From good to bad: 5 possible options for what's next in North Korea-U.S. standoff
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North Korean leader Kim Jong Un persists in testing nuclear weapons and missiles in defiance of the United States and the rest of the world. President Trump imposed new sanctions and threatened to destroy North Korea. On Friday, Kim upped the ante with a threat to test a hydrogen bomb over the Pacific for the first time.

Relations between the United States and North Korea have rarely been worse since the Korean War in the 1950s, when U.S. troops fought with South Korea against forces from the North.

Today the stakes couldn't be higher. North Korea, an isolated nation ruled by a dictator, has an arsenal of nuclear weapons and missiles that can reach U.S. allies in the region, and possibly the U.S. mainland.

The rhetoric exchanged by Trump and Kim are the most bellicose ever between leaders of the two countries. Trump this week dismissed Kim as “rocket man" and threatened to destroy North Korea. Kim responded by calling Trump a "dotard" and compared him to a frightened dog. On Friday, Trump called Kim a "madman."

Where does it go from here? Analysts say it is impossible to predict what two highly unpredictable leaders might do, but a number of options — from comforting to frightening — are possible:

Continued standoff
Under this scenario, the United States ratchets up economic pressure on North Korea. In response, Kim continues to test missiles, though stopping short of what he believes will trigger a military response. The heated rhetoric on both sides goes uninterrupted, resulting in a tense relationship that has persisted for more than a decade.

The North has engaged in “unbridled rhetoric and calibrated provocation,” said Patrick Cronin, an analyst at the Center for a New American Security. Kim threatened to fire missiles toward Guam, a U.S. territory and home to key U.S. military facilities, but instead launched a missile that sailed high over Japanese territory. It was a dangerous but less provocative move. “They don’t want to provoke a war,” Cronin said.

 “This is the new normal,” said Jeffrey Lewis, an analyst at the Middlebury Institute of International Studies.

Quiet talks
The United States and North Korea have maintained back-channel communications with each other, but analysts believe any formal talks about dismantling the North’s nuclear weapons program is not likely to happen soon.

Kim sees possession of nuclear weapons as a key to his survival and would be reluctant to give them up without major concessions. "North Korea will never give up on its nuclear program," said Sheila Miyoshi Jager, a professor at Oberlin College and author of Brothers at War: The Unending Conflict in Korea.
For its part, the U.S. fears that sitting down with North Korea now would only reward Kim for bad behavior. "We have tended to hold a weak hand,” said Bruce Bennett, an analyst at Rand Corporation, a think tank.

Still, behind-the-scenes dialogue could prevent a miscalculation that may lead to war and probe for areas where the two sides might be willing to negotiate a deal.  

Kim-Trump summit
One way to get the North to the negotiating table would be the prospect of a formal summit between Trump and Kim. It is unlikely to happen soon, given the exchange of ever-coarser insults, but analysts say it is not completely far-fetched. Trump said in May that he would be "honored" to meet with Kim under the "right circumstances." For the North Korean leader, a meeting with Trump would represent a major victory, conferring prestige and legitimacy on his regime.

“I think it will actually happen but we're not close to it right now,” Cronin said. “Trump will be pragmatic enough to arrange a meeting.”

South Korean mediation
South Korea’s new president, Moon Jae-in, was elected on a platform of attempting reconciliation with the North. Kim’s erratic actions over recent months seems to have dampened some of his enthusiasm for that policy. But Lewis said Moon's administration remains committed to opening a dialogue with the North.

There are a number of issues that could lead to communications between the two sides, including allowing families who were divided by war to visit each other. It is not clear how the Trump administration would view such talks, though a lessening of tensions between the two countries might make Kim more likely to agree to broader discussions.

War
The United States says diplomacy is the preferred means of solving the crisis, but a military response remains an option if that fails. “There are many military options, in concert with our allies that we will take to defend our allies and our own interests,” Defense Secretary Jim Mattis said.

None of the military options are good, and could even prove to be catastrophic. North Korea has nuclear weapons and a military with about 1 million active duty personnel and artillery pointing directly at Seoul, South Korea’s capital of 10 million people, less than 40 miles from the border.

Miscalculations are a danger amid the heated rhetoric and provocative missile and nuclear  tests. Both sides want to avoid being caught flat-footed in the event of war and could attempt a preemptive strike if either thought the other was about to attack.

“Everyone wants to launch first,” Lewis said. 

If that happens, hundreds of thousands of people, and possibly millions, might perish.
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