Los
Angeles area “the specifications, engineering drawings, instructions and designs, blueprints and certain assembly equipment employed in the United States
Atlas Centaur program.”
“Further,” wrote Beilenson, “I am told that nose cone materials, alloys and certain guidance systems have also been acquired…and…the Republic of Korea is
now engaged in the procurement of associated computer equipment and software packages that would substantially upgrade and complement their current
abilities to continue in this endeavor.”74 What action was taken on this letter is unknown, but it is noteworthy that the missile, while archaic by US standards,
had an 8,000 km range—far beyond that aspired to previously by ADD.
In the end, KAERI’s nuclear ambitions and ADD’s missile aspirations were reined in due to political rather than geopolitical forces at play in the US-ROK
alliance and domestic South Korean politics. Once General Chun Doo-hwan seized power in a military coup in 1980, he was desperate to win recognition and
support from the Reagan Administration. Chun ensured that KAERI was downsized in 1981, in the course of which it was renamed the Korea Advanced
Energy Research Institute and the residual nuclear weapons and missile development programs inherited from the Park era were scrapped, thereby cementing
the alliance and securing a degree of US support for his dictatorship, given his bloody path to presidential power. Chun also felt less motivated to pursue the
nuclear and missile options than Park because the advent of the Reagan administration, in contrast to the Carter administration, emphasized the importance
of military alliance with Japan and South Korea.
Conclusion
The CIA’s report is not merely of historical interest. It bears directly on debates related to how to respond to the North Korean nuclear breakout, and whether
South Korea should respond in kind. It provides important historical lessons that are applicable to these debates.
First, it shows that even as an authoritarian military dictatorship, it was impossible for South Korea to conduct a clandestine nuclear weapons program without
the United States quickly realizing and even anticipating the program. Under conditions of democracy and high levels of openness of trade, migration, and
information, a clandestine program is even less possible today than it was in 1978.
Of course, contemporary South Korean proponents of ROK nuclear armament are not only aware of this fact, but welcome disclosure, precisely because the
open threat or its actualization would put maximum pressure on the United States to either re-introduce its own nuclear weapons (currently rear-deployed in
the continental United States) or to coerce the North to denuclearize and compel China to end or reduce its support for the North or otherwise pressure it to
cooperate with South Korea and other members of the international community. This position is an instrumentalist use of the nuclear option, and it arguably
mirrors the evolution of Park Chung Hee’s position from the early effort to obtain a nuclear option for its putative military and deterrent effects on North Korea
to using the effort to lever American policy in ways favorable to South Korea.
Aas a military man, even before Schlesinger outlined the military disadvantages of an independent nuclear force, Park must have realized that, far from
overcoming deficits in conventional military capacity to handle the North’s military buildup, nuclear weapons increased the South’s vulnerability to Soviet
attack, and that the South was more vulnerable to nuclear attack than the North. In essence, Park strove for political-symbolic nuclear status rather than a
meaningful nuclear force and the effort backfired in South Korea’s face. The same could be said today of proponents of South Korean nuclear weapons. If
successful, they would enter the same cul de sac as Park—with the additional risk of prompting an inter-Korean nuclear arms race and an unstable nuclear
standoff with North Korea constantly tilting towards pre-emption on both sides.
Second, as the CIA report shows, Park’s strategy failed in two ways. Not only did South Korea gain little actual nuclear weapons technology; Park’s threats
also undermined trust and confidence with American officials who quickly realized that his program was fundamentally inconsistent with American global and
regional interests, and who were already attempting to reverse Carter’s withdrawal policy for fundamental strategic reasons, not in order to stop South Korea
from going nuclear.
Similarly today, South Korea attempts to secure nuclear weapons (or attempting to keep North Korean nuclear weapons should it collapse and be absorbed by
the South) would lead to alliance stress and possible rupture with the United States, international sanctions, diplomatic setbacks, trade losses, possible
follow-on effects on Japan’s non-nuclear commitments, extraordinarily dangerous nuclear threat exchanges with North Korea, and possible targeting of South
Korean cities by China and Russia, none of which are presumably what nuclear advocates hope to realize by going nuclear, or threatening to do so. The end
of the Cold War was also meant to end casting nuclear shadows over whole cities and countries, not accelerating this way of managing international affairs
between states. This rhetoric from some quarters in Seoul appears to the international community to be irresponsible posturing and demeaning to South
Korea’s dignity as a proud non-nuclear weapons state that will host the Global Nuclear Summit in March 2012. It certainly undermines South Korea’s efforts to
renew and amend the US-ROK nuclear cooperation agreement in 2014.
