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A b s t r a c t

The May 2003 summit between the presidents of South Korea and the
United States was a clear diplomatic success, but the two governments
remain on somewhat different wavelengths, especially over North Korea.
And beneath the leadership, public attitudes have been shifting. That is
especially so among younger South Koreans for whom the war with the
North is distant history and North Korea itself, while near, is not perceived
as a menacing threat. The bilateral alliance remains crucial but for different
reasons than during the Cold War, and it will have to be reshaped if it is to
remain a cornerstone of security in Asia.

The militaries of the two countries also have been moving in different
directions. The United States has announced the intention of repositioning
its forces in Korea southward, moving bases out of the demilitarized zone
(DMZ) and Seoul, and out of range of North Korean artillery and missiles.
The rebalancing of the Korean military is only just beginning, as it remains
dominated by static ground forces designed to meet a massive North Korean
artillery and ground attack.

In the longer term, the task is to rebalance the strategic and operational
connections between the United States and South Korea. That means
establishing, at the strategic and operational level, a set of shared objectives
for dealing with Northeast Asian security that might have a cautionary
impact on North Korea; and budgeting and programming for the beginning
of a real transformation of the ROK military.
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In the short term, the challenge is familiar—limiting what can be
described as diplomatic “open water” among the allies (including Japan,
and drawing in China), that has always been exploited by North Kore a .
In the longer term, the task is to rebalance the strategic and operational
connections between the United States and South Korea. The bilateral
relationship will remain critical, but its nature will have to change. A
roadmap for moving forward with the longer-term tasks can make some
of the immediate issues easier to handle. For instance, as North Kore a
sinks deeper into bare subsistence, the mass ground attacks southward
that have been the basis for planning since the Korean War will become
less of a concern, even as the missile and artillery threat to Seoul seems
likely to remain. Reshaping forces, both Korean and American, could
p rovide new options for dealing with North Korea’s conventional and
nuclear potential in the short run, and better positioning the two allies to
deal with more distant threats just over the horizon.

In the Wake of the Recent Past

The outcome of last December’s presidential election in South
K o rea came as a surprise, both to Washington and to many South
Koreans as well. Roh Moo-hyung, a political neophyte who had served
but one term in parliament and had never visited the United States,
was elected president over his conservative opponent. Roh benefited
f rom his history as a hard - w o r k e r, coming from a poor backgro u n d ,
who had worked his way up, and he was apparently relatively untar-
nished by the deals and scandals that abound in Korea’s “take-no-pris-
oners” politics. Yet the backdrop to Roh’s election was the rising anti-
American sentiment, which he exploited to the full, a sentiment that
d rew tens of thousands of young Korean citizens to street protests in
the weeks before the election. Sensitive to this sentiment, the pre s i d e n t -
elect promised to be more assertive with the United States and to solve
the problem of North Korea’s nuclear programs through dialogue.1
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1 See, for example, Christopher Torcia, “South Korean President-elect Wants
More ‘Equal’ Relationships with the United States, Advocates Dialogue with
North Korea,” Associated Press, Dec. 19, 2002, available at www.nautilus.org.

I n t r o d u c t i o n

The May 2003 summit between the presidents of South Korea and
the United States was a clear diplomatic success insofar as it appears to
have arrested the worrisome slide in relations between the two coun-
tries. There is increasing recognition that the two allies still need one
a n o t h e r, not least because the Cold War is not yet over on the Kore a n
peninsula, but also because they are coming to need each other in new
ways that challenge the old arrangements. Diff e rences in appro a c h
between the two countries are most obvious with re g a rd to how to deal
with the looming North Korean nuclear capability, but the diff e re n c e s
a re in fact broader and deeper. What is especially striking is that,
beneath the leadership, public attitudes have been shifting, especially
in Korea and especially among younger Koreans, for whom the war
with the North is distant history and North Korea itself, despite its
close pro x i m i t y, is not perceived as a thre a t .

Both presidents have embraced a diplomatic solution to the North
K o rean situation, but they remain on somewhat diff e rent wavelengths
with respect to the issue. For South Korea, aware that its capital Seoul
is within range of some 11,000 North Korean artillery pieces, re a l i z e s
that what must be avoided at all costs is a slide toward war. Thus, it
emphasizes diplomacy and “carrots,” while the United States is more
willing to envision the use of “sticks”—ranging from efforts to block
shipments of missiles, drugs, and other contraband—to economic sanc-
tions and even the threat or use of military forc e .

At the same time, the militaries of the two countries also have been
moving in diff e rent directions. The United States has announced the
intention of repositioning its forces in Korea southward, moving bases
out of the demilitarized zone (DMZ) and Seoul, and out of range of
North Korean artillery and missiles. More generally, while there is
debate about how fast the US military is transforming, it surely is
becoming more nimble, emphasizing joint and combined arms opera-
tions with smaller, more specialized units and a premium on pre c i s e
reconnaissance and firing from a distance. The readjustment of the
K o rean military is only just beginning, as it remains dominated by static
g round forces designed to meet a massive North Korean artillery and
g round attack.
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South Koreans are pre p a red to live with a North Korea that is nuclear
in some form. In any case, they may feel there is not much besides per-
suasion and bribery that they can do about it.

By contrast, for the United States North Korea is part of a global
p roblem—and one included in the “Axis of Evil” in President Bush’s
2002 State of the Union address. It is neither neighbor nor kin. The
p resence of those 37,000 American troops, most of them near the bor-
d e r, is a constraint on US alternatives but not one in a league with the
millions of South Koreans in Seoul. And some South Koreans are
bound to fear that as the soldiers are moved further from harm’s way,
as the United States has committed to doing, the United States can con-
template coercive actions, even the use of military forc e .

