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Foreword

In recent years, Korea and Australia have increased their economic
engagement and their investment partnership has expanded. The entry-intoforce of the Korea-Australia Free Trade Agreement (KAFTA) in 2014 and strong
governance and regulatory environments in both countries have facilitated this
expansion. As a consequence, bilateral capital flows have averaged around
$1 billion per year and both countries now rank each other among their top-ten
investment partners.
This has paved the way for closer business-to-business ties. Korean firms now
view Australia as a reliable partner and their successful partnerships have
encouraged Australian mining and energy companies to adopt an increasingly
global outlook. As an LNG exporter, Woodside has long-standing links to Korea,
a relationship that has in recent years expanded to include partnerships to
support energy research and the development of a market for hydrogen.
Taking the next step in strengthening Australia-Korea business and government
ties necessitates a closer examination of how they can work together within
the Indo-Pacific region in which they are both situated. The Indo-Pacific with its
emerging economic architecture and geopolitical characteristics
is the new context framing bilateral relations. The key will
be understanding Korea’s position in the region and its
outlook on the trends therein.
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This Perth USAsia Centre special report reveals Korea’s successful
economic integration with Australia’s near neighbours in Southeast Asia
and also its efforts with India. Korea’s intensified business and diplomatic
activity in countries like Vietnam and Indonesia are welcome developments
for Australia. This report also offers regional perspectives on Korean
diplomatic and economic outreach, underscoring its positive contribution to
economic development.
I anticipate that Australian business can lead deeper cooperation with Korea,
not only on projects on Australian shores, but in ASEAN and India, where there
is a shared strategic focus on economic engagement. Within these pages are a
discussion of Korea’s well-defined regional interests and the geopolitical and
economic forces which shape them. I trust this special report will serve as an
insightful resource for policymakers and business leaders who are seeking to
make an impact through partnership with Korea.

PETER COLEMAN

Chair, Australia-Korea Foundation
CEO and Managing Director, Woodside Energy

6

Introduction
BY KYLE SPRINGER
Since the Post-World War II period, South Korea has existed as a significant
cultural, political, economic, and military entity within Asia. Now, as South Korea’s
international relations solidify under President Moon Jae In’s New Southern Policy
(NSP) and North Korea remains on-again-and-off-again regarding denuclearisation
talks, the peninsula enters a new stage of engagement with the Indo-Pacific region.
Since the introduction of The Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) construct, Seoul
has made no formal endorsement of the Indo-Pacific construct. Nor has it used this
nomenclature in its strategy or policymaking.
After the People’s Republic of China’s
backlash against the deployment of
Terminal High Altitude Area Defense
(THAAD) and a subsequent informal
economic boycott in 2017, Seoul has been
reluctant to make a formal endorsement of
what is perceived to be a US-led strategy.
Any engagement with the Indo-Pacific has
been done at an arm’s length. Through its
‘New Southern Policy’, South Korea has
constructed a policy tool with which it can:
Decrease the dependence
it has on the ‘great powers’
such as China, the United
States, Japan, and Russia.

1

Protect the increasingly
fragile relationship it has
with both the United States
and China; and

2

Diversify and foster foreign
relations with Southeast
Asian and South Asian
states.

3

South Korea nonetheless has a strong
foundation for economic engagement
with Southeast Asia through regional
institutions such as APEC and ASEAN.
Both Seoul and Pyongyang have
been involved in dialogues with these
organisations for at least two decades
or more. Recent engagement with
South and Southeast Asia is focussed
on closer economic networks that are
more diplomatically diversified and
security-embedded. For Australia
and South Korea, engagement aims
to cement security, cultural and
economic cooperation between the
two middle powers. South Korea’s
recent interest in diversifying its foreign
relations, broadening its strategic and
economic relations with India, also
reflects a greater desire for decreased
dependence on China. Furthermore,
traditional and non-traditional security
threats continue to sway the means
by which the Peninsula engages with
Indo-Pacific region. This is evident in the
recent disruptions and developments in
military intelligence sharing agreements
with Japan and Thailand, human
security issues in North Korea and
the rise of China’s geo-economic and
geopolitical power projection.
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Some of the key findings in our report include:
This Perth USAsia Centre special report examines South Korea’s engagement with
the Indo-Pacific construct and its involvement in the region. This report assembles a
range of different perspectives from analysts based throughout the region to present
a state-of-the-art and comprehensive analysis of the opportunities and challenges
that influence Korea’s economic, security, and diplomatic engagement.
The New Southern Policy (NSP), announced in 2017 by President Moon Jae-in on his
trip to Indonesia places a geographical emphasis on ASEAN and India. The Policy
seeks to diversity its economic relationships in the region by placing an emphasis
on accelerating negotiations of free trade agreements (FTAs) that promise to
reduce trade barriers and promote significant trade and investment liberalisation.
These FTAs are significant in strengthening regional value chains in the face of
protectionist trends.
Under the NSP, South Korea has expanded its Asian diplomacy and strengthened
economic relations throughout Southeast Asia. While China remains South
Korea’s largest trading partner, ASEAN is fast emerging as a critical trade partner,
particularly Vietnam. Now, Vietnam accounts for nearly forty percent of ASEANSouth Korea trade. This increased engagement between the two countries has made
Vietnam Korea’s gateway to Southeast Asia where it is gaining an increased foothold.
South Korea has been reluctant to formally endorse the US-led FOIP concept due to
concerns over Chinese reactions. Furthermore, South Korea remains preoccupied
by its own survival and security concerns on peninsula which constrain it from taking
a view regional. ASEAN provides an attractive alternative for South Korea compared
to other regional players in terms of its approach to the Indo-Pacific region. While
the US, Japan and Australia all view FOIP as a security construct, ASEAN affirms its
neutrality. This better aligns with Korea’s approach under the NSP, which is centred
on ensuring its own independence and autonomy, avoiding a strategic reliance on
any one power.
South Korea has pursued strong relations with India that has seen steady increases
in economic, political, strategic, educational and people-to-people exchanges. The
two countries share economic and security concerns, close connections with the US
and common concerns around China, North Korea and Pakistan, and have strong
economic ties as institutionalised under the India-Korea Comprehensive Economic
Partnership Agreement. However, bilateral relations have not yet met their full
potential, and there is potential for the two countries to work together within existing
frameworks on a shared agenda.
South Korea is a long-time alliance partner of the US. Since the conclusion of the
Korean War, the two Koreas have been engaged competition and South
Korea has been dependent on the US as a security guarantor. However,
South Korea finds itself in an increasingly complicated position
between the US and China. Korea is economically dependent on
China as its top trading partner and is particularly vulnerable
to conflicting positions between the two great powers.
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The deployment of THAAD is the greatest example of this, where Korea was caught
between its economic relationship with China and accommodating US demands.
South Korea is currently engaged in a balancing act between the US and China and
must position itself to minimise the risks of conflicting positions. The NSP can be
seen as a hedging strategy to minimise the risk of being stuck between the two
great powers.
There are clear obstacles in the US-South Korea relationship in their diverging
regional priorities, approaches and preferred strategies on how to deal with China.
While Korea is more inclined to accommodate China rather than push back due to
its relative weakness, the US opts for confrontation. There are gaps in the US-South
Korea alliance that have been brought to light in the face of recent tensions. In order
to strengthen the security alliance, Korea and the US require close coordination
of NSP and FOIP strategies. The US-RoK Joint Factsheet issued in 2019 identifies
interlinkages between the countries regional strategies and is the first step towards
alliance coordination to enable deeper cooperation in Southeast Asia.
South Korea’s relations with Australia are healthy and has roots in Australia’s
involvement in the Korean War. The two countries are economic partners with
similar sized economies and share an institutionalised security relationship,
holding annual “2+2” Foreign and Defence Ministerial meetings. There is a strong
convergence in how Australia and South Korea view the region, particularly in their
shared concern over China and the reliability of US presence in the region. Despite
these complementarities, there is still room for growth in the Australia-South Korea
relationship. Ties between the two countries fall short of Australia’s relations with
similar sized regional countries, particularly India and Japan. Bilateral development
is constrained by both countries’ preoccupation with their respective great power
relationships. And Australia remains largely absent from South Korea’s regional
agenda under the NSP, although it could be expanded to encompass Australia as an
important regional partner.
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서론 및 요약

BY KYLE SPRINGER

2차 세계 대전 이후 한국은 아시아 내에서 문화,
정치, 경제 그리고 군사 분야의 요충지가 되어
왔습니다. 한국의 국제관계가 문재인 대통령의
신남방 정책 (NSP)으로 견실히 다져지고 북한이
비핵화 회담에 관해 일관되지 않은 태도를
유지하면서, 한반도는 이제 인도-태평양 지역과의
새로운 협력 단계로 접어들고 있습니다. 자유롭고
열린 인도-태평양 (FOIP) 전략 구상이 도입된
이래로 서울은 인도-태평양 구상에 공식적인 승인은
하지 않았습니다. 또한 이 명칭을 서울의 전략이나
정책 결정에 이용하지도 않았습니다. 고고도 미사일
방어체계 (THAAD) 전개에 대한 중국의 반발과 이후
2017년의 비공식적 경제 보이콧이 이루어진 이래로,
서울은 미국 주도 전략으로 인식된 것에 대해 공식적
승인을 주저해 왔습니다. 인도-태평양과의 참여는
팔길이 원칙 하에서만 이루어져 왔습니다. 서울의 ‘
신남방 정책’을 통해 한국은 아래 사항을 가능하게
하는 정책 툴을 구성해 왔습니다.

중국, 미국, 일본 및 러시아 등
‘강대국’에 대한 의존도 축소.

1

미국과 중국에 대한 취약해져
가는 관계 보호, 그리고

2

동남 아시아인들과 동남
아시아 국가들과의 외교 관계
다양화 조성.
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그럼에도 불구하고 한국은 APEC 및
ASEAN 등 지역 제도를 통해 동남
아시아와의 경제적 협력을 위한 견실한
토대를 보유하고 있습니다. 서울과 평양
모두 이들 기관들과 최소한 20년 이상
대화에 참여해 왔습니다. 한국과 동남
아시아와의 최근 협력은 더욱 긴밀한
경제적 네트워크에 초점을 맞추었는데
이는 외교적 다양화와 안보가 기저에
깔려 있습니다. 호주와 한국의 협력은
두 개의 미들 파워 국가들 간의 안보와
문화적, 경제적 협력을 굳게 다지는
것이 목표입니다. 한국이 인도와의
전략적 경제적 관계를 넓히면서 외교
관계 다양화에 최근 관심을 가진 것은
중국에 대한 의존도 축소에 대한 갈망이
커진 것을 반영한 것이기도 합니다. 더
나아가 전통적, 비전통적 안보 위협은
한반도가 인도-태평양 지역에 참여하는
수단들을 지속적으로 뒤흔듭니다. 이는
일본과 태국과의 군사 정보 공유 계약에
있어 최근의 혼란과 진전, 북한과의
안보 문제 그리고 중국의 지리 경제학적
및 지정학적인 파워 행사 증가세에
뚜렷하게 나타납니다.
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본 보고서의 주요 발견 사항은 다음과 같습니다.
Perth USAsia Centre의 특별 보고서는 인도-태평양 구상에 대한 한국의 협력과

이 지역에 대한 한국의 참여를 살펴보았습니다. 이 보고서는 이 지역 전체에 기반한
분석가들의 다양한 여러 관점을 규합하여 한국의 경제, 안보 및 외교적 참여에 영향을
미치는 기회와 도전에 대한 포괄적인 최신 분석을 제시합니다.
문재인 대통령이 2017년 인도네시아를 방문하여 선언한 신남방정책 (NSP)은 ASEAN과
인도에 지리적 강조점을 둡니다. 이 정책은 이 지역과의 경제적 관계 다양화를 추구하며
그 방법은 무역 장애 축소, 그리고 상당한 규모의 무역 및 투자 관계 증진을 약속하는 자유
무역 협정 (FTA) 협의의 가속화를 강조하는 것입니다. 자유 무역 협정들은 보호주의 경향
하에서 지역적 가치 연계성을 강화하는 점에 있어 중요한 의미가 있습니다.
신남방정책 하에서 한국은 아시아 외교를 확장하여 동남 아시아 전역과의 경제 관계를
강화했습니다. 중국이 한국의 최대 규모 무역 파트너로 유지되고 있는 한편, ASEAN,
특히 베트남이 주요 무역 파트너로 빠르게 성장하고 있습니다. 현재 베트남은 ASEAN한국 무역의 거의 40퍼센트를 담당하고 있습니다. 두 국가 사이에 증대하는 협력을 통해
베트남은 동남아시아로 가는 한국의 관문이 되었으며, 점점 입지를 다져가고 있습니다.
동남 아시아에 대한 베트남 한국의 관문을 만들었으며 이 곳에서 점차적으로 발판을
마련하고 있습니다.
한국은 중국 측 반응에 대한 우려로 미국 주도의 자유롭고 열린 인도 태평양 개념을
공식적으로 승인하는 데에 주저해 왔습니다. 더구나, 한국은 자국의 생존 및 안보에
몰두하는 바, 지역적 관점을 취하는데 제한이 있습니다. 인도-태평양 지역에 대한 접근
방법의 관점에서 볼 때, ASEAN은 다른 지역 플레이어들에 비하여 한국에게 매력적인
대안을 제공합니다. 미국, 일본 및 호주가 모두 자유롭고 열린 인도 태평양을 안보
구상으로 보는 반면에 ASEAN은 이를 중립적 관점에서 대합니다. 이는 신남방정책 하의
한국의 독립성과 자율성에 중점을 두면서 어느 하나의 강대국에 대한 전략적 의존을
피하려는 한국의 접근과 일맥상통하는 것입니다.
한국은 인도와의 견고한 유대관계를 추구해 왔으며 경제, 정치, 전략, 교육 및 민간
분야에서의 교류가 꾸준히 증가했습니다. 이들 두 국가는 경제 및 안보 우려사항,
미국과의 밀접한 연결 그리고 중국, 북한 및 파키스탄 주변의 우려사항을 공유하고 있으며
인도-한국의 포괄적 경제 파트너쉽 협정 하에 견고한 경제적 유대를 보유합니다. 하지만,
양국의 관계는 잠재적 최대치에는 아직 도달하지 못했으며 두 국가가 공동 사안에 대한
기존의 틀 내에서 함께 협력할 가능성은 존재합니다.
한국은 미국의 오랜 동맹국입니다. 한국 전쟁의 종결 이후에 남북한은 경쟁을 해 왔으며
한국은 미국을 안보 보장 역할자로 의존해 왔습니다. 하지만 한국은 미국과 중국 사이에서
더욱더 복잡한 위치에 놓이게 되었습니다. 한국은 최대 무역 파트너인 중국에 경제적으로
의존하고 있으며, 두 강대국 간의 갈등에 특별히 취약한 상황입니다. THAAD 배치는 이에
대한 가장 대표적인 예로서 한국은 중국과의 경제적 관계와 미국의 요구 사이에서 발목이
잡힌 상태입니다. 한국은 현재 미국과 중국 사이에서 갈등 조정 역할을 하고 있으며
갈등 상황으로 인한 위험을 최소화하는 입장을 취해야 합니다. 신남방정책은 두 강대국
사이에서 교착될 위험성을 최소화하는 대비 전략으로 보여질 수 있습니다.
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중국을 어떻게 다룰 것인가에 대해 지역 우선 순위, 접근 방법 그리고 선호되는 전략
차원에서 갈라지는 미국-한국 관계에 명백한 장애물들이 있습니다. 한국이 상대적
약함으로 인해 중국을 밀어내기 보다 수용하는 경향이 더 강한 반면에 미국은 정면 대결을
선택합니다. 미국-한국 동맹에서 보이는 차이들은 최근의 긴장을 마주하면서 불거져
왔습니다. 안보 동맹을 강화하기 위해 한국과 미국은 신남방정책 및 자유롭고 열린 인도태평양 전략의 긴밀한 조정이 필요합니다. 2019년에 발행된 US-RoK Joint Factsheet은
두 국가의 지역 전략 간의 상호 연결 고리를 파악한 것으로, 동남아 지역에 대한 더 긴밀한
협조를 향한 동맹 간 조정의 첫 단추입니다.
한국의 호주와의 관계는 건강하며 이는 호주가 한국 전쟁에 참여했던 것에 기반을 두고
있습니다. 두 국가는 비슷한 경제 규모를 가진 경제적 파트너이며 제도화된 안보 관계를
공유하고 매년 “2+2” 외무부 및 국방부 장관 회의를 개최합니다. 호주와 한국이 이
지역을 어떻게 보는가에 있어, 특히 이 지역에서 중국 및 지역에 존재하는 미국에 대한
신뢰도에 있어, 두 나라 간에 강한 교감이 있습니다. 이러한 상호보완성에도 불구하고
호주-한국과의 관계에는 여전히 성장해야 할 여지가 있습니다. 두 국가 간의 유대 관계는
유사한 규모의 지역 국가들, 특히 인도 및 일본 대 호주 관계에 미치지 못합니다. 양국 간의
발전은 강대국들에 대한 각자의 상황에 의해 제약됩니다. 또한 호주는 한국의 중요한 지역
파트너로서 포함될 수도 있음에도 불구하고, 신남방정책 하에서 한국의 지역적 사안에 크게
고려되지 않는 상태입니다.
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CHAPTER 1.

South Korea’s
Economic
Outreach in the
Indo-Pacific
Tomoo Kikuchi
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Introduction
South Korea’s geopolitics is shaped by four major powers: the USA, China,
Japan and Russia and its core national interest is the peace and prosperity
of the Korean Peninsula. The USA is the most important security ally while
China is the most important economic partner. This is generally true for many
countries in Asia, China’s economic ascent directly impacts them and its
influence is growing in military, economic, and technology spheres.
The ongoing US-China trade war has a first order effect on South Korea. In fact,
any geopolitical strategies, visions or concepts involving the two major powers
have immediate impact on South Korea. The Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP)
is such a concept advocated by the USA, Japan and others. On the other hand,
China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is another such concept that directly
influences South Korea. Understandably, South Korea’s instinct is not to take
sides, a response shared by many other countries in Asia. In such context,
President Moon Jae-in announced the New Southern Policy (NSP) in November
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2017 stating “(T)he policy seeks to elevate Korea’s relations with ASEAN
member states and India in the political, economic, social and cultural spheres,
among others, to the same level Korea maintains with the four major powers
(the United States, China, Japan and Russia)1.” Hence, the geographical focus of
NSP is ASEAN and India, which are at the heart of the Indo-Pacific.
There are variations in the definition of the Indo-Pacific according to each actor
and their own positioning, but it is broadly viewed as an interconnected space
between the Indian Ocean and the Pacific Ocean, which includes East Africa,
the Middle East, South Asia and Southeast Asia. With some variations, those
regions are also covered by the 21st-century Maritime Silk Road in China’s BRI
and Japan’s FOIP. This chapter investigates South Korea’s economic outreach in
the world and to what extent South Korea is currently involved in the economic
spheres of the Indo-Pacific to understand the rationale behind South Korea’s
international relationships. The following general observations stand out.
South Korea’s trade dependency on China is high, but ASEAN is fast rising
as a critical trade partner. This may be welcome as South Korea seeks to
reduce its trade dependency on China. South Korea’s foreign direct investment
(FDI) to ASEAN has exceeded that to China and is growing too. Vietnam is
now South Korea’s largest trade partner and investment destination within
ASEAN. Vietnam accounted for 6 percent of South Korea’s total trade in 2018
and 5.2 percent of South Korea’s total FDI in 2019. In contrast, South Korea’s
trade volume with India is only about a half of that with Vietnam and its FDI to
India is only about one third of the amount to Vietnam. Except for South Korea
importing more than 85 percent of its crude oil from the Middle East, there
is no country in South America or Africa, that accounts for more than 1% of
South Korea’s either total trade volume in 2018 or total FDI in 2019. Therefore,
South Korea’s outreach in the Indo-Pacific beyond ASEAN is limited. Vietnam
is the cornerstone for South Korea’s NSP and the Middle East is the lifeline for
South Korea’s energy. South Korea’s manufacturing supply chains and energy
dependency largely explain South Korea’s international relationships in the
Indo-Pacific.

South Korea is one of the largest trading nations
South Korea is the twelfth largest economy in the world with a Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) of $1.6 trillion and a population size of 52 million in 2019. The
economy is characterised by its dependency on trade. South Korea’s trade to
GDP ratio was 83 percent in 2018 much higher than the world’s average of 60
percent or more than two times Japan’s 37 percent. Not only is South Korea’s
trade dependency higher than Japan’s trade dependency, it has constantly run
a trade surplus in the past decades while Japan has run trade deficits in most
years since 2011. This means that South Korea’s economy has been growing as
the world economy has.
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China is the largest trading partner of South Korea. The USA is the second and
Japan is the third. More than 25 percent of South Korea’s exports go to China,
which is more than two times the amount to the USA. More than 20 percent of
its imports come from China, which is twice as much as the amount from the
USA. This alone shows the over-proportional influence of China on South Korea.
Concerns about overreliance on trade with China are the first reason why the
Indo-Pacific is relevant for South Korea.
Machinery and transport equipment occupy 57 percent of South Korea’s exports
and 31 percent of its imports (see Table 1). This shows that the manufacturing
industry dominates South Korea’s trade with other countries.
Table 1 - South Korea’s export and import by key industrial sectors in 2018 ($, billion)
Import

Export

Total

605

100%

Total

535 100%

1

Machinery & transport
equipment

345

57%

1

Machinery & transport
equipment

166

31%

2

Chemicals & related
products, n.e.s.

