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A NEW U.S.-ROK ALLIANCE: A NINE-POINT POLICY RECOMMENDATION FOR A
REFLECTIVE AND MATURE PARTNERSHIP

by Park Kun-young

In June 2002 hundreds of thousands of Korean citi-
zens, participating in a series of candlelight vigils, pro-
tested against the acquittal of two U.S. soldiers charged
with negligent homicide in the deaths of two teenage
Korean girls during an off-base training exercise. The
protesters also requested an apology from the United
States and a major revision of the Status of Forces
Agreement (SOFA), the legal code governing the U.S.
soldiers stationed in the Republic of Korea (ROK).
Some went even further by demanding the complete
withdrawal of the U.S. Forces Korea (USFK) and the
termination of the U.S.-ROK security pact that has
been a cornerstone of the close bilateral relationship
for more than 50 years. The magnitude and signifi-
cance of the street protests were so great that, just
days before the close of the tight presidential race
later that year, the competing candidates each tried to
tap into the rising tide of anti-American sentiment.

Interposing a Problem

From a U.S. perspective that considers the United
States the ROK’s savior in the Korean War—and still
deploys tens of thousands of soldiers to protect the
ROK from its menacing neighbor to the north—such
an aggressive and persistent hostility toward the United
States represented ingratitude, even betrayal. As the
election ended with a win for Roh Moo-hyun who,
while a candidate, said that he “might offer to mediate if
the United States and North Korea went to war,”1 U.S.
concerns toward the ROK appeared to have deepened.

Other, more specific, tensions in the alliance remain
an obstacle to increased trust in Washington. Most

conspicuously, the allies have been unable to forge a
unified front facing North Korea’s nuclear threat. The
ROK is afraid that the U.S. desire for punitive mea-
sures against the North may spark a catastrophic war
on the Korean peninsula. Conversely, the United States
is dissatisfied with the ROK’s inclination toward what
it perceives as appeasement of the North. In Novem-
ber 2004, President Roh stated that North Korea’s
claim that it pursued nuclear weapons and missile
capabilities to safeguard its security by deterring ex-
ternal threats was understandable, considering the
country’s international security environment.2 This
pronouncement was answered by an unusually strong
private statement from the U.S. State Department that
the United States hoped to discuss elements of Presi-
dent Roh’s comments with senior ROK officials in
the near future.

Assuming that the security pact will remain intact,
tensions between Washington and Seoul over the fu-
ture of the alliance are likely to endure. Another key
difference in the two countries’ positions involves the
role of the USFK. The United States seems to view it
as an absolute necessity that the USFK take on a glo-
bal role as an expeditionary force (preferably in co-
operation with ROK forces) to defend and secure U.S.
security and strategic interests. However, the ROK is
extremely reluctant to embrace this expansive idea
lest it find itself entangled in an unwanted, devastat-
ing war.3

Despite the frictions and disagreements, both U.S.
and Korean policymakers are aware that the alliance
can continue to serve each nation’s individual inter-

1. Anthony Spaeth, “Roh Moo-hyun Takes Center Stage,” Time (Asia), 24 February 2003.

2. Roh Moo-hyun (address to the Los Angeles World Affairs Council, 12 November 2004), http://english.president.go.kr/warp/app/
home/en_home.

3. President Roh maintained that he did not mean to imply flexibility of the USFK’s role in East Asia when he said that the ROK
should cooperate with the United States to ensure that it could, with flexibility, adjust the level of its forces stationed on the peninsula
as it deemed strategically necessary.



             SOUTH KOREA AND THE U.S.-ROK ALLIANCE            13

ests effectively. For the ROK, the alliance plays the
role of a military pedestal that promotes security and
stability on the peninsula and preserves the existing
security order, which is critical on the peninsula and
in Northeast Asia. The alliance also provides an eco-
nomic benefit. During the several political and mili-
tary crises the ROK has faced in the past, the alliance
and the presence of the U.S. forces on the peninsula
have helped to ensure that the ROK maintained the
confidence of foreign investors. Furthermore, the al-
liance could play the role of a financial supporter that
facilitates the process of unification and market-demo-
cratic consolidation, and the alliance could supple-
ment a unified Korean military in meeting the
peninsula’s external security requirements. There is
no doubt that the U.S.-ROK alliance, if properly man-
aged, is one of the most important security assets of
the ROK.

For the United States, the alliance is significant in many
regards as well. First, it serves U.S. security inter-
ests. The vibrant and viable alliance prevents a poten-
tially reckless arms race of a self-help type that might
erupt in the region if, for example, the USFK had to
withdraw and the only other principal location for U.S.
forces were Japan, “a state that worries countries
throughout East Asia.”4 If Japan were to decide to
reduce U.S. Forces Japan (USFJ) for diplomatic or
political reasons, the ability of the United States to
project power in East Asia would be greatly con-
strained. Meanwhile, Japanese hard-liners could eas-
ily foment a more assertive, independent military pos-
ture that could seriously jeopardize regional stability.
The U.S.-ROK alliance has kept this Pandora’s box
tightly closed.

The U.S.-ROK alliance is an instrumental security
asset that would serve the U.S. interest in preventing
the emergence of a regional hegemon,. Conversely, a

strategic alignment between the ROK and China would
contradict U.S. efforts to block Chinese military
thrusts toward Taiwan and the Philippines and would
complicate efforts to augment Japan’s role in regional
security. The North Korean nuclear effort poses a
threat to regional stability and also to the U.S. interest
in enhancing the nonproliferation regime. A peaceful
resolution of this problem, to which the United States
is committed, requires prudent policy coordination
between the United States and the ROK that would
not be as effective as it should be without a close
alliance partnership.

Second, the alliance serves U.S. economic interests.
Korea has the 11th largest economy in the world and
is the seventh largest trading partner for the United
States. Standing behind Japan, China, and the United
Kingdom and ahead of the Organization of the Petro-
leum Exporting Countries (OPEC) economies, Korea
is the fourth largest foreign holder of U.S. treasury
securities, with $69 billion.5 Korea holds about $205
billion in currency reserves and is the world’s fourth
largest holder after Japan, China, and Taiwan. On the
day it was reported that Korea was seeking to diver-
sify its official reserves away from the U.S. dollar,
the Dow Jones average decreased more than 174
points, the dollar fell sharply, and bonds were down as
well. Although not all of this can be directly attributed to
the news from Korea, it shows that there are important
economic aspects to the U.S.-ROK relationship.6

Third, and most important, proper maintenance of
the alliance will serve U.S. long-term strategic inter-
ests vis-à-vis a unified, nationalist Korea. A unified
peninsula could “[align] itself with China, an emerg-
ing Asian superpower that the unified Korea would
view as a counterbalance to former colonial master
Japan,”7 which the United States cannot afford to lose
as an ally. The strategic importance of a unified Ko-

4. Paul F. Chamberlin, “Challenges to the International Community in Post–Kim Jong-Il North Korea: The Importance of Vision”
(paper presented at a conference organized by the United Nations Special Operations Component, Korea, 10 May 2005), 26.

5. U.S. Department of the Treasury, Treasury International Capital System, 2005.

6. Matt Geraghty, “The U.S. Current Account Deficit: Is Our Economic Health in Foreign Hands?” March 3, 2005,
www.financialsense.com/fsu/editorials/charting/2005/0302.html.

7. Ben Barber, “South Korea Considers Benefit of China as Ally: Action Could Hinder U.S. Strategy,” Washington Times, 7 June
1996; see also A Blueprint for U.S. Policy toward a Unified Korea: A Working Group Report of the CSIS International Security
Program (Washington, D.C.: Center for Strategic and International Studies, August 2002), 17, www.csis.org/isp/blueprint.pdf.
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rea is amplified by its location at the strategic center
of Northeast Asia: the Japanese have called the penin-
sula “a dagger pointed at Japan’s heart,” and the Chi-
nese regard it as a dangerous gateway to continental
Asia through which Japan has entered in the past.

The great mutual interests and benefits that the alli-
ance generates make it imperative for U.S. and ROK
policymakers to stabilize the alliance by smoothing
bilateral frictions at various levels, crafting a new
concept for it that reflects changing domestic and
security conditions, and renovating the alliance struc-
ture in accordance with the new environment. This
paper suggests a framework of policy alternatives to
that end. Areas in which the interests of both sides
converge and diverge will be identified, and means
will be suggested to help expand the former and re-
duce the latter. Suggestions focus on the nature of
the alliance, the role of the USFK, regional multilat-
eral security cooperation, the operational command
structure, the SOFA, anti-American sentiment in South
Korea, and policies toward North Korea.

Guiding Principle for Solving the Problem:
Pursuit of a Reflective and Mature Partner-
ship

To help solve the problems that the two allies face,
three separate sets of policy recommendations—ad-
dressing the strategic, military, and political-diplomatic
realms—are proposed. But first it is necessary to ex-
plain the overarching concept or principle that char-
acterizes a desirable future of the alliance and should,
therefore, guide research and thinking.

During the Cold War period, the guiding principle was
simple: mount an effective combined effort to deter
Communist expansionism on the Korean peninsula.
Accordingly, the content of the alliance included
mechanisms such as a trip wire, a nuclear umbrella,
military assistance and training, and the Combined
Forces Command (CFC). In a way, the alliance was
a client-patron relationship.

Major changes in security conditions have transpired
over the past decade and demand a search for a new
guiding principle. The nature and many aspects of
the Cold War relationship now seem out of date. Many
notions, including horizontal, equal, and mature rela-
tionships, have been suggested to replace it. At this

point, the most desirable and realistic notion would
be a mature relationship, which could usefully be re-
phrased as a mature partnership. This concept is suit-
able because it recognizes the development of the
ROK’s national capabilities and sociopolitical plural-
ism. It is also desirable because it is based not on a
confrontational or zero-sum relationship, but on a
cooperative or positive-sum dynamic that encourages
the partners to look at their common objectives rather
than blame one another for failures. This concept is
also realistic in that it takes into account the differ-
ences in national capabilities and historical-cultural
structures that the two nations have built over the
past several decades.