Navigating Rough Seas

Thus, Korean and American leaders face three principal security-
related challenges: managing what appear to be increasingly diverg i n g
public attitudes that are in turn rooted in diverging perceptions of
t h reats and interests; coordinating policy on the North Korean nuclear
issue to bring it to a successful, and hopefully peaceful, outcome; and
c o o rdinating US-ROK defense transformation efforts in ways that
will enhance deterrence and lead to a more rational use of defense
re s o u rc e s .

Diverging Policies and Public Attitudes

Recent polling suggests the emergence of important diff e rences in
US and South Korean public attitudes that are rooted in changing per-
ceptions of threats and interests. South Koreans and Americans seem to
be diverging to various degrees on a number of key security issues, dif-
f e rences that both reflect and are reflected in the diverging perspectives
of their respective leaders (see Table 1); it also suggests growing anti-
American sentiment in South Kore a .

As shown in the table, while both South Koreans and Americans
view North Korea as a great or moderate danger, Americans view the
situation with somewhat greater alarm than do their South Kore a n
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Roh’s predecessor and mentor, Nobel Prize winner Kim Dae-jung,
had developed the “Sunshine” policy toward the North, which was a
subject of controversy during the election. The “Sunshine” policy
reflected the judgment and the hope that North Korea would not col-
lapse. Accord i n g l y, by the logic of “Sunshine,” North Korea and its
regime were to be accepted, not overthrown. Unifying the Kore a n
peninsula increasingly came to be viewed as a longer-term South
Korean objective, not an immediately operational one. The “Sunshine”
policy also entailed engagement, economic and other, with the North,
most prominently including Hyundai’s contract to take South Kore a n
visitors to North Korea’s scenic Mt. Geumgang region. The Roh govern-
m e n t made it more explicit that the purpose of South Korean and other
aid was humanitarian, helping the North Korean people, and at the
same time helping the regime avoid collapse.

Despite the ferocity of some of the election rhetoric about the sun-
shine policy, the actual implementation of the policy was more contro-
versial than the principle of engagement upon which it was pre m i s e d .
As the polls cited below indicate, North Korea is perceived by South
K o reans as less threatening than it is by most Americans, and the idea
of engaging, not confronting, the North is broadly accepted in South
K o rea. Rather than challenging the principle of the “Sunshine” policy,
the conservative opposition argued instead that Kim Dae-jung’s govern-
ment had paid too much and gotten too little in return. It accord i n g l y
p romised to be tougher in implementing the policy and in verifying
North Korean commitments.

Yet beneath the surface currents of South Korean politics, South
K o rea and the United States are bound to have differing perspectives
on the North—a fact which perhaps accounts for the paradox in the
polls that Americans, much further from North Korea, re g a rd it as
m o re threatening than do South Koreans, who are on the front line. For
South Koreans, another war on the Peninsula is unthinkable, and so,
t h e re f o re, is almost any coercive measure that might set off an escala-
tion toward war. It may be, too, that for all the past brutality of intra-
K o rean relations, South Koreans—closer to the scene—are more
i m p ressed by North Korea’s economic plight than by its military might.
Despite Roh’s agreement with Bush at the summit that both countries
will “not tolerate” a nuclear North Korea, it may also be that many
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s e c u r i t y - related public attitudes in recent years have derived from the
aftershocks of the attacks of September 11 .

It would be difficult to overstate the importance of September 11
on the American psyche, and on public support for a wide range of
actions—including military action—to eliminate terrorist org a n i z a t i o n s
that threaten the United States, and to prevent the proliferation or use
of weapons of mass destruction (WMD). While the American public
long has been concerned about terrorism and WMD,4—L. Paul Bre m e r,
now in charge of rebuilding Iraq, and a former ambassador for coun-
t e r t e r rorism, once observed that “terrorism went from zero to 60 faster
than any issue in public life”—September 11 underscored the dangers
of those threats in the most horrifically graphic way imaginable. Most
Americans remain willing to support their government in whatever
m e a s u res it deems necessary to prevent a re c u r rence of terro r i s m .

As shown in the table, a strong majority of Americans views terro r-
ism as a major problem, and are in favor of the US war on terro r i s m ,
including both the military action in Afghanistan, and that in Iraq. His-
torically-speaking, levels of support for military actions that are this
high are exceedingly rare .5

By contrast, and in spite of the ROK government’s support for US
operations in Afghanistan and Iraq, less than a majority of the South
K o rean public supported the recent American military operations in
the war on terrorism: as was shown in the table, only 43 percent of
K o reans agreed with the US action in Afghanistan,6 only one in five felt
the US war in Iraq was justified, and fewer than one in four South
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cent thought it was a threat, but not that serious.
4 The quadrennial polls of the Chicago Council on Foreign Relations (CCFR),

for example, have shown that terrorism and weapons of mass destruction are
viewed by strong majorities of the American public as being among the most
critical threats to the nation.

5 See Eric V. Larson, Casualties and Consensus: The Historical Role of Casualties in
Domestic Support for US Military Operations (Santa Monica, California: RAND,
MR-726-RC, 1996), and Eric V. Larson, “Putting Theory To Work: Diagnosing
Public Opinion on the US Intervention in Bosnia,” in Miroslav Nincic and
Joseph Lepgold, Eds., Being Useful: Policy Relevance and International Relations
T h e o r y ( Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan, 2000), pp. 174–233.

6 Gallup International, “Gallup International poll on terrorism,” Dec. 2001.

counterparts. As suggested in Table 1, strong majorities of Americans
and South Koreans view a nuclear-armed North Korea as a danger; but
like their South Korean counterparts, most Americans currently appear
to believe that the issue can be resolved diplomatically.2 A l t h o u g h
Americans have expressed increasing concern recently about nuclear-
related developments on the Korean peninsula,3 the main shifts in
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2 CBS News polling on April 26–27, 2003 found that only 12 percent of Ameri-
cans felt that the North Korean threat required immediate military action,
while 71 percent felt that it could be contained, and 10 percent felt that it was
not a threat to the United States at all.