13%

2

Mineral fuels,
lubricants
and related materials

81

147

27%

3

Manufactured goods
classified by material

74

12%

3

Chemicals & related
products, n.e.s.

55

10%

4

Mineral fuels, lubricants
and related materials

48

8%

4

Miscellaneous
manufactured articles

53

10%

5

Miscellaneous
manufactured articles

42

7%

5

Manufactured goods
classified by material

52

10%

Source: Korea International Trade Association, Foreign Trade Statistics

Looking beyond China there are some notable changes in South Korea’s trade
relationships with other countries in the past decade. While the share in South
Korea’s trade has significantly increased for China and ASEAN, it has decreased
for the USA, the EU and Japan (see Figure 1). There is especially a stark
contrast between ASEAN and Japan. While the share for ASEAN has jumped up
from 9.7 percent to 14 percent, it has dropped from 12.3 percent to 3.5 percent
for Japan.
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Trade with China remains the largest while it rises with Vietnam  
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Figure 1 - Main trading partners of South Korea’s in 2006 and 2018
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Figure 2 - South Korea’s trade with the ASEAN countries ($, billion)
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Occupying nearly 50 percent of South Korea’s trade with ASEAN, Vietnam
stands out as a trading partner whereas the Philippines, Singapore, Malaysia,
Indonesia, and Thailand each occupy between 8 percent and 12 percent (see
Figure 2). Rapidly rising as a key trading partner of South Korea, Vietnam is now
South Korea’s third-largest export market and seventh-largest import market.

South Korea’s outward investment is growing but not yet a significant
source of income
The difference between a country’s external financial assets and liabilities
is its net international investment position. South Korea’s net international
investment position has grown fast in the past decade reaching $413 billion
in 2018 although it is small compared to Japan’s $3,081 billion or China’s
$2,130 billion.
South Korea’s outward FDI has contributed to the growth of South Korea’s
net international investment position in the past decade. South Korea’s net
FDI outflow has increased gradually in the past decade reaching $39 billion in
2018, although it is small relative to Japan’s or China’s outflow. By region, Asia
is the largest destination of South Korea’s FDI followed by North America and
Europe. Between 2010 and 2019, 34 percent of South Korea’s FDI went to Asia
followed by 27 percent to North America and 18 percent to Europe. In contrast,
only 1 percent went to Africa and 2 percent to the Middle East only in the same
period. South Korea’s FDI to Africa and the Middle East are not growing. By
industry, manufacturing received 28 percent , finance 24 percent and mining 13
percent of South Korea’s FDI between 2010 and 2019 (see Figure 3). While the
manufacturing industry is still the top recipient of South Korea’s FDI, its share
has dropped to almost a half of that in the previous decade between 2000 and
2009. Meanwhile, the share of the finance industry has increased six-fold from
3 percent between 2000 and 2009 to 24 percent between 2010 and 2019. This
shows that South Korea’s outward investment has become more diversified in
the past decade.
Figure 3 - Korea’s FDI by industry (%) between 2000-2009 and between 2010-2019

4%
3%

5%
10%

52%

22%
2000-2009

4%

2010-2019

15%

28%
9%
11%
13% 24%

Source: The Export-Import Bank of Korea
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Investment does not immediately generate profit. South Korea’s outward
investment has been growing but has not yet become a significant contributor
to South Korea’s GDP. South Korea’s net primary income (receipts and
payments on direct investment, portfolio investment, other investments, and
receipts on reserve assets) was only $2.7 billion in 20182. Japan’s $189.1 billion
dwarfs this amount. On the other hand, China’s net primary income has been
unstable and even negative in recent years. This indicates that it takes time for
FDI to translate into profit for investors. South Korea’s and China’s history of
outward investment is short relative to Japan’s investment in the world in the
past over a half a century.

With Vietnam as a cornerstone, South Korea is gaining a foothold in
Southeast Asia
The ASEAN member countries combined have become the second
largest trading partner for South Korea after China, and Vietnam’s role is
unmistakable. One measure of a country’s engagement in developing countries
is the disbursement of Official Development Assistance (ODA). Between 2009
and 2018, while other ASEAN countries such as Cambodia, the Philippines and
Laos were also among the top recipients of South Korea’s ODA in Asia, Vietnam
alone has received ODA of $1,707 million from South Korea, which is 24 percent
of its total disbursement for Asia.
ODA often lays the ground for a country’s businesses to set foot in host
countries. That is true for South Korea’s businesses too, judging by the amount
of its FDI in ASEAN. The rise of South Korea’s FDI in ASEAN is apparent. It is
remarkable that ASEAN took over China as a top FDI destination for South
Korea in 2014. Given the trade relationship, it is not surprising that Vietnam is
also the largest destination of South Korea’s FDI within ASEAN. South Korea’s
FDI to Vietnam has tripled from 2010 to 2019 and in the same period Vietnam
has received 36 percent of South Korea’s FDI to ASEAN (see Figure 4). Only in
2019, Singapore has caught up with Vietnam.
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The New Southern Policy’ goal reflects the growing significance of South
Korea’s trade and investment with ASEAN. In tandem with growing people to
people (P2P) exchanges between South Korea and ASEAN, the policy aims to
deepen the relationship in social and cultural spheres as well (see Figure 5).
The same cannot be said about India. South Korea’s trade volume with India
was a mere 2.4 percent of its total trade between 2008 and 2018, which is
about a half of the volume South Korea trades with Vietnam. Similarly, India
has received only 4 percent of South Korea’s FDI between 2008 and 2019 while
Vietnam has received 15 percent. Moreover, while South Korea’s trade and
investment share with Vietnam has been rising, that is not the case for India.
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Figure 4 - South Korea’s FDI in ASEAN between 2010 and 2019

Figure 5 - Number of visitors between South Korea and ASEAN (thousands) and number
of ASEAN students in South Korea
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Source: Ministry of Economy and Finance, Korea, 2019

Beyond Southeast Asia, South Korea’s economic outreach in the IndoPacific is limited, except for its energy imports from the Middle East   
To see South Korea’s engagement beyond Southeast Asia, we first look at
South Korea’s ODA disbursements. Outside Southeast Asia, Afghanistan and
Bangladesh were the only countries that received more than $500 billion in
disbursements in the past decade from 2009 to 2018. The share of Afghanistan
and Bangladesh in South Korea’s ODA was 9 percent and 7 percent of its total
disbursements. India, which is explicitly a New Southern Policy country has
received less than 0.1 percent of South Korea’s ODA in the same period. Beyond
Asia, South Korea’s ODA has been on rise in Africa and America. In Africa,
Tanzania, Ethiopia, Mozambique, Senegal and Ghana received $1,566 million or
50 percent of Korea’s ODA to Africa between 2009 and 2018. This is more than
$1,154 million the amount South Korea spent on America in the same period
but less than the amount South Korea spent on Vietnam. The Middle East
received only 4 percent of Korea’s ODA between 2009 and 2018. This shows that
South Korea’s engagement in developing countries outside Asia is limited.
South Korea’s trade with countries in Central and South America and Africa
is also small compared to its trade with countries in Asia, the USA, or Europe.
While Mexico, Brazil, Chile, Peru and Panama are the 17th, 28th, 31st, 40th and
50th largest trade partners respectively for South Korea in 2018, their combined

23

The countries in the Middle East are important trade partners for South Korea.
Trade volume with Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Kuwait, Iraq, United Arab Emirates, Iran,
Oman and Israel account for 9 percent of South Korea’s total trade volume in
2018. However, South Korea’s trade with countries in the Middle East is onesided with countries in the Middle East exporting energy resources to South
Korea. Indeed, more than 95 percent of South Korea’s energy depends on
imports, and its crude oil imports from the Middle East has increased in the
past two decades, accounting for more than 85 percent of its total import. South
Korea’s gas imports are more diversified, but Qatar and Oman together still
accounted for 45 percent of South Korea’s gas import in 2018 (see Figure 6). The
Middle East received 2 percent of South Korea’s total FDI in the period between
2010 and 2019.
Figure 6 - South Korea’s oil and gas imports in 2018
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Source: Korea National Oil Corporation and Korea International Trade Association
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trade volume is $37 billion, which is about the same volume that South Korea
trades with Taiwan, or 3 percent of South Korea’s trade volume in 2018. South
Africa and Algeria are the 38th and 42nd largest trade partners of South
Korea and the only countries in Africa that are ranked within 50. South Korea’s
investment in Central and South America and Africa is not significant either.
While Central and South America have received 14 percent of South Korea’s FDI
between 2010 and 2019, two third of which went to the two offshore financial
centers, Cayman Island and British Virgin Island. Only 1 percent of South
Korea’s FDI went to Africa.
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The predominance of the manufacturing industry and
Samsung Electronics

Except for its energy imports from the Middle East, South Korea’s economic
outreach in the Indo-Pacific is heavily concentrated on ASEAN, and primarily
focused on Vietnam. This implies at the same time that South Korea’s
economic outreach is driven by its manufacturing industry. Indeed, twothirds of South Korea’s FDI in Vietnam between 2010 and 2019 was in the
manufacturing industry.
South Korea’s multinational enterprises have gradually moved their production
bases to Vietnam where wages are lower than in China. Since Samsung
Electronics opened its first factory in 2008, Vietnam has become the production
base of the company. In 2018, the company posted $65.7 billion in sales in
Vietnam accounting for 30 percent of its total sales worldwide3. Samsung
Electronics’ influence in South Korea’s trade is apparent in that the price of
semiconductors has a crucial impact on its current account.
Represented by Samsung Electronics, the electrical and electronic equipment
industry is the largest industry by market capitalisation in South Korea. The
market capitalisation of the industry has climbed up fast in the last decade and
its share in the whole market has soared from 21 percent in 2010 to 34 percent
in 2019. One can see the magnitude of Samsung Electronics’ impact in that
the company has reached a market capitalisation of KRW367 billion as of 17
January 2020, which is equal to 24 percent of the whole market or 73 percent
of the market capitalisation of the electrical and electronic equipment industry
in 2019.
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South Korea’s economic outreach in the Indo-Pacific is concentrated in ASEAN.
Within ASEAN, Vietnam absorbed nearly 50 percent of South Korea’s trade in
2018 and 36 percent of South Korea’s FDI between 2010 and 2019. With a less
diversified industrial base than Japan, for example, South Korea concentrates
resources in the manufacturing industry, which accounts for 65 percent of
South Korea’s FDI in Vietnam, in order to gain a foothold in ASEAN. Samsung
Electronics is at the forefront of South Korea’s outreach and Vietnam is the
most important production base for the company.
Compared to the significance of Vietnam, South Korea’s trade and investment
with any other country in the Indo-Pacific is small except for South Korea’s
energy imports from the Middle East. South Korea’s imports more than 85
percent of oil from Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Iraq and other countries in the
Middle East. South Korea’s imports of gas are more diversified geographically
including Australia, the USA, Malaysia, Indonesia and Russia, although Qatar
and Oman still account for 45 percent of its gas imports.
On the technology and science front, China and the USA are competing to be
the world leader in areas such as automation, artificial intelligence, computing,
robotics and wireless technologies that are driving the fourth industrial
revolution. Even though US and Chinese companies dominate in many of the
areas, Samsung Electronics is well-placed in number of artificial intelligence
related applications4. Much of South Korea’s economic presence will depend on
how companies in South Korea will lead in “Industry 4.0.”
Contestation over the supremacy of the USA and China presents risks to South
Korea. Should the US-China tech decoupling intensify, so too would South
Korea’s dilemma of its export dependency. How China’s growing influence
and the US involvement in the Middle East will affect the stability of the region
is critical for South Korea’s energy dependency. Finally, to what extent South
Korea can strengthen its economic relationships with countries other than
Vietnam depends on the success of diversifying its industrial structure, which is
right now centered on manufacturing.
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CHAPTER 2.

South Korea’s New
Southern Policy
and the US FOIP:
Convergence or
Competition?
Jaehyon Lee
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In November 2019, two high-level officials from the Republic of Korea Ministry
of Foreign Affairs and the United States Department of State released a
factsheet titled, The Republic of Korea and the United States Working Together
to Promote Cooperation between the New Southern Policy and the Indo-Pacific
Strategy.5 This was an announcement that the two countries had reached an
agreement on how to coordinate their respective regional policies: South
Korea’s New Southern Policy (NSP) and the United States’ Free and Open IndoPacific (FOIP) strategy. It remains unclear how the two initiatives will interact in
the coming years, but it is nevertheless a meaningful start for cooperation given
their overlapping geographical scope.
With the announcement, many follow-up questions arise regarding the future
trajectory of South Korea’s NSP and the US FOIP, individually and jointly.
These include practical considerations, such as in what areas and through
what mechanisms the two initiatives can promote effective cooperation. But
there are also broader strategic questions. Is South Korea now onboard with
the US FOIP? What are the implications of closer cooperation between South
Korea and the US for the region? And, most importantly, are the two initiatives
ultimately converging or in competition?
Despite an earlier wary response to the US Indo-Pacific strategy, South Korea
found a way to cooperate with the US Indo-Pacific strategy as South Korea’s
NSP and the US FOIP make an agreement. The two initiatives are more likely
to converge than compete, especially in the field of re-strengthening regional
rule-based order. One caveat is that the two initiatives may converge or
cooperate on a concrete agenda or specific projects, but more bilateral effort is
needed for a fundamental convergence. The strategies must be flexible enough
to accommodate each other’s imperatives.

South Korea’s New Southern Policy: Expanding Strategic Partners
Promoting a better partnership with ASEAN and India was one of Moon Jae-in’s
foreign policy pledges during the May 2017 presidential election6. The campaign
pledge was developed into a policy by his presidential transition team following
his election victory7. After some reviews and preparation, President Moon
Jae-in officially announced the New Southern Policy on his trip to Indonesia in
November 20178. The goal was to elevate South Korea’s relations with ASEAN
and India on par with its four traditional major partners (the United States,
China, Japan and Russia). It was thus an attempt to break the old mould
of South Korean diplomacy, which has been predominantly focused on two
issues: managing the Korean Peninsula situation and relations with its great
power neighbours.
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Indonesian President Joko Widodo with South Korean President Moon Jae-In in Seoul,
11 September 2018, Source: Wikimedia Commons

The NSP, therefore, spearheaded the Moon administration’s effort to diversify
South Korean diplomacy9. First, it was an attempt to recognise the depth and
breadth of South Korea-ASEAN and South Korea-India relations10. There had
been no specifically named policy towards ASEAN or Southeast Asian countries
under past administrations. Nevertheless, economic and sociocultural relations
had rapidly grown over the past two decades, especially after the 1997 Asian
Financial Crisis and the establishment of the ASEAN+3. Today, ASEAN is South
Korea’s second biggest trading partner and its second biggest investment
destination. Vietnam alone was the fourth biggest trading partner of South
Korea in 2018. The trade and investment nexus between South Korea and
ASEAN dwarfs that with the US, Japan and other regional partners. There
have therefore been good reasons for the Moon administration to give special
attention to ASEAN.
Second, the NSP was motivated by a desire to enhance South Korea’s
diplomatic leverage by building more intimate strategic networks in the region.
President Moon Jae-in assumed office in the middle of Chinese economic
retaliation for South Korea’s deployment of the THAAD (Terminal High Altitude
Area Defense) missile defence system. In addition, the strategic competition
between the US and China was growing, which posed a dilemma and difficult
choices for South Korea between the two superpowers. If South Korea had
more strategic partners and networks, it would enhance South Korea’s leverage
not only against Chinese pressure, but also against any potential threats to
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Driven by these two underlying factors, the NSP set out a comprehensive
framework of activities and goals organised around three core themes known
as the ‘3Ps’: people, prosperity and peace. ‘People’ reflects President Moon’s
overarching slogan during the election campaign: ‘People First’. It prioritises
people’s interests as the ultimate goal of all cooperation and emphasises
people-to-people exchange in sociocultural cooperation. ‘Prosperity’ denotes
economic cooperation, but it further stresses mutual prosperity between South
Korea and ASEAN and implies that South Korea is moving away from what
we call a ‘sales diplomacy’ approach that it had towards ASEAN in the past12.
‘Peace’ is not simply about security cooperation, but it promotes South KoreaASEAN cooperation to bring about peace in the region through managing both
traditional and non-traditional security issues, including the Korean Peninsula.
Table 2 - Cooperation under the NSP’s People, Prosperity and Peace Pillars

   PROSPERITY

   PEACE

Goal

Greater mutual
understanding through an
expansion of exchanges

Building a base for
mutually beneficial,
future-oriented economic
cooperation

Constructing a peaceful
and safe environment in
the region

• Increasing the number
of mutual visitors
• Expanding 2-way
cultural exchanges
• Supporting human
resource capacity
building
• Helping improve
governance by
enhancing public
administration
competencies, etc.
• Promoting rights of
Indian and ASEAN
people staying in South
Korea
• Offering support to
improve quality of life

• Strengthening
institutional framework
for greater trade and
investment
• Actively participating
in the development of
infrastructure aimed at
greater connectivity
• MSME cooperation and
improved market access
• Improving innovative
growth competencies
through new industries
and smart cooperation
• Designing a cooperative
model tailored to each
nation

• Invigorating exchanges
between Head-ofStates and high-ranking
officials
• Greater cooperation
for building a peaceful
and prosperous Korean
Peninsula
• Expanding cooperation
in national defense and
the defense industry
• Collective responses to
anti-terrorism as well
as cyber and maritime
security
• Better resilience to
regional contingencies

Measures

Areas

   PEOPLE

Source: Presidential Committee on New Southern Policy, “Directions for Promoting the New
Southern Policy” (http://www.nsp.go.kr/eng/policy/policy02Page.do).
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South Korea’s autonomy posed by superpowers including the US11. In this
regard, close neighbours like ASEAN and India are the Moon administration’s
top priority in finding strategic partners.
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The NSP Meets the Indo-Pacific: Engaging without Familiarisation
South Korea’s encounter with the ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept came quite late. By the
early 2010s some regional countries including the US were starting to refer to
an Indo-Pacific region. But South Korea only engaged seriously with the concept
after November 2017 when President Trump visited Seoul and mentioned
the US FOIP. The South Korean government, and South Korean society more
broadly, was largely unaware of the US FOIP and of regional discussions of
the new concept. In his trip to South Korea, President Trump requested South
Korea support the US-led FOIP. The response from the South Korean side was
mixed13. The Blue House had reservations while the Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
mindful of the ROK-US alliance, was more receptive towards the Indo-Pacific.
Since then, the US has been demanding South Korea make its stance clear on
the FOIP14.
Two factors were working behind this reluctant and mixed response by South
Korea. First, the emergence of the concept caught South Korea by surprise.
The term Indo-Pacific first appeared not in the Trump administration, but in the
Obama administration when then-Secretary of State Hillary Clinton used the
term in a speech in 2010 and in an article in 201115. Japan also argued that the
term was a Japanese invention and that Prime Minister Shinzo Abe had coined
it in the late 2000s16. Australian scholars and government officials extensively
debated the term before officially adopting it in 2013 to replace the ‘Asia-Pacific’
as their primary geographic reference point 17.Of course, the concept was even
further developed with the revival of the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue, or
Quad, among the US, Japan, Australia and India in 2017.
During these years, the South Korean government was not able to properly
respond to the rapid development and spread of the concept across the region.
There were few South Korean government officials or security scholars who
seriously pondered upon the rise of the new concept and the regional debates
about the Indo-Pacific. Traditionally, the Korean Peninsula and ‘bilateral’
relations with the four major powers dominated the discourse and security
debate in South Korea. Very little room was spared for wider regional strategic
and security issues such as an emerging new regional order or the concept
of a new region. Consequently, South Korea was quite slow in staying updated
on what was discussed in the region. When the Indo-Pacific concept was
introduced to South Korea suddenly by President Trump in 2017, the South
Korean government and society alike was not prepared to make a response
either supporting or rejecting the idea.
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The US government denies that the Indo-Pacific is a strategy to contain China,
although official documents on the Indo-Pacific mention China as a revisionist
power or threat to the existing international order. The strategy, the US argues,
is about a regional rules-based order, fair trade, rule of law, democracy,
good governance, regional prosperity and stability according to many official
explanations18. What really matters, nevertheless, are perceptions held by
audiences of the policy. While the US rejects the claim that the Indo-Pacific is
about containing China, President Trump’s frequent criticism of China and the
US-China trade war have suggested otherwise. For many, it has ingrained and
confirmed a deep suspicion that the strategy is in fact aimed at China in the
long term. This perception has also affected responses by regional countries to
the FOIP and shaped lukewarm or negative responses among some countries,
including South Korea.

