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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)
25

20

15

10

5

0

1990

1995

2000

2005

2010

2015

‘18

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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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
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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
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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

47

Chapter 3

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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