Furthermore, the future alliance relationship should
be guided by a concept that carries enough flexibility
to effectively reflect rapidly changing domestic and
external conditions affecting the two nations. If un-
able to reflect such changes, the concept governing
the alliance structure may become an anachronistic
fetter that would not only hinder the development of
bilateral relations, but also, if left unattended, seri-
ously impair the alliance. Thus, the concept should
reflect such changes as the end of the Cold War that
have encouraged newer notions of security (coop-
erative security, human security, and security from
asymmetric threats), a shift in the balance of power
on the Korean peninsula, a democratized and more
autonomous ROK, and a new United States that has
become more attentive to terrorist and asymmetric
threats since 11 September 2001. In particular, the
conceptual framework that guides the search for a
new alliance should reflect that China, a nation once
considered a grave security menace to the United
States and the ROK, has become a key economic
partner even as it still poses a potential security threat.
Moreover, it should also reflect the possibility that
North Korea, a nation stipulated as a “common dan-
ger” in the U.S.-ROK security treaty, may become a
secure member of the international community once
mutual concerns are adequately addressed. It seems
plausible, therefore, that the concept of a reflective
and mature partnership can guide the process of re-
adjustment in U.S.-ROK relations in general and the
military alliance in particular.

The specific content of the guiding principle naturally
flows from these general notions. It includes ensur-
ing the security and prosperity of both nations, en-
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hancing regional and global peace, promoting shared
values, and supporting peaceful unification on the
Korean peninsula. Keeping this conceptual framework
in mind, we now turn to discussing specific policy
recommendations.

Policy Recommendations—Strategic Issues

Three strategic issues must be addressed in forming
a mature and reflective partnership.

Policy recommendation 1: Discuss strategic flex-
ibility of USFK. The United States and the ROK
should open a serious discussion on the strategic flex-
ibility of the USFK and reach an agreement that ad-
dresses common concerns.

The surge of anti-American sentiment in the ROK,
combined with the displeased response from the
United States, caused tensions in the military alliance
to the extent that it appeared that a rift was being
created. The two governments moved quickly to re-
verse the trend by making a collective effort to craft
a blueprint for the future of the alliance. This is remi-
niscent of U.S. and Japanese efforts to stop the drift
of the U.S.-Japan alliance in the mid-1990s by issu-
ing the Nye Report and agreeing to a joint communi-
que that called for revitalization of the alliance. How-
ever, the U.S.-Korea joint initiative has been focused
too narrowly on relatively minor issues, such as the
relocation of the U.S. Second Infantry Division and
the redeployment of the U.S. garrison in Seoul to south
of the Han River, while it has postponed discussion
of more fundamental issues. Although there was some
technical necessity for the two allies to “put the cart
in front of the horse,” it would be more reasonable
and constructive to prioritize from generalities to par-
ticulars because decisions made on broader, funda-
mental issues may reverse actions taken that were
based on premature decisions on smaller issues.

In charting the future of the alliance, perhaps the most
crucial and controversial issue to be dealt with is the
redefinition of the nature and the role of the USFK.
The U.S. concept of “strategic flexibility” for USFK
has already become the object of heated debate in the
Korea. This concept involves the possibility of the

USFK—whose objective under the Mutual Defense
Treaty has thus far been to deter a war on the penin-
sula—becoming an expeditionary force with the po-
tential to intervene in regional military conflicts.

The desire of the United States to have the USFK play
a regional role extends back to the previous U.S. ad-
ministration, when President Clinton stated that the
United States must maintain its military presence in
Asia even if “tensions between North and South
Korea decrease and if China continues to open up,”
because U.S. forces “are not in Asia simply to re-
spond to danger, but to be a balance wheel for stabil-
ity that prevents danger from arising.”8 In November
2002, however, more serious and concrete proposals
emerged during the Security Consultative Meeting,
reflecting the changed U.S. security perspective since
the end of the Cold War and the advent of the war on
terror.

From the U.S. perspective, the concept of the USFK
as a strategically flexible force seems to be a fore-
gone conclusion and is an outcome of the transfor-
mation of the U.S. global defense posture. During the
Cold War, the struggle was over global hegemony
between the two camps with antagonistic interests,
visions, and ideologies. U.S. military strategy was
based on the notion of global containment of Soviet-
led Communist expansion. Geopolitics and ideology
determined avenues of conflict with little need for stra-
tegic flexibility. The United States viewed the ROK as
a regional outpost functioning as a barrier to Com-
munist expansionism in East Asia. Therefore, the U.S.-
ROK alliance was regarded as a peninsula-bound alli-
ance, and the large numbers of U.S. troops stationed
in the ROK were considered a fixture on the Korean
peninsula.

Nevertheless, the changed global security conditions,
particularly those formed by the end of the Cold War,
have had a profound impact on U.S. military strategy.
This strategy has now become more focused on cop-
ing with new threats, such as regional conflicts caused
by nationalism and religion materializing with the de-
mise of global ideological competition that had previ-
ously prevented such instabilities. After 9/11, an event
that revealed U.S. vulnerability to global terrorist at-

8. William Jefferson Clinton, “China’s Opportunities, And Ours,” New York Times, 24 September 2000.



16 THE KOREA ECONOMIC INSTITUTE  

tacks and other nontraditional security threats, the U.S.
military strategy was forced to undergo yet another
significant overhaul.

The new U.S. military strategy, as far as its overseas
forces are concerned, is to transform the existing
basing structure rooted in Cold War dynamics to a
basing structure that reflects a new security environ-
ment in which U.S. global commitments have prolif-
erated in recent years. In other words, the United
States is now attempting to create a “smaller, more
mobile force that is based closer to the likely sites of
future conflicts.” Secretary of Defense Donald
Rumsfeld has said, “the U.S. will move people where
it needs them.”9

A logical conclusion of this fundamental change in
the U.S. military strategy would be that the USFK, as
it is currently structured and defined, is an unnatural
and ultimately unsustainable Cold War relic, and it needs
to be expanded into a mobile force capable of coping
with any regional or global contingency. Some might
argue that, with the partial deployment of the Second
Infantry Division to Iraq as an expeditionary force,
the transformation of the USFK has already been com-
pleted.

If the ROK insists on the USFK remaining a penin-
sula-bound deterrent, the United States may question
the utility of its military presence on the peninsula.
For example, if the United States were unable to make
use of the USFK in the event of a regional or global
emergency, it would indicate a serious misallocation
of its increasingly valuable military resources. Because
the balance of power on the peninsula greatly favors
the South, Seoul’s insistence on a peninsula-bound
USFK may appear to the United States to mean that
Korea desires a unilaterally beneficial alliance.

A number of ROK government officials may maintain
that the ROK would welcome the inflow of U.S. forces
stationed outside the peninsula but would object to
the outflow of the USFK to other areas. The United
States would rebut this by asking the question: Would
it be acceptable to the ROK if Japan disallowed the

outflow of USFJ in order to defend the ROK against
a North Korean invasion; in other words, if Japan did
not allow the United States to fulfill its obligations as
an ally of the ROK?

From the ROK perspective, however, the concept of
strategic flexibility has implications for contingencies
in the Taiwan Strait, the East China Sea, and even in
North Korea—all of which would hold very serious
political and security connotations. In this connec-
tion, the ROK for several reasons has been reluctant
to get involved in what it perceives as a U.S. move to
contain Beijing or to punish North Korea.

One main reason is trade. In Seoul, some call China
the “new America.” Since the ROK and China estab-
lished diplomatic relations a decade ago, trade between
the two nations has increased at least tenfold to a
total of more than $60 billion per year. The main des-
tination for the ROK’s exports is no longer the United
States, but China. In 2004, the ROK replaced Japan
as the third-largest investor in China; the ROK now
directs 45.8 percent of its total overseas investment
to China. In 2004, China became the third-largest in-
vestor in Korea, after the United States and Japan,
with more than $11.6 billion. This is in sharp contrast
with the modest $1 million it had invested in 1991,
when diplomatic relations with Korea were established.

Furthermore, China is the key nation with which South
Korea must work in promoting peace and unification
on the peninsula because it has more influence over
North Korea than any other nation. South Koreans
tend to believe that the peaceful unification of the pen-
insula will be possible only if China is assured that a
unified Korea will not be hostile toward China.

Probably the most important reason why the ROK
has been hesitant to engage with the United States in
containing China would be the possibility of an unin-
tended war between the ROK and China. If a conflict
occurs in the Taiwan Strait, the United States is likely
to ask for the deployment of the USFK (and USFJ) to
the theater. China may launch missiles at USFK bases
in Korea in an attempt to hamper or delay U.S. rein-

9. Steve Liewer, “Study Weighs Costs, Benefits of Options in Shifting U.S. Overseas Forces,” Stars and Stripes, European edition,
19 May 2004.
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forcement efforts. The ROK would then be forced to
take self-defense actions.

Given China’s paramount interest in reconstructing
its economy, however, one can argue that it seems
unlikely that China would risk a full-fledged war against
the United States and Korea (and probably Japan) by
escalating the conflict in the Taiwan Strait. The con-
cern that the change in the role of the USFK will ex-
pose the ROK to Chinese aggression appears, in fact,
to contain an element of exaggeration. However, as
history shows, in many cases decisions to go to war
are not based on rational strategic calculations. China
and other powers may be drawn into a conflict that is
not justifiable from a strategic perspective. For South
Koreans, the alliance with the United States is extremely
important, but not as important as their own lives.

Moreover, the ROK may not accept the U.S. analogy
of the USFJ’s inflow to the peninsula as a legitimate
reason to justify the USFK’s strategic flexibility. The
ROK may argue that Japan’s decision to allow strate-
gic flexibility to the USFJ is a relatively easy decision
to make for three major reasons: (1) North Korea’s
military power is not comparable with China’s;( 2)
the relationship between North Korea and Japan is
not comparable with the relationship between the ROK
and China; and (3) North Korea is conquerable whereas
China is not, and, therefore, Japan would not have to
deal with a vengeful North Korea that has survived
the war while the ROK would make a powerful and
permanent enemy in China.10

When the United States signed the Mutual Defense
Treaty with the ROK in 1953, a stipulation was added:

[N]either party is obligated to come to the
aid of the other except in case of an external
armed attack against such party; nor shall
anything in the present Treaty be construed
as requiring the United States to give assis-
tance to Korea except in the event of an armed

attack against territory which has been rec-
ognized by the United States.

Understandably, the United States did not and does
not have any intention of becoming entangled in an
unwanted war. In 2003, Turkey, one of the closest
U.S. allies and a member of NATO, rejected a mea-
sure that would have allowed thousands of U.S. troops
to use the country as a base for the attack against
Saddam Hussein’s Iraq. This rejection was influenced
by polls that indicated that an overwhelming majority
of the Turkish people opposed their country’s involve-
ment in a war against Iraq. Following the parliamen-
tary vote, the U.S. embassy in Ankara said that U.S.
ties with Turkey would not be threatened by the vote,
which was a democratic vote and would be respected
by Washington. It resonated as a rational and reason-
able response and is still considered just that.

