Chinese Views of the Singapore Summit Between
Donald J. Trump and Kim Jong-un

Michael D. Swaine’

Chinese observers generally view the summit between U.S. President
Donald Trump and North Korean leader Kim Jong-un as a positive step
towards denuclearization on the Korean Peninsula. Authoritative and non-
authoritative sources confirm that Beijing believes the summit’s apparent
confirmation of its “dual track” and “double suspension” approaches to the
problem, the subsequent improvement of its relations with North Korea,
and Pyongyang’s apparent receptivity to adopting Chinese-style economic
reform policies greatly serve its interests. However, while both types of
sources have reaffirmed China’s importance for and commitment to
achieving lasting peace on the peninsula, many Chinese observers have
come to question the success of the summit and whether the positive
momentum that resulted from it is markedly slowing down.

The long-awaited and much-hyped summit between U.S. President Donald Trump and
North Korean leader Kim Jong-un was finally held on June 12, 2018. The purpose of the
talks was to improve relations between the U.S. and North Korea and to establish a clear
basis for the resolution of the escalating crisis triggered by the development of
Pyongyang’s nuclear arsenal. Nearly five hours of talks between the two leaders resulted
in “fulsome declarations of a new friendship but just vague pledges of nuclear
disarmament.”*

Beyond the unprecedented nature and positive atmospherics, the most significant
outcome of the summit was a short joint statement. It asserted that Trump and Kim were
committed to implementing four agreed-upon stipulations “fully and expeditiously” via
follow-up negotiations at the “earliest possible date.” These include:

e A commitment to “establish new U.S.-DPRK relations in accordance with the
desire of the peoples of the two countries for peace and prosperity;”

e Joining “efforts to build a lasting and stable peace regime on the Korean
Peninsula;”

e A DPRK commitment “to work toward complete denuclearization of the Korean
Peninsula;” and

e A commitment “to recovering POW/MIA remains.”?

In addition, Kim destroyed a nuclear weapons test site and Trump announced the

suspension of U.S.-ROK military exercises. Yet despite such arguably positive gestures,

* | am indebted to Alexis Dale-Huang and Paul Kyumin Lee for their invaluable
assistance in the preparation of this article.
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the two countries made no outward progress in developing the specific goals, timing, and
roadmap for the denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula.

While some observers in the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and elsewhere hailed the
summit as a step toward peace and stability on the peninsula, many in the U.S. criticized
it as high on gestures of good will but low on substance, while providing Pyongyang (and
Beijing) with far more strategic gains than the U.S.*

This essay describes and assesses the Chinese views to date on the Singapore summit. As
usual, such views are divided into authoritative and non-authoritative categories to
identify possible lines of debate within both official and unofficial leadership and elite
circles.* The essay ends with a summary and assessment of the Chinese perspective and
its implications for the North Korea nuclear crisis and U.S.-PRC relations.

Chinese Assessments and Observations
Authoritative Sources

Given Beijing’s longstanding position of support for direct U.S.-DPRK talks, it is no
surprise that both authoritative and non-authoritative Chinese sources praised the decision
to hold the Singapore summit, often calling it a “historic opportunity.” Prior to the
summit, the PRC Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MoFA) spokesperson stated:

Currently, years of deadlock have been broken regarding the situation on the
Korean Peninsula and achieving the denuclearization is facing a historic
opportunity. We encourage and support the efforts made by the DPRK and the
U.S. to further demonstrate goodwill, engage in positive interactions, and hold the
summit as scheduled so as to jointly unlock the door to denuclearization, peace,
and prosperity of the Peninsula.’

On the day of the summit, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi described the
unprecedented meeting as “history making.” Wang also repeated the oft-stated PRC
position that:

e The core of the nuclear issue on the peninsula involves security, especially the
provision of security for North Korea;

e The security issue must be solved through direct and equal dialogue between
Washington and Pyongyang;

e Such a dialogue must involve the creation of a peace mechanism that addresses
the DPRK’s “legitimate concerns;” and

e A pledg% that China will continue to play a unique and constructive role in this
process.