In the mid-seventies, as the CIA pointed out, the United States not only had military leverage over the South due its troop presence and arms sales, but also
was the main financier of South Korea’s reactor program. In the same way today, commercial realities are intertwined with strategic concerns because South
Korean proliferation would lead to loss of uranium supplies to its nuclear reactors from countries such as Australia and Canada, and from enrichment suppliers
such as the United States and others in the Nuclear Suppliers Group. 75
Third, the outcome of the military crisis of August 1976, in the midst of an active American debate about withdrawal of troops and nuclear weapons from
South Korea, suggests that the massive mobilization of conventional force is what mattered when push came to shove with the North, not the threat of
nuclear attack.
The same lesson applies now that the North has obtained nuclear arms. The North’s nuclear bark is far worse than its nuclear bite, at least at this stage, in
the sense that its nuclear capacity is more politically and symbolically shocking than its actual ability to attack targets with nuclear devices outside of its
borders. 76 What matters at the DMZ is the ability and willingness of South Korea and its allies, in particular the United States, to respond in the event of
North Korean military aggression. Whether retaliation for a North Korean attack is nuclear or conventional from the allies, the North Koreans know that they
will lose. Today, the South’s superior conventional forces backed by American forces almost certainly suffice to deter North Korean attack, whether a North
Korean attack is nuclear or conventional. In short, conventional deterrence is what mattered then, and what matters today, not nuclear weapons, which are
simply not needed to do the job of deterring or defending against North Korean attack.
A related lesson concerns the state of the US-ROK alliance. An important factor in Park backing down from his proliferation program was the creation of the
ROK-US Combined Forces Command in 1978, of which the commander, a US general, had both wartime and peacetime operational control over South Korea
forces. Such an arrangement ensured that the US military would become automatically involved in a war in Korea at the outset. The trip wire mechanism was
a reassuring fact for Park. Likewise, after Reagan reasserted the US security commitment to South Korea upon his election, Park’s successor President
Chun Doo-hwan downsized KAERI by incorporating it into the Korea Advanced Energy Research Institute, and scrapping the missile development program in
1981. 77 Institutional integration and relationships matter in the alliance, and nuclear weapons tend to create stress rather than alliance convergence. This is as

true today as it was when the CIA wrote its report.
Fourth, the CIA report concludes that unilateral withdrawal of US nuclear weapons could lead to the resumption of South Korea’s nuclear weapons program. In
fact, the withdrawal was reversed in 1979, and the eventual unilateral nuclear weapons withdrawal of 1991-92 that left US conventional forces in place and
augmented them with increasing lethal non-nuclear technologies, led neither to war nor to South Korean nuclear armament. Indeed, it arguably prepared the
way for engagement the North in a way that slowed its proliferation by a decade, in contrast with its ever-increasing diplomatic and political isolation combined
with its current nuclear-armed posture.
Another parallel to the mid-seventies can be drawn today. Then, the CIA was likely not the only intelligence network on the ground in South Korea that was
monitoring the nuclear weapons activity under Park Chung Hee. The North Koreans were assuredly also intensely aware of the South’s drive, and this
knowledge likely accelerated the North’s own early program. 78 South Korean proliferation today would make it far more difficult to negotiate the
denuclearization of North Korea—already a task that will likely take many years to achieve. An inter-Korean nuclear arms race arising from South Korean
nuclear armament would certainly set back such hopes, if it didn’t precipitate nuclear war first. It would be, as one scholar termed it in 1982, an unstable
relationship tending always towards mutual probable destruction. 79 Nothing could justify the North’s program more than a South Korean breakout, and it would
almost certainly lead to a new Cold War in the region not only with the North, but with China and perhaps Russia, thereby increasing South Korean and
Japanese insecurity.
The continuing perception of nuclear threat by the North when nuclear weapons have been removed from the Peninsula and the region for nearly two decades
indicates the depth of North Korean distrust and fear of the United States and the degree to which American statements of intent are taken seriously in the
North—as when Presidents Obama and Lee restated in 2009 that US nuclear deterrence is extended to the South. This fact suggests that the mere threat of
nuclear retaliation by the United States, even with its weapons recessed a great distance from the Peninsula, suffices for purposes of communicating
American intention to the North Koreans.
Finally, the CIA’s report shows that the threat of nuclear proliferation and nuclear war in Korea has deep roots, and cannot be overcome unilaterally on either
side. Great powers have restrained both Koreas at different times, the United States blocking the South from moving ahead with its nuclear weapons program
during the seventies, the former Soviet Union inducing the North to join the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty in the eighties, and China, the United States, and
Russia all slowing the North’s breakout from 1991 until today. To us, it is remarkable that during periods of inter-Korean and US-DPRK improved relations,
supported at such times by China and Russia, dialogue and engagement have led to progress in the attempts to stop the North from gaining more nuclear
weapons capacities.
The opposite is also true—the North accelerated its proliferation activity during the height of the Cold War when Reagan confronted the former Soviet Union in
this region, and again, when President George W. Bush downgraded and degraded relations with Pyongyang.
The lesson for politicians and strategists today is obvious.
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