The Koreans would certainly aid the U.S. military if
the United States was invaded, but, like the Turkish
people in 2003, they are not likely to risk their lives to
accommodate U.S. strategic interests. It is difficult
to imagine that Seoul would jeopardize its security
and other vital interests in China to support a unilat-
eral U.S. decision to dispatch the USFK to areas of
conflict with China, unless the conflict was started
by unprovoked aggression on China’s part. Seoul’s
aversion to hostilities with China is well illustrated by
a 2004 survey of members of the National Assembly
from the ruling Uri Party, in which 63 percent of re-
spondents indicated that China, not the United States,
should be the nation of highest priority in Korea’s dip-
lomatic and trade relations.11

The ROK’s reluctance contrasts with Japan’s appar-
ent willingness to create a more active bilateral mili-
tary alliance with the United States. In March 2005,
Japan joined the United States in declaring that “peace-
ful resolution of issues concerning the Taiwan Strait”12

is a common strategic objective of both nations, ef-
fectively opposing China’s refusal to deny itself the

10. Robert S. Ross, “The Geography of the Peace: East Asia in the Twenty-First Century,” International Security 23, no. 4 (Spring
1999).

11. Chosun Ilbo, 28 April 2004.

12. “Joint Statement of the U.S.-Japan Security Consultative Committee,” 19 February 2005, www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2005/
42490.htm.
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option of the use of force in solving the issue. Note,
however, that relations between China and the ROK
are different from Sino-Japanese relations in many
regards. Most important, the following negative fea-
tures of the China-Japan relationship are lacking in
the China-Korea relationship: (1) an enduring histori-
cal mistrust, (2) numerous competing territorial claims
throughout the region, and (3) perceived security
threats from each to the other. These differences are
more substantial than the recent bilateral friction be-
tween the ROK and China, mainly over the issue re-
ferred to as the Northeast Project—Beijing’s attempt
to claim that Koguryo, an ancient Korean kingdom,
was a subordinate state that fell under the jurisdiction
of the Chinese dynasties. This claim, no doubt, in-
flamed both Koreas, but it does not amount to a stra-
tegic challenge for either Seoul or Pyongyang.13 But
Japan—unlike Korea—does not have to be concerned
with Chinese influence over national unification.

Having said that, it seems unclear whether Japan
would, indeed, confront China in a U.S.-led military
conflict that may put its vital interests at serious risk,
unless China initiated a conflict without provocation
or direct threats to its territory. Although China’s mili-
tary buildup and the Bush administration’s encour-
agement have emboldened Japan to take a more ag-
gressive attitude toward China, it must be noted that
Japan’s economic and geopolitical conditions have
basically remained unchanged. In 2004 China, for the
first time, replaced the United States as Japan’s larg-
est trading partner. Japan’s geopolitical location, next
to a rising China, creates significant long-term impli-

cations for Japanese security strategy, especially as-
suming that China will remain a great power surviv-
ing a conflict on its periphery.

Like China, North Korea is both an opportunity and a
threat for the ROK. Depending on the situation, the
North could be an economic blessing or a military
catastrophe. Although the North’s menacing intentions
and unpredictable behavior remain significant con-
cerns, what is more significant regarding the strate-
gic flexibility of the USFK is that North Korea has
thus far been adequately deterred by the allied forces
on the peninsula. Therefore, instead of fearing a war
caused by an outright failure of deterrence, one be-
comes more worried about the possibility of a war on
the peninsula caused by a North Korean misperception,
perhaps based on a belief that it is about to be at-
tacked by the United States in a preemptive war. The
probability of such a misperception is likely to increase
if the USFK becomes strategically flexible because
such flexibility may be perceived by North Korea as a
transformation of strictly defensive forces into po-
tentially offensive ones.

Meanwhile, more objectively, the notion of strategic
flexibility appears to worry Koreans since the Bush
administration designated the North as an “outpost of
tyranny “14 and declared that the ultimate goal of U.S.
foreign policy is to remove tyrannies.15 For many
South Koreans, concern about a preemptive attack
by the United States on North Korea is not without
grounds given the fact that the United States risked
war on the peninsula in 1994 without adequate con-

13. South Koreans strongly challenged the treatment given to Koguryo in the papers of the Northeast Project, a government-funded
organization established in Beijing in 2002 for the purpose of studying historical issues of Northeast China. South Koreans objected
to the Northeast Project’s assertions that Koguryo was merely a dependent regional authority of China. It is popularly assumed in
South Korea that China intends to take Koguryo’s heritage from Korea. The justification is understood to be that China was preparing
a case for a preemptive territorial claim in the case of a North Korean collapse. See Mark Byington, “The War of Words between South
Korea and China over an Ancient Kingdom: Why Both Sides Are Misguided,” September 6, 2004, http://hnn.us/articles/7077.html.
One cannot completely deny, however, that the Northeast Project was more of a defensive move by China as it anticipated that a
unified Korea could become irredentist. Beijing has been gravely concerned over the destabilizing impact of diverse ethnicity. Uighur
nationalists, among others, have derided Beijing’s “one people” policy as an attempt to undermine their efforts for autonomy. For the
“internal domino” theory that has been applied to China, see Thomas J. Christensen, “Chinese Realpolitik,” Foreign Affairs 75, no.
5 (September-October 1996).

14. Condoleezza Rice, “Opening Remarks of Secretary of State-Designate Dr. Condoleezza Rice,” Washington, D.C., 18 January
2005, www.state.gov/secretary/rm/2005/40991.htm.

15. George W. Bush, “State of the Union Address,” Washington, D.C., 2 February 2005, www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2005/
02/20050202-11.html.
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sultations with the ROK government. Moreover, at
that time, the role of the USFK was simply to help
deter, or defeat if necessary, any North Korean ag-
gression against the ROK. If a war breaks out, the
Korean people would incur great losses, regardless
of who gains victory or suffers defeat. The ROK
government appears to believe that it can slowly dis-
arm and unify the peninsula, through long-term ex-
changes and peaceful coexistence with North Korea,
without firing a shot. It also appears to believe that an
expanded role for the USFK may undermine this in-
ter-Korean deep-engagement process.

If we assume that the ROK desires the continued pres-
ence of U.S. forces on the peninsula and that the
United States would continue to appreciate the strate-
gic and other values of an ever growing and unified
Korea as its ally in the region—where a regional he-
gemon may emerge with intentions of changing the
status quo—the following recommendation would
seem to benefit both allies.

Policy recommendation 2: Promote global secu-
rity, maintain ROK security. The United States and
the ROK acknowledge, on the one hand, that the role
of the USFK should be broadened to include promot-
ing global security and meeting new common threats
around the world, but, on the other, that this new
strategic flexibility should not unnecessarily jeopar-
dize the security of the ROK. To that end, the two
allies agree that the use of the USFK from bases in
the ROK and the flow of U.S. forces into and out of
the ROK shall not jeopardize the security of the ROK
except when an act of aggression or a breach of glo-
bal peace occurs. Specifically, the USFK may both
engage in military operations from bases in the ROK
and deploy elsewhere even if such actions result in a
direct threat to the ROK from any third party, but
only if those actions are necessary to counter an act
of aggression or a breach of the peace by a third party.
In specific cases, the two sides shall jointly deter-
mine, through their respective constitutional processes,

whether the use or deployment of the USFK is neces-
sary to resist an act of aggression or to repair a breach
of the peace, and whether such use or deployment
will constitute a direct threat to the security of the ROK.

The rationale behind acknowledging the necessity of
a strategically flexible USFK is to demonstrate the stra-
tegic importance of the U.S.-ROK alliance through
joint efforts to meet global security challenges swiftly
and prevent the emergence of a regional hegemon that
is hostile to both U.S. and ROK interests. The ac-
knowledgment is basically in sync with the U.S. po-
sition that the USFK is in the end a U.S. force and
that the “strategic flexibility envisaged for the U.S.
Forces in Korea is not a one-way street and the con-
cept would allow the United States to deploy addi-
tional forces stationed in other regions to Korea in
any emergency on the peninsula.”16 It would also be a
precautionary and reassuring measure for the ROK in
that it could contribute to mitigating the concerns in
Seoul caused by the recent Chinese Northeast Project
that the Koreans tend to perceive as having an expan-
sionist motive that suggests the possibility of a Chi-
nese takeover of North Korea in case of the collapse
of the regime in Pyongyang.

The two allies should avoid the term “regional” so as
not to unnecessarily provoke China and other coun-
tries in the region. The use of concepts such as “glo-
bal security” and “new threats” would show that the
United States is not anticipating a predestined clash
with China.

One may suggest that ROK forces could join the
USFK if the latter gets involved in a conflict outside
the peninsula because the two forces are partnered
under the CFC and headed by a four-star U.S. gen-
eral. The United States seems to desire such military
cooperation, with the USFK chief of staff and Eighth
Army commander having stated that “a combined
U.S.-South Korean force could even be called upon
in other contingencies around the Pacific.”17 But, as

16. Evans Revere, U.S. Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs, “Prospects for U.S. Policy
toward the Korean Peninsula in the Second Bush Administration” (speech at seminar sponsored by Chosun Ilbo and the Center for
Strategic and International Studies, 17–18 May 2005, Washington D.C.), www.csis.org/isp/asia/050725_Conference.pdf.

17. Joseph Giordono, “USFK Official Says U.S.-South Korean Military Alliance Must Adapt to Times,” Stars and Stripes, Pacific
edition, 27 May 2004.
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President Roh has suggested,18 joint regional missions
by the combined forces are not only politically infea-
sible in the ROK, but also legally illegitimate because
the CFC commander is required to use his operational
control (OPCON) to defend the ROK from Commu-
nist aggression. Furthermore, discussion of this type
of military cooperation will be moot when the ROK is
restored full operational control over its own armed
forces.

The other principle governing the expansion of the
USFK’s role is that expansion should not unnecessar-
ily jeopardize the security of the ROK. It is the su-
preme, non-negotiable responsibility of the ROK gov-
ernment to make South Korea safe and secure. The
United States and the ROK shall determine whether
the strategic flexibility of the USFK constitutes a di-
rect threat to the security of the ROK. As a member
of  the international community, however, the ROK
shares the responsibility of promoting global peace.
In case of a breach of the peace or an act of aggres-
sion, the ROK should actively assist in the USFK’s
mission even if such actions result in a direct threat
to the security of the ROK. To preserve global peace
and safeguard the ROK’s security, the two allies shall
jointly determine whether any breach of peace or ag-
gression necessitates the USFK’s complete freedom of
maneuver.

