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Are Landmines Still Needed to Defend South Korea? 
A Mine Use Case Study
J. Antonio Ohe
The nation which forgets its defenders will be itself forgotten.1

In 1998, President Bill Clinton signed Presidential Decision Directive 64, which directed the Department of Defense (DOD) to end its commitment to anti-personnel landmines (APLs) outside of Korea by 2003 and within Korea by 2006. But an examination of the DOD’s efforts to end the reliance on APLs in Korea calls into question the DOD’s commitment to the Presidential Directive. The DOD has continued to rely on a misdirected study it commissioned from the National Research Council (NRC). This report, though thorough, fails to transcend current applications of alternative technologies, looking instead solely at physical replacements for APLs. U.S. efforts to end APL use have been hampered by misguided research for alternative technologies to APLs, and an overwhelming failure to consider doctrinal alternatives to those currently established in South Korea, which rely heavily on the use of APLs as the first level of defense against an attack by North Korea. 

There are two means of pursuing alternatives to APLs. The first method is to search for a specific replacement for the physical characteristics of landmines; in this case, a weapon that would warn of an initial strike as well as slow or deter the aggression of North Korean ground forces, as considered in the report the DOD commissioned from the NRC. The second method is a search for alternatives to the goals and purposes of landmines; in Korea, this means reconsidering strategy and tactics instead of simply searching for technological alternatives to replace APLs. Although U.S. efforts have been directed at the first, the second method would be more appropriate. This chapter will look at the current military situation in Korea, the current defense plan established to defend South Korea, and the strength and potential threat of the North Korean military forces. An analysis of current weapons will establish the availability to deploy tactical alternatives to antipersonnel landmines (APL) in Korea.  I will assess the DOD’s commitment to employing alternatives to APLs--physical, strategic, and tactical--on the Korean Peninsula, and suggest some reasons why true alternatives and not just substitutes to APLs are vital to meeting Presidential Decision Directive 64. 

The case of Korea is the basis for the U.S.’s stance on the International Treaty to Ban Landmines. It is the Korean situation that U.S. officials have cited again and again in their refusal to sign this treaty, arguing that South Korea is indefensible without APLs. In conclusion, I will argue that APLs are not actually necessary to the defense of South Korea and that, as a result, the U.S.’s refusal to sign the Landmine Treaty on grounds of military necessity is faulty. 

U.S Policy Considerations

It is common to issue the dates for directives in order of priority or likely ability to accomplish them. The directive issued by President Clinton in 1998 clearly states that DOD should focus on eliminating APL use outside of Korea (by 2003) before making the change within Korea itself (by 2006). There has been opposition to the U.S. replacement of APLs. The Alternative Technologies to Replace Antipersonnel Landmines 2001 report from the National Research Council is the latest to come to the conclusion that the U.S. cannot currently replace landmines due to practical needs. Although this is a thorough and in-depth report, it is constrained by requirements placed on it by the DOD. It does look at alternatives that are available today, but it does not look for untraditional applications of the technology. Instead, the report mainly focuses on finding physical replacements for APLs. Such a focus ignores the potential evolution in the doctrine under which landmines are employed that could occur if untraditional approaches were used in the examination of “alternative” solutions. The DOD should be challenged to exceed traditional analysis and incorporate technological advances that would allow for distant monitoring through aerial and satellite means as well as electrical sensors that do not contain lethal capabilities. 


Unfortunately, as a DOD contractor, the NRC was required to follow the DOD’s guidelines, overlooking some of the intriguing paths to the objectives of landmines that could utilize projected armament and power. Furthermore, real-time power should be incorporated into defensive capabilities as well. The quest to eliminate APLs will not put U.S. soldiers at a disadvantage; the U.S.’s concerns with fratricide prevention on today’s rapidly moving and highly technical battlefield is not incompatible with its humanitarian concerns. The U.S. has planned and equipped its military with the ability to move quickly and freely throughout the battlefield.  The deployment of APLs constricts such movement, limiting soldiers’ abilities, and is thus more likely to produce friendly force casualties. It is therefore a benefit to both the soldiers in the field and the U.S.’s humanitarian efforts that the DOD should be guided to shift its reliance away from APLs.