Little Competition, Potential Convergence
With South Korea and the US reaching an agreement on cooperation between
the NSP and the FOIP in 2019, a clear mechanism has been established.
President Moon announced that the two presidents “agreed to put forth
harmonious cooperation between South Korea’s New Southern Policy and
the United States’ Indo-Pacific Strategy” in opening remarks at a joint press
conference following South Korea-US Summit in June 2019 19. In the end,
the two sides made a concrete agreement on how the two initiatives can
work together.
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The second factor that added to this confusion and reluctance was the way
and context in which the Indo-Pacific was introduced to South Korea. South
Korea had been caught in the midst of a strategic dilemma between the US and
China. Fundamentally, South Korea has been dependent on the US for security,
especially protecting itself from North Korean threats. Meanwhile, China has
been one of the biggest markets and investment destinations for South Korea
since the early 1990s. More recently, this dilemma was crystalised in the issue
of the THAAD deployment. With the decision to deploy THAAD, South Korea had
to face pressure and economic retaliation from China. The timing of the IndoPacific introduction in the form of US demanding South Korea to support and
join the initiative was inopportune. Newly elected President Moon Jae-in and
his government had to juggle two tasks: accommodating the US demand while
fixing relations with China. The South Korean government’s hands were to a
certain degree tied by the dilemma.
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Table 3 - Agenda for Cooperation between the NSP and FOIP
Area

Agenda of Cooperation

Prosperity

• ENERGY
› Coordination through existing bilateral mechanisms
› Cooperation between NSP and US’ Asia EDGE initiative
• INFRASTRUCTURE AND FINANCE
› Infrastructure finance cooperation
› Promoting private sector investment in infrastructure development
› Working together in Smart City initiative
• DIGITAL ECONOMY
› Joint effort for digital economy related capacity building in the region
› Jointly helping ASEAN countries to build 5G network
› Building cyber capacity including cybersecurity, cyber defence

People

•
•
•
•

Peace

• Cooperation in NTS issues: transnational crimes, natural disaster, environment etc.
• Water management in Mekong
• Jointly working on maritime affairs, resiliency, climate issues in the Pacific Island
countries
• Working on maritime capacity building and aviation security of ASEAN countries
• Cooperation on health issues in ASEAN countries and Pacific Island countries

MOFA-USAID MOU to collaborate in the field of development
KOICA-USAID cooperation on democratic and responsive government
Cooperation in resource management like plastic up-cycling alliance
Working together for women empowerment

Source: Author’s summary of ROK MOFA and US DOS factsheets.20

It is interesting to note that the framework for cooperation is between the South
Korean NSP and the US FOIP, not about South Korea supporting or participating
in the US FOIP. The US requested South Korea’s support to join the US FOIP
in 2017 as widely reported. The wording in the joint press conference in 2019,
however, mentioned ‘cooperation’ between New Southern Policy and the IndoPacific. In the two-year period between President Trump’s first mention of the
Indo-Pacific in South Korea and the agreement in 2019, the two sides’ different
ideas reached a compromise; rather than South Korea supporting and joining
the FOIP, there would be cooperation and coordination between the NSP and
the FOIP, if necessary, in the areas of common interests.
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U.S. and Korea summit on 22 May 2018, Source: Wikimedia Commons

A few factors enabled this compromise. The Trump administration may have
recognised that it was difficult for South Korea to openly support the FOIP right
away, given all the dilemmas mentioned above. It was a second-best option
for the US to reach a consensus that the two governments would cooperate
closely with their own strategies, which share the same geographical targets:
Southeast Asia and India. In the meantime, South Korea’s NSP received wide
acceptance among Southeast Asian audiences. They increasingly recognised
the South Korean government’s sincerity in pursuing an initiative with ASEAN
countries21. For the South Korean government, the NSP was a way to reduce
US pressure to join the FOIP along with Trump’s other demands such as a
sharp increase in defence spending, South Korea-US trade issues etc. while
simultaneously using it as a vehicle for cooperating with it.22
Given the consensus between the NSP and the US FOIP, there are some points
on which the two parties can collaborate. The proposed fields and items
are also what South Korea is interested in implementing in Southeast Asia.
Although the two countries managed to identify some areas where they could
work together, it is not enough to say that the two strategies are converging.
Convergence denotes more fundamental cooperation in which the two
strategies can share common goals and visions. The two strategies both identify
economic growth and regional prosperity, and thus regional peace and stability
as their goal. They can thus find some areas of cooperation where they are both
interested in and have expertise. However, this does not necessarily mean that
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the two strategies converge. Put simply, the two strategies have something
in common and have the potential to converge, but it is still too early to say
whether they actually will.
At the same time, it is safe to say that the two strategies are not in competition.
South Korea’s NSP is fundamentally an initiative for enhancing bilateral
relations with ASEAN and India. Meanwhile, the US FOIP is much more than
a bilateral framework. It is fundamentally a US strategy to expand its ties
in Asia. They are in different dimensions. In addition, South Korea is one of
the biggest beneficiaries of the existing regional order that supposedly has
been buttressed by the US since the end of World War II. The South Korean
government’s NSP does not digress from the existing order, but rather the
country, through its policy, tries to improve the order by being imaginative and
proactive23. The US FOIP – not the specific FOIP advocated by President Trump,
but the broader strategy of the US toward this region, does not indicate a
different direction from that of South Korea and the NSP as an initiative of South
Korean government.

Conclusion: Bending Arcs of NSP and FOIP
Both the NSP and FOIP will have to bend their ‘arcs of ambition’ so that they
can be meaningful initiatives in the region. The NSP needs to better harmonise
with other proposals for regional architecture, including the US FOIP. Likewise,
the FOIP has to bend its arc to find better common ground with the NSP and
to become a more acceptable policy in the eyes of regional countries. As the
Moon administration enters its fourth year and the second phase of the NSP,
it will need to deepen and widen bilateral relations with ASEAN countries and
India24. During this next phase of NSP 2.0, peace cooperation needs to expand
its scope. South Korea and ASEAN share few security issues in common. What
peace cooperation really needs to deal with is regional security issues, which
go beyond the scope of bilateral relations. The policy needs to look at the bigger
picture and set out its own vision on which ASEAN countries and South Korea
may work together.
South Korea has to engage in discussions about the Indo-Pacific concept
with regional countries. As mentioned, South Korea did not have a chance to
examine and analyse other Indo-Pacific concepts held by Japan, Australia,
India, New Zealand, ASEAN and others. Without recognising the existence of
different visions of the Indo-Pacific, South Korea was overwhelmed by the US
FOIP introduced in 2017. South Korea does not need to be bound by the US
FOIP when there are other options. If South Korea adjusts the NSP’s arc slightly
to include arguments for a regional rules-based order, and if South Korea
examines other Indo-Pacific arguments, it may find a better partner to work
together with under the banner of NSP-Indo-Pacific cooperation or the IndoPacific more broadly.
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The US FOIP needs to bend its arc as well. There is a big perception gap
between the FOIP that the US ostensibly presents and the FOIP that is perceived
by the region. While the US claims that the FOIP is neither about containing
China nor strictly strategic and military aims, regional countries view it as an
instrument for US-China competition and for eventually containing China. If
this perception gap is left unaddressed, the US FOIP will not be able to extract
genuine support from regional countries. Two factors will be crucial to watch.
First, the low confidence in the Trump administration among regional countries
makes them suspicious of how seriously the US FOIP takes the pillars of
the rules-based order. Instead, it keeps countries wondering about a hidden
agenda. Second, when the US presents its strategy and vision to the region,
it needs a more sophisticated approach. What the US believes is right could
be called into question in another context. Even a small move by the US, a
superpower, could cause a big strategic shock for the rest of the region.
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One element missing in the NSP’s peace cooperation is an emphasis on the
rules-based order. There are signs that the South Korean government is
increasingly highlighting a regional free trade order. This was South Korea’s
response to the Japanese export ban and delisting of South Korea from its
export ‘white list’. The South Korean government stressed a regional free
trade order at the 2019 ASEAN Regional Forum and the third ASEAN-Korea
Commemorative Summit25. South Korea does not frequently and openly
champion regional free trade, although the country recognises the merits of
free trade order and thus quietly supports it. Put simply, the South Korean
government has been a follower, not a leader, when it comes to the regional
order including free trade. By extension, the NSP should address issues like the
promotion of regional multilateralism, a free trade order, democracy and good
governance and so on; all elements of a rules-based order. With that, the policy
would find more common ground with the FOIP and other regional countries
supporting Indo-Pacific concepts.
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Taking Stock of
South Korea-India
Bilateral Relations
Sandip Kumar Mishra
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Introduction
India and South Korea have significantly diversified and deepened their bilateral
relations in the last three decades. The growing bilateral relationship is
appreciated for significant increases in India-South Korea economic, political,
strategic, educational and people-to-people exchanges. Both countries had
less than US$1 billion bilateral trade in 1990 but it has surpassed US$20 billion
in 2018 and investment has also reached around US$10 billion26. Before 1993,
there had been no bilateral summit meetings between the two countries,
but now such meetings are quite frequent. Until the early 1990s, they had
no security and strategic connections but now they are ‘Special Strategic
Partners’27. There are now multiple Memorandums of Understanding (MoUs)
between them through which both countries have been cooperating in various
sectors. Tourism and cultural exchanges have also increased in recent times.
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However, it is equally true that given the structural push and complementarities
between the two countries, the achievements so far in their bilateral relations
are yet to realise their potential. The bilateral trade between the two countries
touched the US$20 billion mark in 2011 but it fell to US$16 billion and then
gradually started recovering (see Figure 1). Furthermore, even though both
countries are ‘Special Strategic Partners’, the content of the partnership is
still not substantial. It has been pointed out that India’s Act East Policy (AEP)
and South Korea’s New Southern Policy (NSP) are complimentary but the
achievements on the ground have been far from satisfactory. Thus, a balanced
assessment of the bilateral relations of India and South Korea must enumerate
various achievements along with impediments.
Another important aspect of the India-South Korea relationship has been their
positions in the regional economic and security orders. Both countries share
close relations with the US, and have common concerns with regard to China
as well as North Korea and Pakistan. Both share a need for secure sea-lanes
for trade and communication. In spite of these push factors, both countries still
appear to be reluctant to articulate their common positions on these regional
issues. Rather, they have been making deliberate attempts to keep their
bilateral relations detached from regional dynamics. This paper will explore the
trajectory and current state of India-South Korea bilateral relations along with
their respective stance towards the changing regional dynamics.

Structural Setting of India-South Korea Relations
India and South Korea rediscovered each other in the early-1990s and the most
important reasons for the rediscovery were structural in nature. The first was
economic. In 1991, India, after a serious balance of payments crisis, opened up
its domestic market and liberalised its economy. Moreover, to diversify India’s
economic exchanges beyond western economies, Indian Prime Minster PV
Narsimha Rao announced the Look East Policy (LEP), which intended to reach
out to countries of East Asia28. The Indian Prime Minister visited South Korea in
1993, which was the first visit of any top leader from either side. South Korean
companies were quick to take advantage of changes in India’s approach as they
were looking to diversify their economic reach. South Korea, which followed an
export-led growth model, suddenly discovered in India an important economic
partner, which was earlier impossible because of India’s socialist mode
of economy.
South Korean President Kim Young-sam visited India in 1996, reciprocating
India’s initial outreach. Even though both India and South Korea began to
explore possibilities, most of the bilateral exchanges between India and South
Korea in 1990s were led by Korean businesses such as Hyundai, LG and
Samsung who started their operations in India. Their economic relations grew
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The second important structural factor was the end of the Cold War. After the
demise of the USSR, India’s closeness with the Soviet Union ended and its
commitment to non-alignment was diluted. In the last three decades, India has
consistently moved closer to the US. South Korea is a security ally of the US
and growing proximity between India and the US helped both India and South
Korea to see that their strategic interests have many commonalities. India and
South Korea both find common concern in ‘assertive’ tendencies in the rise of
China and have similar goal of a rule-based institutionalised, multipolar and
stable Asia. Furthermore, in the 1990s, when it was reported that Pakistan
and North Korea were exchanging nuclear and missile technologies, India
and South Korea realised that they also share a common security challenge:
nuclear-armed and hostile neighbour. India and South Korea both have been
troubled by their respective neighbours, Pakistan and North Korea, and if these
two countries were conducting exchanges of defence technologies, it made
sense for both India and South Korea also to explore closer coordination in the
security and strategic domains31.

Trajectory of India-South Korea Relations
As mentioned earlier, India and South Korea bilateral trade reached US$20.5
billion in 2011. This growth is attributed to the bilateral Comprehensive
Economic Partnership (CEPA) between the two countries signed in 2009. After
a short period of depreciation, bilateral trade between India and South Korea
has shown a positive trend in the last few years. It rebounded substantially from
US$ 15.8 billion in 2016 to US$22 billion 2018. Bilateral investment between
the two countries has also reached around US$10 billion. From 2016, both the
countries have organised a biannual India-Korea Business Summit which was
agreed during Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s visit to South Korea in
May 2015. Apart from big South Korean companies, small and medium-sized
enterprises (SME) have also shown interest in India and there are now more
than 600 South Korean companies operating there.
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exponentially in the first one and half decades from the early 1990s, as the
core competencies of both countries were complementary in nature29. A trade
complementarity index (TCI) for India and South Korea was created for the
period 1995-2006 and it revealed that India’s trade complementarity has grown
from 37.9 percent in 1995 to 59.8 percent in 200630. Their economic cooperation
was a win-win proposition for both countries and it was well-reflected in their
economic relations.
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Figure 7: India and South Korea Bilateral Trade (in US$ billions)
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Source: Indian Embassy in the Republic of Korea and Exim Bank of India

India and South Korea signed the Strategic Partnership Agreement in 2010
during the visit of the South Korean President Lee Myung-bak to India as the
chief guest of India’s Republic Day celebrations. In May 2015, during Prime
Minister Modi’s visit to South Korea, both countries elevated ties to a Special
Strategic Partnership. From 2010, there have been several MoUs signed
between them in the field of defence cooperation, research and development.
There have been frequent visits by the foreign, defence and other ministers
of both countries and in all of them, strengthening the existing areas of
cooperation and exploring new possible areas of cooperation32.

S.NO.

Table 4: List of Agreements and MoUs signed between India and South Korea
(2011- 2019)

1

TITLE.

Agreements signed during the visit of the President of India to
Republic of Korea, 25 July 2011

AGREEMENTS AND MOUS

1. Agreement between the Government of the Republic of India and the Government
of the Republic of Korea for Cooperation in the peaceful uses of Nuclear Energy.
2. MoU between the Ministry of External Affairs of the Republic of India and the
Ministry of Culture, Sports and Tourism of the Republic of Korea on Media
Exchanges
3. Administrative Arrangements for Social Security Agreement.

2

41

TITLE.

List of Documents signed during the state visit of President of
Republic of Korea to India (15-18 January 2014)

AGREEMENTS AND MOUS

S.NO.

1. Agreement Between The Government
Of The Republic Of Korea And The
Government Of The Republic Of
India On The Protection Of Classified
Military Information
2. Implementing Agreement Between
Indian Space Research Organisation
And Korea Aerospace Research
Institute For Cooperation In The
Peaceful Uses Of Outer Space
3. Memorandum Of Understanding
Between The Ministry Of Science, ICT
And Future Planning Of The Republic
Of Korea And The Ministry Of Science
And Technology Of The Republic Of
India On A Joint Applied Research And
Development Programme In Science
And Technology
4. Cultural Exchange Programme
Between The Government Of
The Republic Of India And The
Government Of The Republic Of Korea
For The Years 2014-2017
5. Memorandum Of Understanding
On The Establishment of Nalanda
University
6. Agreement On Cooperation Between
Doordarshan And Korea International
Broadcasting Foundation (Arirang Tv)

3

7. Joint Declaration Of Intent Between
The Ministry Of Communications
And Information Technology Of The
Republic Of India And The Ministry Of
Science, ICT And Future Planning Of
The Republic Of Korea On Cooperation
In The Field Of Information And
Communications Technology
8. Memorandum Of Understanding
Between Controller Of Certifying
Authorities (Cca) Of The Republic Of
India Of Ministry Of Communications
And Information Technology And
Korea Internet & Security Agency
(Kisa) Of The Republic Of Korea
On Cooperation And Information
Exchange For Development Of An
Arrangement For Mutual Recognition
Of Certifying Authorities
9. Memorandum Of Understanding
Between Indian Computer
Emergency Response Team (CertIn) Of Department Of Electronics &
Information Technology Of Ministry
Of Communications And Information
Technology Of The Republic Of India
And Korea Computer Emergency
Response Team Coordination
Center (Krcert/Cc) Of Korea Internet
& Security Agency (Kisa) Of The
Republic Of Korea On Cooperation In
The Field Of Cyber Security

TITLE.

List of Agreements signed during the visit of Prime Minister to
Republic of Korea (May 18, 2015)

AGREEMENTS AND MOUS

1. Agreement between the Government
of the Republic of India and the
Government of the Republic of Korea
for the Avoidance of Double Taxation
and the Prevention of Fiscal Evasion
with Respect to Taxes on Income

2. India-Republic of Korea Agreement
on Cooperation in Audio-Visual CoProduction
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41
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3

Cont’d

AGREEMENTS AND MOUS

S.NO.

3. MOU for Cooperation between the
National Security Council Secretariat
of the Republic of India and the Office
of National Security of the Republic
of Korea
4. MOU between the Ministry of Power
of the Republic of India and the
Ministry of Trade, Industry and Energy
of the Republic of Korea concerning
Cooperation in the field of Electric
Power Development and New Energy
Industries
5. MOU between the Ministry of
Youth Affairs and Sports of the
Republic of India and the Ministry of
Gender Equality and Family of the
Republic of Korea on Cooperation in
Youth Matters
6. Framework of Cooperation in
the Field of Road Transport and
Highways between the Ministry of
Road Transport and Highways of the
Republic of India and the Ministry of
Land, Infrastructure and Transport of
the Republic of Korea
7. MOU between the Ministry of Shipping
of the Republic of India and the
Ministry of Oceans and Fisheries of
the Republic of Korea on Cooperation
in the Fields of Maritime Transport
and Logistics Agreement between
the Government of the Republic of
India and the Government of the
Republic of Korea for the Avoidance of
Double Taxation and the Prevention of
Fiscal Evasion with Respect to Taxes
on Income

4

8.
9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

India-Republic of Korea Agreement
on Cooperation in Audio-Visual
Co-Production
MOU for Cooperation between
the National Security Council
Secretariat of the Republic of India
and the Office of National Security of
the Republic of Korea
MOU between the Ministry of Power
of the Republic of India and the
Ministry of Trade, Industry and
Energy of the Republic of Korea
concerning Cooperation in the field
of Electric Power Development and
New Energy Industries
MOU between the Ministry of Youth
Affairs and Sports of the Republic
of India and the Ministry of Gender
Equality and Family of the Republic
of Korea on Cooperation in Youth
Matters
Framework of Cooperation in
the Field of Road Transport and
Highways between the Ministry of
Road Transport and Highways of the
Republic of India and the Ministry of
Land, Infrastructure and Transport
of the Republic of Korea
MOU between the Ministry of
Shipping of the Republic of India
and the Ministry of Oceans and
Fisheries of the Republic of Korea
on Cooperation in the Fields of
Maritime Transport and Logistics

TITLE.

List of MoUs/Documents signed between India and the Republic
of Korea during the State Visit of President of Korea to India, 10
July 2018

AGREEMENTS AND MOUS

1. Joint Statement on Early Harvest
Package of the Upgraded

Comprehensive Economic Partnership
Agreement (CEPA)

4

43

Cont’d

AGREEMENTS AND MOUS

2. MoU on Trade Remedies
3. MoU on Future Strategy Group
4. Cultural Exchange Programme for the
period 2018 – 2022.
5. MoU on cooperation in the field of
scientific and technological research
between Council for Scientific and
Industrial Research (CSIR) and
National Research Council of Science
and Technology (NST)
6. MoU on cooperation between
Research Design and Standards
Organization (RDSO) and Korea
Railroad Research Institute (KRRI)

7. MoU on cooperation in the field of
biotechnology and bio-economics.
8. MoU on cooperation in the field of
ICT and Telecommunications
9. MoU on cooperation in the field
of Micro, Small and Medium
Enterprises between India and RoK
10. (Nodal Agencies: NSIC - National
Small Industries Corporation of
India) and (SBC - Small and Medium
Business Corporation of RoK)
11. MoU between Government of
Gujarat and Korea Trade Promotion
Agency (KOTRA)

S.NO.

TITLE.

5

List of MoUs/Documents signed between India and the Republic
of Korea during the State Visit of Prime Minister to the Republic
of Korea, 22 February 2019

AGREEMENTS AND MOUS

1. MoU on release of commemorative
postal stamp on Queen Hur
(Suriratna)
2. MOU on Extension of Korea Plus
3. MoU on Start-up Cooperation
4. MoU between Korean National Police
Agency and MHA on Combating

Transnational Crime And Developing
Police Cooperation
5. MoU between Korean Broadcasting
System (KBS) and Prasar Bharti on
Cooperation in Broadcasting
6. MoU between National Highways
Authority of India and Korea
Expressway Corporation

Source: Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India.