The joint determination should not be construed as
the ROK’s inclination to veto the use of the USFK
from bases in the ROK or the flow of U.S. forces
into and out of the ROK. What is important is the
trust between the two nations and the respect of U.S.
global leadership throughout the world. The joint de-
termination clause should be a symbol of a mature
partnership between the allies.

Policy recommendation 3: Prepare for a multi-
lateral security regime. The U.S.-ROK alliance, with
the possibility of an expanded role, should be adapted

to operate in close collaboration with a multilateral
security regime seeking to prevent crises and main-
tain peace and stability in Northeast Asia.

The Mutual Defense Treaty between the United States
and the ROK, which is the basis of the alliance that
authorizes the existence of the USFK, stipulates that
the two nations “desired to strengthen their efforts
for collective defense for the preservation of peace
and security pending the development of a more com-
prehensive and effective system of regional security
in the Pacific area.” More than a half century has
passed since the signing of the treaty and the Cold
War has ended; thus, the primary structural reason
for the treaty no longer exists. It is time to think about
the development of a comprehensive and effective
system of multilateral regional security in Northeast
Asia to replace the rigid alliance politics currently in
place.

Because of the increasing probability of clashes be-
tween expansionist forces in the area and mistrust
among the regional powers, however, the creation of
a regional security system based on the concept of a
common and cooperative security and on abolishing
the military alliances is not likely to receive strong
support from the either United States or the ROK. A
reasonable compromise, therefore, would involve the
coexistence of the alliance system with a multilateral
security institution. The product of the Helsinki pro-
cess,19 the Organization for Security and Co-opera-
tion in Europe (OSCE), can be used as a benchmark.

There are many complications in the institutionaliza-
tion of multilateral security cooperation in Northeast
Asia. Historical enmities, a lack of experience in mul-
tilateral coordination, and nationalist cultures are of-
ten cited as the main problems obstructing such col-
laboration. The more prevalent the obstacles are, how-
ever, the greater the need to collectively remove them.
Just as the severe Cold War tension, exacerbated by

18. Roh Moo-hyun (commencement address at ROK Air Force Academy, 8 March 2005).

19. Since the 1950s, European countries have discussed multilateral security cooperation in Europe, but the Cold War prevented any
substantial progress until talks began in Helsinki in November 1972.The Soviet Union, hoping to use the talks to maintain its control
over Eastern Europe, initiated these talks during a hostile arms race between the two antagonistic camps. Western Europe, however,
saw these talks as a way to reduce tension in the region, further economic exchanges, and improve human rights conditions in the
Communist nations in Europe.
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nuclear and conventional arms races in Europe, helped
invent the notion of common and cooperative secu-
rity and led to the Helsinki process, so too the in-
creased possibility of a serious conflict among major
powers in Northeast Asia, for example over the North
Korean nuclear threat or security in the Taiwan Strait,
highlights the need for an effective regional security
regime.

In addition to this obvious need, some facilitating fac-
tors, including generational change in the Chinese
military, have emerged recently. Younger officers of
the People’s Liberation Army are “better educated and
trained, spent time abroad, speak foreign languages,
and do not evince the insular tendencies” of their se-
niors, who “spent their careers largely in regional field
commands deep in the interior of China, have been
socialized in a military institution and political culture
that prizes discipline and secrecy, and thus do not
appreciate the importance of defense transparency as
a security-enhancing measure.”20

The United States and the ROK should take the initia-
tive in galvanizing multilateral security cooperation that
will collaborate with the existing alliance system in a
way that prevents crises and maintains stability in the
region. The six-party talks regarding North Korean
nuclear disarmament can serve as a useful starting
point that could develop into a more comprehensive
security community in Northeast Asia. The Korean
Peninsula Energy Development Organization (KEDO),
which is now almost a nonfunctioning entity although
it had the potential to develop into a multilateral secu-
rity institution, still has relevance today as nations are
faced with communication problems that require a
multilateral approach.

In Europe, coexistence of an alliance (the North At-
lantic Treaty Organization [NATO]) and multilateral

security cooperation (OSCE) is the reality. Dynamic
interactions between the two European entities tend
to lessen the impermeability of alliance politics and to
promote preventive diplomacy.21 The U.S.-ROK alli-
ance, in close consultation and collaboration with a
multilateral security institution in Northeast Asia, would
contribute significantly to reducing mistrust,
misperception, misunderstanding, and miscommuni-
cation among the regional players and therefore en-
hance peace and stability in the area.

Some analysts have proposed the creation of a “vir-
tual alliance” among the United States, the ROK, and
Japan in the interests of what they perceive to be long-
term regional peace and stability. They suggest that
the virtual alliance could be effectively formed by
strengthening bilateral security cooperation between
Seoul and Tokyo, taking the Trilateral Coordination
and Oversight Group (TCOG) as an example that has
helped to institutionalize this three-way cooperation,
at least as far as dealing with Pyongyang is concerned.
It is often suggested that helping to form or joining
the virtual alliance is a necessity for the ROK because
the alternative would likely put it “on a collision course
with the United States, whose national security strat-
egy rests upon the foundation of close U.S.-Japan
relations and greater Japanese involvement in regional
security affairs.”22

The virtual alliance, however, does not seem to be a
serious option for the ROK to consider for many rea-
sons. Most important, ROK-Japan security coopera-
tion is politically infeasible in light of the long-stand-
ing Dokdo-Takeshima dispute that will likely remain
unresolved for the foreseeable future. While the ROK
maintains effective control of the islands by posting
coast guard personnel there, Japan will continue to
dispute Korea’s claim, and Japanese ultranationalists
will periodically fan the flames. The issues concern-

20. David Shambaugh, “China’s Military Views the World: Ambivalent Security,” International Security 24, no. 3 (Winter 1999–
2000), 56.

21. The dynamic interaction between NATO and OSCE has moved the security discourse in the direction of more multilateralism and
preventive diplomacy. Indeed, after the end of the Cold War, NATO managed to adjust itself to a new security environment by
accepting and incorporating the concept of comprehensive and cooperative security. It now includes regionwide conflict prevention
and crisis management among its missions. NATO still assumes collective defense as its core operational concept. Nevertheless, the
fact that it now exists progressively, in harmony with such institutions as OSCE in a broad security framework, indicates that the
dominant discourse on security in Europe moves in directions that reduce the rigidity of the alliance politics.

22. Ralph Cossa, “U.S.-Japan-Korea: Creating a Virtual Alliance,” PacNet, no. 47 (3 December 1999), www.csis.org/pacfor/pac4799.pdf.
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ing Japanese history textbooks and “sex slaves” will
also keep these two key U.S. allies at odds. Mean-
while, a U.S. policy toward Northeast Asia that fa-
vors Japan may embolden Japan and thereby increase
tensions with other regional powers instead of pro-
mote peace and stability.

The virtual alliance is also not acceptable to the ROK
from a strategic point of view. If formed, the virtual
alliance would likely transform the current regional
security order into a structure similar to that of the
Cold War rivalry between land powers and maritime
powers, a structure that the ROK views as seriously
detrimental to its national interests, including the re-
unification of the peninsula. The TCOG was successful
as a trilateral forum because, at the time of its opera-
tion, the three nations saw a convergence of interests
in engaging North Korea, an endeavor that would
improve the prospects for regional stability and the
peaceful unification of Korea. Moreover, any trans-
formation in the alliance linking the ROK and Japan
may be misinterpreted by the Chinese and North Ko-
reans as being part of a hidden U.S. agenda to isolate
and lay siege to them. For example, if the U.S.-led
network of ally-supported missile defense material-
izes, the threat perceived by the nations on the East
Asian continent may force them into a network of
their own, threatening the very regional stability that
the United States and the ROK seek. As discussed
earlier, multilateral security cooperation in Northeast
Asia that would aim to diffuse regional tensions, pre-
vent an arms race, and help pave the way for a peace-
ful unification of Korea has been one of the security
policy priorities of a democratized Republic of Korea.
The virtual alliance would definitely undermine multi-
lateral security cooperation and stand at odds with
the ROK’s security objectives. In a nutshell, from the
ROK perspective, the idea of a virtual alliance seems
not only infeasible but also quite anachronistic and
even dangerous in many regards.

Policy Recommendations—Military Issues

Pursuant to the three strategic recommendations dis-
cussed above, a mature and reflective partnership
demands two changes in the military alliance.

Policy recommendation 4: Transfer control of
ROK forces to the ROK. The United States should
transfer full operational control over the ROK armed
forces to the ROK, making sure that the transfer is
done in close cooperation and in defined stages.

Currently, the ROK has delegated to the head of the
CFC wartime operational control over most units in
the ROK armed forces, as well as a great portion of
peacetime23 operational control. This less-than-nor-
mal military command structure, shown schemati-
cally in Figure 1 and Figure 2, has its origin in the
Korean War.

On 15 July 1950, 20 days into the Korean War, Presi-
dent Syngman Rhee of the ROK gave the supreme
commander of U.S. forces “command authority over
all land, sea and air forces of the ROK during the
period of the continuation of the present state of hostili-
ties.” General Douglas MacArthur subsequently as-
sumed “operational control authority.”24 This arrange-
ment continued even after the armistice in 1953 and
until 17 November 1954, when the Rhee government,
which had independent ambitions of conquering North

23. Peacetime is actually a misnomer because there has been no peace agreement to conclude the 1950–53 conflict, only an armistice
agreement. Although the word peacetime is used in this essay, “armistice-time” or “non-conflict” would be more accurate.
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Korea, finally agreed to put ROK forces under the
operational control of the United Nations command
(UNC) “while that Command has responsibilities for
the defense of the ROK.” A military coup d’état oc-
curred on 16 May 1961, violating the agreement. On
26 May 1961, the military junta headed by General
Park Chung-hee returned operational control of all ROK
armed forces to the commander in chief, UNC, who
would use his operational control only to defend Ko-
rea from Communist aggression. Operational control
was subsequently transferred to the U.S. commander
of the binational CFC, which was created in 1978 in
the wake of a UN resolution calling for the dissolu-
tion of the UNC and the withdrawal of the U.S. Sev-
enth Infantry Division from the ROK. For 16 years
thereafter, the CFC commander retained OPCON.