The Case of Korea


Though there are millions of mines emplaced in the Korean Demilitarized Zone, the DOD does not feel there are yet enough to secure South Korea in the event of invasion by North Korea. Currently, there are approximately 2.2 million South Korean owned anti-tank and anti-personnel landmines emplaced along the 1000 square kilometers of the DMZ, which measures 4 km (2.5 miles) deep and 250 km (155 miles) wide. Many were emplaced directly following the Korean War in 1953. On September 17, 1997, the White House released a Fact Sheet stating that:

Anti-personnel landmines play a crucial role in the defense of Korea and the city of Seoul, which is just 27 miles from the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) and which has a population in excess of 10 million inhabitants. Across the DMZ are nearly 1 million North Korean forces. These forces are well-prepared and could come across the border at any time, with little warning.2
The South Korea defense plan calls for deploying approximately one million additional landmines between the DMZ and Seoul in an event of aggression by North Korea.3 Such mines would serve to 
“delay and disrupt the attack long enough for the U.S. to bring in air power and other reinforcements with the objective of halting the attack and preventing the enormous loss of life that would result if North Korean forces were to overrun Seoul.”4 It is also believed such mines would be distributed north of the DMZ to slow and canalize North Korean Forces (NKF) reinforcement. It was believed that such mines would come from the U.S.’s own reserves, which number well over a million landmines. The future use of landmines by the U.S. then depends on the North Korean aggression against South Korea.  Thus any discussion of the use of landmines in Korea necessarily involves consideration of the actual threat posed by North Korea.

North Korean Force Analysis


An analysis of the North Korean Forces (NKF) leaves mixed interpretations of the threat they represent. They are currently the fifth largest military force in the world and maintain the world’s third largest army. Although that seems quite powerful, the army’s size is meaningless if it isn’t effective. For example, one must ask how effective an army can be if its soldiers are pushing tanks on empty stomachs. North Korea’s grain production does not meet its national demand. As a result of this dire situation, North Korea is the largest recipient of U.S. aid in Asia.5 When a country lacks the ability to sufficiently feed its troops, its military’s functioning capacity must be called into question.  


Approximately 65 to 70 percent of North Korean Air Force consists of outdated fighter aircraft that are vintage early 1950 to 1970 (Mig 17s, Mig 19s, and Mig 21s). It is said that their updated Mig 29 aircraft are left in disrepair.6 In their background note on North Korea, the U.S. State Department asserts that “its air force has twice the number of aircraft as the South, but, except for a few advanced fighters, the North’s air force is obsolete.”7 Moreover, the continuing undesirable economic conditions in North Korea have left it with barely enough fuel to fly for training. In analyzing the North’s air force, Army Captain Jeff House, intelligence officer assigned to the J-2 staff of the United States Forces Korea said, “Never mind the North’s air force, which can boast of quantity but not quality. American and South Korean fighter-bombers would have to take out surface-to-air missile sites, but would quickly neutralize enemy air.”8 


Although the NKF may be short on food and fuel, it does possess the ability to inflict severe projected damage with artillery forces and rocket systems. It is believed that the NKF can sustain a firing rate of 500,000 rounds an hour for several hours. However, the effectiveness of these units in the face of U.S.’s counter fire radar and artillery in unknown. Additionally, it is believed that the threat from NKF missiles would be severely reduced by the developments in the PATRIOT missile systems and its deployment to South Korea.  


The North Korean tanks may outnumber the U.S./ROK force, but these tanks too are outdated. The U.S. and South Korean tanks not only outmaneuver the NKF’s older Soviet style tanks, they also outrange and out power them. The newer tracking and targeting technology utilized in U.S. tanks will allow the U.S. to acquire and destroy North Korean troops before they can engage U.S. tanks. The tank ammunition utilized by the U.S. is also superior to that used by the NKF, which allows the U.S. to maintain an even greater edge.


However, the rough terrain in Korea makes armored warfare different and more challenging than open terrain combat. The landscape on the Korean Peninsula consists of high mountain ranges and low restrictive valleys. In many cases, the maximum firing range of tanks may not be reached because of the terrain restrictions. It will be the U.S.’s advanced target acquisition technology and highly mobile tanks that will “out gun” the NKF. Against this technology, combined with unmanned aerial reconnaissance drones, intelligence gathering planes, and satellite surveillance, the NKF will find it difficult to advance. The end result of a conflict between North Korea’s larger force and the more advanced armies of the combined U.S. and South Korean forces would leave North Korea in defeat. This belief is supported by the Secretary of Defense William J. Perry’s comments to the Council on Korean Security Studies:

Several times each year we conduct major exercises to test our powerful combined capabilities. Through these exercises are purely defensive in nature, they send a clear message, a message that any attack against South Korea would be met by overwhelming forces. This is not only a powerful force, it is a force at high level of readiness.9
Any attack then, would be met with uncompromising force and would end in the certain defeat of North Korea. The U.S. believes this to be true and, more importantly, North Korea believes it, and that has lead to the deterrence of war now for more then 45 years.

Landmines and North Korea


The DOD has confidence that we will win any potential conflict in Korea. General Thomas A. Schwartz, Commander In Chief United Nations Command/Combined Forces Command and Commander, United States Forces Korea stated on March 27, 2001 before the Armed Services Committee that “our combined forces can fight and win today if called upon. Our power, might, and daily readiness are unparalleled.”10 The combined forces in Korea are prepared to fight. Among its ranks are some of the most highly trained soldiers in the world. These soldiers complete several major exercises each year. They also continually practice not only their wartime profession but also alerts that simulate a North Korean invasion. U.S. forces could fight with little notice if it were necessary. There would not be any delay in their meeting aggression on the Korean peninsula.


