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Diplomacy is a necessary part of an overall strategy—including strong alliances, 
deterrence, pressure, and containment—for dealing with North Korea. 
•	 Progress will only be made through diplomacy: High-level diplomacy is the only way 

to secure meaningful reductions in North Korea’s nuclear and ballistic missile programs. 
Given that Kim Jong Un sees his weapons programs as securing the safety of his regime, 
expecting North Korea to arrive ready to give up its programs is a fantasy. 

•	 Communication reduces the chance of crises: Whether or not diplomacy yields quick 
results on denuclearization, there is an immediate need for regular, direct channels of 
communication between militaries and diplomats to avoid miscommunication in the 
event of a crisis. 

•	 Diplomacy advances U.S. interests: The best way to secure American interests is to 
seize the initiative through diplomacy. The most significant diplomatic breakthroughs 
in recent decades—the Egypt-Israel Peace Treaty and the Iran nuclear deal—over-
turned previous third rails of diplomacy.1 There is well-founded skepticism about 
what diplomacy with North Korea can produce, but there is also little cost to finding 
out what diplomacy could yield. As former Senate Majority Leader George Mitchell 
(D-ME) said of his success in negotiating peace in Northern Ireland, “I had 700 days 
of ‘no’… and one ‘yes.’”2

Recommendations for diplomacy with North Korea
To test the possibilities of diplomacy with North Korea, the Trump administration 
should immediately take the following steps: 
•	 Develop a diplomatic game plan and empower diplomats to advance it: The United 

States must develop a phased approach to denuclearization—such as missile and nuclear 
test freezes and curbs on proliferation—that would be necessary to create momentum in 
a diplomatic process. President Donald Trump should empower professional diplomats 
at the State Department take the lead in advancing a dialogue with North Korea. 

•	 Pursue a sustained, high-level dialogue: One meeting alone will not solve the North 
Korean challenge. The United States must conduct a regular, high-level dialogue with 
North Korea led by empowered counterparts from each country who have the authority 
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to tackle a wide range of issues, including missile and nuclear programs, confidence-
building measures, and searches for the remains of U.S. soldiers who died in North 
Korea during the Korean War, among other things. 

•	 Allow no daylight to come between allies: North Korea wants to divide South Korea 
and the United States.3 Any successful diplomacy will therefore require the allies to stay 
on the same page and coordinate diplomatic positions and moves closely. 

•	 Establish a military hotline: The United States should offer a crisis communication 
channel between the United States, South Korea, and North Korea. A military-to-
military hotline could ensure that in moments of crisis the militaries can imme-
diately talk to one another to discuss any miscommunications or accidents and 
determine ways to de-escalate. 

•	 Do not let up on pressure: Until North Korea makes genuine, verifiable progress in 
curbing its illicit programs, the United States and its allies should maintain eco-
nomic sanctions and continue to strengthen regional U.S. military posture to deter 
North Korea.4 
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