3 An ABC News/Washington Post poll on April 16, 2003 revealed that 55 percent
of those polled believed North Korea was a serious threat, and another 24 per-

Table 1. South Korean and American Attitudes on Key Security Issues

South Koreans A m e r i c a n s

View North Korea as a great or 6 9 % 7 7 %
moderate danger [a]
Great danger 2 8 3 8
Moderate danger 4 1 3 9

View terrorism as a very big or 4 4 % 8 7 %
moderately big problem [b]
Very big problem 1 5 5 0
Moderately big problem 2 9 3 7

Favor US war on terrorism [a] 2 4 8 9

Agree with US military action 4 3 8 8
in Afghanistan [c]

Believe military action in Iraq 2 0 6 8
justified [d]

Sources: [a] Pew Center for People and the Press, June 2003.
[b] Pew Center for People and the Press, December 2002.
[c] Gallup International, December 2001.
[d] Gallup International, May 2003.



a p p a rent re s u rgence of anti-American sentiment in South Korea in
recent years—especially among younger and better-educated South
K o reans—that has raised questions among many American policymak-
ers and Korea specialists about the long-term durability of the bilateral
alliance. The survey data suggest that the percentage of South Kore a n s
holding favorable views of the United States actually has declined in
recent years. For example, one recent survey suggests that those with a
favorable view of the United States declined from 58 percent in 2000 to
53 percent in the summer of 2002, and to 46 percent in May 2003, a total
decline of 12 percent; the percentage holding an unfavorable view gre w
f rom 44 percent in August 2002 to 50 percent in May 2003.9 M o re gen-
e r a l l y, only 23 percent in the summer of 2002 and 22 percent in May
2003 said that they thought the United States took the interests of other
countries like Korea into account in making international policy deci-
s i o n s ,1 0 and a comparable percentage (23 percent) of South Koreans in
May 2003 said that they had stopped buying American products, with
another seven percent saying that they had considered doing so.1 1

T h e re are some reasons for hope that this downturn in favorable
sentiment toward the United States may be a passing phenomenon.
Looked at more closely, anti-American sentiment among South Kore a n s
most often seems to reflect ambivalence rather than unalloyed hostility.
It also appears to be somewhat ephemeral, ebbing and flowing in re l a-
tion to specific developments, not all of them directly related to the
bilateral connection—for instance, not only trade disputes, incidents
involving personnel from US Forces, Korea (USFK), and perc e i v e d
diplomatic contretemps, but also something as tangential as the Kore a n
government’s dispute over the content of educational curricula with a
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9 Polling by the US Department of State’s Office of Research, and the Pew Cen-
ter for People and the Press. It is not clear to what extent the decline is
accountable to America’s recent war in Iraq, although that almost certainly
contributed. It also is worth mentioning that, although it has its own unique
etiology, increasingly critical views of the United States among South Koreans
also needs to be viewed in the context of an apparent worldwide rise in anti-
American sentiment. See Pew Center for People and the Press Global Atti-
tudes Survey (2003).

1 0 Polling by Gallup Korea for the Pew Center for People and the Press.
1 1 Polling by Gallup Korea for the Pew Center for the People and the Press.

K o reans recently favored the US-led efforts to fight terro r i s m .7 A n d
re g a rding the war in Iraq, three out of four (74 percent) of South Kore a n s
polled in May 2003 said that they did not believe that the United States
had tried hard enough to avoid civilian casualties. More troubling still,
58 percent of those polled in South Korea actually expressed disap-
pointment that the Iraqi military had put up so little resistance to the
United States and its allies; greater resistance undoubtedly would have
meant more American dead and wounded.8

Thus, much greater gaps are apparent in American and South
K o rean views on terrorism and WMD, and in relative support for US
military actions that aim to eliminate them: Americans are more than
t h ree times as likely as South Koreans to view terrorism as a very big
p roblem, to support the US war on terrorism, and to believe that US
military action in Iraq was justified, and twice as likely to agree with
the US military action in Afghanistan; Americans even were pre p a re d
to fight the war in Iraq as part of the war on terrorism, while South
K o reans overwhelmingly saw little or no connection between the two.
Te l l i n g l y, not one of the American policies listed in the table re c e i v e d
the support of a majority of South Koreans. In the immediate aftermath
of September 11, South Korea was preoccupied with relations on the
Peninsula and thus was much slower to visibly come to America’s aid
than was Japan, for example. More o v e r, as elsewhere in the world of
US allies, there may have been a hint of the feeling that while the
attacks were barbarous, if they were going to happen, there was no bet-
ter superpower targ e t .

Since September 11, then, Americans have felt that they are the
prime targets of international terrorism, whereas most South Kore a n s
appear to re g a rd terrorism as a relatively distant threat. To the extent
that the war on terror remains the pole star of US strategy, the gap in
perspective between Washington and Seoul—and between the atti-
tudes of the two nations’ populations—will continue to be in evidence.

Not entirely unrelated to these developments, there has been an
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7 According to the Pew Center, only 24 percent in summer 2002 and May 2003
favored the US-led war on terrorism.

8 Pew Research Center for People and the Press, April-May 2003 Global Attitudes
Update Survey, 2003, p. T-147, available at http:// p e o p l e - p r e s s . o r g / r e p o r t s /
p d f / 1 8 5 t o p l i n e . p d f .



M o re o v e r, it bears mentioning that the American public historically
has shown itself to be highly sensitive to anti-Americanism; while it is
not clear that candlelight vigils, boycotts of American goods, and other
e x p ressions of anti-American sentiment actually have penetrated the
American consciousness,1 4 they could easily backfire on South Kore a ,
both in economically consequential ways,1 5 and by raising questions
about what sort of security commitment the United States should be
willing to make to Korea just at the time that the North Korean nuclear
issue once again has become acute.