These standard positions were repeated by authoritative sources in the days and weeks
following the summit. Overall, the event was deemed “successful,” representing “the
important headway in promoting the denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula and the
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political settlement process of the issue.” Beijing applauded “the political decisions
made by the leaders of the DPRK and the United States.”’

What is more interesting is that authoritative sources also asserted that the summit
confirmed the implementation of Beijing’s well-established approach to dealing with the
North Korea nuclear issue. In the words of the MoFA spokesperson, “the China-
proposed ‘suspension for suspension’ [or freeze for freeze---Author] initiative has been
materialized and now the situation is also moving forward in the direction of Beijing’s
‘dual-trasck’ approach,” thus confirming China’s “positive and constructive role” in the
process.

The spokesperson added:

I can only say that this once again proves that China's initiative is reasonable and
feasible, not only in the interest of all parties, but also in addressing the most
urgent security concerns of all parties.®

In response to criticism that the summit had not resulted in concrete measures for North
Korean denuclearization, the MoFA spokesperson cautiously stated:

We hope that the DPRK and the U.S. could follow through on the consensus
reached by their leaders, advance follow-up consultations, further consolidate and
expand the outcomes, and make the political settlement of the Korean Peninsula
issue a sustainable and irreversible process. China supports the efforts made by
the DPRK and the U.S. to this end.™

In contrast to such positive statements, authoritative Chinese sources struggled somewhat
to explain Beijing’s stance toward sanctions on North Korea. Immediately after the
summit, an authoritative source seemed to imply that the positive environment created by
the summit might justify an easing of sanctions on North Korea:

The relevant Security Council resolutions stipulate that we shall adjust sanction
measures as may be needed in light of the DPRK’s compliance, including
suspending or lifting relevant sanction measures. China always believes that
sanction itself is not the end, and the Security Council’s actions should support
and conform to the diplomatic dialogue.™

Some Western media misinterpreted this statement as Beijing’s suggestion that the
international community “could consider lifting economic sanctions on North Korea.
In fact Beijing was at most indicating that sanctions should be eased if Pyongyang were
indeed showing compliance with UN Security Council (UNSC) resolutions. However,
authoritative Chinese sources did not explicitly state that those conditions were being
met.
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Nonetheless, some confusion continued. On June 13, MoFA spokesperson Geng Shuang
repeatedly avoided direct media questions on whether Beijing was promoting an easing
of sanctions, stating:

We hope all parties will seize the opportunity of positive changes currently taking
place on the Peninsula to take a firm step forward towards the process of
denuclearization...and political settlement of the Peninsula issue.™

Following post-summit talks between Foreign Minister Wang Yi and Secretary of State
Mike Pompeo on June 14, Pompeo stated at a press conference “that China had
committed to maintaining the UN sanctions until the denuclearization process was
complete.”** However, Wang did not confirm this. In fact, he did not mention sanctions
at the press conference, instead reaffirming Beijing’s strong support for the U.S. and
North Korea in “implementing the consensus reached by the leaders at the summit as
soon as possible.”*®> Moreover, Wang, in line with other authoritative sources, avoided
providing any timetable or conditions for the denuclearization process.*®

Yet during a press conference in July, a MoFA spokesperson reaffirmed China’s
commitment to enforcing the UN sanctions. When asked about China's connection to a
dramatic fall in DPRK gasoline prices, the spokesperson responded that “China has been
strictly and earnestly implementing all the DPRK-related Security Council resolutions.*’
Of course, this did not address the issue of whether Beijing now thinks such sanctions
should be eased.

In contrast, authoritative sources have been very clear about China’s long-standing
opposition to any sanctions on North Korea outside the UNSC framework and have
called for their cancellation.®

Beijing’s calls for its “dual-track” approach have arguably increased in the aftermath of
the summit, in part reflecting the leadership’s apparent belief that Kim Jong-un is now
prepared to initiate genuine economic reform and reduce his reliance on nuclear weapons
if given the right security incentives. Indeed, authoritative sources, including Xi Jinping,
have repeatedly asserted since the summit that North Korea “has made the important
decision to shift its focus to economic development and the DPRK's socialist cause has
entered a new historical stage.”**

Since Kim Jong-un’s trips to Beijing before the summit and continuing to the present,
authoritative Chinese sources have accompanied this view with very positive statements
supporting Pyongyang. For example, Xi Jinping reportedly stated after his meeting with
Kim in late June after the Singapore summit:

No matter the changes in the international and regional situation, China's party
and government's resolute position on being dedicated to consolidating and
developing Sino-North Korea relations will not change. The Chinese people's
friendship for the North Korean people will not change, and China's support for
socialist North Korea will not change.?
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In responding to the Singapore summit, Chinese authoritative sources have also
mentioned the issue of U.S. troops in South Korea. A MoFA counselor reportedly stated:

If North Korea is no longer an issue, what’s the purpose to still have troops there?
...If there is no terrorist, if there is no enemy, why do we need those troops?**

Finally, many Chinese authoritative statements have stressed Beijing’s ongoing
contributions and dedication to realizing lasting peace on the Korean Peninsula. When
asked about accusations that China was negatively influencing the DPRK’s stance toward
the U.S. in talks with Secretary of State Pompeo, a MoFA spokesperson responded in
early July:

I believe that it does not make any sense. China’s attitude on this issue is
consistent and clear-cut. We will continue to play a positive role in and making
constructive contributions to realizing the denuclearization of the peninsula and
achieving the long-lasting peace and stability of the region.?

And again in early August:

We hope that all relevant parties can work with China to seize the opportunity
presented by the current détente on the Korean Peninsula and meet each other
halfway so as to realize the political settlement of the Korean Peninsula issue and
achieve the denuclearization of the peninsula at an early date.?

Non-Authoritative Sources

Unsurprisingly, many non-authoritative observers initially echoed authoritative sources in
hailing the summit as a history-making success and in line with Beijing’s interests in
strengthening stability and moving toward the denuclearization of the peninsula.?*

Although non-authoritative Chinese sources generally seem to agree that the summit is a
great success, they also assert that, even under the best of circumstances, considerable
time and effort are needed to realize permanent peace on the peninsula. This would
require Washington and Pyongyang to respect each other’s principal demands — in other
words, “the United States' demand for denuclearization and the DPRK's demand for
security — and to negotiate a road map to improve relations and restore permanent peace
on the peninsula.”® One described the summit as “a good start,” but also stated:

The two leaders should have reached more agreements than the four points in
their joint statement. Some significant work is still needed to carefully design a
road map for the peace and denuclearization process on the Korean Peninsula.?®

Another asserted:
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When thinking about the future of the U.S.-North Korea relationship, and the
prospect of denuclearization, it is important to keep in mind what happened
between late May and early June when both sides were preparing for the summit,
and that President Trump is not a patient person. If both are to turn fire and fury
into friendship, it will be up to the two unconventional leaders to do business in
an unusual way.*’

In addition, one observer reportedly stated:

In Pyongyang, there’s still internal opposition to giving up their nuclear weapons
which they have worked so hard to obtain and they are waiting for the U.S. to
extend more goodwill, so a narrative can be built up for the domestic audience
that America is sincere.?

As suggested above, some observers also clearly recognize the dangers ahead, including
possible returns to confrontation and threats by both Pyongyang and Washington.*

One observer adds:

The DPRK may not completely denuclearize "very soon," as the U.S. expects
because it considers its nuclear program an important bargaining chip, and the
U.S. will not lift sanctions against the DPRK now because it believes it was
because of the strict sanctions that Kim agreed to the summit.*

Both before and after the Singapore summit, non-authoritative Chinese sources generally
echoed authoritative sources in praising Beijing’s unique and constructive role in creating
the conditions for the improvement in U.S.-DPRK relations. First and foremost among
these contributions were, of course, China’s “suspension for suspension” and “dual-
track” recommendations mentioned above.*

In addition, non-authoritative Chinese observers took pains to dispute the notion that
Beijing might be marginalized by an improvement in U.S.-DPRK relations and left out of
peace treaty negotiations. Regarding the latter, one observer remarked:

The peace treaty should in no way be signed without China's participation, and
will not marginalize China on the peninsula issue... If Washington, Seoul and
Pyongyang abolish the armistice and sign a declaration in an intention to end the
state of war on the peninsula without Beijing, China has the right to nullify it.%