In January 2014, during the visit of the South Korean President Park Geun-hye,
they signed an Agreement on the Protection of Classified Military Information.
In July 2018, South Korean President Moon Jae-in’s visit to India and the Prime
Minister Modi’s visit to South Korea in February 2019, both countries further
broadened and deepened their relations by signing a MoU to enhance military
exchange, training and experience sharing in research and development,
along with enhancing defence industry cooperation33. Several institutional
arrangements have been made between the foreign and defence ministries of
both the countries to have seamless and frequent consultations with each other
on security and strategic issues of common concern.
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In the last few years, navy and coast guard visits to each other’s shores have
become quite regular. In 2017, three South Korean naval ships visited India for
joint exercises. In the same year, Indian Coast Guard ship Shaurya visited South
Korea. In April 2018, a South Korean Coast Guard ship Badaro visited India and
participated in Sahyog-Hyeoblyeog joint exercise with Indian Coast Guard.
To promote people-to-people (P2P) relations between India and South Korea,
successful cultural centres have been opened in both Seoul and New Delhi.
There has been an exponential growth in mutual connectivity in the educational
domain. Several Indian and South Korean universities have signed MoUs and
are now successfully conducting student and faculty exchange programmes.
More and more Indian and South Korean universities have been offering
courses on Hindi language, Korean language and Indian and Korean studies
the story of the marriage of the Indian princess to a Korean king in the 1st
century CE and the Korean cultural wave (hallyu) are much stronger in popular
imagination34. To boost tourism and P2P exchanges between the two countries,
more international flights between India and South Korea have been introduced.
Overall, both countries have forged significant contacts in many areas and
jointly formulated a Vision for People, Prosperity and Peace35. It has been
underlined that India’s Act East Policy (AEP) and South Korea’s New Southern
Policy (NSP) are complementary to each other and both Narendra Modi and
Moon Jae-in have given more importance to each other. India and South Korea
have resolved to work together to contribute to regional and global peace and
prosperity. Moon Jae-in has elevated South Korean relations with India at par
with that of other great powers36. During his election campaign, Moon Jae-in
indicated that he would elevate ties with India to the level of Korea’s relations
with the four major powers in and around the Korean Peninsula – China, Japan,
Russia and the United States37.
South Korea is poised to be an important partner in various Indian initiatives
such as Make in India, Skill India, Digital India, Start-up India and Smart Cities.
Both countries have also been working to upgrade CEPA and enhance targets to
raise their bilateral trade to US$50 billion by 203038. On the regional level, both
countries have agreed to work together on freedom of navigation, over-flight
and anti-terrorism, extremism and radicalism measures. India has appreciated
the constructive diplomacy of South Korea to denuclearise North Korea, and
South Korea has reaffirmed India’s membership in the Nuclear Suppliers
Group (NSG).

Impediments in India-South Korea Relations
In spite of many structural pushes, as well mutual complementarities that
have brought India and South Korea closer to each other, the progress in
their bilateral relations is slow for a number of domestic reasons. One
important reason is each country’s greater preoccupation with their hostile

45

In several research institutes and universities in South Korea, research and
teaching about India has been promoted. At the same time, President Moon
Jae-in had to managed heightened tension between North Korea and the
US over North Korean nuclear missile issues. Moon Jae-in also dealt with
China’s displeasure as South Korea had allowed the US to deploy the Terminal
High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) system42. South Korea had to prioritise
its relationship with Japan, as both countries have disagreements on the
issues of comfort women, compensation for war-time forced labour and trade
restrictions. For all of the above reasons, despite his initial plan to prioritise
visits to India, Moon Jae-in was able to visit India only once in July 2018.
Likewise, India is preoccupied by its relations with the US, China, and Japan.
More importantly, India has to pay greater attention and resources in dealing
with its neighbours Pakistan and China. For the same reason, Narendra Modi
took almost a year to make his first visit to South Korea in May 201543, even
though he announced his Act East Policy at the very beginning of his term
in 2014.
Another limitation in India-South Korea relations is simple ignorance about
each other. Although both countries share Buddhist cultural roots, they are
unaware of their contemporary significance44. In Indian popular opinion, South
Korea is still a faraway land of negligible interest. Due to mutual ignorance,
both countries have approached each other with caution and expect immediate
reciprocity in their bilateral dealings. For example, both countries concluded
a CEPA in 2009 but the provisions of CEPA were quite conservative45. It has
been alleged that rather than helping their bilateral trade, CEPA became a
hindrance. Even though both countries decided to revise CEPA in May 2015,
the process of revision is still not complete. Both the countries appear to be
concerned about each other’s relative advantages and focus on short-term
reciprocal gains. India is worried that Korean companies have not been sharing
technologies with India. South Korea complains that India did not provided
sufficient support to Korean companies such as POSCO, in their investments
in India.
Low levels of trust between the two countries might have contributed to a
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neighbourhoods, particularly regarding major powers. Both countries struggle
with limited foreign policy human resources39 and are bound to focus these on
areas critical to their national interests. For example, after coming to power
in May 2017, Moon Jae-in sent one of his special envoys, Chung Dongchea,
to India40, sending a clear signal of the importance of the country to South
Korea. He also announced his New Southern Policy (NSP), which in addition to
Southeast Asia, targeted India for outreach41.
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less-than-optimal pace of improvement in their bilateral relations46. India’s
relations with North Korea and South Korea’s relations with Pakistan are also
responsible for insufficient trust between the two countries. In the mid-1990s,
Pakistan and North Korea’s exchange of nuclear and missile technologies
triggered anxiety in both India and South Korea. The incident created a need
for them to establish coordination and exchanges in their own security policies.
However, the process could not be sustained, as North Korea-Pakistan
exchanges were apparently a one-time deal without much strategic intent.
In subsequent years, India provided food aid to North Korea and continued
diplomatic exchanges. The North Korean Foreign Minister visited India in April
2015 and an Indian Minister visited North Korea in May 2018. These visits might
be construed negatively by South Korea as they happened when the US-led
international community was trying to isolate North Korea47.
India is also concerned about the fact that a few South Korean companies have
been investing in Pakistan-occupied Kashmir (PoK). Indian Defence Minister
Rajnath Singh raised the issue during his visit to South Korea in September
201948. Even though South Korea issued formal statements when the Pulwama
incident49 happened and India issued statements whenever North Korea
had nuclear and missile tests, the content of the statements was less than
satisfactory for both of them.
Another important challenge for India and South Korea has been their
respective relations with Japan. Specifically, Japan under Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe has aroused concern in South Korea, but India is not bothered by
changing Japanese postures. Whereas India looks at Japan’s ‘aggressiveness’
as an important counterforce to China’s desire to dominate the region50, South
Korea is worried about re-militarisation of Japan. During the India’s three and
Japan’s ten Prime Ministerial terms, India and Japan strategic relations have
been largely posited in the context of China’s ‘aggressive’ and ‘expansionist’
behaviour in the region. India has never expressed any displeasure about
Japan’s assertive behaviour. More specifically, India has been more overt in its
support to Shinzo Abe foreign policy during Prime Minister Modi’s tenure. Both
the leaders share a strong personal bond, as well as a common political outlook
for the region. During his first visit to Japan in August 2014, Narendra Modi
expressed concern about an ‘expansionist’ mindset of some countries, covertly
referring to China. This was a clear indication that India agrees with Shinzo
Abe’s approach in regional security contests.

India-South Korea Relations in a Regional Setting
Amidst the changing regional dynamics in the Indo-Pacific, both countries are
compelled to explore and forge a common approach, not only in their bilateral
dealings, but also towards the regional economic and security order. At present
there are two dominant strategic narratives in the region. China and the US are
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China under President Xi Jinping announced BRI and AIIB in 2013 to establish a
new economic architecture in the region. In both initiatives, the intent of China
appears to be ‘revisionist’, though China argues that the intention is to enhance
connectivity of people, trade and the development of infrastructure51. South
Korea and India became founding members of the AIIB despite US objections.
They consider the AIIB more viable than the BRI because as it has governance
structures in place which are similar to other multilateral development banks.
Both countries have taken a reluctant stance towards BRI. India and South
Korea both take the view that if China’s initiatives contribute positively to
economic growth and development of the region, they must be appreciated
and supported.
However, if these initiatives lack transparency and have hidden strategic
implications, they must be avoided. India and South Korea think that the
economic domain of the regional order is already dominated by China, as it is
the number one trading partner of almost every country in the region. It would
be impossible to entirely isolate oneself from China and therefore India and
South Korea think that it is better to take a case-by-case approach52. Unlike
India and South Korea, the US and Japan are not willing to take such nuanced
views. Thus, India and South Korea must articulate their common position and
provide more substance to their strategic partnership.
In the security domain, India and South Korea agree with the US that an
‘assertive’ China might lead to instability in the region. They look at China’s
unilateral declaration of ADIZ in the East China Sea and its disregard for the
Hague Tribunal’s judgment regarding the South China Sea as destabilising
steps. Particularly in the South China Sea, China’s building of artificial islands
and conducting naval and air activities are unacceptable to both India and South
Korea53. India is further worried about China’s attempt to increase its presence
in the Indian Ocean54 by encircling it through its ‘string of pearls’ strategy55.
For the same reason, India and South Korea both are aware that their security
cooperation with the US is crucial and it must be maintained. However, India
and South Korea are not in complete accord with the US that at present, it is
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the chief architects of these two narratives, which appear to be exclusionist and
contrary to each other. The first narrative is China’s quest to economically and
strategically dominate the region through its various initiatives such as Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI), Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), assertion in
the South China Sea, and the declaration of an Air Defense Identification Zone
(ADIZ) in East China Sea. The second narrative is the US Indo-Pacific strategy,
which intends to contain China’s increasing clout in the region. These two
narratives have been pushing most of the countries in the region to adopt one
or another, and in the process raise apprehension about the emergence of a
bipolar contest.
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prudent for them to be part of a counter-alliance system against China.
It is important to note that most of the region is somewhat uneasy with these
two narratives and they would prefer to have a ‘third way’56. This appears more
pertinent for India and South Korea. For India, the competitive nature of the two
narratives may lead to instability and disruption in the regional order and would
have major implications for its economic growth. India is one of the fastest
growing major economies of the world and it needs to sustain this momentum
for at least two more decades. Similarly, South Korea has been heavily
dependent on external trade for its economic growth and any disruption in the
regional order would have serious consequences. Already, India and South
Korea along with other countries of the region have been severely affected
by the China-US trade war and they would not like such contest to continue
or escalate.
This is not to dilute the fact that they are concerned with the growing clout of
China in the region and also the fact that South Korea and India have close
security relationships with the US. India and South Korea share almost similar
sentiments in the US-China contest. Whereas they have common concern with
respect to an assertive China and a common friend in the US, India and South
Korea would not like to get into a situation in which they have to make a choice
between either.
Even though India has been part of Indo-Pacific strategy and coordinating
its policy with the US regarding regional issues, India has stated that apart
from emphasizing ‘free and open’ Indo-Pacific, an ‘inclusive’ word must also
be added. In an important intervention, Prime Minister Modi’s speech at the
Shangri La Dialogue in 2018 repeated India’s intent to make the strategy
‘inclusive’57. Later on, India also indicated that if China and Russia agree with
the goal of free and open Indo-Pacific, they could be included in the formulation.
During the last couple years, when the Indo-Pacific strategy was beginning to
solidify, India made an important shift in its policy towards China. After a few
years of taking a tough approach towards China which reached its peak during
the Doklam stand-off between the two countries, Modi tried to moderate India’s
stance through two informal summit meetings in Wuhan and Chennai. India has
been trying to convey to China that it is ready to work together, if China reviews
its behaviour58.
South Korea has also been avoiding taking a stand on the Indo-Pacific strategy.
On multiple occasions, it has said that it does not have any stance and only
in June 2019, after pressure from the US, President Moon Jae-in said during
his meeting with President Donald Trump that South Korea ‘would pursue
harmonious compromise between the NSP and the Indo-Pacific Strategy59. On
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It is quite obvious from Indian and South Korean policy choices that both of
them have been searching for a neutral space in the US-China contest. It is no
coincidence that India has launched its AEP and South Korea’s NSP to explore
such a space. It is a clear indication that India and South Korea share common
positions as well as aspirations, which have largely been arrived at independent
of each other’s policy choices. Even though both the countries figure in each
other’s AEP and NSP, both would have to further articulate their common
position on the ‘third way’. In India and South Korea’s ‘third way’, the role of
ASEAN countries would be as important as their own respective roles.
India and South Korea would prefer to have a two-pronged strategy for the
region. The first priority of both the countries could be to articulate a ‘third
way’ through their AEP and NSP. However, they are aware that this option
might not be easily realised given the intensity of the contest between the US
and China. In such a scenario, both countries would possibly go for the second
option: becoming active partners of the US in the Indo-Pacific strategy to defend
their interests62.

Conclusion
Structural changes in the Indo-Pacific and their shared interests have pushed
India and South Korea closer together over the past two to three decades.
That has only taken them so far, however, and to reach their full potential as
partners they need to make a concerted effort in identifying and actioning a
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2 November 2019, South Korea and the US released a ‘joint fact sheet’ in which
both the countries announced that they would cooperate in three overarching
categories: prosperity (energy, infrastructure, development loans and digital
economy), people (good governance and civic society) and peace (cooperation
in waste management in the Mekong region and responding to climate change
for island nations in the Pacific Ocean)60. South Korea announced that it
would work with the US for building ‘a safe, prosperous, and dynamic future
for the Indo-Pacific region through cooperation…based on the principles of
openness, inclusiveness, transparency, respect for international norms and
ASEAN centrality’61.
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shared agenda in the Indo-Pacific. In short, they would benefit from recognising
more granular or specific issues that they can work on together. Low hanging
fruit can be found in their existing MoUs and agreements, but more substance
is required.
At the bilateral level, both countries have made significant progress in their
cooperation, but it is far below reaching its full potential. Both countries need
to bridge gaps in the few issues of divergence between them such as Japan’s
changing posture, the role of Pakistan in the fight against terrorism, and the
Indo-Pacific strategy. Similarly, the regional agenda of the Indo-Pacific looks
quite similar from both their vantage points and they should start working more
systematically on a shared agenda. There have been several formal statements
from both sides, but it must be executed on the ground for a better bilateral
relationship as well as the peace and prosperity of the region.
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South Korea’s recent engagement with the Indo-Pacific region has been
characterised by new efforts to implement the New Southern Policy (NSP)
aimed at elevating its strategic ties with the Association of South East Asian
Nations (ASEAN). Such cooperation is driven by strategic, political, economic,
and social choices by both sides and is influenced by great power competition
between the United States and China. Vietnam, as a leading partner of the
policy, has strongly supported South Korea’s NSP, and has acted as South
Korea’s gateway to ASEAN. In further pursuing the NSP, South Korea can
replicate its successful cooperation with Vietnam with other ASEAN countries.
By upholding ASEAN centrality in the NSP, South Korea and other countries,
though they have their own approach to the region, share complementary
rather than competing ideas about the Indo-Pacific region, creating synergy for
building peace and prosperity for the region.

Review of South Korea’s New Southern Policy
In 2017, President Moon Jae-in announced South Korea’s NSP vision of a
“people-centred community of peace and prosperity” built on three principles
of peace, prosperity and partnership. The policy marks a change in South
Korea’s foreign policy, shifting its focus toward ASEAN and India, while also
maintaining a focus on traditional partners, including the US, China, Japan
and Russia. The NSP makes ASEAN one of South Korea’s top priorities for the
first time. This move is critical in the context of differing perceptions of the
Indo-Pacific concept. While the US, Japan and Australia express their views of
a Free and Open Indo-Pacific as more of a security construct, ASEAN confirms
its neutrality. Russia and China raise their opposition on the grounds that
it constitutes a containment policy towards China. Meanwhile, South Korea
implicitly unveils its principles and approach toward the Indo-Pacific through
the NSP, which is centred around ensuring its own independence and autonomy.
With the NSP, the ASEAN-South Korea relationship has gained more relevance,
especially the strategic domain. ASEAN’s status has advanced from partner to
that of a strategic partner. President Moon Jae-in has pushed South Korea’s
national interests further to the South by becoming the first President of South
Korea to visit all ASEAN members in his first half-term (2018-2019), reflecting
his political will for this regional initiative. The NSP is mapped out on the basis
of existing core values between South Korea and ASEAN; people-centred
inclusiveness, co-prosperity based on free trade and connectivity, and peace.
After the 2019 Summit with ASEAN, South Korea announced a push for a “New
Southern Policy 2.0.”
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The policy, assigned to sixteen tasks, aims to formulate three communities
centred on people, prosperity, and peace:

PEOPLE
COMMUNITY

PROSPERITY
COMMUNITY

PEACE
COMMUNITY

aims to enhance peopleto-people exchanges,
targets to increase the
visitors between Korea
and ASEAN up to 15
million visitors by 2020;

sets the target to reach
US$200 billion in trade
by 2020, extending
from industrial fields to
innovative industrial fields
related to industry 4.0;

aims to build
a peaceful and safe
environment in the
region.

In pursuit of the NSP, various activities have been organised including highlevel exchanges, ministerial meetings between defence officials, diplomats,
and special ambassadors. Most remarkably in the 2019 ASEAN-Republic
of Korea Commemorative Summit with the Joint Vision Statement for Peace,
Prosperity and Partnership, South Korea committed to focus on important
areas such as infrastructure, digital connectivity, people-to-people exchanges,
innovation, development and application of new technology63. In late 2019,
new memorandums of understanding (MOUs) were signed between South
Korea and Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar and the Philippines regarding
development cooperation in education, smart cities and other fields. The parties
have expressed their support on a series of global and regional issues such as
sustainable development, climate change, respect for freedom of navigation
and overflight, and international laws.
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ASEAN is now South Korea’s second largest trading partner and South Korea is
ASEAN’s fifth largest trading partner. South Korea’s investment to ASEAN has
been stable with investment totalling more than US$ 5 billion (US$ 5.1 in 2016
and US$ 6.098 billion in 2018), while trade increased substantially from US$
118 billion (2016) to US$ 160 billion (2018) (see Table 1 below). The NSP has
great potential for development because of ASEAN’s growth potential, cheap
labour and the complementarity of South Korea-ASEAN markets. South Korea’s
exports are medium-high technology capital goods and ASEAN countries are
capable of providing primary and low technology goods. In this respect, bilateral
trade has potential for development67.
Together with trade, Official Development Aid is also another important area
of cooperation between South Korea and ASEAN countries. Materialising the
NPL, South Korea set a plan to double Official Development Aid (ODA) to six
Southeast Asian countries from US$ 71 million (2019) to US$ 151 million by
2023. The ODA is motivated to meet the local demands, by covering important
areas such as education, rural and urban development, information and
communications technologies, and transportation68. This will contribute
to achieving Sustainable Development Goals in ASEAN, rather than simply
targeting at Korea’s economic interests.
For regional integration, one of the most remarkable changes in the bilateral
relationship is the acceleration of negotiations on free trade agreements
(FTAs) between South Korea and individual ASEAN members. So far, South
Korea has sought to negotiate FTAs with its remaining top trading partners in
Southeast Asia, including Malaysia (negotiations launched in 2019), Indonesia
(negotiations concluded in 2019), and the Philippines (under negotiation).
These follow in the steps of its FTA policy marked by the implementation of
the ASEAN-Korea FTA (2005), South Korea-Singapore FTA in 2006 and the
South Korea-Vietnam FTA in 2015. These FTAs promise to reduce further trade
barriers and promote trade and investment liberalisation, and strengthen
regional value chains in spite of global trends towards protectionism and the
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Tourism and people-to-people exchanges have witnessed remarkable changes. 55
According to statistics of ASEAN-South Korea cooperation, ASEAN countries
experience a higher volume of visitors from South Korea than vice versa. In
2018, 8.9 million South Koreans visited ASEAN, while only 2.4 million visited
South Korea from ASEAN64. This is a continuity of the previous years with 6.5
million in 2016 and 7.6 million in 201765. Such increases are contrasted with the
steady number of around nearly five million visitors from South Korea to ASEAN
in 2013 and 201466. Other activities include the establishment of the ASEAN
Culture House, acceptance of international students, media and other cultural
exchanges, which together contribute to building understanding between the
people of ASEAN and South Korea.
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US-China trade war. In addition, South Korea signed double taxation avoidance
pacts with Vietnam and Cambodia in 2019.
The peace community is a new focus for South Korea-ASEAN relations.
Historically, ASEAN has always supported a peaceful settlement of disputes,
embodied through its advocacy for the denuclearisation of the Korean
peninsula, and facilitation of this process as reflected through the roles of
Singapore and Vietnam as US-North Korea Summit hosts. Recently, South
Korea and ASEAN have both strengthened cooperation within regional
frameworks such as ASEAN Minister’s Meeting Plus (ADMM-Plus) by expanding
the scope of security cooperation from traditional issues such as maritime
security and anti-terrorism to emerging issues such as cyber security.

President Donald J. Trump is greeted by Kim Jong Un, Chairman of the State Affairs
Commission of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea Wednesday, Feb. 27, 2019, at the
Sofitel Legend Metropole hotel in Hanoi, for their second summit meeting. (Official White House
Photo by Shealah Craighead), Source: Wikimedia Commons

Most notably, South Korea has strengthened cooperation with the Mekong
region by upgrading the Mekong-ROK Foreign Ministerial Meeting to the
Mekong-ROK Summit in 2019. These meetings focus on the key issues of
special interests of Mekong countries, such as water resources management,
biodiversity, forest management, environmental infrastructure, and economic
cooperation for green growth and sustainable development. This will create
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Thus, since the implementation of the NSP, ASEAN’s cooperation with South
Korea has been more comprehensive and substantial, opening a new phase of
development toward a more balanced approach as it shifts its focus away from
traditional partners.