These diff e rences will frame both the near-term and the longer-
term challenge for policy on both sides of the Pacific. Policymakers
thus will need to remain acutely conscious of these diff e rences in pub-
lic attitudes on common security issues, need to exhibit effective lead-
ership in reminding their respective publics of the importance of the
alliance, and must undertake efforts to narrow gaps—in policy and
public opinion—where possible.

The North Korean Nuclear Crisis: Deja vu

The crisis over North Korean nuclear weapons dominates the
immediate agenda, and also displays the diverging perspectives. It has
been widely discussed and so only needs a brief summary here .1 6 T h e
last major nuclear crisis on the Korean peninsula erupted in 1994 when
North Korea was caught extracting bomb-making plutonium fro m
spent reactor fuel at its 5-megawatt re s e a rch reactor at Yongbyon. By
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1 4 Although some Korean observers have suggested that the American media
have made too much of the candlelight vigils and other expressions of anti-
American sentiment, it is not at all clear that reporting on recent South Korean
expressions of anti-Americanism was greater in the US media than in South
Korea’s own media, nor is yet clear that these developments have become
salient to many Americans.

1 5 For example, the May 2003 Pew survey found that 14 percent of Americans
had stopped buying French and German products to protest their failure to
support the United States in its war with Iraq, and another 10 percent had con-
sidered doing so. The United States is South Korea’s largest export market.

1 6 See, for instance, Jonathan D. Pollack, “The United States, North Korea, and
the End of the Agreed Framework,” Naval War College Review , Vol. 56, No. 3
(Summer 2003).

radical teachers’ union whose militant attitude was formed during the
military rule of the 1980s. That sentiment almost certainly is inflamed
by the handling of bilateral relations in some of South Korea’s media.

In fact, attesting to the complexity of anti-American sentiment, the
p e rcentage of South Koreans who hold favorable attitudes toward
A m e r i c a n s (as distinct from the country) actually i n c re a s e d f rom 61 to 74
p e rcent between the summer of 2002 and May 2003.1 2 In a similar vein,
recent polling by two major South Korean dailies—a May 2003 poll by
Hankook Ilbo and a June 2003 poll by Joongang Ilbo—suggest a bit of a
recovery in favorable sentiment toward the United States, and toward
key alliance and security issues.1 3 A d d i t i o n a l l y, South Koreans continue
to admire the United States for its ideas about democracy, its technologi-
cal and scientific achievements, and its way of doing business. The
coexistence of negative and positive attitudes suggests that South
K o re a n s have somewhat ambivalent feelings toward the United States
o r, possibly, that negative attitudes have not fully crystallized.

Nevertheless, there are reasons for concern, in both the short term
and the long.

Te r rorism and WMD are viewed as existential threats by most
Americans, and the importance Americans ascribe to the global war on
t e r rorism—whether prosecuted at home, in Afghanistan, in Iraq or
e l s e w h e re—contrasts starkly with South Korean attitudes on these mat-
ters. Given that the war on terrorism and efforts to staunch the devel-
opment and proliferation of WMD, including in North Korea, seem
likely to be the principal focus of American foreign and security poli-
cies in the coming decades, opposition to American policy in this are a
among South Koreans presents an emerging—and likely enduring—
challenge for the Korean-American alliance.
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1 2 Pew’s survey was performed before South Korean President Roh’s official
visit to Washington, DC.

1 3 The changes included a decline in the percentage who said the United States
was “bad,” who favored full revision of SOFA, who wanted the United States
to withdraw immediately or gradually, and who wanted Korea to be indepen-
dent of the United States, and an increase in the percent of those who felt the
alliance should be reinforced. For details, see Media Research poll for H a n k o o k
I l b o in the May 28, 2003, Hankook Ilbo, and An Pu-kun, “Poll Shows More Sup-
port for Military Ties with US,” JoongAng Ilbo, June 12, 2003.



Differing Paces of Defense Tr a n s f o r m a t i o n

The pace of defense transformation is also strikingly diff e rent in
the two countries. In Korea, there is as yet little vision for the future of
the armed forces, other than that they should be “rebalanced” over
time toward less dominance by the Army (which currently has thre e -
quarters of the military’s active duty manpower). There is even less
money to build toward a vision of future warfighting. In dollar terms,
South Korea’s defense budget is less than a twentieth of that of the
United States, with an active duty force almost half as large. To be sure ,
labor costs are cheaper in Korea (and the dollar comparison can be dis-
torting), but still the gap is enormous. South Korea’s Army still has
obsolescent US M-48 tanks, while the ROK Air Force still flies Ameri-
can F-4s and F-5s (though the country has announced the intention to
buy US F-15s, with delivery beginning in 2005).1 8

The Roh administration is seeking to increase defense spending,
f rom about 2.7 percent of GDP to over three perc e n t ,1 9 though it seems
unlikely to get the full extent of its request. The Army is being re d u c e d
in size, from 560,000 to 400-450,000, but that is driven as much by
reductions in the period of conscription as by any vision of transforma-
tion; conscription has been reduced from 26 months to 24 and perh a p s
later to 22. Given scarce re s o u rces, South Korea’s cycle of equipment
replacement will continue to be closer to 50 years than 20, so its trans-
formation will be slow in any case. In some ways, the Navy has moved
the furthest; Kim Dae-jung believed that the country needed a blue-
water Navy, and so the Navy got money for modern submarines and is
seeking to buy A e g i s-class US destro y e r s .

Calculations about the Peninsula’s political future hang over dis-
cussions of defense, as they do over every other issue. As the threat of a
North Korean invasion recedes, South Korea and the United States
might shift from a “counter-invasion” toward a “counter- d a m a g e ”
s t r a t e g y.i That idea, however, always founders on the “but Seoul can’t
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1 8 All these statistics are from International Institute for Strategic Studies, T h e
Military Balance 2002–2003 (London: IISS, 2002).