Non-authoritative sources also pointed to several areas where Beijing would likely play a
crucial role in the development of the peace process and denuclearization, including the
provision of economic assistance to North Korea and expertise in the dismantling and
verification of Pyongyang’s nuclear weapons program. Regarding the issue of whether
Beijing will play a role in providing security assurances to North Korea, non-
authoritative sources reject the idea of China offering a “nuclear umbrella” to Pyongyang
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(which would violate China’s “no first use” stance toward nuclear weapons), and look to
Washington to take the lead in such efforts.*

Regarding China’s role in denuclearization talks in general, non-authoritative experts
reportedly remarked:

The summit’s vaguely worded agreement to pursue denuclearization without
providing details on how or when to achieve that goal gives Beijing time to lobby
Washington, Seoul and Pyongyang for a direct role in negotiations.**

Beyond noting China’s positive role, several non-authoritative sources initially praised
Trump to varying degrees for the success of the summit. Perhaps the most effusive (and
exaggerated) example states that Trump’s “brave” decision to meet with Kim marks an
important first step in changing

...the U.S. domestic political and intellectual climate of dealing with North
Korea... to "respect and talks™ from the previous "crime and punishment"
approach. This is an encouraging sign for facilitating diplomatic efforts to replace
the "punishment” mind-set.®

However, other observers were somewhat less charitable toward Trump, stating:

Although Trump’s negotiation strategy was driven by no coherent goal or
methodology, he stumbled into making some right decisions... Trump probably
did not realize that he made a decision that can help tackle [the] “underlying
problem” of Pyongyang’s “deep paranoia and distrust of the Western countries.”

Moreover, as recent talks between Pompeo and his North Korean counterpart have
produced no real progress, many more non-authoritative Chinese observers have come to
express serious concern about the peace process and been far less charitable toward
Trump. For example, in early July, a Global Times editorial described how

Chinese strategists are worried that the Trump administration may go beyond
diplomacy and undermine China's interests on the peninsula... By tightly
controlling the valves of the regional situation, the U.S. is trying to manipulate the
tension of the peninsula according to its strategic needs to maximize its
interests.®

Cui Zhiying, director of the Korean Peninsula Research Center at Tongji University,
stated:

There has been little progress on denuclearization since the Singapore summit and
the situation now seems to be at a stalemate.... North Korea is expecting
...measures from the U.S., such as relaxing the sanctions, but the U.S. has yet to
respond.*®
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Meanwhile, Li Chao, a research fellow at the Liaoning Academy of Social Sciences,
stated:

The U.S. has given only lip service to a declaration ending the war and has
actually hindered the peace process by accusing North Korea of attempting to
open its nuclear test sites and calling for more sanctions.*°

Other Chinese observers have stressed the importance of the Trump administration
having a clear plan to prevent Kim from losing faith. One observer writes:

It's now up to the Trump administration to decide the next steps...
Denuclearization can be achieved when the U.S. and North Korea abandon
nuclear weapons for security and set up a new peace mechanism that can replace
the armistice. Otherwise, North Korea won't abandon nuclear weapons - either in
a phased manner or at one go. Regrettably, the U.S. has not provided a clear plan
in this regard.

He adds:

The Trump administration needs to drop its so-called art of the deal that advocates
maximum pressure and caprice. Instead, it has to act boldly by making a
compromise or striking deals with Pyongyang to work out a clear plan on security
guarantee, arrangement for denuclearization and the peace mechanism on the
peninsula.*

One observer, along with many others, also criticized the idea that China has benefitted
from the summit at America’s expense, stating:

Apparently, it is only logical for the U.S. to benefit at the expense of others. Why
can't the result of the summit be a bonus for China?... U.S. media failed to realize
that China — a ballast of regional peace and stability — gaining benefit is favorable
to regional development. The U.S. will also benefit enormously from it.**

He also repeated the highly unlikely notion, often heard among non-authoritative Chinese
observers, that the U.S. deliberately encourages tension on the Korean Peninsula to
“uphold its strategic pressure against China.”*

Regarding the sensitive issue of U.S. forces on the Korean Peninsula, non-authoritative
sources are far more direct than their authoritative counterparts in speaking of the lack of
any need for the U.S. to maintain its forces on the peninsula or hold large-scale military
exercises with South Korea once the North Korea nuclear issue is “completely
resolved.”*?