As the end of the Cold War began to affect the U.S.
global defense posture—evidenced by the Nunn-
Warner Amendment (1989) and the East Asian Stra-

tegic Initiative (EASI, 1990)—and in response to in-
cidents in 1979 and 1980 violating the operational
control agreement (instigated by Chun Doo-hwan and
his followers), the United States handed peacetime
operational control over to the ROK on 1 December
1994. The United States had planned to transfer full
operational control to the ROK during the third stage
(after 1996) of the EASI plan, but the plan was sus-
pended owing to the North Korean nuclear threat that
emerged in the early 1990s.

There are several reasons why the transfer of OPCON
to the ROK would promote the mutual interests of
the two allies and contribute to a reflective and ma-
ture partnership. Most important, the ROK leadership
is determined to restore its national sovereignty and
pursue a self-reliant defense policy; this sentiment is
not likely to wane. Most political leaders, especially
younger ones, regardless of their political orientations,
are ashamed that the ROK is the only nation in the
world that is obligated to give OPCON of its own
armed forces to a foreign commander. From their
perspective, restoration of full-fledged sovereignty to
the ROK will not be complete without the restoration
of OPCON over its own military.

Some in the defense departments of the United States
and the ROK may argue that the CFC commander
does not actually have operational control over the
ROK armed forces because the commander is sup-
posed to execute orders from the commanders in chief
of the two nations passed through the Military Com-
mittee, which is cohosted by the chairmen of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff. If this is the case—in other words, if
the ROK authority has substantive OPCON rights—
there is little reason to give the CFC commander merely
formal authority. A number of officials in the U.S.
Department of Defense and in the USFK command
feel that, for strategic, political, and budgetary rea-
sons, it is premature for the United States to transfer
control. Nevertheless, the United States should take

24. The difference between “command authority” and “operational control authority” is that the former includes authority over
administrative and logistical matters as well as operational control. Korea, by assigning command authority to the commander of the
United Nations command (UNC), wanted to emphasize the importance of the responsibility of the UNC, while the United States,
by accepting only the operational control authority, wanted to avoid the burden of logistical and other support, according to
correspondence from President Syngman Rhee to the U.S. embassy (15 July 1950) and the reply of General MacArthur to President
Rhee through the U.S. ambassador, John J. Muccio (18 July 1950); see Treaties of the National Defense, vol. 1 (Seoul: Ministry of
National Defense, War History Compilation Committee, 1980).



24 THE KOREA ECONOMIC INSTITUTE  

into account this compelling reality that the ROK faces
and fully cooperate with the ROK in order to make a
smooth transition.

Furthermore, restoration of OPCON to the ROK is
relevant for enhancing the ability of the ROK’s armed
forces to execute their proper role in a mature part-
nership. This is one of the key bases of President
Roh’s self-reliant defense policy, which is more of an
initiative to improve the software aspect of the ROK
armed forces than it is a drive to increase its hard-
ware capability. For example, the Roh government
desires to construct its own operational plan that would
be both in sync with the U.S. strategic plan and suit-
able for the ROK’s military and geopolitical condi-
tions and, at the same time, reflect the ROK’s ever-
changing strategic environment and promote its long-
term security interests. It is imperative that the ROK
reacquire OPCON in order to accomplish this crucial
task.

One well-known reason why the United States has
aspired to retain OPCON is to preclude the possibility
of a unilateral ROK attack on North Korea and thereby
prevent the involvement of the United States in an
unwanted conflict. This strategy of restraining both
North and South is referred to as dual deterrence.
However, since the ROK launched the Nordpolitik
policy under the Roh Tae-woo govermnent, estab-
lished diplomatic relations with Russia and China, and
became fully democratized under governments whose
North Korea policies were based on peaceful coexist-
ence, the possibility of the ROK attacking the North
has become virtually nonexistent. This fundamental
political and strategic development should be taken
into account during discussions within the U.S. gov-
ernment on the transfer of OPCON and during bilat-
eral deliberations as well.

The restoration of OPCON to the ROK would boost
its negotiating position vis-à-vis North Korea and
would also likely relieve the United States of the bur-
den of having to deal directly with the North. North
Korea has long refused to negotiate with the South on
military issues because the South was not a signatory
to the armistice agreement and does not wield full
authority over its own armed forces. On these
grounds, the North has argued that the United States
is the only party with which it will negotiate security
issues.25 Because of this issue, Kim Dae-jung, who
was president of the ROK in 2000, was unable to
insert clauses regarding the reduction of military ten-
sion into the landmark South Korea–North Korea Joint
Declaration of 15 June 2000.

Moreover, the transfer of OPCON to the ROK seems
more and more necessary in light of the probable re-
duction of USFK personnel. It simply would not make
sense for a U.S. general who commands a small U.S.
force to maintain OPCON over more than 600,000
ROK troops—especially with the declining threat of
the North Korean conventional force.

The transfer of OPCON, a process that could take
years to complete, should be administered in stages.
First, the two allies need to draw up a timetable stipulat-
ing the concrete objectives and the means required to
accomplish each goal. As a first step under this time-
table, the ROK should prepare to receive the six Com-
bined Operational Delegated Authorities (CODA),26

which form an instrument of “control of ROK forces
during peace-time exercised by the CFC commander
to support his daily armistice responsibilities per na-
tional treaties and UN resolutions,” including com-
bined crisis management for deterrence, defense, and
armistice compliance, combined joint doctrine devel-

25. More recently, the North has been suggesting that it needs to deal directly with the United States because it is the only nation that
threatens the North.

26. CODA is a term agreed upon by the two nations that reflects the nature of the relationship required for unity in combined effort.
It outlines the CFC’s daily armistice authority over ROK forces while it preserves the ROK command of its forces on a day-to-day
basis. The parameters of CODA are (1) combined crisis management for deterrence, defense, and armistice compliance; (2) deliberate
planning; (3) combined joint doctrine development; (4) planning and conducting combined joint training and exercises; (5) combined
intelligence management; and (6) command, control, computers, communications, and intelligence (C4I) interoperability. See “Chapter
B-3: Command, Control, and Coordination: Multinational Relationships,” http://www2.apan-info.net/mnfsop/SOP/B3.DOC.
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opment, and conducting combined joint training and
exercises, as a step leading to a transfer of full OPCON
rights. The U.S. and ROK governments should con-
sider allowing an ROK general to exercise temporary
OPCON during joint exercises such as reception, stag-
ing, onward movement, and integration (RSOI); Foal
Eagle; and Ulchi Focus Lens.27 As a second step, the
two governments should also consider having quali-
fied Korean officers of the ROK Joint Chiefs of Staff
hold an additional post at the CFC, as the U.S. offic-
ers at the CFC hold posts either at the Eighth Army
command or the USFK command.

Implementing these temporary measures and prac-
tices would provide the ROK with an opportunity to
develop, with U.S. support, its own advanced mili-
tary techniques. The ROK would be able to enhance
its capabilities and design an independent, but U.S.-
compatible, operation plan. In the meantime, the Ko-
rean government must also improve its ability to se-
cure and analyze strategic intelligence, for which the
ROK has previously been heavily dependent on the
USFK. After these landmarks are reached, according
to an agreed timetable, the two sides would be pre-
pared for a reversion of full operational control of
ROK armed forces to the Korean government.

Policy recommendation 5: Evolve from combined
to joint. In the long term, the most viable reversion
of operational control would involve transforming the
current combined forces structure into a joint forces
structure by restructuring the CFC along the lines of
the U.S.-Japan military arrangement, in which the two
forces cooperate with each other as separate opera-
tional entities. A new binational contingency planning
agency would be created to address concerns regard-
ing the war-fighting capability of the allied forces in
specific contingencies.

On 3 May 1994, President Clinton signed Presidential
Decision Directive 25, which distinguishes command
control from operational control and maintains that,
although the president never relinquishes command

over U.S. military personnel, he may place them un-
der the OPCON of a non-U.S. commander for lim-
ited and defined purposes. This directive was related
to peacekeeping operations, however, and it remains
unclear whether the U.S. Constitution permits the
president to place U.S. military personnel under the
OPCON of a foreign commander under any condi-
tions.28 Therefore, some in the ROK worry that the
transfer of OPCON could lead to the withdrawal of
U.S. forces from Korea. Their concern is ground-
less, however, because the transfer envisions coop-
eration through a bilateral operational coordination
mechanism between the separate operational struc-
tures rather than top-down control of USFK by the
Korean government (see Figure 3).

28. David J. Scheffer, “United States: Administration Policy on Reforming Multilateral Peace Operations,” 33 I.L.M. 795 (1994).
The directive itself is a classified document, but the Clinton administration released an executive summary for PDD-25.

There is also concern that the transfer may weaken
the allied military ability to deter North Korean ag-
gression. This is a realistic but a not completely war-
ranted concern. Deterrence works only if the poten-
tial aggressor is convinced that his adventurism will
cost him greatly and if he is not under the perception
that his own military vulnerability will induce a pre-
emptive external attack against him. The vast imbal-
ance in conventional military capabilities on the Ko-
rean peninsula makes it important to maintain a rea-
sonably sufficient level of deterrent capability with-

27. Kim Dong-shin, “The ROK-U.S. Alliance: Where Is It Headed?” Strategic Forum, no. 197, April 2003.
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out causing a misperception in North Korea that may
prompt a desperate suicidal attempt or a preemptive
action.

Another concern in both nations regarding the effec-
tiveness and efficiency of the binational forces struc-
ture in carrying out a war is that planning and trans-
parency may suffer because of the absence of the
CFC. To address this concern as the CFC is being
progressively dismantled, a new binational contin-
gency planning agency should be created in the final
stage of the transfer in order to perform some of the
CFC functions. One of the major duties of the new
contingency planning agency would be to study how
to effectively put the separate operational military
structures back under a combined command when
or if it becomes necessary.

Policy Recommendations—Political-Diplomatic
Issues

Finally, to implement the strategic aspects and comple-
ment the military aspects of the reflective and mature
partnership, this proposal includes four recommen-
dations on political and diplomatic issues.

Policy recommendation 6: Understand anti-
American sentiment. To abate anti-American senti-
ment in Korea, the United States should gain a proper
understanding of the sources and complexities of the
sentiment and keep up with developments in a new
and evolving Korea.