1 9 President Roh recently signaled that ROK defense spending would return to
its pre-1997 economic crisis level, or about 3.2 percent. See Y o n h a p, “President
Roh Vows to Raise Defense Spending to pre-Crisis Level,” June 21, 2003.

some accounts, the United States reportedly came close to a military
attack on the North, and there was much talk in Washington and Seoul
about “surgical strikes” against these nuclear facilities. Yet given the
p roximity of the North and its weaponry, the death toll from a re s u l t i n g
war could have run into the hundreds of thousands, and in the end, the
Clinton administration, like the Bush administration after it, took the
path of negotiation. The eventual result was the Agreed Framework of
1994, under which the United States, South Korea and Japan agreed to
p rovide fuel oil and two light-water reactors in return for North Kore a
suspending its nuclear pro g r a m .

The Agreed Framework came apart, and the crisis resumed in the
fall of 2002. Over the summer of 2002 US intelligence concluded that, in
addition to its known plutonium facilities, North Korea was operating
a covert u r a n i u m enrichment program. The program apparently had
begun in the late 1990s, but US intelligence only confirmed its existence
t h rough monitoring activities during 2001, including extensive North
K o rean purchases of materials for construction of a gas-centrifuge
enrichment facility. In November 2002, the CIA concluded that the
facility was at least three years from becoming operational but believed
that a completed facility could ultimately produce sufficient fissile
material for “two or more nuclear weapons per year. ”1 7

When confronted with the information, North Korea admitted the
p rogram, and the latest crisis began. The gap between Washington and
Seoul has narrowed, including at the May 2003 Summit, but the diverg-
ing perspectives clearly remain. While the Bush administration took
the path of negotiation, it was less enthusiastic about this option than
the ROK government, and was careful to keep open coercive alterna-
tives. From the start, the new government in Seoul emphasized the
imperative of negotiating.
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1 7 “CIA Report to the US Congress on North Korea’s Nuclear Weapons Poten-
tial,” Nov. 19, 2002, as published at www.fas.org/nuke/guide/dprk/nuke/
c i a 1 1 1 9 0 2 . h t m l .



The $11 billion US program for force enhancements is bound to
generate pre s s u re for South Korea to spend more on defense, but the
immediate military issue of contention will remain the plan to re d e p l o y
US forces in Korea, especially the Second Infantry Division, south and
away from the DMZ separating the two countries.2 0 Having those
f o rces on the front line was both a deterrent and a tripwire, since any
North Korean attack would inevitably have involved American casual-
ties, and so South Korean officials at first naturally interpreted the
move southward as diminishing the deterre n t .

Another aspect of the logic of the move also was bound to raise
concerns among South Koreans. Moving US GIs further from harm’s
way would widen US options, perhaps including the option of thre a t-
ening Pyongyang, or even pre-emptive attacks on North Korea. Com-
pleting the move will take some time, for even finding base space for
the Americans further south will be no mean feat, but the first camps
of the division, including some 6,000 troops, could be moved almost
i m m e d i a t e l y. More o v e r, the move fits in with the planned US forc e
e n h a n c e m e n t s — i m p roved intelligence, the deployment of more P a t r i o t
missiles, high-speed vessels and a light-armored S t r y k e r brigade that
could be rapidly airlifted to re i n f o rce the Peninsula in the event of a
c r i s i s .

It also fits in with the broader transformation of US strategy and
f o rces. Afghanistan and Iraq were more than foretastes of that transfor-
m a t i o n .2 1 They featured absolute air superiority permitting layers of
sensors, from satellites to unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) to the tacti-
cal intelligence aboard warplanes, and both advanced special opera-
tions f o rces (SOF), and advancing main force units. Rapid links between
sensors and shooters permitted many targets to be struck from afar,
reduced the number of forces re q u i red on the battlefield, and made
for rapid movement. SOF became more important as independent
operating units, not adjuncts to main forces; in some cases, especially in
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2 0 See, Howard W. French, “US to Redeploy Troops Far From Korean DMZ,”
New York Times, June 5, 2003.

2 1 For background on transformation, see Donald H. Rumsfeld, Secretary of
Defense, Annual Report to the President and Congress (Washington, 2002), espe-
cially Chapter 6, available at http:// w w w . d e f e n s e . g o v / e x e c s e c / a d r 2 0 0 2 /
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be protected” argument. In fact, before the recently-launched transfor-
mation efforts, the allies never really have tried to be serious about the
defense of Seoul from rocket and artillery attack. In the longer term, a
unified Korea would not face a realistic threat of invasion, for neither
Russia nor China (nor Japan, Korea’s historic enemy and now uneasy
ally) would have readily available forces to mount such a threat; China
might come close to posing such a threat, but only at the price of strip-
ping forces for other contingencies.

P redicting the timing of North Korea’s demise is a parlous enter-
prise. There is, more o v e r, always the risk that judgments will be col-
o red by pre f e rences, with Americans hoping for a quick end to a char-
ter member of President Bush’s “Axis of Evil,” while South Koreans, all
too aware of the costs of reunification, hope for just the opposite. At the
time of the Agreed Framework in 1994, North Korea seemed to many
observers to be on its last legs. Later, foreign aid workers and others,
including the Clinton administration’s North Korea policy coord i n a t o r,
former US defense secretary William Perry, judged the regime more
stable, even if its people were not any better off. “Sunshine” policy was
p remised on a stable North Korea, and sought to further enhance its
s t a b i l i t y.