Indeed, just before and after the summit, some non-authoritative sources strongly
criticized the U.S. military presence on the peninsula as a primary reason for
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Pyongyang’s development of nuclear weapons and hence an obstacle to both
denuclearization and the emergence of a sovereign, independent South Korea.**

On the issue of sanctions, some non-authoritative sources are again more explicit than
their authoritative counterparts. One states that, following the success of the summit and
Pyongyang’s supposed new priority on economic development announced at the Third
Plenary Meeting of the 7th Central Committee of the Workers' Party of Korea on April
20, 2018, “it is time to consider alleviating sanctions against Pyongyang.”* However,
other observers stress the need for China to continue implementing UN sanctions and not
compromise on sanctions or the ultimate goal of denuclearization.*®

Many non-authoritative sources also believe that North Korea has made a fundamental
shift away from the development of nuclear weapons toward reform-based economic
growth. Indeed, some express considerable optimism that Pyongyang is now adopting
Chinese-style economic reforms and opening to the outside.”’

Another observer, an associate professor at the Renmin University of China's School of
International Studies, more cautiously asserts:

Although the Kim-Trump summit shows the potential for future economic
development, it is too early to have high expectations of business opportunities in
North Korea...The opening up of North Korea requires a firm determination and
concrete policies from the government and the establishment of formal diplomatic
ties with other major economies, especially the U.S. and Japan, and the lifting of
all sanctions against North Korea. This will take at least 3-5 years.*

Finally, one observer remarked that the emergence of a U.S.-China trade war

Will make the cooperation between China and U.S. in North Korea's nuclear issue
more complicated... There will be a big question mark over whether China and
the U.S. will continue this cooperation.*®

Concluding Observations

Overall, there is little doubt that most Chinese view the summit as a significant step
toward stabilizing the Korean Peninsula and moving Pyongyang to relinquish its nuclear
weapons. Moreover, Beijing almost certainly believes that the summit’s apparent
confirmation of its “suspension for suspension” and “dual track” approach to the Korea
problem, the accompanying improvement in PRC-DPRK relations, and Pyongyang’s
apparent greater receptivity to adopting Chinese-style economic reform policies all
greatly serve Chinese interests. Thus, there is considerable room for optimism in Beijing.
This optimism is undoubtedly further bolstered by the clear commitment of the South
Korean government under President Moon Jae-in to build on the positive momentum of
the summit by focusing on the construction of a peace regime on the peninsula.*
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At the same time, Chinese observers recognize that much more needs to be done to turn
the summit into a solid pathway toward denuclearization and the stabilization of the
peninsula. In addition, non-authoritative sources have expressed considerable concern
over the lack of progress in U.S.-DPRK negotiations since the summit, and they have
raised the prospect that the positive momentum created by the summit could easily
collapse, given both sides’ suspicions and incompatible beliefs about leverage. However,
many non-authoritative sources primarily blame the U.S. for pressing Pyongyang to
move toward denuclearization without providing tangible security assurances.

In contrast, authoritative Chinese sources understandably seek to avoid commenting on
the obvious dangers ahead, including the fear that closer U.S.-DPRK relations might
reduce China’s influence on the peninsula. However, it is unclear whether Beijing is
seriously concerned over this prospect, especially given its generally positive stance
toward the current situation the contrasting views of some non-authoritative sources.

Finally, although Beijing has avoided any open suggestion that the UN should now ease
sanctions on Pyongyang, positive developments in both PRC-DPRK relations and ROK-
DPRK relations suggest that the maintenance of sanctions at pre-summit levels could
prove virtually impossible if these relationships continue to improve. Of course, the
major danger in this situation is that Beijing and Seoul could move closer together in
support of positive relations with Pyongyang while the U.S. (and possibly Japan) loses
patience and puts more pressure on Pyongyang to take concrete steps toward
denuclearization. This could severely disrupt the U.S.-ROK relationship, to China’s
likely benefit. Or it could also result in Trump taking aggressive actions against
Pyongyang that return the peninsula to a high-crisis mode, which is certainly not in
China’s interest. Beijing thus faces a daunting challenge ahead.
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