Implementation of South Korea’s New Southern policy in Vietnam

It is worth examining the details of the implementation of South Korea’s NSP
in the case of Vietnam. This is because Vietnam is one of the leading countries
that South Korea prioritises within ASEAN under the NSP. The objective is to
make Vietnam a gateway for South Korea’s connection with Southeast Asia
and broader supply chains to Europe via Vietnam-EU FTA and the Americas
via the CPTPP69. For its part, Vietnam has considered South Korea as a leading
partner in all areas. The NSP is based on the successful bilateral relationship
that started in 1993, and then upgraded to a strategic partnership in 2019. Since
the implementation of the policy, the two sides have exchanged high-level visits
with the aim of accelerating the bilateral relationship.
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a remarkable change for the Mekong region as they will receive alternative
sources for sustainable development, balancing the influence of major powers,
especially that of China through the acceleration of the Mekong-Lancang
cooperation mechanism.
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Prosperity community: The economic relationship with Vietnam is a major
pillar of the South Korea-ASEAN relationship. Korea-Vietnam trade now
accounts for nearly 40 percent of ASEAN-South Korea trade70. Since 2011, South
Korea has been Vietnam’s biggest foreign investor. Currently, Korea is Vietnam’s
second largest provider of Official Development Aid (ODA), and Vietnam’s third
largest trading partner.
Foreign investment: Under the NSP, Vietnam expects to receive the fourth
investment wave from 2019. According to a recent study of outbound FDI by
Korean enterprises carried out at the end of 2019, 70 percent of manufacturing
FDI from Korea went to Vietnam71. Most recently, Korean investment to
Vietnam increased from US$ 1.9 billion (2017) to US$ 3.1 billion (2018). Korea’s
investments to Vietnam go in line with the steady trends of shifting supply
chains from China to Vietnam, as it is ranked as the first choice among Asian
countries as a manufacturing alternative to China72. The current investment
wave maintains the shift from labour-intensive sectors such as garments and
textiles to capital-intensive sectors such as electronic goods manufacturing,
accounting for 71 percent of Korea’s investment in Vietnam in 201773. Different
from previous waves, this one expands from economics to society, culture,
education, science and technology74.
Table 5: Korea-Vietnam bilateral trade and investment (US$ billion)
Year
Korea-Vietnam Bilateral trade
ASEAN-Korea trade

2016

2017

2018

2019

2020
(target)

45.1

63.9

68.2

67.0

100

118.8

149

160

np

200

Korea’s investment to Vietnam

2.3

1.9

3.1

2.7

np

Korea’s investment to ASEAN

5.27

5.1

6.09

5.9

np

Sources: Compiled by author from websites of ASEAN-Korea Centre, ASEAN.

South Korea’s investment has driven increased trade. Korean-owned factories
in Vietnam have increased demand for imports, particularly raw materials
and other inputs that go into their products. Vietnam is South Korea’s fourth
largest trading partner, (it was ranked 59th in 1989), while South Korea has
demonstrated its important and strategic position by becoming Vietnam’s
second largest trading partner in 201775. The bilateral trade turnover has
accelerated from US$ 45.1 billion (2016) to US$ 68.2 billion (2018)76. Korean
enterprises accounted for about 30 percent of Vietnam’s total export in 2018.
Most remarkably, Samsung accounted for about 20 percent of Vietnam’s total
exports. Main imports from Korea are machinery, equipment, tools, and spare
parts. Korea imports Vietnam’s electronic products and components, textiles
and garments.
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People community: One of the main reasons for the successful development
of the bilateral relationship is attributable to Vietnam’s firm support for
South Korea. Different from other countries that target building bilateral
trade first, South Korea’s priority is to build people-to-people exchange as
a firm foundation for their foreign policy. This is especially in the case in
its relationship with Vietnam. The people-to-people exchange is extremely
important for strengthening relationships as it builds trust not only among
governments but also people at the grassroots level. A successful project in a
foreign country is based first on the local people’s trust, rather than a project’s
financial or economic viability.
Visitors from South Korea to Vietnam have increased from 1.5 million (2016)
to 3.4 million (2018)80. Vietnam is host to about 170,000 South Koreans who
work and live in Vietnam, constituting the largest Korean expatriate community
in ASEAN, and Vietnam’s largest foreigner group. In South Korea, 63,000
Vietnamese brides living in in the country create tight bonds. Park Hang Seo,
a Korean coach for the Vietnam National Football team, has become a symbol
of the bilateral relationship as he led Vietnam’s soccer team to win their first
gold medal in 60 years at the Southeast Asian Games (2019). K-pop and Korean
movies have influenced young Vietnamese people, who admire Korean actors,
singers, and dancers. Korean food and restaurants have become popular in
major cities in Vietnam.
Peace community: Improved cooperation to ensure peace on the Korean
Peninsula: The region has an inherent interest in a peaceful resolution on the
Korean Peninsula. Being an important partner of both North Korea and South
Korea, Vietnam is in the perfect position to contribute to upholding peace and
prosperity on the Korean Peninsula. Vietnam has maintained a good political
relationship with North Korea for years and has earned its trust and confidence
through mutual cooperation and sharing the experiences of Vietnam’s
economic reforms, known as Doi Moi. Together with Singapore, Vietnam has
demonstrated its constructive role in inter-Korean relations by hosting the
meeting between Trump and Kim Jung Un in Hanoi in 2019. This is a part of
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Official Development Aid (ODA): Vietnam is South Korea’s largest ODA
recipient, while South Korea is Vietnam’s second largest ODA donor. South
Korea’s ODA to Vietnam, including 90 percent of ODA and 10 percent of nonrefundable aid, accounts for 20 percent of Korea’s total aid. Between 1993
and 2017, Korea provided US$ 2.7 billion in ODA for 60 projects in Vietnam77.
The two governments have signed a Framework Agreement for Korea’s ODA
loans worth US$ 1.5 billion for the period of 2016-202078. This ODA is important
for Vietnam to invest in infrastructure such as energy, industry, hospitals,
and schools, now that the World Bank has stopped providing funds from the
International Development Association for Vietnam since 201779.
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Vietnam’s foreign policy of supporting a peaceful resolution to conflict on the
Korean peninsula, which contributes to the peace and prosperity for the region.
Defence ties: One of the most important criteria to assess a strong bilateral
relationship lies in the extent of defence cooperation. Vietnam and South Korea
issued a joint vision statement in April 2018 on a new agreement between the
two defence ministries covering logistics support for peacekeeping forces,
natural disasters and humanitarian relief. The Vietnam-ROK Defence Dialogue
was held at the deputy ministerial level in 2018 to discuss bilateral, regional and
global security issues. Areas of focus are the defence industry, United Nations
peacekeeping, coordination at multilateral forums, chairmanship of ASEAN in
2020 and human resources training.
Vietnam’s recent successful and strong relationship with South Korea is
remarkable. This is due to the political will of the leaders of the two countries to
find ways for cooperation, especially in the new context of rising trade tensions
and protectionism. For its renewed approach to ASEAN, Vietnam’s example is
a model success story of cooperation, which creates positive momentum for
South Korea’s relations with other ASEAN members.

Primary drivers for South Korea-ASEAN relationship towards
a community
Given the new context of major power competition, both South Korea and
ASEAN find it necessary to cooperate with each other. Congruence in strategic,
political and economic interests between South Korea and ASEAN in general,
and Vietnam in particular, will further strengthen relations in the long-term.
First of all, South Korea and ASEAN view each other as strategic, constructive
partners, sharing the same objectives of maintaining peace and prosperity for
the region and world while advancing their national interests. While ASEAN and
South Korea share no political conflict or competition, they have geopolitical
similarities, are geographically close, share a similar culture and values, and
have a history of cooperation in all areas such as politics, diplomacy, security,
economy, and culture. Cooperation with South Korea helps ASEAN achieve its
development levels and grow its capacity, narrow the development gap among
individual ASEAN countries, especially for the four less developed members.
For its part, ASEAN has strengthened its centrality and position in the region
and world, and has provided a platform for dialogues with external partners
such as South Korea, China, India, the US, Australia and Japan and thus
strengthening cooperation among them.
On the political front, ASEAN and South Korea share common interests in
avoiding political dependence on major powers, increasing strategic autonomy
and implementing a mixture of balancing and engagement to hedge against
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As it is reshaping its image as an emerging middle power, Vietnam is
attempting to strengthen relationships with other middle powers in the region
such as South Korea and Australia, two of its strategic partners, to enhance
their voices and protect their interests. These countries would support Vietnam
as it participates in international and regional forums, for instance, Vietnam’s
chairmanship of ASEAN, and its non-permanent membership of the United
Nations Security Council in 2020.
For geoeconomic necessities, South Korea and ASEAN share the same interests
in diversifying markets and avoiding economic overdependence, especially in
the context of the US-China trade war and South Korea’s recent tensions with
Japan. Although engagement with China brings economic development, South
Korea and ASEAN share the same economic dependence on China as their
leading trade partner. South Korea is one of the countries that suffered most
from the trade war between the US and China, which together account for about
40 percent of its exports81. This encourages South Korean companies to shift
their manufacturing and production bases away from China to the fast growing
and lower cost countries in Southeast Asia, such as Vietnam. The NSP and New
Northern Policy in the coming time will help South Korea to diversify markets,
boost economic development and reduce economic dependence.
With the aim to narrow the development gap and take advantage of the Fourth
Industrial Revolution, ASEAN shares the same economic elements with South
Korea’s NSP in regard to finding new partners for the promotion of the digital
economy. The NSP also fixes ASEAN’s trade deficit with South Korea as it seeks
relationships with ASEAN countries for mutual benefit on equal footing.
For Vietnam, its economic relationship with South Korea can grow trade
and FDI in high-tech manufacturing and production as South Korea looks to
Vietnam for a large and dynamic market82. This is in line with Vietnam’s efforts
to promote economic connectivity with other developed countries, for instance
signing an FTA with the European Union (EU), and the Comprehensive and
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uncertainty and future risks given strategic major power competition. On one
hand, China has been South Korea and ASEAN’s largest trading partner for
years, which means a rising China has brought economic prosperity to the
region. On the other hand, the countries also need and support strengthened
US engagement in the regional security arena to maintain a regional order
based on respect for international law, particularly given China’s assertiveness
in the South China Sea. South Korea is in a more critical situation, as the United
States is South Korea’s treaty ally for maintaining security and coping with
challenges from North Korea. Hence, ASEAN and South Korea seem to have no
choice but support both China and the US, and reserve a hedging strategy.

62 // Chapter 4

Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) with the hope of
attracting high technology manufacturing and know-how, FDI, and increasing
exports of agricultural and fisheries products. South Korea sees Vietnam as a
major economic opportunity. It is a large market with a population of nearly 100
million, with great potential for economic development. Hence, Vietnam has
pursued economic integration with the region and the world, and has played an
important role as a bridge between South Korea and ASEAN and other major
powers such as the EU.
Thus, the NSP has managed to align with ASEAN’s particular interests and
dealt with specific areas of concern. It overlaps with the region’s development
goals, sharing the policy of hedging against an assertive China. South
Korea is in a unique position where cooperation with ASEAN has mutually
beneficial outcomes.

From the New Southern Policy to an Indo-Pacific agenda for South
Korea and Australia: Vietnam’s perspective
South Korea’s NSP is a constructive move toward building a peaceful IndoPacific region economically, politically and strategically. This is distinctly
different from ASEAN’s effort to gather together members to reconcile
differences and reach a consensus under ASEAN’s Indo-Pacific Outlook. This
is not the case for South Korea, which finds it difficult to formulate such a view
toward the Indo-Pacific region. South Korea has actively implemented the
NSP to reach out and increase its engagement with other middle-powers in
the region.
The middle powers of South Korea and Australia share mutual strategic,
political, and economic interests for cooperation. They can work together to
enhance their autonomy, independent power, role and voice to build regional
architecture, especially in the context of uncertain geopolitics. Bilateral trade
relations have been further integrated with the Korea-Australia Free Trade
Agreement (KAFTA) (2014). The leaders of the two countries have recently
planned for collaboration in key national security issues, industry development,
trade promotion, infrastructure, and renewable energy83. Thus, the mutual
interests and comprehensive cooperation serve as a foundation for further
strategic and economic development.
An Indo-Pacific agenda for South Korea and Australia may be structured in
a way that harmonises interests with other outlooks, visions and strategies
for the Indo-Pacific, avoiding unnecessary competition. This direction will be
in line with South Korea’s efforts to facilitate and create the synergy for the
implementation of the NSP by matching their policy with that of other countries
in the region.
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These could serve as useful templates for South Korea-Australia cooperation.
Australia’s vision for the Indo-Pacific region basically includes: 1) peaceful
settlement of disputes with international law and without the threat or use of
force or coercion; 2) open market; 3) economic integration; and 4) freedom of
navigation and overflight, and protection of the rights of small states86. This
vision set out the principles and areas of focus that are compatible with the
US Indo-Pacific strategy, ASEAN’s Indo-Pacific Outlook, and the NSP. Areas
for potential for cooperation between South Korea and Australia include the
regional economic institutions led by China. They have participated in the
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), and therefore they may enhance
the possibility of AIIB funding high-quality projects in ASEAN. Cooperation
between South Korea and Australia will help structure the relationships in
the Indo-Pacific and demonstrate their responsibilities as middle powers.
It is also beneficial for ASEAN members as they will have more alternative
choices to overcome challenges caused by the lack of resources and capacity,
especially in the areas of good governance, digital economy, and water
resources management. Thus, with the diversified resources from partners
who can work together, such as Australia-South Korea cooperation in good
governance, ASEAN will be able to accelerate the building of the ASEAN
Economic Community.
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South Korea has expressed their hope in linking their policy with China’s Belt
and Road Initiative (BRI). China has also raised their voice to join hands with
South Korea to implement the BRI, via the third-party market cooperation
model84. This relationship may create a huge opportunity for South Korea to
regain a global footprint by cooperating in the construction of infrastructure
in third-party countries, particularly in ASEAN. South Korea’s construction
industry has fallen from sixth to twelfth place in global rankings in the last
three years and needs to find markets for expansion85. Similarly, the South
Korea-US joint factsheet on regional cooperation efforts in 2019 matches all 3
‘Ps’ of the NSP.
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Conclusion
The New Southern Policy (NSP) has demonstrated South Korea’s long-term
strategic outlook that shapes its position in the region. It prioritises managing
the pressures and negative impacts caused by major power rivalry, while
upholding its role as a responsible middle power. With the ability to reconcile
the principles of the NSP with the policies, visions and strategies of different
countries, the substance of the NSP is enlarged and deepened, reflecting its
flexibility and adaptability in a new context of contested visions and strategies.
The NSP may help South Korea to harmonise and synergise the interests of
various partners and ASEAN countries, to meet their economic development
demands rather than simply security concerns about a rising China. Such an
approach is more balanced, and hence could serve as a model for the region,
promoting the neutral position of both South Korea and ASEAN. It is expected
that South Korea will continue to cooperate with ASEAN in the long-term by
matching its NSP with the Master Plan on ASEAN Connectivity (MPAC) 2025,
and ASEAN vision post 2025 for future concrete results.

65

CHAPTER 5.

Implications of
the U.S. IndoPacific Strategy
for South Korea
Scott A. Snyder

66 // Chapter 5

The United States and South Korea are longstanding alliance partners with
convergent security interests, especially as related to North Korea. Although
the 1953 U.S.-ROK Mutual Defense Treaty defines the purpose of the alliance
as to provide mutual protection against an “armed attack in the Pacific area,”
for most of its history the alliance has been directed almost exclusively toward
deterrence against shared security threats from North Korea87.
But the end of the Cold War, South Korea’s democratisation, and South Korea’s
expanded capacity and broadening of the country’s scope of interests to
encompass regional and global concerns have gradually created the basis for
an expanded role and scope of application for the U.S.-ROK security alliance.
This expansion of South Korean capability and commensurate expansion of
South Korean interest and stakes in sustaining global stability has enabled the
possibility of U.S.-ROK security cooperation that extends beyond the peninsula.
The expansion of U.S.-ROK security cooperation to the global context seems to
imply a deepened basis for cooperation in service of shared regional security
interests. However, as a practical matter, prospects for U.S.-ROK regional
security cooperation have encountered some serious obstacles stemming from
differing views about respective priorities, approaches, and preferred strategies
on the question of how to most effectively deal with China.
China has gradually emerged as a possible source of friction within the U.S.ROK security alliance, particularly due to the growing South Korean economic
stake in China. This has heightened tensions for the shared security interests
embodied in the U.S.-ROK security partnership, bringing to the fore other
differences between the United States and South Korea over how to deal
with China.
Emerging gaps in U.S. and South Korean priorities and stakes in dealing with
China include the historical South Korean preference for accommodation of
Chinese interests due to its weakness relative to China and the inordinately
high possible costs of friction with China, versus a greater U.S. willingness
to confront China. Another difference relates to South Korea’s need to
accommodate China to win Chinese acquiescence to possible future
reunification between North and South Korea, whereas the U.S. interest in
Korean unification is indirect rather than direct. Finally, relative susceptibility
to direct Chinese retaliation has emerged in the context of the controversy over
U.S. deployment of a mid-range missile system in South Korea known as the
Terminal High Altitude Air Defense (THAAD) system. The United States pushed
for the deployment in the name of security and defence against a growing North
Korean missile threat, but China made South Korea pay a significant price for
that decision through economic sanctions.
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South Korea army visits Thaad site in Guam by Staff Sgt. Alexander Riedel, Source: the U.S.
Department of Defense

Differences in priorities, interests, and preferred methods for managing
relations with China will not create tension in the U.S.-ROK alliance so long
as the Sino-U.S. relationship is characterised by a mix of cooperation and
conflict, in which an emphasis on cooperation leavens areas of conflict. But in
the context of an adversarial Sino-U.S. relationship, U.S.-ROK alliance tensions
emerge as South Korea finds itself under pressure from both sides to make
a choice.
An early indicator of South Korean reluctance to make choices in the event
of rising Sino-U.S. tensions surfaced during the establishment of a U.S.ROK Senior Strategic Dialogue under the Roh Moo-hyun and George Bush
administrations in 2004. At the time, South Korea was cautious to avoid
any signal of commitment to support the United States in the event of an
off-peninsula military conflict between the United States and China. This
reluctance extended to concerns about the possibility that the transfer or
deployment of U.S. Forces Korea to off-peninsula missions involving tension
or conflict with China under the U.S. Global Posture Review which might
entangle South Korea in the conflict or induce Chinese retaliation against it. A
January 2006 joint statement on the issue gained South Korean acquiescence to
strategic flexibility, but also stated that “the U.S. respects the ROK position that
it shall not be involved in a regional conflict in Northeast Asia against the will of
the Korean people88.”
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More recently, South Korea has been perceived as cautious in its support for
the principle of freedom of navigation in the South China Sea, especially as the
United States mobilised support for a restrictive interpretation of sovereignty
in advance of a 2015 ruling by the Tribunal on the Law of the Sea89. While South
Korean and U.S. positions on maritime delimitation issues largely overlap,
South Korea has been more reticent in its willingness to publicly express its
position on these issues.
The most significant example of South Korea’s vulnerability to conflicting U.S.
and Chinese positions involves the U.S. deployment of its THAAD system to
the Korean Peninsula despite public objections from China. China asserted
that the THAAD radar could be configured to gain intelligence about Chinese
launch capabilities in areas near the Korean Peninsula, however the United
States and South Korea pursued deployment of the system to counter North
Korea’s growing threat capacity90. Following the U.S. deployment of THAAD
in Seongju, South Korea, China launched a retaliatory economic campaign
against South Korean businesses in China and restricted Chinese tour groups,
costing South Korea upwards of $15 billion in 2017 alone91. The tensions and
costs surrounding THAAD deployment have induced South Korean caution
and reveal gaps in U.S. and South Korean preferences and priorities regarding
confrontation with China.
While the United States and South Korea have significant overlapping interests
vis-à-vis China, due to their geographic position, different preferences for how
to approach China, and relative need for cooperation with China to achieve
national objectives, the United States and South Korea must coordinate closely
to remain on the same page in their respective regional policies.
Moreover, South Korea will weigh cooperation with the United States in the
Indo-Pacific in the context of its own diplomatic interests and objectives in the
region, which may overlap with but not replicate those of the United States.
These objectives are encapsulated by South Korean President Moon Jae-in’s
formulation of his own policy toward the region: the New Southern Policy
(NSP)92. The NSP provides an opportunity for the Moon administration to
bolster and broaden South Korean foreign policy beyond its traditional focus
on relationships with the four major powers (United States, China, Japan, and
Russia), while also recognising that South Korea’s economic relationship with
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) has emerged as one of its
most vibrant trade relationships93.
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An additional element of the NSP involves South Korean efforts to share
best practices in development and innovation with Southeast Asia through
investment and aid to Southeast Asia and through the promotion of knowledge
exchange and capacity-building programs in areas where South Korea has
excelled. Buoyant economic exchange has primarily driven South Korean
investment and development interest in Southeast Asia, but the NSP marks an
acknowledgement in South Korea that relations with Southeast Asian nations
also hold potential political significance, although the definition and coherence
of those political relationships remain relatively undefined and underdeveloped.