M o re re c e n t l y, however, North Korea’s actions have suggested des-
peration; it cut off both flights to China and, following Japan’s intro-
duction of inspections, ferries to Japan. So the timetable for re u n i f i c a-
tion again seems to be shortening, now measured in years, not decades.
Worsening perceptions of North Korea’s plight give rise to something
of a paradox: North Korea becomes, for South Koreans, a terrifying
economic threat, given the cost of unification, even as it appears less
t h reatening militarily. Given the primacy of economic affairs to South
K o reans and that of security the United States, this paradox could easily
i n c rease the ‘open water’ between South Korean and American perc e p-
tions, and prevent the emergence of an agreed political and military
strategy for North Korea. For instance, as the North Korean thre a t
appears to recede, especially in South Korean eyes, South Korea would
be all the more loath to embrace a counter-damage strategy for dealing
with North Korean artillery and rockets. It might, however, be more
willing to contemplate anti-missile measures, for a unified Korea could
still face potential missile thre a t s .
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Recent Efforts to Bridge ‘Open Wa t e r’

It was in the context of these challenges that President George W.
Bush and President Roh Moo-hyun held their first summit meeting at
the White House, in May 2003. Their discussions focused on a peaceful
resolution of the North Korean nuclear issue, the future US-ROK
alliance, and the promotion of bilateral economic ties.

Many commentators focused on President Roh’s more favorable
stance toward the United States on his official visit to Wa s h i n g t o n ,
which appears to have arrested, and may have helped to reverse, the
recent period of deteriorating US-ROK relations. Particularly notewor-
t h y, given President Bush’s highly personal diplomatic style, was the
establishment of “a personal foundation of mutual trust and re s p e c t ”
between the two presidents, which augurs well for the two nations’
ability to jointly address the substantial future challenges they will face.

The joint statement at the summit marked the 50th anniversary of
the US-ROK Mutual Defense Tre a t y, and pledged the two leaders to
working together to promote the values of democracy, human rights,
and market economics, while building a comprehensive and dynamic
alliance relationship to support continued peace and prosperity on the
K o rean peninsula, and in Northeast Asia.2 4

In more substantive terms, the United States and South Kore a
a g reed that a peaceful resolution of the North Korean nuclear crisis
was achievable, but that further inter- K o rean exchanges and coopera-
tion should depend on North Korean behavior, and increased threats to
peace and stability on the Peninsula would re q u i re “consideration of
further steps,” as yet unspecified. Although these statements masked
continued diff e rences over the threat or use of force in support of coer-
cive diplomacy,2 5 they signaled a crucial narrowing of diff e re n c e s
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2 4 White House, “Joint Statement Between the United States of America and the
Republic of Korea,” May 14, 2003.

2 5 For example, the joint statement from a subsequent meeting between Presi-
dent Bush and Japanese Prime Minister Koizumi reiterated the hope for a
peaceful solution, while warning North Korea that further escalation would
“require tougher measures,” also unspecified. A meeting between President
Roh and PM Koizumi emphasized the peaceful solution of the North Korean
situation, and fell short of endorsing stronger action.

Afghanistan, they became as much sensors as shooters, surveying are a s
to locate enemy concentrations, and then calling in precision air strikes
on those foes. US planning for war in Korea reportedly has come to
include Iraq-like strikes into the interior of North Korea in pursuit of
the North Korean leadership.2 2 By emphasizing joint operational con-
cepts over Service-dominant ones, the decades-long challenge of knit-
ting US air, maritime, and ground forces finally appears to be yielding
to a solution; Over time, the US transformation will affect the bilateral
military connections between, and interoperability of, the two allies as
w e l l .i i

Over time, the relentless technological advances supporting US
f o rces will make it harder for allies to operate with them, all the more
so as strategy moves from static defense of fixed terrain to much more
nimble counter-attack, and even pre-emption. Since the United States is
far from most conflict zones, including those in Asia, it will continue to
need to project power, so forward bases will remain useful. But the for-
w a rd presence of troops will be less so.

M o re o v e r, the nature of those forward bases will change. Instead of
the fixed network of bases from Germany to Korea that constituted the
visible deterrence of the Cold Wa r, the United States will move to a
l a rger number of Spartan forward-operating locations into which it can
deploy forces as need be.2 3 The shift reflects both changes in US power
and changes in the perceived threat. The forces themselves will be light
and nimble, if made increasingly lethal by technology. If the cru c i a l
t h reats are terrorism and WMD, those threats may arise in many
places, rapidly and unpre d i c t a b l y, and so it makes great sense to have
access to a number of overseas facilities but little sense to be too tied
down to any of them. In that sense, the redeployment in Korea and the
US withdrawal from Saudi Arabia are two sides of the same coin.
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gy: Smaller Facilities Sought for Quick Strikes,” Washington Post, July 9, 2003,
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Korea (USFK).2 9 On June 2, General Leon Laporte, USFK comman-
der, elaborated on the “USFK Force Enhancement Initiative,” the
three-year effort comprised of 150 programs to improve USFK’s
deterrent and warfighting capabilities. That initiative would trans-
form the posture of US forces to better enable “taking down” North
Korean forward-deployed forces that might threaten Seoul with
artillery and rocket attacks, and invading troops, and would pro-
vide a better capability to threaten Pyongyang with an invasion
f o r c e .3 0

• On June 5, General LaPorte announced further modifications to the
operations plan of the South Korea-US combined forces to improve
the defense of the capital.3 1

The accelerating pace of these developments suggests both the
sense of urgency on the part of the United States, and its continued
clear commitment to assist in the defense of Seoul and to re d ress other
critical vulnerabilities in the joint defense posture. It also suggests the
context in which broader diff e rences on security issues will need to be
n a r ro w e d .

The US-South Korean Security Agenda

To maintain the momentum of the recent US-ROK efforts to better
a d d ress the challenges facing the two allies, the ROK-US security agen-
da will need to successfully address a number of issues in the short,
medium, and long term.
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2 9 Pak Se-chin, “Contents of USFK’s War Capability Reinforcement Plan and
Background of its Revelation,” Y o n h a p, May 31, 2003. The plan reportedly
envisions the rotational deployment of a US Army Stryker brigade, a rapid
mobile brigade currently undergoing trial operations on the US mainland.