In the political-diplomatic realm, the most immediate
task the United States and the ROK governments must
tackle is the abatement of anti-American sentiment in
the ROK. For the United States, especially, this is nec-
essary for achieving U.S. strategic objectives on the
peninsula and throughout Northeast Asia in the long
term. To roll back anti-American sentiment in the ROK,
the United States must attain a proper understanding
of the phenomenon itself and then take certain steps
to fix the problem.

At the core of Korean anti-American sentiment lies
Seoul’s perception that the United States historically

has been callous to or has shown too little respect for
Korea’s interests. This implies that the sentiment is
not a transient phenomenon but, instead, is deep-
rooted. One historical example of poor treatment by
Washington is the Taft-Katsura Agreement of 29 July
1904, by which the United States effectively nullified
the Chemulpo Treaty, the first treaty between Korea
and the United States, and gave Japan a free hand on
the peninsula. After securing U.S. consent, Japan
moved fast and made Korea a protectorate. Unaware
of the secret agreement, King Kojong sent Homer
Hulbert, a U.S. adviser to the Korean court, to Wash-
ington to seek U.S. aid under the Chemulpo Treaty.
President Theodore Roosevelt refused to see Hulbert.
This historical event remains clear in Koreans’ think-
ing and has been one of the key subjects in Korean
national history textbooks. It has recently received
renewed attention as the U.S. policy of strengthening
its alliance with Japan is perceived in Korea as
emboldening Tokyo to play a more active role in the
region.

A more contemporary example is the 1980 Kwangju
incident, in which the Korean military junta ordered
soldiers to fire on demonstrators protesting the mili-
tary govermnent’s implementation of martial law. The
United States was considered an accomplice in the
massacre because the United States failed to act pre-
cisely when South Korean citizens needed it most.29

This failure by the Americans to use their influence
for democratic and humane principles cut deep into
the Korean psyche. Ordinary people opposing the
military dictatorship, not just leftist radicals, began to
doubt seriously the U.S. commitment to the ideals of
freedom, democracy, and human rights as the United
States maintained a close relationship with authoritar-
ian rulers while staying away from angry Korean citi-
zens. Only after President Chun Doo-hwan stepped
down at the end of 1987 and the opposition in the
National Assembly grew stronger did the United States
begin answering questions concerning its involvement
in Kwangju. On 19 June 1989, Washington issued
“United States Government Statement on Events in
Kwangju, Republic of Korea” in response to formal
requests from the National Assembly. Although the
report rebutted most of the myths of U.S. culpability

29. Meredith Woo-Cumings, “South Korean Anti-Americanism,” Working Paper no. 93 (Cardiff, Calif.: Japan Policy Research
Institute, July 2003), www.jpri.org/publications/workingpapers/wp93.html.
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for events in 1979 and 1980, the ten-year delay in
issuing the report did little to assuage the feelings held
by many Koreans. These citizens persisted in believ-
ing that the United States was in some way a party to
the military takeover in May 1980 and also had a hand
in the harsh suppression of the Kwangju demonstra-
tions that followed.

Another example of U.S. callousness toward Korean
interests is the U.S. policy during the 1994 North Korea
nuclear crisis. Secretary of Defense William Perry said
in 2003 that the crisis was “the only time in my ten-
ure as Secretary of Defense that we came close to a
major war. We were willing to risk war because we
believed that a nuclear weapon production program
in North Korea posed an unacceptable security risk.”30

South Koreans felt that North Korea was very much
responsible, and they understand that the United States
eventually settled on diplomacy, but the fact that the
United States was risking their lives without properly
consulting them was shocking and outrageous to them.
This incident is one of the reasons that many Koreans
are beginning to feel that the United States, not North
Korea, is the main threat to their security.31

A June 2002 incident involving two middle-school
students is one of the more recent instances in which
Koreans experienced a lack of respect from the U.S.
government. Many Koreans thought that it was un-
fair that those accused of killing Koreans on Korean
soil were prosecuted by U.S. military officers in a
U.S. military court, resulting in a not-guilty verdict
that was delivered by a jury comprising only U.S.
military personnel. Adding to Koreans’ indignation was

the fact that the USFK arranged to have the two ac-
cused soldiers court-martialed at different times, which
ruled out the possibility of cross-examination by the
prosecution. Koreans viewed this whole process as
an infringement of national sovereignty, and they re-
sented the United States for having little respect for
Korean human rights. They demanded that the SOFA,
“a source of structural unfairness between the two
nations,” be fundamentally revised.

The examples cited above are the most prominent in-
stances of severe injury to Korean self-esteem by the
United States. Anti-American sentiment has historic
roots and has always been in the minds of the Korean
people. Although such instances date back more than
100 years, why does the surge of anti-American sen-
timent appear to come out of the blue? As shown in
Figure 4, recent great and rapid changes in political,

30. William Perry, “Confronting North Korea” (presentation at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, Washington, D.C.,
15 May 2003). Perry also stated that he “ordered a plan to be drawn up to augment our deployment in Korea with tens of thousands
of U.S. troops, and our embassy in Seoul prepared plans for the evacuation of non-essential civilians from Korea. President Clinton
was within hours of authorizing those actions when he received word that Kim Il-sung was ready to freeze the activity at Yongbyon
and begin serious negotiations.” See “Crisis on the Korean Peninsula: Implications for U.S. Policy in Northeast Asia” (speech at
Brookings Institution Leadership Forum, Washington, D.C., 24 January 2003), http://www.brookings.edu/comm/events/20030124.pdf.

31. On 12 January 2004, Chosun Ilbo reported on a telephone survey conducted in South Korea by Research and Research based on
800 respondents on 5 January 2004. The survey indicated that 39 percent of the respondents believed that the United States is the
country that is the most threatening to the security of South Korea; this topped North Korea, which came in at 33 percent. The third
country was China with 11.6 percent, followed by Japan with 7.6 percent. When examined in terms of generational breaks, the data
show that 57 percent of respondents in their 20s viewed the United States as the most threatening, while 20.3 percent in this age
group considered North Korea the top threat. Among respondents in their 30s, 46.8 percent rated the United States the number one
threat, and 22.2 percent rated North Korea as number one. Among those in their 40s, 36.3 percent and 34.4 percent considered the
United States and North Korea, respectively, the most threatening. Only among respondents in their 50s did a majority view North
Korea as the main threat: 52.2 percent for North Korea compared with 18.1 percent for the United States.
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social, and security conditions caused this existing
sentiment to explode and erupt.

Before the mid-1990s, the ever-present anti-Ameri-
can sentiment was held back by a firm structural block
that was composed mainly of the ROK’s security
concerns and the ROK governments’ authoritarian
repression. These two elements were closely related
and mutually reinforcing. During the Cold War, there
was a dominant perception in the ROK, especially
among the politically and economically influential
Northerners who had sought freedom in the South,
that the nation’s security was perennially threatened
by North Korea and that North Korea could be de-
terred only by the presence of the USFK. Indeed, Korea
depended on the United States not only for a security
guarantee but also for economic development and dip-
lomatic support. In addition, many ordinary Koreans
were grateful to the United States for its support, and
the ROK government encouraged them to show their
gratitude. At the same time, however, many Koreans
also felt frustration and resentment, which they had
to keep to themselves.

Korea’s Cold War–era authoritarian governments
played a significant role in containing anti-American
resentment within the sturdy structural block. Korea’s
governments accepted and promoted U.S. security
concerns during the Cold War and also condemned
anti-American sentiment as jeopardizing national se-
curity. In reality, the reasoning behind the suppres-
sion of anti-American sentiment by the authoritarian
governments was as much related to their desperate
need to legitimize their regimes as it was to their per-
ception that anti-Americanism would actually endan-
ger national security. For these governments, regime
legitimacy could be acquired only through “external
validation”32 by the United States, and anti-American
activities posed serious challenges to this political
connection.

The structural block began to lose its strength under
internal and external pressure—namely democratiza-
tion and a decrease in the North Korean threat. Inter-
nally, as the ROK democratized, people were allowed
to voice their complaints about what they perceived
as an unfair relationship between the United States
and Korea. It is important, for instance, to under-
stand that candlelight protests in the ROK were just
as much an expression of newly found freedom as
they were an expression of opposition to U.S. policy
or U.S. attitudes. Previously, under authoritarian rule,
collective actions were not allowed. Equally impor-
tant, Korea’s new democratic government no longer
needs external validation from the United States in
order to legitimize its political authority. Today’s Ko-
rean government—no longer worried about regime
survival—is not compelled to punish those who chal-
lenge U.S. policies.

Externally, a decrease in the North Korean threat has
further weakened the politically engineered national
security ideology that had suppressed anti-American
sentiment. Moreover, as dependence on the United
States for security declines, Koreans are now asking
for more autonomy. A Korean version of the concept
of a “normal nation” is gathering strength in the ROK.

It has often been argued that a generational change
has worked to accelerate the surge of anti-American
sentiment in the ROK. The younger, politically aware
generation was in high school and college during the
1980s and early 1990s—a volatile time in which Ko-
rean society underwent great change as democratiza-
tion surged and the Cold War unraveled. This cohort
has enjoyed an economic prosperity that their parents
never dreamed of, and they are far more exposed to
foreign countries than were their older relatives, who
believed that the United States was the nation around
which all of Korea’s international efforts should re-
volve. They are not as influenced as were their pre-
decessors by Korea’s wartime experience with the

32. This refers to “attempts by state officials to utilize their status as authoritative international representatives of the nation-state
to enhance their domestic political positions.” Securing international recognition would be powerful means for them to “establish
legitimacy in the eyes of their domestic population.” Michael Mastanduno, David A. Lake, and G. John Ikenberry, “Toward a Realist
Theory of State Action,” International Studies Quarterly 33 (1989): 464.
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United States.33 Moreover, they are relatively free from
the traumatic anti-Communist ideology held by pow-
erful Northerners who were inspired by a conserva-
tive U.S. Christian faith. In essence, the new genera-
tion tends to be more pragmatic and less ideological
than the older generations. They are more indepen-
dent in their outlook and values. Therefore, many
members of this generation simultaneously are able
to support policies that are both pro-U.S. and pro-
engagement with North Korea. Americans should re-
alize that this stance reflects pragmatism and a cer-
tain degree of sophistication, rather than ingratitude
and naïveté.