South Korean Views of the U.S. Indo-Pacific Strategy
The 2017 U.S. National Security Strategy characterises national security
challenges as a return to strategic competition among major powers and
emphasies China (along with Russia) as U.S. adversaries, thus framing the
U.S. Indo-Pacific Strategy within the focus of an adversarial relationship with
China94. While South Korea shares common values with the United States and
recognises the need to reinforce the rule of law, the Moon administration took
a relatively cautious approach toward the Indo-Pacific Strategy and refrained
from comment during 2018 and the first part of 2019.
The Moon administration’s initial reticence regarding the U.S. Indo-Pacific
Strategy likely reflected caution about China’s response to South Korean
cooperation with the strategy rather than differences over specific elements
of the strategy. South Korean senior foreign ministry officials reflected broad
agreement with U.S. objectives on Indo-Pacific policy related issues, but
showed reluctance to endorse or join in highly public components of the policy,
seemingly out of concern with how China might respond95. South Korean
officials deferred initial overtures from the United States by waiting to see
the specific contours of the strategy when it was announced during President
Donald Trump’s November 2017 visit to South Korea and four other Asian
countries. Rather than signing on early, South Korea has seemingly preferred a
low-key and practical exploration of areas of overlap and cooperation with the
U.S. Indo-Pacific framework versus a top-down politically driven process.
By Trump’s June 2019 visit to South Korea following the G20 Summit in Osaka,
Japan, Moon publicly stated that “under the regional cooperation principles
of openness, inclusiveness and transparency, we have agreed to put forth
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In particular, the South Korea-Vietnam trade relationship has benefited from
substantial South Korean investment in the country as part of an effort to
reduce dependency on China as an essential part of South Korea’s supply
chain. South Korea’s NSP constitutes a hedge against Sino-U.S. confrontation
independent of the security alliance with the United States, while also offering
opportunities to diversify South Korea’s Asian diplomacy.
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harmonious cooperation between Korea’s New Southern Policy and the United
States’ Indo-Pacific Strategy,” linking the respective U.S. and South Korean
strategies for the first time96. But Moon has refrained from publicly linking the
two strategies in subsequent meetings with Southeast Asian leaders, referring
only to the New Southern Policy as the primary foundation for South Korea’s
diplomatic approach to Southeast Asia97.
Moon’s NSP incorporates a range of South Korean investment, development,
finance, and capacity building priorities that in large part parallel major
elements of the U.S. Indo-Pacific Strategy. As their respective policy approaches
toward Southeast Asia have evolved, the United States and South Korea have
identified and agreed to pursue parallel elements. The main questions were the
extent to which the respective policies would be interlinked and whether those
interlinkages would be publicly acknowledged. The U.S.-ROK Joint Factsheet
issued on November 2, 2019 formally and publicly identifies those interlinkages
in detail, as described below98.

U.S. Views of South Korean Openness to Cooperation on the IndoPacific Strategy
The Trump administration views the main elements of its Indo-Pacific Strategy
as critical to U.S. leadership but also as essential to the interests and objectives
of its allies under the leadership of the United States. Therefore, there has been
a broad assumption within the Washington security community that U.S. allies
in Asia are like-minded on the challenges of dealing with China and that they
will be willing and eager partners in support of the Indo-Pacific framework.
This assumption that allies will support the United States in the framing and
objectives of the Indo-Pacific was indeed reflexive with Japan, especially since
the framework borrowed much from initial ideas and priorities previously
developed under Japan’s Prime Minister Abe Shinzo. Likewise, Australia
and India have shown sufficient degrees of willingness to reactivate the
Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad) meetings, although with varying degrees
of enthusiasm and slightly differing objectives99. Indeed, the United States
asserts that the Indo-Pacific Strategy aligns closely with Japan’s Free and Open
Indo-Pacific concept, India’s Act East Policy, Australia’s Indo-Pacific concept,
the Republic of Korea’s New Southern Policy, and Taiwan’s New Southbound
Policy100. But Moon did not initially volunteer for an active public role in the
U.S.-led Indo-Pacific framework, instead preferring to establish his own New
Southern Diplomacy framework.
The Trump administration’s first push to draw allies and partners into its IndoPacific Strategy came during Trump’s visit to Asia in November 2017. Under
the rubric of promoting a free and open Indo-Pacific region, the White House
characterised Trump’s visit to Asia having “strengthened existing relations
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South Korea’s hesitation generated raised eyebrows among American security
analysts who see U.S. leadership in response to China’s rising influence as
critical and perceive China’s weaker neighbors as poised to pay a high price
if they do not join in solidarity with the United States. Some analysts interpret
South Korean reluctance to join the Indo-Pacific Strategy as evidence of the
progressive Moon administration’s potential willingness to sacrifice the alliance
with the United States to pursue either greater autonomy or closer cooperation
with China. South Korean conservative critics of Moon have amplified these
concerns by painting him as weak or soft on China to draw the United States
into Korean politics on the conservative side.
One year later on the sidelines of the 2018 East Asia Summit, the United
States, Japan, and Australia signed a joint statement committing to trilateral
infrastructure investment in the Indo-Pacific, but South Korea did not join103.
Instead, the United States and South Korea handled these commitments strictly
bilaterally and signed investment cooperation agreements a year later in
advance of the 2019 East Asian Summit104. This approach signals South Korean
caution about cooperation and hesitancy to join in multilateral efforts seen as
targeting or encircling China, but also recognition of South Korean interests in
not being left out of the U.S.-led strategy for the Indo-Pacific. The agreement
creates the structure for South Korea to participate in U.S.-led Indo-Pacific
infrastructure projects, but from a South Korean perspective may not preclude
South Korea from also joining in Chinese-led Asian Infrastructure Investment
Bank (AIIB) projects or even from joining Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) projects.

71

Chapter 5

and advanced high-standard rules that will enable regional development and
prosperity101.” In South Korea, Trump’s major contribution to the goal was to
underscore that “the alliance between the United States and the Republic of
Korea will be strengthened and grounded in shared values and mutual trust102.”
But the Moon administration mainly deferred tangible commitments to support
the Indo-Pacific concept by indicating a need to wait and see the framing of
specifics of the concept before endorsing or joining the initiative.
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Working Level Cooperation and U.S.-ROK Convergence of IndoPacific and New Southern Diplomatic Strategies
The United States has actively sought South Korean cooperation on the IndoPacific Strategy while noting similarities and overlap with the NSP. While
coordination toward North Korea captured the spotlight of political attention
between Trump and Moon, the U.S. and South Korean governments made
gradual working level progress toward forging a practical understanding
of where and how South Korea’s NSP might fit into and reinforce the main
elements of the Indo-Pacific framework. This work occurred primarily during
the latter half of 2019, and culminated with the release of a Joint Fact Sheet
on Regional Cooperation Efforts on the margins of the East Asia Summit on
2 November, 2019105.

U.S. President Donald John Trump visits to Cheong Wa Dae, Source: Wikimedia Commons

The Joint Factsheet identifies areas of convergence between the New Southern
Policy and the Indo-Pacific Strategy based on principles of “openness,
inclusiveness, transparency, respect for international norms, and ASEAN
centrality.” It frames cooperative efforts in areas of promoting prosperity
through energy cooperation, infrastructure and development finance, and the
digital economy (Prosperity), civil society capacity building, good governance
programming, and development of people-to-people ties (People), and by
building capacity in water management, maritime security, climate change
response, and healthcare (Peace). This formulation, reflecting areas of
convergence between the two approaches, highlights private investment and
public goods provision in Southeast Asia, but omits any explicit framing of such
cooperation as motivated by competition with China.
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In the area of energy infrastructure, the U.S. Asia EDGE (Enhancing
Development and Growth Through Energy) Initiative efforts to expand
Indo-Pacific energy infrastructure and South Korean renewable energy
capacity building efforts in Melanesia are parallel and complementary.
In the area of infrastructure finance cooperation, the U.S. Treasury
and the ROK Ministry of Economy and Finance have signed an MOU to
Strengthen Infrastructure Finance and Market Building Cooperation,
enabling U.S.-ROK cooperation in support of infrastructure development
in the Indo-Pacific region.
To promote private sector investment, South Korea’s Overseas
Infrastructure and Urban Development Cooperation (KIND) and the U.S.
Overseas Private Investment Corporation (OPIC) are developing an MOU
to promote closer cooperation.
On smart cities, the U.S.-ASEAN Smart Cities Partnership is working
with the Korea International Cooperation Agency (KOICA), including on a
flagship project in Vietnam’s Quang Nam Province.
On the digital economy, the United States and South Korea are working
together to provide joint training for ASEAN member countries and IndoPacific partners to build cyber capacity and to build policy frameworks for
support of 5G development.
KOICA and the U.S. Agency of International Development have signed an
MoU to expand collaboration on development in areas such as women’s
empowerment, digital economy, the youth, health, and education sectors,
and the promotion of democratic and responsive governments.
To ensure peace and security, the United States and South Korea
continue to work together to support effective water management in
the Mekong region, sustainable development, climate change response,
and health care capacity building projects in the Pacific Islands, and to
strengthen maritime law enforcement capacity in Vietnam and Pacific
Island countries.
The Korean and U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention signed
an MoU in Korea in October 2019 to promote collaboration throughout
the Indo-Pacific in the field of disease control and prevention.

In sum, the Joint Factsheet establishes the blueprint for parallel and
interlocking implementation of the U.S. Indo-Pacific Strategy and South
Korea’s New Southern Policy, but does not restrain either party from working
independently to achieve shared objectives of building prosperity, people-topeople exchanges, or supporting peace in the Indo-Pacific region.
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Specific areas for cooperation outlined in the Joint Factsheet include
the following:
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Implications of U.S. Indo-Pacific Strategy for the Alliance and South
Korea’s New Southern Policy
The U.S.-ROK Joint Factsheet linking the U.S. Indo-Pacific Strategy and South
Korea’s New Southern Policy represents a first step in alliance coordination
to enable cooperation in Southeast Asia, while also allowing both countries
to independently pursue parallel policies in the region. The highlighted
activities provide a framework and an aspiration for cooperation and outline
areas of convergence in the approaches of the two countries. The Factsheet
represents a concrete step toward application of U.S.-ROK alliance-based
cooperation to regional challenges, consistent with the 2009 and 2013 U.S.-ROK
alliance vision statements106. But the level of coordination represented in the
Factsheet best resembles a scaffolding rather than a finished structure, and it
remains uncertain whether the relative weight placed on cooperation by either
government proves sufficiently consequential to establish a strong foundation
for such cooperation.
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Because South Korea’s Northeast Asian vantage point is distant from the
Indo-Pacific and its immediate focus and interests are much more narrowly
aimed at Northeast Asia rather than the Indo-Pacific, it is hard to imagine
that South Korea would independently engage in Indo-Pacific activities or see
those activities as central to its national interests. In fact, concern about the
implications of Sino-U.S. rivalry serves as the primary catalyst for South Korean
openness to the establishment of relationships with other “middle powers” in
the Indo-Pacific as a hedge against the consequences of conflict.
But the South Korean concept of outreach to other Indo-Pacific actors is
nascent, and it is unclear whether other Indo-Pacific actors on South Korea’s
radar such as Australia, Vietnam, India, or Indonesia share the same views or
can develop sufficient cohesion to serve as an effective buffer. South Korea’s
strategy also reveals that it may not be completely in lockstep with a U.S.
view of the Indo-Pacific as a hedge against the expansion of Chinese strategic
influence across the region. Indeed, the Joint Factsheet only scratches the
surface by establishing a cooperation framework. The allies will have to do
considerable work to build on the structures envisioned in the Joint Factsheet,
and durability of these efforts is not guaranteed.
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The United States and South Korea will need to more effectively stitch together 75
a set of durable and aligning priorities in their respective policies toward
China. South Korean sensitivities regarding entrapment in an adversarial
dynamic between the United States and China remain high. South Korea’s
New Southern Policy has been conceived more as a hedge and buffer against
the consequences of Sino-U.S. confrontation than as a mechanism by which
South Korea intends to take sides in the confrontation. Yet the establishment
of linkages between the NSP and the U.S. Indo-Pacific Strategy reflects South
Korea’s fundamental agreement that the values of openness, inclusiveness, and
transparency should shape the architecture of the region, with “inclusiveness” a
critical signal that such cooperation is seen as anti-China.
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Korea was historically a victim of conflicts among imperial powers, the United
States, China, Russia, and Japan. For centuries, Korea sought to regain its
sovereignty only to be divided as a result of great power contestation. Even
today, power politics and strategic competition among key countries in the
Indo-Pacific continue to affect and exert control over the peninsula. Challenges
pertaining to regional security and Korean Peninsular security are not separate,
but rather, affect each other.
Meanwhile, South Korea after the Korean War had no choice but to rely on the
United States as its primary security guarantor. South Korea’s subsequent
economic growth and transition to democracy and emergence as a net provider
of security and global public goods have enabled it to seek greater autonomy.
But the country’s strategic objectives, common among all states, to be able
to defend itself and promote its own economic prosperity, continue to be
constrained by South Korea’s unique geographical and geopolitical position and
its surrounding strategic environment.
Peninsular security concerns continue to structure South Korea’s foreign policy
and shape how regional players view recent developments on the peninsula.
This chapter argues that they also influence security in the broader region and
examines each major regional power’s perception of peninsular security. As
South Korea grapples with the Indo-Pacific construct purported by its allies
and partners, domestic politics, ideology, and geopolitics will either challenge
or enable its policymakers to stretch their diplomatic reach beyond the
constraints of peninsular security. It concludes with a discussion on how the
global coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic might affect Korean Peninsular issues
and geopolitics.
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Korean Peninsular security concerns and South Korean foreign policy
South Korea’s security concerns have been and continue to fall into two broad
categories: survival (security and prosperity) and the threat of renewed interKorean conflict. These security concerns have been caused by geopolitics (great
power rivalry and alliance dependency) and the North Korean threat. They
have been recurring themes until the present day, although each South Korean
administration since the Park Chung-hee military dictatorship (1963-1979) have
framed their policies differently depending on circumstances and ideology.
South Koreans are largely divided into conservatives (anti-Communism, proU.S.-South Korea alliance) and progressives (nationalism, autonomy from big
foreign powers, sympathetic to North Korea). An examination of the foreign
policies of successive South Korean presidential administrations show the
extent to which they were shaped by peninsular concerns.
Fundamentally, survival is what shapes South Korea’s national and foreign
policies for security and prosperity. Historically, the Korean Peninsula was
a battleground for great power contestation for centuries—Sino-Japanese
War (1894-1895), Russo-Japanese War (1904-1905), US-Soviet Cold War and
eventual Korean War (1950-1953); and decades of Japanese colonial rule
(1910-1945). Ever since the Korean War, the two Koreas have been engaged
in a competition to claim the entire Peninsula while South Korea has had no
choice but to rely on the United States as its protector (security) and gateway to
economic development and democracy (prosperity).
During the Cold War, South Korea’s security concern about renewed interKorean conflict stemming from the North Korean threat shaped its key foreign
policy decisions, most of which were framed by concerns about abandonment
by the United States107. Such decisions included the normalization of relations
with Japan, deploying troops to Vietnam, North Korean engagement in the early
1970s, and pursuit of a secret nuclear weapons program in the mid-1970s.
After the Cold War, the first nuclear crisis of the early 1990s became South
Korea’s top security concern. Its interests simultaneously became more
internationalised with its modernisation and new trade relationships. Since
the conservative and first democratically-elected Roh Tae-woo government
(1988-1993), South Korea also began to exhibit the trappings of a middle power:
participating in multilateralism, and coalition- and institution- building to exert
influence. Roh described the country as a “middle power,” expressing desire to
build stronger political and economic ties in the region. South Korea debuted on
the world stage by hosting the 1988 Summer Olympics, which helped it diversify
relations beyond its alliance with the U.S. for the first time. Roh’s Nordpolitik
aimed to overcome inter-Korean hostilities by promoting co-prosperity and
normalising relations with the Communist bloc. His policy saw Seoul playing a
central role instead of the Peninsula becoming another variable in the region’s
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The moderately conservative Kim Young-sam108 government (1993-1998) then
officially professed a middle power identity109 with its segyehwa (globalisation)
policy and 1996 membership in the Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD). It aimed to induce reform and openness in North Korea
by promoting the effects of freedom and capitalism developing in the South and
helped by the end of the Cold War110. Kim’s ultimate goal was also to hold an
inter-Korean summit followed by a series of high-level cross-border meetings,
but simultaneously took a hard-line approach toward Pyongyang since the
first North Korean nuclear crisis of 1993. The sudden death of North Korean
leader Kim Il-sung in 1994 squashed prospects of an inter-Korean summit and
differences in policy approaches with the William Clinton administration caused
tensions in the alliance.
Foreign policy during South Korea’s first progressive government under
President Kim Dae-jung (1998-2003) was rooted in the principles of “open
nationalism, positive pacifism, and global democracy” that gave smaller
countries an equal voice with bigger countries111. But through Kim’s Sunshine
Policy, Seoul placed inter-Korean relations at the centre of its foreign policy and
great power relations in support of it, using economic relations with neighbours
to transform the security environment on and around the Korean Peninsula.
Then, the progressive Roh Moo-hyun government (2003-2008) aspired to play
a “balancer role” in Northeast Asia amid increasing China-Japan rivalry and
strained relations with Washington. He aimed for South Korea to play a leading
role in establishing a Northeast Asian economic and security community, but
was met with criticism from conservative South Koreans and scepticism from
Americans who saw it as an attempt to distance the country from its U.S. ally112.
Roh’s government revitalized Kim Dae-jung’s Sunshine Policy but was split into
the alliance faction favouring a more conservative approach to foreign policy
and the independence faction favouring the centrality of inter-Korean relations.
Both factions desired more autonomy from big-power control but the alliance
faction sought this in the context of the US-South Korea alliance while the
independent faction desired a foreign policy outside the alliance.
The conservative Lee Myung-bak government (2008-2013) then widened
South Korea’s foreign policy beyond traditional, hard security challenges and
Northeast Asia by pursuing its “Global Korea” initiative. Lee’s aspirations
included more multilateralism by expanding Seoul’s networking capacity
and convening power (e.g., hosting of the G20, Nuclear Security Summit,
OECD, etc.), tackling climate change, contributing more to international
development, working to bridge rich and poor countries, and becoming a
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great power politics. In a roundabout way, Roh’s ultimate objective was to
establish dialogue with Pyongyang through a summit.
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respected global citizen. A key pillar was contributing to the global common
good, still underpinned by a strong security alliance with the US and engaging
in trilateral security cooperation with Japan, even during tense bilateral
relations, to combat the North Korean nuclear threat. Lee worked to regain
trust with Washington, lost during the Roh administration, and saw the alliance
as critical to raising South Korea’s global standing. His “Denuclearisation and
Opening 3000” vowed to raise the North’s per capita GDP to $3,000 per year
through comprehensive yet conditional economic assistance in exchange for
denuclearisation and integration into the international community.
The conservative Park Geun-hye government (2013-2016) refocused
South Korea’s foreign policy back more narrowly to Northeast Asia113. Her
“Trustpolitik” philosophy included trust-building toward Korean reunification,
the Northeast Asia Peace and Cooperation Initiative, and the Eurasia Initiative.
A key focal point was rethinking Seoul’s engagement with China because Park
saw Beijing’s strategic value in reducing Korean tensions and pressuring
Pyongyang to disarm. This led to South Korea’s 2015 accession to the Chinaled Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) and Park’s attendance at
Beijing’s World War II Victory Day ceremony, which again sparked criticism and
suspicion that Seoul was tilting toward Beijing. Park saw the alliance with the
US as key to achieving a robust defence posture, developing future-oriented
defence capabilities, and becoming more autonomous or an equal partner
to Washington.
Under the current progressive Moon Jae-in government (2016-present),
however, path dependency has enabled South Korea to continue participating
in existing multilateral fora and institutions, but domestic political aims are
especially strong in shaping South Korea’s current foreign policy with ideology
as its centrepiece. In other words, foreign policy in the Moon government is
constructed through the lens of inter-Korean reconciliation, nationalism, and
self-reliance from big, foreign powers. The current progressives prioritize
inter-Korean relations and self-reliance over the US-South Korea alliance,
believing that if cross-border relations improve, then South Korea can be less
dependent on the United States114. While they are fundamentally opposed to
a nuclear-armed North Korea, they need to see progress in US-North Korea
denuclearization talks in order to begin lifting sanctions on Pyongyang to
achieve the progressives’ top agenda of inter-Korean peace.
National security policy decisions under Moon are also constructed through
the lens of nationalism more so than geostrategic considerations. This was
exemplified in Seoul’s decision to terminate its intelligence-sharing agreement
with Japan (General Security of Military Information Agreement, GSOMIA),
despite the purpose of the mechanism being a vital security cooperation tool
among Washington, Seoul, and Tokyo to deal with the increasing North Korean
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Compared to previous conservative and progressive administrations, there
is also less strategic attention given to how to build up South Korea’s middle
power status in the region and the world because of the Moon government’s
domestic agendas. This means that the narrower, domestic focus might be
limited or even unable to reflect the evolving security environment around the
Korean Peninsula.
The Moon government has crafted a “New Southern Policy” (NSP) aimed at
decreasing South Korea’s dependence on great powers (US, China, Japan,
and Russia), dealing with a renewed American focus on its domestic priorities
and China’s expanding influence in the region. It also seeks to diversify its
foreign relations in the broader Asian region by strengthening relations with
ASEAN and India. But such goals are still underpinned by the parochial aims
mentioned above—survival (security and prosperity) and inter-Korean peace116.
While the US-China competition demands South Korea to manage contradicting
pressures coming from them, Seoul will aim to increase its strategic leverage
against superpowers by forging coalitions with like-minded countries117.
Moreover, the Moon government’s priority focus on inter-Korean relations and
the North Korean nuclear issue will continue to pull the presidential office’s
attention away from implementing a broader foreign policy agenda and toward
its domestic goals.

