North Korea Endgame: 3 scenarios
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 [EDITED AND ABRIDGED]
Hyperbolic (over-the-top) North Korean threats of war are not new. What is new is the intensity and persistence of those threats this time around. Add to that an untested 29-year-old leader who is suddenly a four-star general with lots to prove. How does this end? Consider these three possibilities:

· What Kim Jong Un hopes: North Korean threats continue to escalate. 
Here’s what will happen:

1. Pyongyang (the capital of North Korea) will South Korea to be an peninsula an open fire zone. 
2. The South Korean stock market plummets, causing China to panic. 

3. North Korea demands that the Western powers back off; Washington, Seoul (South Korea) and Tokyo (Japan) reluctantly agree to the North's terms to avoid further escalation. Meanwhile, the North continues its nuclear weapon program.

4. One year later, they test a more sophisticated nuclear weapon and demand recognition as a legitimate nuclear weapons state and a leadership meeting in Pyongyang between Kim and President Barack Obama.
5. To back up its threat, North Korea attacks several South Korean islands and threatens to use its newly enhanced nuclear capability if the South retaliates. The crisis resumes, but with the North more dangerous.
· What Washington, Seoul and Tokyo hope: Kim's unpredictability finally causes China, a formal ally, to turn against North Korea.
Here’s what will happen:

1. China doesn’t want to be “left out” of the U.S.-Japan-South Korean defense cooperation and vows to step up pressure on North Korea. 

2. When Kim tries to escalate tensions again, Beijing (China) cuts oil shipments to the North by 50%. This is particularly impacting because China's food and fuel shipments keep the small North Korean economy afloat…
3. North Korea agrees to stop nuclear testing and agrees to talk about abandoning the nuclear program all together. But these talks will move at an extremely slow pace because the North sees nuclear weapons as its only means of regime survival.

4. North Korea’s army will begin to distrust Kim and doubt his claims
5. The regime begins slowly to unravel and war is avoided. 
· What everyone fears most: Western powers fail to recognize North Korea as a legitimate nuclear weapons state.
Here’s what will happen:

1. Without provoking a massive U.S. attack, the inexperienced Kim approves live artillery fire on uninhabited mountains just outside the South Korean capital of Seoul.
2. South Korea responds with limited attacks against the North Korean artillery units.
3. Aware that it cannot surrender or win, North Korea opens broader and deadlier artillery and missile broadsides against the South. 
4. The U.S. is forced to intervene as a result of the 1953 Korean War treaty.
5. The conflict ends with defeat of North Korean forces and removal of the North Korean leadership through massive airstrikes, but the damage to South Korea and Japan, which is within missile range, is appalling.

· How does this end?

Right now we are somewhere between the first two scenarios -- and could remain ambiguously so for some time. The third scenario remains highly unlikely, though not impossible. U.S. policy should focus on realizing scenario two. The North's brazen actions make that more possible than ever. But it means not blinking.