3 0 Carol Giacomo, “US Seeks Ability to ‘Take down’ N. Korea Quickly,” Reuters,
June 2, 2003.

3 1 Lee Chul-hee, “Changes Planned in Military Alliance,” JoongAng Daily, June 4,
2 0 0 3 .

between the two allies in policy toward Pyongyang.
R e g a rding the bilateral alliance, the two presidents agreed on the

desirability of an expanded role for the ROK armed forces in defending
the Korean peninsula, and a more capable and sustainable—and pro b a-
bly smaller—US military presence. The two leaders agreed that the
f u t u re transformation of the alliance hinged on improved ROK capabil-
ities to meet emerging threats by taking better advantage of military
technologies, and on consolidating US forces around key hubs. While
the two sides agreed that the US Yongsan garrison in central Seoul
should be relocated “at an early date,”2 6 the relocation of those US
bases north of the Han River (which runs through Seoul) was to
depend on continuing assessments of the security situation on the
Peninsula and in Northeast Asia. Later, USFK later announced that the
bases near the DMZ would be moved south but that it anticipated that
a US brigade would continue to patrol the DMZ, and would be ro t a t e d
in from its new base to the south. South Koreans expressed some con-
cern about the haste of the move.2 7

A number of other key developments bracketed the summit,
including the following:

• In the December 2002 Security Consultative Meeting (SCM), the
two countries began a Future of the Alliance study and policy ini-
tiative, a joint study of the military alliance to focus improving
deterrence based upon “the phased and carefully coordinated
introduction of enhanced capabilities by both the United States and
the ROK.”2 8

• On May 31, 2003 the two announced the War Capability Reinforce-
ment Plan, which envisioned spending $11 billion (14.3 trillion
won, or 80 percent of the ROK’s annual defense budget) over the
next three years in transforming the capabilities of US Forces,
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2 6 See Kim Hyung-jin, “US to move 6,000 troops from Seoul,” The Korea Herald,
June 4, 2003. It was announced shortly thereafter that about 6,000 of the 7,000
personnel at Yongsan were being relocated immediately.

2 7 See, for instance, the editorial in Taehan Maeil (Internet Version), June 29, 2003,
as translated by FBIS, KPP20030629000033.

2 8 “Wolfowitz Cites Deterrence, Burden-Sharing with Korea,” USIS Washington
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it is that Pyongyang will bargain it away.
In first accepting the need to negotiate with the North, the US

administration did so while visibly detesting the idea. Negotiating did
in fact amount to re w a rding the North’s threat to go nuclear, but hav-
ing embarked on the negotiating track, the task now is to actually ease
the North away from the nuclear option. To have negotiated and failed
would be still worse than having negotiated at all. More o v e r, the more
serious the United States is about negotiating, the more support it will
have from its allies if negotiations falter. Alre a d y, Japan, especially, has
come a long way toward accepting that economic pre s s u re might be
n e c e s s a r y. China, too, has finally eschewed the “we don’t have any
influence” dodge; now, by contrast, it makes the fairer point that eco-
nomic pre s s u re from it might doom the North Korean regime, setting
loose a rapid unification that it—not to mention South Korean fears.

The potential for—and potential consequences of—North Kore a n
miscalculation, suggests that the ROK and the United States have a clear
i n t e rest in coming to a common, analytically-based view of the North
K o rean nuclear threat, including both what is known and what re m a i n s
only suspected. Perhaps more importantly, they need to develop and
execute a common, integrated diplomatic-economic-military strategy
that reduces the opportunities for North Korean mischief, and enhances
the prospects for a successful outcome.

N e a r - Term Challenges: Pulling Together on Strategy and Policy

In the near-term, ROK and US officials will need to continue their
e fforts to put relations between the two countries back on track:

• Reaffirming and elaborating or refining, at the strategic level, com-
mon interests and values, and threat perceptions. At the same time,
leaders of the two nations will need to undertake the hard work of
developing a shared perception of the threat and a better under-
standing of how each side evaluates the tradeoffs associated with
various policy options, especially with respect to North Korea. The
goal of this dialogue over North Korea is not easily ‘captured in a
bumper sticker’ but its essence is combining peacetime deterrence
and persuasion—containing North Korea’s most threatening
excesses while also seeking to draw it out diplomatically.
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Immediate Issues: Managing the North Korean Nuclear Crisis

T h e re is both a certain familiarity—and a kind of unre a l i t y — a b o u t
the most recent nuclear crisis. On the one hand, South Korean leaders
and the Bush administration are in formal agreement that a nuclear
North Korea simply cannot be tolerated,3 2 yet they have disagreed pub-
licly over their estimates of the nature of the North Korean thre a t .
M o re o v e r, the ROK government has eschewed any but the most benign
diplomatic strategies, which may be creating opportunities for North
K o rean mischief.3 3 At the same time, the North seems to be sliding over
the nuclear threshold, with its re p resentatives admitting openly to visit-
i n g US officials—including a US congressional delegation—that it was
re p rocessing the 8,000 spent fuel rods from Yongbyon and that it
intended to build nuclear weapons.3 4 In addition to justifying its nuclear
p rogram as a response to the US intention to beef-up its forces in
K o rea, it now is making the argument, one heard in other parts during
the Cold Wa r, that employing nuclear weapons as a deterrent would
enable it to reduce the size, and cost, of its conventional forc e s .

It is hard to know what to make of this unre a l i t y. It may be that
North Korea’s statements only seek to raise the ante, that they amount
to a continuing plea to be dealt with, and that the country would still
be pre p a red to forego nuclear weapons in return for assistance, re c o g-
nition, and a non-aggression agreement with the United States. On the
other hand, the more North Korea styles itself openly as a nuclear state,
the more face it will lose in relinquishing that status. The more re a s o n s
North Korea offers in justification of a nuclear capability, the less likely
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cies. Whether Korean reunification is a short- or long-term devel-
opment, or a peaceful or violent one, the reunification process will
necessitate that ROK leaders reconsider Korea’s strategic situation,
including the role that the US can play in enhancing stability in the
Northeast Asia region.