The term “generational change” is not entirely accu-
rate, however, in capturing the scope of change,
which is comprehensive and of historical significance.
Unprecedented social transformation is a more apt
description of the scope of change throughout Ko-
rean society; this transformation has been caused by
rapid industrialization; acceptance of modem politi-
cal, economic, and social concepts; and empowering
aspects of information technology (IT). IT tools (for
example, cell phones and the Internet) and new social
concepts (such as individual empowerment) have ren-
dered modern Korean culture fundamentally unrec-
ognizable to older Koreans who were socialized by
more traditional concepts.34 Korea’s 2002 presiden-
tial election was a prime illustration of the political
importance of this social transformation, which remains
a major source of stress in current Korean politics.

The “Bush factor” worked as a detonator. In other
words, the Bush administration’s hard-line policy to-
ward Korea, combined with Koreans’ perception of a
reduced North Korean threat, produced the percep-
tion in the ROK that the United States was unilaterally
pursuing its own interests at the expense of South
Korea. In fact, the diminished North Korean threat
has given the ROK confidence that it can now lead

the peace and unification processes on the peninsula.
The United States, which has been deeply involved in
Korean peninsula affairs both militarily and otherwise,
supported the ROK’s initiative on this matter during
the Clinton administration by pursuing its own en-
gagement policy toward North Korea, culminating
with the visit of Secretary of State Madeleine Albright
to Pyongyang in October 2000. However, following
the January 2001 inauguration of a Bush administra-
tion seemingly committed to a neoconservative politi-
cal ideology and a unilateralist foreign policy and 9/
11—an event that provided political lift and gave im-
petus to such an approach—the U.S. engagement
policy became a thing of the past. Instead, the Bush
administration’s approach toward North Korea has
focused on disciplining the so-called evil dictatorship.

In addition to cooling relations between Washington
and Pyongyang, the Bush administration’s tough stance
has had a dampening effect on North Korea’s open-
ing-up policy and on inter-Korean relations. Regard-
less of their preferences for the ROK’s North Korea
policy, most Koreans believe that the overly hostile
attitude of the United States toward the North has
seriously lessened the probability of defanging North
Korea, realizing long-awaited family reunions, and
fulfilling trans-Siberian and European economic
dreams generated by the North-South Joint Declara-
tion of 15 June 2000.

Furthermore, during the ROK’s 2002 presidential cam-
paign, a series of incidents, including the seizure of a
North Korean merchant vessel carrying a shipment
of Scud missiles to Yemen, contributed to a flare-up
of anti-American sentiment in the ROK. When the
United States demonized North Korea on the eve of
the election, a significant portion of the ROK’s popu-
lation became suspicious that the Bush administration
was trying to interfere with the ROK’s domestic poli-
tics. It was perceived that the U.S. government was

34. Paul F. Chamberlin, Korea 2010: The Challenges of the New Millennium (Washington, D.C.: Center for Strategic and International
Studies, 2001).

33. Thomas C. Hubbard, U.S. ambassador to South Korea, in a speech entitled “U.S. and the ROK: A World of Opportunity”
delivered to the Korean News Editors Association (Managing Editors Seminar) on 11 July 2003 said that the “future of the alliance
will be in the hands of the new generation of Koreans and Americans . . . The role the U.S. played by sharing the burdens of the past
with the Korean people doesn’t resonate as strongly with them [twenty-year-old men and women] as the story about the tragic road
accident involving USFK.”
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attempting to make the security issue, which had tra-
ditionally favored the more conservative, anti-North
Korea parties in the ROK, central to the Korean elec-
tion in order to engineer the result that Washington
favored. In this context, the anti-American sentiment
held by a large portion of the Korean people is better
characterized as opposition to a particular policy (and/
or attitude) of a particular U.S. administration instead
of as a comprehensive and indiscriminate hostility to
the United States as a nation.

Anti-American sentiment in the ROK has historic roots,
however, and is really more complex than it appears.
The United States should increase its awareness of
the historically significant changes in Korean society
and culture and adjust its expectations for a more
autonomous Korea. The new Korea may seem incom-
prehensible and even, to some degree, unacceptable
to some Americans, but it is a reality. A conservative
U.S. columnist encapsulated U.S. anti-Korean senti-
ment when he wrote, “Today’s Koreans show little
gratitude to Americans for shedding their blood in the
Korean War.”35 Many Koreans, though not all, express
heartfelt gratitude to Americans for the charity, assis-
tance, and brotherhood provided during and after the
war, but that is gratitude on an individual level. Interna-
tional relations cannot be reduced to individual relations.

Accusations of ingratitude do not impress many Ko-
reans, especially younger Koreans who may raise sev-
eral questions: Did Americans—most of whom were
not even able to locate Korea on the globe—shed their
blood to save Korean lives? Did not the United States
send its troops to Korea to block the Soviet expan-
sionism threatening U.S. security interests? What
would be the appropriate attitude of Koreans toward
the United States that abandoned them in 1904 to the
Japanese who killed hundreds of thousands of inno-
cent Korean people and brutally exploited their coun-
try for 36 years? Was it not the U.S. desertion of
Korea a hundred years ago that contributed to the

division of the peninsula? Was it not U.S. security
interests that justified both the Taft-Katsura Agree-
ment and the U.S. participation in the Korean War?

Despite all the causes of anti-American sentiment
noted above, there is at least one recent example of a
U.S. action that Koreans truly appreciated: In Sep-
tember 2004, Ambassador Christopher Hill and the
U.S. government made a historic decision to visit
Kwangju to pay tribute to those killed during the bloody
1980 military crackdown. A similarly positive U.S.
attitude toward the ROK’s new self-confidence will
enable Washington to design a more realistic Korea
policy and better promote its long-term strategic in-
terests in Northeast Asia and beyond.

Policy recommendation 7: Revise SOFA. The
United States and the ROK should work together to
revise the SOFA in a way that reflects the improved
legal and human rights conditions of the ROK.

The SOFA has been one of the most significant sources
of anti-American sentiment in Korean society. Mea-
sures perceived as infringing on Korea’s national sov-
ereignty and human rights have become leading causes
of the deterioration in bilateral relations. Although there
have been some revisions to the SOFA and its
subagreements, the “changes are cosmetic rather than
fundamental,” even from the perspective of traditional
conservatives in Korea.36

The most problematic clauses, noted in Figure 5, are
those that lay out jurisdiction in criminal cases in-
volving U.S. personnel. According to the agreement,
“when a member of the U.S. armed forces or civilian
component is charged with an offense arisen out of
an act or omission done in the performance of offi-
cial duty,” the U.S. military authority has primary ju-
risdiction over the accused. A U.S. general has au-
thority to judge whether the alleged offense was com-
mitted while performing official duty.37

35. Robert Novak, “South Korea’s Crisis,” 6 January 2003, www.townhall.com/columnists/robertnovak/rn20030106.shtml.

36. Cho Yoon-sun, Grand National Party spokesperson (briefing, 19 November 2002).

37. Agreed Minutes to the Agreement under Article IV of the Mutual Defense Treaty between the U.S. and the ROK, “Regarding
Facilities and Areas and the Status of U.S. Armed Forces in the ROK,” 9 July 1966, paragraph 3(a).
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If the alleged offense is committed off duty, the ROK
authority has primary jurisdiction. According to the
SOFA, as amended in 2001, the custody of the ac-
cused shall be handed over to the ROK authority “at
the time of indictment.”38 However, as stated by the
amended Agreed Minutes in 2001, when the offense
falls within 12 specified categories of serious crimes,
“the custody of an accused, over whom the ROK is
to exercise jurisdiction, shall remain with the military
authorities of the United States until he is indicted by
the ROK.”39 In other words, the ROK authority can-
not exercise its public power over crimes other than
those in the 12 serious categories. For minor crimes,
the ROK will be given custody only after the convic-
tion of the accused and only when it requests cus-
tody.40 Alternatively, according to the U.S.-Japan
SOFA, in principle a transfer of custody is made at
the time of indictment regardless of the seriousness
of the crime.

Furthermore, in cases when the ROK authorities have
arrested a suspect for murder or rape, custody of the

accused will not be granted to the ROK unless he
was arrested at the scene of the crime in immediate
flight therefrom or prior to the accused’s return to
U.S. control and there is adequate cause to believe
that he has committed a heinous crime of murder or
an egregious rape, and there is necessity to retain him
for the reason that he may destroy evidence, and there
is no legitimate cause to believe that a failure to re-
quest custody would result in prejudice to the right to
a fair trial for the accused.41

The ROK’s jurisdictional sovereignty is therefore se-
riously constrained in dealing with crimes on its soil,
possibly against its own citizens, particularly when
compared with the U.S.-Japan SOFA and NATO ar-
rangements, neither of which have such interfering
and impertinent clauses. The two governments should
work together to revise the agreements to reflect
Korea’s democratized legal system42 and to address
the imbalance between the SOFA with Korea and the
agreements with other nations.

While working with the U.S. authorities to revise the
SOFA, the ROK government should continue to make
a strenuous effort to protect the rights of accused
USFK personnel. One mechanism that the ROK can
establish to that end is a special investigation bureau
to deal with crimes by U.S. armed forces personnel;
this bureau would possess legal expertise and language
competency in dealing with crimes committed by U.S.
personnel in Korea.

Policy recommendation 8: Increase exchanges and
understanding. The United States and the ROK
should make an aggressive joint effort at various lev-
els to exchange ideas and experiences and to recruit
more competent area specialists with expertise in the
bilateral relationship.

38. Amendments to the Agreement, 18 January 2001, Article I.

39. Amendments to the Agreed Minutes, 18 January 2001, Article XXII 3.

40. Understandings, amended in 2001, Article XXII, paragraph 5(c) 3.

41. Amendments to the Agreed Minutes, 18 January 2001, Article XXII 2.

42. One of the significant democratic legal reforms in Korea is the National Human Rights Commission Act (6481), passed in 2001.
The purpose of this act is to contribute to the embodiment of human dignity and worth, as well as to safeguard the basic order of
democracy, by establishing the National Human Rights Commission to ensure that inviolable, fundamental human rights of all
individuals are protected and that the standards of human rights are improved.
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Differences in customs and cultures, value systems,
decision-making processes, and means of communi-
cation can lead to mutual misunderstandings. In a bi-
lateral relationship, a language barrier coupled with
media reports based on superficial, piecemeal knowl-
edge can lead each nation to overreact and intensify
previously formed stereotypes. The United States and
ROK governments must recognize this and, more
important, must address the paradigmatic change in
ideational orientation that has occurred in both na-
tions over the past several years and manage it in such
a way that matures and strengthens the bilateral rela-
tionship. An active exchange of ideas and experiences
is especially important in light of the ideational shift
toward nationalism in both nations.