Regional views of recent Korean Peninsular developments
North Korea conducted 13 ballistic missile tests in 2019, threatened to
unveil a “new strategic weapon” in 2020, and revealed plans to double down
on both nuclear and economic development in an “offensive for [a] frontal
breakthrough” in its “long confrontation with the US118”. Pyongyang also
replaced its foreign minister from career diplomat Ri Yong Ho to military
veteran and hardliner Ri Son Gwon who has much experience negotiating with
South Korea but none with the nuclear issue or Americans119. It remains to be
seen whether his appointment is merely symbolic of Kim Jong Un’s tougher
stance toward the US this year.
Against this backdrop of growing uncertainty in the months ahead, the views
of regional stakeholders—the US, South Korea, China, Japan, and Russia—
regarding recent Korean Peninsular developments are mixed. In addition,
differences in policy objectives and national interests among the US, South
Korea, China, Japan, and Russia pose challenges to reaching a consensus or
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nuclear and missile threat. It also believes that the two Koreas cooperating
together could effectively pressure Japan to repent for its war-time and colonial
wrongdoings. Due to the Moon government’s nationalistic aims, Seoul is
opposed to engaging in multilateral security cooperation in the region, whether
it is vis-à-vis China or other challenges, with Japan’s involvement115.
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agreement on a common approach to Korean Peninsular security issues. These
challenges could also constrain regional players’ engagement with South Korea
depending on the political party in power in Seoul and the state of geopolitics
and the security environment on and around the peninsula.
The United States continued to prod North Korea to resume nuclear
negotiations despite the regime’s refusal, a meeting ending with no results in
Stockholm in October 2019, and continued missile tests. During his trip to Asia
in December, US envoy Stephen Biegun dismissed Kim’s year-end deadline
saying, “The United States does not have a deadline. We have a goal… Let me
speak directly to our counterparts in North Korea. It is time for us to do our
jobs. Let’s get this done. We are here, and you know how to reach us120.”
Washington’s public reactions to North Korea’s missile tests of 2019 and threat
to showcase a “new strategic weapon” have been simultaneously condoned
by Trump and condemned by senior US officials. Trump continued to praise
his relationship with Kim, expressing confidence that Pyongyang would not
resume testing long-range missiles or nuclear devices. He said, Kim “did sign
a contract, he did sign an agreement talking about denuclearization. That was
done in Singapore, and I think he’s a man of his word, so we’re going to find
out121.”
On the other hand, US Ambassador to the United Nations, Kelly Craft, warned
that North Korea’s “deeply counterproductive” ballistic missile tests risked
closing the door on negotiations and that continued testing “will not bring the
DPRK greater security122.” While top policymakers downplayed the seriousness
of Pyongyang’s recent missile tests and proclaimed weapons plans for this
year, to make room for diplomacy, the military continues to see North Korea
as its most immediate challenge. Admiral Philip Davidson, head of the US
Indo-Pacific Command, said, “until we get a final, fully verifiable denuclearized
peninsula, it’s going to remain my most immediate concern123.” At the same
time, the US Indo-Pacific Command does not see regional challenges as
separate issues but inter-related, and while it understands South Korea’s
sensitivities toward potential backlash from China, it would like to see Seoul
participate more widely in its broader security strategy124.
Meanwhile, the US has publicly expressed its frustration over Seoul’s decision
not to renew GSOMIA with Tokyo. United States Ambassador to South Korea,
Harry Harris said, “Korea elevated it into the security realm and that security
realm affects us. So, now it affects the US and our ability to defend Korea,
and puts our troops at risk... so that is why we reacted quickly and strongly in
expressing disappointment at Seoul’s decision125.” The US sees the intelligence
sharing pact as a vital tool for trilateral security cooperation with its allies
amid growing uncertainty from North Korea and longer-term challenge posed
by China.
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South Korea has estimated that Pyongyang will refrain from any major
provocation in the first half of this year and Seoul is pushing to revitalize interKorean relations during a period of relative calm126. But in June, Pyongyang
unleashed a series of threats toward Seoul and even demolished the interKorean liaison office Moon and Kim had established after their 2018 summit127.
Moon has also pledged to facilitate another Trump-Kim summit before the
November US presidential election, but Pyongyang has publicly rejected this.
Prior to recent North Korean coercion, Moon stated there is a “desperate
need of practical ways to improve inter-Korean cooperation” and called for
the resumption of cross-border economic projects as a way to expedite USNorth Korean diplomatic talks128. Seoul needs progress on the nuclear issue
to lift sanctions and achieve Moon’s peace agenda. In January, South Korea
announced plans to resume inter-Korean projects including what it is calling
“individual” (non-governmental) tours to North Korea for South Korean
civilians. But the announcement already caused friction with Washington with
Ambassador Harris warning that Seoul needs to consult Washington through
proper channels beforehand. The comment caused a negative reaction among
progressive South Koreans who misinterpreted it to mean that Seoul needs to
receive Washington’s approval.
The planned cross-border projects still raise eyebrows among Korea specialists
because of the foreign currency North Korea could earn through hidden costs,
contrary to Seoul’s claims that they would not violate international sanctions.
It so far seems unlikely that Pyongyang will accept Seoul’s proposal for tours—
still disappointed with Seoul’s failure to convince Washington to lift sanctions—
but its future decision could shift depending on the amount of money the
regime would earn from them.
In contrast, continuing the inter-Korean rail/road project would be much less
controversial politically and in terms of less potential to violate sanctions
than tours to North Korea. Still, Seoul should discuss the pace of operations
with Washington to coordinate respective policies and because North Korean
workers will need to be paid, which could raise some red flags depending on
the amount of labour costs.
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The US sees the North Korean nuclear threat as a threat to American
interests in the region, to the homeland, and its allies but it has never been a
prominent factor in US grand strategy. The fundamental differences between
the US and South Korea in their approach to North Korea continue to cause
tension between the allies. The Moon government’s desire to speed up
inter-Korean relations and lift sanctions before significant denuclearisation
measures coupled with its progressive ideology is a source of distrust among
American officials.
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For South Korea, Korean Peninsular security issues are a matter of survival
(security and prosperity). Since the end of World War II, the strategic objective of
every South Korean government has been reunification, or national unification.
But in practice, reunification has been an aspirational goal because they
understood that achieving it was unlikely in the near future due to the interplay
of complex domestic, inter-Korean, and geopolitical factors.
China turned a blind eye during North Korea’s testing binge of short-range
ballistic missiles in 2019 despite its endorsement of all UN Security Council
resolutions banning flight tests of all ballistic missiles. Beijing appears to be
taking a page from Trump’s “red line” of long-range missile tests and nuclear
tests, and its continued silence seems to be in line with prioritising its efforts to
improve China-North Korea relations since their reset in 2018. A growing North
Korean nuclear challenge and necessary US-South Korean responses to it will
continue to provide opportunities for Beijing to drive a wedge between them129.
For example, such intentions were displayed in China’s economic coercion130
against South Korea for installing a Terminal High Altitude Area Defense battery
(THAAD) requested by Washington, which became a source of friction for the
alliance. This highlighted the tensions between South Korea’s military alliance
with the US and vital economic relationship with China.
Beijing also appears to be aiming to reinsert itself into the denuclearization
negotiations process between the US and North Korea because the interrelated
issue of a peace regime on the Korean Peninsula has implications for China’s
role and influence in Northeast Asia. Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi said in
March 2019 that China-North Korea relations will not be affected by “temporary
incidents,” in reference to a failed summit between Trump and Kim in Hanoi,
and that Beijing will support Pyongyang’s “legitimate concerns addressed in
the process” of nuclear negotiations131. For example, China co-sponsored and
tabled a draft UN Security Council resolution with Russia in December 2019
calling for the lifting of sanctions, the resumption of US-North Korea talks, and
the revival of the Six-Party Talks, a dialogue among the two Koreas, the US,
Japan, China, and Russia. Interlocutors say the draft resolution was Beijing’s
way of trying to prevent Pyongyang from delivering an ominous “Christmas
gift” to the US and engaging in a bigger provocation in the new year because it
included all of North Korea’s demands and was pushed by Pyongyang’s closest
allies who are key actors on the Council132. On Christmas eve, China then hosted
the leaders from South Korea and Japan, which were then in the midst of their
own bilateral diplomatic row, in Chengdu133.
Beijing’s greatest concern regarding North Korea is instability or conflict on
their shared border, which is a far greater priority than Pyongyang’s nuclear
disarmament. China will continue to call for the denuclearisation of the Korean
Peninsula publicly, but in practice, some experts suspect it might be preparing
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For China, Korean Peninsular security issues are a matter of regional
influence and order. It has long seen a nuclear-capable North Korea as a
buffer between it and the US and is opposed to a reunified Korean Peninsula
allied with Washington. Beijing desires the withdrawal of US military presence
and influence from the region. This means that China would consider a
progressive South Korean government as an attractive partner in achieving
this goal if Beijing were able to successfully drive a wedge between the US and
South Korea.
Japan’s major security concern is North Korea’s nuclear weapons
advancement, especially missile developments, and renewed conflict on the
Korean Peninsula in addition to China’s militarisation. Tokyo’s immediate
concern was its hosting of the 2020 Summer Olympics and Paralympic Games
and did not want any North Korean missile tests around that time, particularly
since Kim Jong Un declared his country is no longer bound to its unilateral
testing moratorium this year. In November 2019, North Korea threatened that
Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo “Abe may see what a real ballistic missile is in
the not distant future and under his nose”, in response to Abe’s condemnation
of Pyongyang’s “repeated launches of ballistic missiles” that fell in the sea
between the Korean Peninsula and Japan135. North Korea claimed those were
a “super-large, multiple-rocket launch system” and not ballistic missiles. In
October 2019, Pyongyang tested a submarine-launched ballistic missile that
Tokyo claimed landed in Japan’s Exclusive Economic Zone136.
Tokyo has also been a staunch advocate and supporter of sanctions against
Pyongyang. Hosting the Olympics, however, may have weakened its leverage in
maintaining a hard-lined position toward North Korea, demanding the return of
Japanese citizens abducted by Pyongyang during the Cold War as a precondition
for lifting sanctions and normalising Japan-North Korean relations.
In addition, Tokyo is closely watching US-South Korean negotiations over
how they will split the costs to station American troops to renew their Special
Measures Agreement (SMA). Likewise, Japan will be holding its own talks with
Washington this year ahead of its SMA expiring in 2021. These negotiations will
be held as Japan—despite its strong alliance and relationship between their
leaders—is re-evaluating its dependence on the US for its security, particularly
when they hear Trump’s public disdain for allies, his exorbitant demands for a
price increase for allies to host US troops, and his “America First” stance. The
core motivation behind Japan’s interest to rearm its military is North Korea’s
growing nuclear ambitions and China’s increasingly aggressive maritime
activities; Tokyo does not want to limit its military while its neighbours expand
theirs, especially when they are questioning American defence commitments137.
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to live with a nuclear-armed North Korean permanently if it believes those
weapons are not pointed at China134.
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Not only are North Korean missiles launched in the direction of or over
Japan a serious threat to the country, but a fundamental interest for Japan
is preventing another conflict on the Korean Peninsula. Ever since the 1953
Korean armistice, Japan has been an important operating base for the US in
contingency scenarios on the peninsula because it has provided critical reararea logistical support for US forces during the Korean War138. This is why the
security of South Korea has been essential to Japan’s own security, more so
because it does not want to be drawn into a war with China or Russia nor see
the de-coupling of its alliance with the US damaged as a result of a conflict
on the peninsula. However, the state of Japan-South Korea relations and any
differences in their approach to North Korea would constrain cooperation on
Korean Peninsular security issues during the Abe and Moon administrations.

President of South Korea Moon Jae-in in Vladivostok, 06 September 2017,
Source: Wikimedia Commons

While Russia officially opposes a nuclear North Korea, like China, it prioritizes
a stable North Korea more because the security of the Kim regime means
stability along the North Korea-Russian border absent North Korean refugees.
In this regard, Moscow continues to skirt its UN Security Council sanctions
obligations. For example, Russia admitted to missing a UN-mandated deadline
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Russia does not play a direct or decisive role on Korean Peninsula affairs. But
like China, Moscow sees Korean Peninsular security issues as a matter of
geopolitics and regional order vis-à-vis the US. Russia does not want to see
renewed conflict on the peninsula nor an increase in US military presence
on its doorstep in response to the advancement in North Korea’s nuclear
weapons capability. Russia is concerned about a growing US missile defence
system in the region—starting with the 2017 deployment of the THAAD battery
in South Korea and installation of land-based Aegis ballistic missile defence
systems in Japan— that could eventually undermine Russia’s strategic
nuclear deterrent141.

Implications for security in the broader region
The US-South Korea alliance, widely referred to as the linchpin for security and
stability throughout the Asia-Pacific region, will remain strong. But the alliance
will inevitably continue to experience challenges because of current differences
in ideology and policy approaches between the allies, especially on the North
Korea problem. The resilience of the alliance will be tested by an evolving
geopolitical environment with a rising China and waning US influence.
The Moon government’s priorities of nationalism, self-reliance, anti-Japanese
sentiment, and sympathy towards North Korea will also require more alliance
coordination efforts by Washington to manage stability in the Indo-Pacific
region. For example, Seoul’s latest push to allow tours to North Korea without
conditions comes at a time when Pyongyang is showing increased nuclear
weapons development. If Pyongyang agrees to inter-Korean cooperation
projects proposed by Seoul, it could not only become another source of
friction for the allies but also weaken leverage in negotiations for the regime’s
nuclear disarmament if North Korea is not required to take some steps toward
denuclearization in exchange for those projects in proportionate trade-offs.
Another challenge for the alliance is Seoul’s desire to speed up and complete
the transition of wartime operational control (OPCON) from the US to South
Korea within Moon’s presidential term. Washington sees a conditions-based
approach to be the best way to guarantee the security of the Korean Peninsula
amid a growing North Korean nuclear and missile threat. Meanwhile, South
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to repatriate all North Korean workers by December 22, 2019 due to “objective
difficulties.” 139 Its Interior Ministry released statistics in January 2020
revealed a surge in Russian-issued tourist and student visas to North Koreans
in 2019.140 One significant source of foreign currency for the North Korean
regime has been the wages earned by its overseas workers. Moscow also cosponsored and tabled a draft UN Security Council resolution on the revival of
the Six-Party Talks with Beijing in December 2019.
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Korean policymakers do worry about Chinese aggression and its rise in the
region, but they also do not want to anger Beijing by going public with any
activities or policies that might appear to be pro-America and anti-China.
Further complicating matters is Beijing’s strategic objectives to divide the US
and its allies.
Washington is also adding to growing uncertainties in the region. For one,
Trump’s insistence that the North Korean threat has been significantly reduced
merely because of the absence of long-range missile and nuclear tests sends
the wrong message to Seoul, Tokyo, and Pyongyang. His “America First”
isolationist approach to American foreign policy, unrealistic price demands
to host US troops in Asia, and nonchalant comments about withdrawing
US military personnel from the region are also regarded by Asian allies as
insulting. They have fuelled scepticism about the reliability of the US extended
deterrent to defend them against North Korea and China. These have all
led to renewed debates in Seoul and Tokyo about their own nuclear and
defence options.142 If either ever embark on serious policy considerations
for nuclear weapons, then the potential becomes greater for a nuclear arms
race in Northeast Asia. If Japan exhibits further enhancements of its military
capabilities (as demanded by its politicians) and any actions that are perceived
by its neighbours as moving away from its pacifist post-war constitution
toward offensive intentions, these could also trigger an arms race and lead to
instability in Northeast Asia.
Trilateral security cooperation among the US, South Korea, and Japan will
prove to be even more essential as Pyongyang’s arsenal grows to overwhelm
regional missile defences and as Beijing continues its own assertive actions.
However, the latest bilateral row between Seoul and Tokyo—driven by
nationalism in both countries, especially by both leaders themselves, and
manifested as their inability to compartmentalise their various foreign policy
challenges—will continue to impact their ability to efficiently and expeditiously
deal with North Korea’s missile tests and growing nuclear weapons capability
together. The acrimony between Seoul and Tokyo coupled with Trump’s insults
to his allies presents opportunities for Beijing, Moscow, and Pyongyang to divide
America and its allies and further test the region’s balance of power. The latter
was demonstrated by a Chinese-Russian intrusion of the airspace over South
Korean and Japanese disputed islands in July 2019.143
Japan’s hosting of the Summer Olympics, now delayed until 2021, could also
place Tokyo in a weaker position with regard to North Korea. While Tokyo has
been active on enforcing sanctions violations, it also does not want North
Korean missiles flying through its airspace and into its waters ahead of or
during the sporting event.144 If Pyongyang launches more missiles and Tokyo
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China may also see an opportunity to prolong and even accelerate all of these
trends while capitalising on its more stabilised relationship with North Korea
toward their shared regional goals. The traditional Cold War allies both seek
the withdrawal of US military presence and influence in Asia, an eventual break
in the US-South Korea and US-Japan alliances, and dissolution of US-South
Korea-Japan trilateral security cooperation. If Beijing is in fact prepared to live
permanently with a nuclear-armed North Korea and continues to prioritise
border stability over denuclearisation, then nuclear negotiations could become
even more complicated, and existing security concerns in Seoul and Tokyo could
intensify. China will also aim to claim a seat at the negotiating table if and when
US-North Korea negotiations involve a peace regime on the Korean Peninsula
or a peace treaty to end the war and weaken the rationale for US military
personnel in Korea.
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and Washington turn blind eyes to them, then North Korea could become
emboldened to continue testing missiles, which will help perfect the regime’s
technology and raise tensions on the Korean Peninsula. If Prime Minister Abe
resumes calls for a summit with Kim to seek a breakthrough in the abductee
issue without conditions, Tokyo might also find itself in a relatively weaker
negotiating position.
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Conclusion
Since the initial time of writing, the coronavirus (COVID-19) has further
complicated Korean Peninsular security and South Korea’s foreign policies.
The virus unexpectedly emerged as a most urgent threat, first faced by China,
the two Koreas, and Japan and quickly spread to every continent. Amid South
Korea’s own struggle with the virus, Seoul was apparently wary of potential
Chinese backlash if it closed its borders to Chinese tourists and students145,
coming under harsh criticism and accusations domestically for mishandling the
outbreak in its early stages and placing relations with China above the health of
South Korean citizens.
As all major stakeholders, including North Korea, grapple with their own
COVID-19 epidemics, dealing with traditional Korean Peninsular security
challenges will be paused for the next several months. The pandemic is
also exacerbating geopolitical and geo-economic rifts in Northeast Asia and
globally, which will likely overshadow or disrupt the attention key stakeholders
can give to the North Korean nuclear issue.146 The US presidential election
in November disincentivizes both Washington and Pyongyang from initiating
major diplomatic feats like negotiating agreements or holding summits. These
circumstances buy Pyongyang more time to steadily advance its nuclear
weapons capability without the usual interferences of timely reactions from
Washington and other stakeholders.
The landslide victory of Moon’s ruling party in South Korea’s April general
elections provided the domestic momentum to push his policies more
aggressively, but Pyongyang’s latest military threats have cast serious doubt
on achieving his peace agenda. Moon also continues to propose a series of
inter-Korean projects, including COVID-19 cooperation, but Pyongyang has yet
to accept.
The eventual subsidence of the virus will bring existing peninsular security
challenges on and around the Korean Peninsula back to the fore. South Korea
will also need to focus on economic recovery. These two combined could
further complicate and delay policy coordination between Washington and
Seoul on peninsular and regional security challenges. A more advanced North
Korean nuclear weapons capability, enabled by the disruption of the COVID-19
pandemic and the absence of a nuclear agreement, would further complicate
denuclearisation negotiations because of Pyongyang’s increased leverage. Over
the longer term, if China’s power and influence grows, South Korean scepticism
of the durability of the American security commitment continues to deepen, and
North Korea’s nuclear weapons capability continues to advance, Seoul will be
under even more pressure to consider alternative options for its security.
*The views are the author’s own.
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From Peers to
Partners: the
Challenge for
Australia-Republic of
Korea Relations
Gordon Flake
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By almost any measure, the relationship between Australia and the Republic
of Korea is good. The foundation of this relationship extends to the wellremembered role Australia played in the Korean War. In response to the United
Nation’s mandate to turn back the North Korean invasion of the South in 1950,
Australia became the second nation, following only the United States, to commit
personnel from all three armed services to the war147. In the intervening seventy
years since that devastating conflict, Korea has become one of the world’s
most prosperous and respected societies. The Australia-Korea relationship
has grown in sync with the growth of Korea’s economy and the vibrancy of
its democracy.
While in 1950, Australia and Korea could not have been more different,
the degree of convergence today is striking. Both Korea and Australia are
treaty allies of the United States. Both have democratic systems based upon
institutions promoting a free press, fair and free elections, an independent
judiciary, and vibrant political discourse. Both are ranked in the top fifteen
economies in the world and have soft power exceeding their relative size
or population.
Bilaterally, Korea and Australia are trusted trade partners. Korea is Australia’s
fourth largest two-way trading partner and the third largest destination for
Australian exports. The free trade agreement negotiated between Australia
and Korea in 2014 is one of the highest quality agreements Australia has
negotiated with any country in the Indo-Pacific. It allows more than 99 percent
of Australian goods to enter Korea either duty free or with preferential access.
With brands such as Samsung, LG, Hyundai and Kia ubiquitous in Australia,
Korea has become an important technology partner with Australia. In the
current environment of growing concern about information security and
integrity, Korean corporations are widely considered an important option for the
Australian government, business community and the broader public.
In the security realm, Australia is the only country other than the U.S. to
hold annual 2+2 Ministerial meetings including both Defence and Foreign
Ministers with Korea. Over the past few decades, Australia has been vocal in its
condemnation of North Korea’s nuclear and missile programs as well as more
direct attacks on South Korea. Perhaps more significantly, since 2014, Australia
has also assigned an embedded star-ranked officer as Deputy Commander of
the United Nations Command. Not surprisingly, there is tremendous overlap
in how both Australia and Korea view the security environment in our region
with shared concern over Chinese power, influence, and increasing attempts
to undermine existing rules and norms. Just as Australian business are
feeling the pressure of Chinese displeasure, South Korean firms have similarly
taken a significant hit after being angered by Korea’s deployment of Terminal
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High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) missile batteries in response to North
Korean missile tests. While less articulated publicly, security planners in both
Canberra and Seoul have grown increasingly concerned about the reliability of
U.S. security commitments under a U.S. Administration which has been highly
transactional, and which has challenged long held norms and assumptions
about alliances.
While Korea’s population is double that of Australia, the two countries have
similar sized economies and similarly outsized influence regionally and globally.
Both play an important role in regional and global institutions including the
East Asia Summit, the G20, the UN, and ongoing negotiations on the Regional
Cooperative Economic Partnership (RCEP). Most recently the robust and
relatively successful response in both Australia and the Republic of Korea to
the COVID-19 pandemic, while not without difficulties and still not definitive,
has the potential to drive these two countries together. The similarities in their
approach and the resulting mutual trust and respect potentially contrasts other
countries such as China, whose response has been far less transparent, or the
U.S., whose response is far less effective or coherent.
Having read the content of the preceding paragraphs, one might reasonably
conclude that all is well and that there remains little to discuss in terms of
Australia-Korea relations. However, as important as trade, common values,
and bilateral ties may be, they are not the only effective measures of a
relationship. Former Indonesian President Dr Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono
kindly serves as a Distinguished Fellow for the Perth USAsia centre and on
one of his visits to Perth, he made the observation that in contrast to some
difficulties in the bilateral relationship between Indonesia and Australia – two
near neighbours – Indonesia’s relationship with far-off Iceland was wonderful.
He then made the point that it was easy to maintain a great relationship with
Iceland because Indonesia had so little meaningful interaction with a country
12,000 kilometres away. Dr Yudhoyono was making the point that the absence
of conflict does not define a relationship, nor do the difficulties sometimes
inherent to proximity. From an Australian perspective South Korea is hardly
Iceland. While not a near neighbour at a distance of nearly 6,000 kilometres
and in the Northern hemisphere, as an important trade partner there is
already much that distinguishes this important bilateral relationship. However,
President Yudhoyono’s remarks ultimately suggest that there is a more effective
way of assessing the Australia-Korea relationship than merely goodwill and the
absence of tension.