The DOD believes that victory is possible without APLs. However, as a result of not using APLs, the DOD has calculated that more then 10,000 individuals would be killed in and around Seoul. The DOD does not believe the combined forces would have enough time to react to a sudden and swift attack from North Korea without APLs. Contrary to that, the Institute of Defense Analysis (IDA) published a report in 1994 on the Korean defense plan, stating that there would not be a substantial difference in success or protection with or without the use of APLs.  The DOD refuses to accept the IDA scenarios. Regardless, based upon my examinations of empirical evidence, I believe the effectiveness of landmines has been overestimated. History and North Korean doctrine demonstrate that landmines will not cause the delays and canalizing for which they were intended. Instead, North Korea might use rollers, brute force, and simple manpower to quickly push through a minefield. Although these suicidal tactics  are not customary to Western-style war fighting, it has been seen in other doctrines. One such doctrine is the Japanese Kamikaze fighter.  Given war paradigms other than that under which the U.S. operates, the true effectiveness of landmines may be much lower than the DOD anticipates.  As a former commander of the U.S. forces in Korea, Lt. General James Hollingsworth stated:

There is indeed a military utility to APLs…but in the case of U.S. Forces in Korea it is minimal, and in some ways even offset by the difficulty our own APLs pose to our brand of mobile warfare…Not only civilians, but U.S. armed forces will benefit from a ban on landmines. U.S. forces in Korea are not exception…To be blunt, if we are relying on these weapons to defend the Korean peninsula, we are in big trouble…North Korean’s mechanized assault can be destroyed well north of Seoul without the use of U.S. APLs. I never counted on our APLs to make much of a difference.11
Fifteen retired military generals have recognized the limited military utility of APLs and sided with the ban on landmines. These generals include the former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General David Jones; General H Norman Schwarkoph, Commander Operation Desert Storm; Lieutenant Genersl Dewitt C. Smith, jr., former Commander, U.S Army War College; Lieutenant General Dave Palmer, former commander, U.S. Military Academy, West Point.  They wrote President Clinton urging him to ban landmines.12 As these experienced officers noted, there are more effective ways to counter the North Korean threat than APLs. 

Alternatives to Anti-Personnel Landmines in Korea


As we examine Korea, we should keep in mind the key reason the DOD claims it needs APLs: to slow and canalize the advancing force to allow enough time for its forces to react. The DOD’s main goal is to protect Seoul, only 25 miles from the DMZ, from damage and invasion. Army FM 20-32 of May 1998 states the following as the concepts of use for landmines:13
· Produce vulnerability on enemy maneuver that can be exploited by friendly forces.

· Cause the enemy to piecemeal his forces.

· Interfere with enemy command and control (C2).

· Inflict damage to enemy personnel and equipment.

· Exploit the capabilities of other weapon systems by delaying enemy forces in an engagement area (EA).

· Protect friendly forces from enemy maneuver and infiltration.

These are clear objectives. It is easier to find ways to reproduce these objectives in a familiar location such as Korea where the U.S. has been for almost 50 years than it would be to reproduce them in an unfamiliar location. Since the U.S. has been in Korea for almost 50 years, it is not only likely that every choke point, bridge, valley, and vulnerable point has been noted, but the DOD has recorded exact grid coordinates recorded, worked up firing plans, and performed reconnaissance (either ground or aerial) on each location. It is also likely that in preparation for war, the DOD has had numerous experts researching every inch of land along the DMZ as well as the entire peninsula in search of means to exploit all enemy forces and find opportunistic locations for its own force multipliers. With all of these advantages and information, and I cannot stress this enough, it should be easier, not harder, to find alternatives to APLs in Korea.  


Since all the landmines currently emplaced in South Korea are under the ownership and responsibility of South Korea and not the U.S., they will not be of concern to this chapter. Instead, my concern lies with finding an alternative to the APLs that would be used in the defense plan in the event of North Korean aggression. There are two methods that can be followed to formulate such alternatives. The first method is to find a “deploy and forget” system similar to APLs. This is a system that once deployed, it no longer requires monitoring or upkeep.  This is the method on which the DOD has mainly focused. However, it is the unattended minefields that cause indiscriminate killing and injuries of noncombatants; so, this method is truly not an appropriate alternative. Closer to meeting the goals of the Presidential Directive, the second method is to utilize a system that contains two parts: an advance warning system and projected power for the distant destruction of enemy forces.