In the past, the two nations have engaged in a num-
ber of ideational exchanges although the meetings were
not nearly as serious and as interactive as they should
have been. Now, even the traditional mechanisms of
exchanges no longer seem to function effectively.
Even the National Endowment for Democracy’s
Sejong dialogue, which was created under the liberal
leadership of President Clinton and President Kim Dae-
jung, is now closed.

The two nations should immediately conceive and
initiate programs of ideational exchanges at various
levels, including governmental agencies, legislative
bodies, research institutes, academia, media, and civic
organizations. In particular, exchanges between the
aides and advisers of lawmakers on both sides should
be actively encouraged and supported because their
policy roles and collaboration efforts have become
far more important as the powers of lawmakers in a
democratized Korea have increased rapidly. Exchanges
at other levels require particular attention and support
from the governments. For example, younger schol-
ars, specialists, journalists, and civil activists with
nontraditional views on bilateral relations need to be
exposed to their counterparts.

While making an effort to exchange ideas and experi-
ences, the two governments should also be more ac-
tive in recruiting more skilled area specialists with
expertise in bilateral relations. Although the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs of the ROK has assigned the larg-
est number of officials and staff to the North America
Bureau, few in the bureau have U.S. expertise, in-
cluding language competency and other communica-

tion skills. The situation in the United States is worse
because authentic Korea specialists are not easily found
in the government. The U.S. government is making
efforts to redress this shortcoming by sponsoring,
for example, the Boren National Security Education
Program that seeks to bring students who have ex-
pertise in foreign languages and culture, including
Korean, into the government. This kind of effort should
be strongly encouraged.

In addition, the United States should practice more
active and far-sighted public diplomacy with Korea—
engaging, informing, and influencing key Korean au-
diences—to improve its image there, which, in turn,
will help provide the moral basis for U.S. leadership
in the world. One of the key principles that would
undergird effective U.S. public diplomacy in Korea
involves a candid U.S. acknowledgment that interna-
tional politics are driven primarily by national inter-
ests, including military security, economic opportu-
nities, and political values, and that the alliance is one
way of promoting such national interests. It could
continue by saying that, through a committed alliance,
the United States and Korea have established friend-
ship, trust, and shared values that would become key
elements in the foreign policy decision-making pro-
cess of each nation. Furthermore, the United States
needs to change its image as an ally with double stan-
dards—demanding Korean gratitude by claiming the
moral high ground (for U.S. involvement in the Ko-
rean War, for example) while justifying its betrayals
by claiming national interest (the Taft-Katsura Agree-
ment, for example).

The ROK was probably not very important to the
United States in the past; however, it has become as
important—strategically, economically, and diplomati-
cally—as any major power in the world. The United
States should acknowledge the unique character and
great importance of U.S.-ROK relations, and, in par-
ticular, the need to strengthen the relationship’s foun-
dation through institutionalizing active ideational ex-
changes and enhancing public diplomacy efforts.

Policy recommendation 9: Form a unified front
on North Korea. Create a unified front toward North
Korea by institutionalizing a North Korea policy czar
and a U.S.-ROK North Korea policy coordination
meeting that will produce a joint, systematic bottom-
up review of North Korea policies.
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Securing effective coordination between the United
States and the ROK on North Korea policies is impor-
tant for abating anti-American sentiment in Korea and
for restoring and strengthening the bilateral relation-
ship; in addition, it could have a positive effect on the
North Korea problem. Many have argued that the drift
in the alliance was caused, in part, by differing poli-
cies on North Korea that resulted from divergent in-
terests. The fundamental interest of the ROK is the
preservation of stability that would lead to peaceful
unification, whereas the primary interest of the United
States is the nonproliferation of nuclear weapons on
the peninsula.

The differing perceptions of the two allies on the ques-
tion of North Korea are no less important. The United
States tends to regard North Korea as evil, tyrannical,
and a hellish nightmare; the ROK seems to view it as
dangerous, though frightened and fragile, and requir-
ing a cautious and reassuring approach. This diver-
gence may derive from the fact that the South Ko-
rean approach is based on a historical experience with
the North and the U.S. attitude is based on a univer-
salist and moralist philosophy.

Another problem that has hindered bilateral coopera-
tion has been the policy divisions within the U.S. gov-
ernment that have created confusion in the ROK.
Bureaucratic rivalries within the first George W. Bush
administration were so deep that they seemed to para-
lyze the decision-making process.43 As a result, for
more than three and a half years, the national security

team was unable to come up with a single, focused
policy to deal with North Korea. For example, although
the State Department stated that the proposal made
by North Korea in April 2003 in Beijing was “reason-
able,” the United States did not present any further
response,44 and a high-ranking State Department of-
ficial blasted the North Korean leader with highly in-
flammatory words, equated the U.S. proposal with
the Libya model that the North abhors, and left the
North and other participants guessing at the real in-
tentions of the United States.45

To create a unified front that will significantly allevi-
ate confusion and tensions in the alliance and that will
increase the efficacy of its North Korea policy, the
United States should designate a North Korea policy
coordinator who could enjoy bipartisan support not
only in the U.S. Congress but also across society.
The coordinator should be guaranteed direct access
to the president when needed. A number of promi-
nent former government officials who support Presi-
dent Bush back this idea. George Shultz, the former
secretary of state under President Ronald Reagan, has
said that the Bush administration should appoint a high-
ranking special envoy for North Korea.46 Even Rich-
ard Allen, former national security adviser to Presi-
dent Reagan, acknowledged that the idea had some
merit.47 The coordinator would work with relevant
cabinet officials to resolve internal divisions and also
work to prevent divergent views within the adminis-
tration from being voiced publicly, especially after a
decision has been made.

43. Nicholas Eberstadt, “Tear Down This Tyranny: A Korea Strategy for Bush’s Second Term,” Weekly Standard, 29 November
2004.

44. “Crossroads for North Korea Talks: An Interview with Charles L. Pritchard” (Washington, D.C.: Arms Control Association,
Country Resources, November 2003), www.armscontrol.org/pressroom/2003/pritchardinterview.asp.

45. Former U.S. ambassador to the ROK, Thomas C. Hubbard, has testified that the tone of Under Secretary of State for Arms
Control and International Security John R. Bolton’s speech on North Korea “hurt, rather than helped, efforts to achieve the
president’s objectives”; see Federal News Service, 12 May 2005. Ambassador Hubbard also said that “Bolton’s harsh personal
attacks undermined U.S. diplomacy by giving the North Koreans an excuse to reject compromise”; see Barbara Slavin and Bill
Nichols, “With or Without Bolton, U.N.’s Path Unclear,” USA Today, 11 May 2005. In an interview with the author on 1 December
2004, a senior official of the ROK’s Ministry of Unification suggested that Under Secretary of State Bolton’s remarks right after the
third round of the six-party talks in 2004 seriously undermined the prospect of a resolution of the North Korean nuclear problem. For
Under Secretary Bolton’s speech, see “Lessons from Libya and North Korea’s Strategic Choice” (speech at Yonsei University, Seoul,
21 July 2004), www.state.gov/t/us/rm/34538.htm.

46. “Korea Envoy Needed,” Washington Times, 10 October 2003.

47. Richard V. Allen, “What Bush Did Right on North Korea,” New York Times, 15 September 2004.
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The coordinator would also work closely and inter-
actively with a South Korean counterpart in order to
bridge the gap between the two allies’ divergent per-
ceptions of North Korea. They should create what
might be called a North Korea policy coordination
meeting, in which experts from all relevant depart-
ments and agencies would participate. The body would
produce a joint, systematic bottom-up review of
North Korea policies. One task would be to define a
precise objective of their harmonized North Korea
policy: for example, whether policy should or should
not pursue the resolution of non-nuclear problems at
this point. The two allies should also reassess North
Korea’s threat, conventional and nonconventional, and
its intentions on the basis of a first-hand understand-
ing of North Korea’s military power, economic con-
ditions, its atypical political culture, and its authori-
tarian decision-making process.

A strategic and pragmatic approach that highlights the
wisdom that problems that seem intractable now will
become far easier to solve thanks to the accumula-
tion of prior accomplishments could be useful.48 In
particular, the ROK should provide a compelling ex-
planation that collective achievements will contribute
to the realization and promotion of democratic prin-
ciples and values.

With a unified front, the United States and the ROK
can kill two birds with one stone. The institutionaliza-
tion of a North Korea policy coordination meeting, if
executed and managed under strong political leader-
ship, will not only bring forth a more integrated and
collaborative policy toward North Korea but also re-
duce communication errors and promote confidence
between the United States and the ROK in general
and, thereby, help to put the alliance back on track.

The Alliance Is Alive

The United States has great stakes in the security
dynamics of Northeast Asia, a region that is home to
four of the world’s major economies, three of
America’s major trading partners, and, above all, five
of the world’s strongest military powers. The ROK,
with its strategic location, strong economy, and unique

position in resolving the North Korean nuclear dis-
pute, has been and will continue to be critically im-
portant for the United States in this volatile region.
The impact of a future unified Korea on the regional
balance will be substantial. In a way, the U.S.-ROK
alliance is a keystone in the regional security struc-
ture; without it, the U.S.-built structure will crumble.

The alliance, however, has not kept up with the greatly
changed security environment affecting both nations.
This paper has constructed a framework of nine policy
suggestions designed to help the United States and
the ROK develop their alliance into a more mature
and reflective partnership that would be realistic,
stable, mutually beneficial, forward looking; and peace
enhancing. The foundation for this framework can
only be U.S. respect for its Korean ally, demonstrat-
ing that the United States does not view Korea simply
as a base for adventurism and that it will be happy to
update the alliance relationship whenever needed.

An enhanced alliance will become one of the most
effective and efficient means available to help pro-
mote U.S. and ROK interests, including global secu-
rity, for the early years of the twenty-first century.
Nevertheless, it is necessary to keep in mind that,
although the alliance is alive, it is not self-sustaining.
The alliance must be continuously tended and nur-
tured in order to be healthy, productive, and enduring.

Dr. Park is a professor in the Department of Interna-
tional Relations at the Catholic University of Korea.
In 2004–05, he was a Korea Fellow at the Center for
Northeast Asia Policy Studies at the Brookings Insti-
tution. Figures 1–5 are copyrighted by Dr. Park and
are reproduced here with his permission.

48. Park Kun-young, “A Strategic-Pragmatic Approach to North Korea,” Korea Journal 45, no. 4 (Winter 2005 [forthcoming]).
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