
With no exit strategy, the Park Geun-hye administration’s decision to close the Kaesong 
Industrial Complex (KIC) was tantamount to a spontaneous act of self-harm. It had little actual 
effect on the North, while doing far more damage to South Korean companies that previously 
had operations there. The way executive powers were used to close the complex probably was 
illegal. The extraordinary closure of the KIC also invalidated all existing agreements between the 
two Koreas. Hence, it would be no exaggeration to say that the reopening of the KIC would be 
the first step toward normalizing relations between North and South Korea. There are high hopes 
that the new Moon Jae-in administration will reopen the KIC, but the administration faces 
barriers to overcome if it is to do so.

To reopen the KIC, what is needed is progress on the North Korean nuclear issue. Even 
negotiating a freeze – let alone getting the entire program scrapped – is expected to just take far 
too much time. To create circumstances that will allow for the reopening of the KIC, the 
administration will need to concentrate on obtaining a moratorium on nuclear and missile tests 
from the North Korean government. Once the Moon administration has finished selecting foreign 
policy and national security officials, it should move quickly to start dialogue with the North 
Korean side on this issue. The North Korean government has argued in Chosun Sinbo (20th 
May) that the KIC should be dealt with separately from the missile and nuclear programs. They 
also said Moon should not worry about what large neighboring states think, but rather take the 
lead in creating a starting point for improvements in inter-Korean relations. Such arguments 
completely ignore the influence that public opinion has on North Korea policy in South Korea. A 
policy toward the North which is not built upon a popular consensus will not be effective, and is 
not sustainable. The North Korean side can help create more favorable public opinion in the 
South by refraining from additional provocations, and they must understand that this is how, with 
the reopening of the KIC, that relations between the two Koreas can start to improve.

Reopening the KIC is necessary to improve inter-Korean relations. In their current state, relations 
between the two Koreas bring no benefit to South Korea, and all they do is raise the possibility of
war including war resulting from an accidental confrontation. Whilst the nuclear issue is the 
largest obstruction to improvement, Seoul cannot remain passive. Before KIC companies give up 
all hope, the complex should be reopened. And when the KIC is recognized by buyers at home 
and overseas, it should be reopened. Should the buyers say that the KIC is not an attractive 
investment, then the KIC project is over. Seoul should take the lead in managing inter-Korean 
relations, and in order to raise South Korea’s profile and voice amongst large neighboring 
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powers, Seoul must revive the KIC using its own initiative. Difficult though it may be, now is the 
time to begin.

It is very important to explain and gain the agreement of the Trump administration. The role that 
the KIC has played in controlling North Korean provocations and thus helping to effectively 
manage inter-Korean relations and contributing to peace must be emphasized. The KIC is in 
North Korea, but South Korean companies engage in productive activities there utilizing North 
Korean workers, it is not a place in which sanctioned groups or companies are involved in 
transactions. This must also be explained. There were three nuclear tests prior to the Park Geun-
hye administration taking office, and the international community has never connected the KIC 
to the North Korean nuclear program. Instead, the KIC employed 50,000 North Korean people, 
providing them with jobs and helping them survive, thus not only contributing to an 
improvement in human rights, but also alleviating tensions between the two Koreas, and playing 
a crucial role in gradually reforming and opening the country. The value and role of the KIC 
must be conveyed plainly and thoroughly to the US side.

To expedite the reopening of the KIC as much as possible, Kim Jong-un must be induced into 
making big decisions. Kim has demonstrated a pronounced interest in economic development. 
The KIC can play a significant role in realizing such grand plans.  However, the KIC will not 
become a world class facility if it continues to develop and operate as it did prior to its closure. If 
it reopens, this must change. It must become an industrial zone with upgraded ‘hardware’ and 
software’ to appeal to US and Japanese companies. Creating such a KIC will become a powerful 

force in the cutting edge technology zones and special tourist zones that Kim Jong-un has been 
trying to push forward in North Korea.

Therefore the Moon Jae-in administration must offer a special set of economic cooperation 
measures that will induce the North Korean leader to focus on economic rather than nuclear 
development. Preparations must be made to create a new, bold, and realizable plan for a new 
KIC, a plan that will be put to Kim and which he can agree to, a plan connected to the regional, 
urban and rural development of North Korea, rather than just return to the visions of the KIC’s 
past. Real thought must be given to having an inter-Korean summit at the complex. To recover 
from trust in relations that have all but hit rock bottom, it is necessary to have a summit as soon 
as possible. Agreements must be made in the open, in front of the international community. Only 
then will the sincerity of our government in seeking to resolve the KIC and nuclear issue gain 
recognition.
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