The DOD claims it will have very little warning of any aggression from the North and that, therefore, landmines are needed to increase the time available for reaction. Although 70 percent of the NKAF are within 100 miles of the DMZ, they are not lined up along it ready for an invasion. It will take some time for them to move and prepare an appropriate force. With today’s surveillance technology, it is difficult to believe that this preparation could not be detected. Current satellites capabilities can picture a three-foot by three-foot area on the ground. Spy planes are able to monitor and detect the movement of ground troops, vehicles and airplanes. Unmanned aerial drones are also an effective means of obtaining advance warning of a pending attack. If the security of the Korean peninsula is of such importance, it would be expected that some of these devices would be deployed in the region. If these methods are not enough, the Joint Surveillance Target Attack Radar System (Joint STARS) that was deployed in Operation Desert Storm can provide any further required intelligence. Joint STARS is a wide area surveillance system capable of providing real-time information. It can monitor railhead activities, assembly areas, lines of communications (to include communications for convoy activities or staging areas), movement of threat units from garrison locations to field sites, airfield activities, and displacement of artillery units.14 With a complete Joint STARS system deployed to Korea, the U.S. should have ample advance notice of any intended attack from North Korea. To provide even further target acquisition, an AN/GSQ187 Remote Battlefield Sensor System (REMBASS) or the Improved Remote Battlefield Sensor System (IREMBASS) can be employed in naturally occurring or existing man-made canalizing points dear the DMZ. REMBAS is capable of detecting enemy forces and their exact location in real-time. REMBASS supports offensive, defensive, rear area, and special operations such as military operations on urbanized terrain, rear security, and border surveillance.15

Today’s military forces no longer use the tactics of employing ground forces first in a battle. Currently, the U.S. first employs a precision air and missile campaign, to gain air superiority and destroy key targets. This is combined with extensive satellite and aerial reconnaissance to gain intelligence. Only after that will ground force movements begin. This tactic was demonstrated in Operation Desert Storm, Bosnia, Kosovo and Afghanistan. This tactic has proven effective and there does not seem to be a compelling reason to employ anything else in Korea. In fact, currently the U.S. has several effective weapons platforms that can kill or stop both armor and personnel from extended ranges. All of which are either in Korea now, or can be deployed there and include systems such as Multi Launch Rocket Systems, Remote Anti-armor Mine System (RAAMS), and Sense and Destroy Armor Munitions (SADARM) among many others.16 The combined force of these systems could stop North Korean aggression without the use of additional APLs.

Utility of Antipersonnel Landmines

Antipersonnel landmines have been used by military forces for generations.  Ted Gaulin effectively outlined their use in the previous chapter.  He argues that landmines still maintain a military utility.  I do not entirely disagree with his claims of utility.  I do, however,   find it necessary to point out that it is not the utility of APLs that is being called into question but instead their safety and humanitarian concerns that demand an alternative.  Even military commanders are now recognizing and acting on these concerns.  The General Accounting Office report titled Military Operations, Information on U.S. Use of Land Mines in the Persian Gulf War stats: “Numerous issues included in service and DOD Gulf War lessons-learned, after-action, and other reports concerned the safety and utility of conventional submunition U.S. land mines. Fratricide and battlefield mobility were cited often as important overall concerns associated with both available and used U.S. land mines and nonland-mine submunitions.  These concerns led to the reluctance of some U.S. commander to use land mines in areas that U.S. and allied forces might have to traverse.”17 These commanders were concerned about fratricide caused by higher then anticipated dud rates and unreported, unrecorded or unmarked minefields.  These commanders’ actions demonstrate the need for alternatives to APLs not only on the basis of protecting U.S. soldiers, but also for humanitarian concerns.  If they can overlook the utility of APLs for safety reasons, why can’t the DOD?
Conclusion 

It is clear from the previous sections that APLs are unnecessary, and perhaps even undesirable, in the defense of South Korea. Such a conclusion is a strong one in that it invalidates the U.S.’s refusal to sign the International Treaty to Ban Landmines on the grounds that it must have access to APLs stores in order to protect South Korea. There is currently no other barrier to a U.S. signature of the treaty, other than the reluctance of the DOD.  The reluctance of the DOD to abandon use of APLs is also apparent in its unwillingness to even pursue the action of Presidential Decision Directive 64. Right now, the DOD does not appear to be on course to meet the 2003 or 2006 deadlines of this Directive. In summation, I emphasize the importance of decision-makers within the DOD to move beyond APL and APL-like technology to meet defense and deterrence objectives. As I have noted previously, appropriate alternatives already exist, or are quite close to development, but the DOD appears reluctant to adopt them. Though U.S. support is not vital, the lack of support provided by the U.S. for the Landmine Treaty is a great disappointment to the international community, and may be a barrier to the inclusion of all countries as signers. However, landmine activists should take hope from the proceeding analysis, as it provides an opening for increased pressure on the DOD and the U.S. government to discontinue their employment of APLs. 
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