95

When measured against potential rather than performance, it quickly becomes
clear that the Australia-Korea relationship could, and arguably should be much
more. The case can be made that Australia and Korea are very much peers,
but not yet fully partners. Again, with similar sized economies ranking 12th and
14th globally, both countries are members of the G20, and both countries are
active participants and in regional and international fora. In this context both
countries also tend to be highly effective at “managing up” and “managing
down,” but less practiced at “managing laterally.” Both Australian and Korean
diplomacy, popular culture, and soft power demonstrate acute awareness
of and place resources into larger powers such as the United States, China,
Japan, and the European Union. Similarly, both countries have emerged as
important players in international aid and development with great influence
in the developing world. Yet with priority being placed on managing relations
with great powers and on providing assistance to emerging economies,
neither Australia nor Korea can be said to fully prioritise or fully resource their
relationships with each other as a peer. In seeing each other as peers, both
countries thus risk failing to fully realise the promise of partnership and the
unmet potential of their bilateral relationships.
There are some important exceptions to this tendency. The recently flagging
effort to create a coordinating function within the G20 called MIKTA (Mexico,
Indonesia, Korea, Turkey, and Australia) was specifically focused on a group of
peer countries coordinating policies and approaches in a G20 where they were
neither part of the G7 nor of the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South
Africa) groupings148.
Cooperation in fora such as MIKTA emerged from a shared perspective between
the Korea and Australia on their similar relative power and positions in the
international system. Although the two countries used different vocabulary to
define themselves on the international stage, both had similar meaning and
intentions. Korea defines itself as a “middle power”, a term used by political
scientists to explain the behaviour of nation states which are consequential but
not yet among the world’s leading powers. This term has likely found favour in
the language of Korean foreign due to Korea’s Confucian heritage and the deep
respect accorded to scholars in Korean society. In recent history academics
have played important roles in Korean politics, government and foreign policy.
Korean diplomats and political leaders very much consider their efforts in
MIKTA as well as their bilateral relationship with Australia to be part of its
“middle power” strategy.
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On the other hand, Australian diplomats and Australian political leaders tend
to shy away from the term “middle power”, feeling that such an approbation
understates or undersells Australia’s role in international affairs. Former
Australian Foreign Minister Julie Bishop, while a strong supporter of the MIKTA
initiative, instead referred to this and other similar strategies as evidence of
Australia’s role as a “pivotal power”, noting that, given its status among the
top fifteen economies in the world and its status as a global leader in many
sectors, Australia was in no way a “middling” country among the 195 countries
in the world. Despite differences in their use of language and vocabulary, Korea
and Australia both see themselves as countries with consequential might and
influence in the international system.
Australia’s preferred approach and something that has become somewhat of a
mantra for policy makers is the term “rules based order”. Over the last seventyplus years, Australia’s strategy for ensuring its own security and enhancing its
global influence has relied on a two-part strategy that has its echoes in Korea’s
approach. First, reliance on a powerful alliance partner in the United States.
Second, reliance upon the post-World War Two system of international law,
norms, and institutions which are often referred to as the liberal international
system, or in Aussie parlance the “rules based order”. Whether using the
term “middle power” or advancing the concept of a “rules based order” both
Australia and Korea have similar objectives: a world in which might does
not make right, and an international system where, even if not absolute, the
behaviour of nation states is influenced by the rule of law, international norms
and international institutions rather than by brute strength. It is in such a
system that the Korean strategy of close coordination with middle powers seeks
greater influence internationally and in which Australia also seeks to wield
influence greater than the size of its population might warrant.
Despite this commonality of views, however, it remains difficult to make the
case that either Australia or Korea consider the other to be a truly “strategic”
partner or give the relationship the level of attention and priority necessary to
realise its potential. This is not necessarily surprising. Australia’s principle
economic partner in our region was long Japan. The similar nature and
structure of the Korean and Japanese economies and market, plus the several
decades of lag time in Korea’s economic development, has long meant for
Australian exporters that Korea was ancillary to Japan. By the time Korea
became an economic powerhouse in its own right in the 2000s, the sheer size,
potential, and demand inherent in the Chinese market became the undeniable
focus of Australian business and to some extent foreign economic policy. Today,
by sheer dint of demographics, forward thinkers are turning their attention
to the large emerging economies of Indonesia with a population of over 275
million and India with a population over a billion people. In that context, it is
easy to understand why Korea with a population of 50 million has yet to fully
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The potential for the Australia-Korea relationship, however, is not in our
respective markets alone, but should instead focus on the potential to partner
to advance our shared interests. To better understand this, it is helpful to
compare the relationship that Australia enjoys with Korea with that it enjoys
with Japan and increasingly with India. As indicated earlier, Australia for its
part has prioritised those two relationships. This has to do in part with growing
concern over the rise of China and in recent years growing anxiety about the
role of the United States and the need for likeminded partners. Whatever
the cause, the past decade has seen an increasingly robust level of trilateral
coordination between Australia, India and Japan. On one level the much vaunted
“Quad” or Quadrilateral Security Dialogue between the U.S., Japan, Australia,
and India might be seen as an attempt by the three to secure and shape U.S.
involvement in the Indo-Pacific. The scope and scale of cooperation between
Australia, India and Japan continues to expand. In a recent example, in midAugust 2020 the three countries announced their collaboration in a “Supply
Chain Resilience Initiative” (SCRI).
For almost every instance of coordination and cooperation between these three
countries, it is relatively easy to make the case that Korea should likewise be
involved. Perhaps the most interesting aspect of the developing relationship
between Japan and Australia and between India and Australia are the clear
indications that both Japan and India make their relationships with Australia a
priority. To rephrase this, it would be unrealistic to expect Korea to devote the
same level of attention to Australia that Japan and India do to Australia ,and
on the flip side is is unrealistic to expect Australia to devote the same level of
attention and priority to Korea that it does to Japan or India. However, it is not
unrealistic to expect Korea to recognise the strategic importance of Australia in
the same way that India and Japan do. This begs the question, what do Japan
and India see in Australia that Korea does not?
Having spent twenty-five years working on the United States-Korea relationship
in Washington DC before moving to Australia nearly seven years ago I of course
understood that the level of attention, resources and priority devoted by Korea
to its relationship with the United States would not be matched in Australia.
Even after understanding the relative disparity in these relationships, it has
become increasingly apparent to me that while Korea appreciates and likes
Australia, it does not view it as a strategic partner in the same way that Japan
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capture the attention of the Australian business community. Given Australia’s 97
population of just half that of Korea at only 25 million people, it is similarly
understandable why Korea’s focus on Australia has been on our resource sector
and not our consumer market.
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and India do. This is in large part due to the fact that Korea does not have a
broad regional strategy or vision which encompasses or includes Australia.
As such, the most effective strategy for strengthening the priority which Korea
places on is relations with Australia is for Korean policymakers to understand
Australia’s important role and position within the Indo-Pacific region.
Japan has a clear Indo-Pacific strategy and therefore prioritises its relationship
with Australia. Similarly, India has placed growing priority on his own IndoPacific strategy and as such similarly recognises the importance of Australia.
Korea has been an outlier in our region in its resistance to using the term
Indo-Pacific, largely out of concern for offending China and out of a desire not to
be pulled into what is widely perceived in Korea to be a U.S. and Japanese-led
effort to contain, if not combat China. This interpretation has been complicated
by U.S. diplomacy in recent years, with its focus on the Quadrilateral Security
Dialogue, and remarks in 2019 by the U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo that
its purpose is to maintain China’s “proper place” in the world149. This should not
obscure the fact that Australia, India, and Japan all have definitions of the IndoPacific that differ in breadth and justification than the Indo-Pacific espoused
by Washington. The three have been independently advancing their conception
of the Indo-Pacific long before the U.S. Pacific Command changed its name to
Indo-Pacific Command in 2018. At the core of all regional visions and versions
of the Indo-Pacific is the understanding that the economic centre of gravity in
the region is shifting. While it was inarguably centred in Northeast Asia thirty
years ago, for the past twenty-five years, with the growth of China it has shifted
southwest. If the horrific health and economic consequences of the COVID-19
pandemic do not throw us too far off course, over the next few decades with the
rise of India and ASEAN countries (Indonesia in particular), the economic centre
of gravity will continue to shift southwest, highlighting the geographic, strategic,
and economic role of Australia.
It is useful to remember that the term Asia-Pacific is itself a relatively new term
and did not come into common use until thirty years ago with twin trends of the
Northeast Asian economies’ desire to integrate southward into Southeast Asia
and with the desire of Australia and New Zealand to be considered part of the
region. Australia and Korea together played a key role in the conceptualisation
and launching of the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation initiative (APEC).
While the “Asia Pacific” included Australia in the region, in some respects
Australia remained at the bottom, or the periphery, of the region. In contrast,
the forward-looking elements of the Indo-Pacific with its focus on India and
Australia’s close neighbour Indonesia place Australia firmly at the fulcrum point
of the future and near the shifting economic centre of gravity.
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There is a strong case for Korea to reconsider this approach, not because
of U.S. policy, but in spite of it. Former Australian Ambassador to Korea
and Senior Fellow at the Australian Strategic Policy Institute, Bill Paterson
made a persuasive case for closer defence cooperation in a recent article for
The Strategist:

“With tensions rising, unease about US capability and
commitment, and pressures on national budgets to repair
the damage from Covid-19, the time may have come for both
countries to reassess this relative detachment and to give
greater priority to defence and security collaboration.
It’s in the strategic interests of both to do so150.”
If the past six months are any indication, in the post-COVID era, countries are
likely to continue and accelerate their search for reliable partners. Regardless
of the outcome of the U.S. Presidential elections, concerns over the rising
influence of China, the reliability of the United States, and growing tensions
between the two will mean that countries such as Japan, India, Indonesia,
Vietnam, and Canada will all be seeking deeper ties with likeminded nations.
For South Korea, there are few with greater potential or capacity than Australia.
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Even if Korea prefers to eschew the specific vocabulary, should Korea develop
an Indo-Pacific strategy or even a perspective similar to that of Japan or India
the relative importance of Australia would be self-evident. In recent years
Korea has pursued somewhat fitfully a “New Southern Policy” (NSP) which
has the potential to include such a perspective. Unfortunately, in the current
political environment in Seoul, inter-Korean relations dominate the discussion
and the New Southern Policy remains limited in scope and unclear in intent.
Initially the NSP extended only to Indonesia. In recent iterations it seems to
have been broadened to potentially include India. Unfortunately, there has
yet been scant indication from Seoul that Australia factors significantly into
this policy.
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Australia’s Diversification Project and its Views of Korea
To understand the potential for Korea to Australia one needs to understand
what might broadly be called “project diversification.” As China’s economy has
grown dramatically over the last several decades so has Australia’s relative
concentration of its trade relationship with China. Even prior to the COVID-19
pandemic and resulting economic crisis, it was increasingly clear to long range
planners in Australia that an over-dependence on a relatively small number of
commodities and on a single market in China was a strategic vulnerability for
Australia. The perceived Australian dependence on the Chinese market for coal,
iron ore, agriculture products, tourists, and even for students has come under
ever-closer scrutiny as China has changed course during the Xi Jinping era.
Concerns over Chinese influence in Australia’s domestic politics, the reliability
of Chinese technology, the actions taken by China to destabilise the rules
based order in the South China Sea, its treatment of its Muslim minority Uighur
population, and most recently over the decision to impose a draconian new
National Security Law in Hong Kong have all heightened Australian concern
about its perceived dependence upon China. These myriad concerns have been
exacerbated in recent months by Chinese decisions to take punitive actions
against Australia on the export of barley, meat, and wine in apparent retribution
for Australia’s vocal demand for an independent investigation into the origins of
COVID-19. In this context, Australia is now more committed than ever before to
diversifying its economic partnerships.
In a recent submission to an inquiry held by Australian Parliament’s Joint
Standing Committee on Trade and Investment Growth (JSCTIG), which was
prepared by the Perth USAsia Centre’s Hugo Seymour and Dr Jeffrey Wilson,
clearly made the case for diversity in Australia’s international economic
relationships151. Noting that trade is the most prominent mechanism connecting
Australia to the global economy, they reported that in 2018, Australia conducted
$853 billion worth of two-way trade with foreign partners, equivalent to 46
percent of GDP. This total was composed of $662 billion of merchandise trade
and $190 billion of services trade. Their most striking conclusion was the
submission’s clear demonstration of the market concentration of Australia’s
trade relationships. As depicted in Figure 1 below, the overwhelming majority
of Australian merchandise exports – 82 percent in 2019 – are destined for
Indo-Pacific markets with China accounting for around one-third of the total,
with Japan and Korea a quarter, and others (predominantly ASEAN and India) a
further quarter.
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While Korea may be a peer of Australia’s in terms of the overall size of its
economy, it is also a tremendous potential partner for Australia’s diversification
project. Tourism, education, investment, and energy are all areas where Korea,
with its economy and 50 million people, have the potential to provide Australia
not only alternative markets but new investment technology and partnerships.
Australia and Korea already have a firm economic foundation upon which to
build as indicated earlier. The Republic of Korea is Australia’s fourth largest
two-way trading partner and the Korea-Australia Free Trade Agreement
(KAFTA) which entered into force in December of 2014, has proven to be
quite effective153. KAFTA is one of Australia’s most comprehensive free trade
agreements. In addition to significant improvements in market access and
tariff liberalisation related to merchandise trade, Australian services receive
the best treatment that they have agreed with any trade partner. The trade
relationship between them is complementary. Australia exports minerals,
energy, and travel and education services to Korea and imports passenger
vehicles, petroleum and electronic goods, among others from Korea. One area
deserving considerably more attention is bilateral investment. The investment
relationship is significantly underdone when compared to Australia’s
investment partnerships with other countries like the U.S. and Japan. Korea
only ranks as Australia’s 15th largest foreign investor and is only the 14th largest
destination for Australia’s outgoing foreign direct investment.
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Figure 8 - Country composition of Australian merchandise exports, 2019
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In July 2018 the Perth USAsia Centre released a report
entitled “Maturing the Korea-Australia Investment
Relationship”, written by Perth USAsia Centre’s Research
Director, Dr Jeffrey Wilson. The report had several
notable conclusions:
The Korea-Australia investment relationship is rapidly
expanding. Over the last decade, bilateral capital flows
have averaged approximately $1 billion per annum,
and each country now features in the other’s top-ten
investment partners. For the first time, investment is a key
component of their bilateral economic relationship.
Booming investment flows have been driven by economic
complementarity and supportive policy environments. Korean firms
have participated in Australian mining and energy projects to secure
resource supply for heavy industries; while Australian institutional
investors have sought attractive opportunities in the Korean market.
Favourable regulatory environments and the Korea-Australia Free Trade
Agreement have helped crowd-in these investments.
The bilateral investment relationship remains very ‘traditional’.
Investments are mostly concentrated in the resource and real estate
sectors, and there are few ‘direct’ investments that build managerial
and knowledge links between Australian and Korean firms. A range
of mutually-beneficial investment opportunities have yet to be
fully realised.
Maturing the Korea-Australia investment relationship is key for its next
stage of growth. Building on recent successes in the resource sector,
bilateral investment now needs to move into a range of new industries,
including infrastructure, finance, services and agriculture. This will
ensure a more diversified investment relationship, which fully exploits
the complementarities between the Australian and Korean economies154.
The most striking conclusion of this report is that Korean investment in
Australia is still less that what might be expected. Although the Japanese
economy is 3.5 times larger than the Korean economy, given the parallels in
industries, sectors and foreign direct investment in other countries, Korean
investment in Australia is still less than what might be expected. If Australia
received the same share of Korean investment as it does Japan, bilateral
investment stocks would be twice as high. Additionally, were the Japanese
trade-to-investment ratio replicated for Korea, stocks would be four times
higher155. These figures are also a wakeup call for Australia, suggesting that
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In the foreword of that same report, former South Korean Trade Minister
Bark Taeho concluded, “Building on strong foundations established in the
resource sector, the two countries now have an historic opportunity to mature
and broaden their investment ties. In a time of global and regional economic
uncertainty, such relationships will be catalytic for the achievement of an
integrated and dynamic Indo-Pacific region.”
Even a cursory look at the numbers for tourism reveals the potential for
Australia. In 2019, 28.7 million Koreans travelled overseas, over fifty percent
of the population. Of these only 1 percent, or 281,000, visited Australia. In the
same year nearly 2.3 million Korean tourists visited the United States. While
the closed borders and restricted air travel today pose short-term obstacles,
assuming that Australia and Korea continue their relative success in responding
to the global pandemic, Australia has the potential to be one of the first and
most attractive destinations for Korean tourists eager to explore once again,
but wary of visiting other countries where the response to COVID-19 has been
less robust.
Similarly, international education is also an area of tremendous potential for
improvement in Australia-Korea relations. The latest figures for international
student enrolment show approximately 4,000 Korean students in Australia
enrolled in higher education, compared with 120,000 for China and 47,000 for
India. Obviously, India and China have much larger populations, however if
one looks at student numbers in United States, the numbers for Korea, China,
and India are much closer to parity given the intense Korean predilection for
international education. In the case of Australia it is worth noting that Korea
ranks below even countries like Nepal or Brazil, ranking 7th overall in the
country of origin for education. As with tourism, the COVID-19 era presents a
unique opportunity for Australia as the traditionally favoured destinations for
Korean students, the United States and the United Kingdom, have had more
difficulty in their response to COVID-19. If current trends continue there will
be an opportunity for Australia to present itself as a safe and stable place for
Korean students to study and Australia may be able to re-position itself as an
upstart in respect to its international competitors in the education sector.
Beyond more traditional sectors such as commodity trade, tourism and
education, however, there is also tremendous untapped potential for AustraliaKorea cooperation in next generation technologies. Australia is one of the
world’s most reliable sources of critical materials and there is also tremendous
complementarity with Korean technology and manufacturing capabilities
that require Australian natural resources such as lithium and rare earth
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the potential to grow a deeper investment relationship with Korea is definitively
“low-hanging fruit” and that Australia should redouble its efforts to attract
investment from Korea.
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elements156. A recent partnership initiated by a Korean company and an
Australian lithium miner is indicative of what future resource partnerships
between both countries can achieve157. As Korean companies also shift their
manufacturing facilities to emerging hubs in Southeast Asia in response to
the COVID-19 pandemic and other economic forces, it will also drive demand
for Australian materials there as well. It seems in this way Korea is also an
important partner to help Australia’s diversification project advance in third
party countries in Southeast Asia as well.

Conclusion
The sections above only scratch the surface of the potential for the AustraliaKorea relationship. Other emerging technologies such as the hydrogen fuel
economy, joint efforts in response to global challenges such as pandemics and
climate change, coordinated engagement with Southeast Asian and the Pacific
Island countries all merit deeper examination. However, all of these will have to
be built upon a fundamental shift in how both countries perceive each other and
how they resource their relationship. If nothing else, the analysis above should
make it clear that in addressing shared challenges and taking advantage of
shared opportunities, Australia and the Korea are more naturally collaborators
than competitors, and should be partners, rather than simply peers.
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