America’s grand strategy historically has been a maritime one,
seeking to cultivate peaceful regional arrangements through deter-
rence, reassurance, and balancing. The nations of Northeast Asian are
highly competitive and remain, in light of their shared history, suspi-
cious of one another’s intentions. This suggests that it is in the intere s t
of South Korea—and others in the region—for the United States to con-
tinue its historic balancing role, at least until the emergence of a new,
m o re stable concert of powers in Northeast Asia can be realized, and a
new zone of peace and prosperity firmly established.3 5 As described
above, the road to such a concert could be a bumpy one, and one best
traveled together with the United States, with Japan and, incre a s i n g l y,
with China.

C o n c l u s i o n s

K o rean and American leaders recently have shown great sensitivi-
ty—and even greater wisdom and courage—in undertaking re c e n t
e fforts to make sure that the June 13 anniversary of the two Kore a n
schoolgirls killed by a US armored vehicle en route to a military exer-
cise did not initiate another round of violence and anti-American senti-
m e n t .3 6 On the Korean side, this included Prime Minister Goh Kun’s
requests that South Koreans avoid violence and anti-Americanism as
they marked the anniversary, and on the US side, public expressions o f
sadness and contrition by Ambassador Thomas Hubbard and General
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3 5 It is worth noting that Jean Monnet’s vision of a unified Europe took 50 years
to realize, even with the benefit of a common security alliance (NATO).

3 6 On June 13, 2002, two South Korean schoolgirls were accidentally killed on
Highway 56 by a USFK armored vehicle that was en route to a training mis-
sion. Nationwide candlelight vigils were planned to mark the anniversary of
their death.

• Establishing, at the strategic and operational level, a set of shared
objectives for dealing with Northeast Asian security that might
have a cautionary impact on North Korea. Four such objectives that
might serve as the basis for a joint approach are: (1) peacetime
deterrence and containment of North Korea; (2) crisis stability or,
failing that, crisis escalation dominance; (3) early termination of
conflict with minimal loss of life; and (4) prevailing in conflict.
These objectives each can be decomposed into a set of operational
tasks and military capabilities that should be the focus of near-term
US and ROK enhancements of military capability.

• Budgeting and programming for the beginning of a real transfor-
mation of the ROK military. For ROK and US forces to operate
together in the future, especially in the face of America’s overall
transformation effort and the $11 billion committed to improve
USFK capabilities over the next three years, the ROK will need to
begin investing in a broad range of capabilities that can improve its
ability to support the broader shared strategic and operational
objectives. These include C3ISR (command, control and communi-
cations, intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance), as well as
strike capabilities and long-range fires that can quickly neutralize
North Korean artillery, and enable operational maneuver by fires.

Over the Horizon: Facing Uncertain Seas

Assuming the successful resolution of the North Korean nuclear
issue, South Korea and the United States will face a broad range of
f u t u re challenges and uncertainties that lie just over the horizon:

• Coping with the potential collapse of North Korea. Just as in 1994
at the time of the last nuclear crisis, many observers believe that
North Korea increasingly seems at the brink of economic and soci-
etal collapse. This could pose a range of challenges, from disarming
or otherwise managing North Korean military capabilities after
such a collapse, to managing large-scale refugee flows and humani-
tarian relief. There is not shortage of nightmare scenarios, but they
are all the more reason to take joint planning and consultation with
dead seriousness.

• Establishing compatible long-term post-unification security poli-
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LaPorte. A range of other practical efforts, from a Korean language-ver-
sion of USFK’s website, to greater efforts to improve safety and re d u c e
the risks to South Koreans of US military maneuvers during training
and exercises, appear likely to reduce, if not eliminate, many of the
s o u rces of friction.3 7

U l t i m a t e l y, however, the long-term vigor and viability of the
alliance will hinge on the breadth and depth of the overall alignment of
ROK and US values, interests, and policies, and sympathetic bonds
between the two governments, militaries, and populations. Alliances
a re like bridges or other pieces of major infrastru c t u re. They are easily
taken for granted, and if untended, there may be little visible effect for
a long time. They will fall into disrepair without anyone much notic-
ing, but then risk collapsing when they are put under stre s s .

Put simply, success in anticipating and meeting the future chal-
lenges and looming uncertainties in Northeast Asia necessitate that
South Korea and the United States continue to harmonize their diplo-
matic, economic, and security policies—and in the process to dramati-
cally reshape their alliances—while explaining to their own publics
why that reshaped alliance continues to be vital. Otherwise, anti-Ameri-
c a n sentiment in Korea will continue to gro w, and so too will the Ameri-
c a n backlash to them. Unlike bridges, alliances are not just human cre-
ations but ongoing human activities in which language, sentiment, and
reaction play a critical ro l e .
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3 7 See United States Forces Korea, “Gen. Leon J. LaPorte’s Statement on the
Anniversary of the Highway 56 Accident, Public Affairs Release No. 030603,
June 13, 2003.

i We are grateful to our RAND colleague, Bruce Bennett, who has thought
insightfully about these strategic issues and about post-unification defense
planning. See his “Korean Airpower in the Future Security Environment: Force
Options, Roles, and Preparations in “ The Role of Aerospace Power in the Age
of Cooperative Security (ROK Air Force University, May 2002; and “Directions
for the Construction of Korean Airpower in the Early 21st Century,” Paper pre-
sented to ROK Air Force University Conference on International Security and
Strategy, Sept. 1999.

i i For a framework that can be used to consider strategic, operational, tactical,
and technological interoperability issues, see Hura et al., Interoperability: A
Continuing Challenge in Coalition Air Operations (Santa Monica, California:
RAND, MR-1235-AF, 2000).


