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THE SECURITY ALLIANCE BETWEEN THE UNITED STATES AND
the Republic of Korea (ROK, or South Korea) has demonstrated success
by both its longevity and its ability to maintain peace on the Korean
peninsula. But the purpose and effectiveness of alliances as post–Cold
War tools for achieving security aims are increasingly being questioned.
The United States has emphasized the need for flexibility and resistance
to deployment of fixed assets for a single purpose, while alliance part-
ners have resisted being dragged into out-of-area commitments in loca-
tions that are distant from immediate security interests.1 Advances in
technology have allowed the United States to project force from its own
mainland without relying on forward-deployed forces, while overseas
bases may become sources of vulnerability to direct attack by regional
actors who themselves are expanding their own threat projection capa-
bilities. As a by-product of these changes, some have argued that al-
liances will be replaced by coalitions of the willing while others predict
that collective security arrangements will obviate the need to mobilize
against a common threat.2 The implication of these arguments for the
US-ROK alliance is that its demise is inevitable: either it is in terminal
decline or China’s rise and pull on the peninsula and a resulting diver-
gence of interests between the United States and South Korea will in-
evitably bring about the decline and dissolution of the alliance.3

Despite South Korea’s relative rise in power vis-à-vis North Korea,
the rise of China-led regional economic integration, and the develop-
ment of complex economic interdependence between the United States
and China, the United States and South Korea are retaining, revitalizing,
and promising to expand the dimensions of cooperation within the US-
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ROK security alliance. Only a few years ago many analysts were pre-
dicting the end of the US-ROK alliance during the tenure of South
Korea’s progressive president Roh Moo-hyun, so it is surprising that
both the US and ROK governments are embracing grand plans designed
to establish a “comprehensive security alliance” with global reach, re-
sulting in a surprisingly far-reaching Joint Vision Statement in June
2009.4 The Joint Vision Statement builds directly on the “strategic al-
liance for the 21st century” concept that Presidents Lee Myung-bak and
George W. Bush had announced the previous year.5 Given South Korea’s
increasing capability and self-sufficiency, the apparently waning North
Korean conventional security threat, and traditional South Korean pub-
lic resistance to being drawn into conflicts off the peninsula, this affir-
mation of the value and strength of the US-ROK security alliance as a
foundation for twenty-first-century security cooperation may seem sur-
prising. At the same time, South Korea’s democratic and economic de-
velopment gives it a stake in US-led global stability on the basis of
common values and newfound capacity to act as a partner with the
United States on a comprehensive agenda for cooperation. The founda-
tions are coming into place for the types of comprehensive cooperation
that have come to characterize the transatlantic relationship6 at a time
when Asia’s rise enhances the US need for like-minded Asian partners
who share common regional and global interests.

Today, South Korea plays a leading role in securing its own defense
and is a rising contributor of public goods in the areas of peacekeeping,
overseas development assistance (ODA), and postconflict stabilization.
As a leading player in the global economy, South Korea has the capacity
to shape its own interests instead of being subject to the whims of neigh-
boring powers. Its contributions to and influence on the international
community are also expanding, creating opportunities for expanded
partnership, in both functional and geographic scope.7 All of these fac-
tors might easily provide justification for ending or drastically reducing
the scope of the traditional alliance, yet the two governments are retool-
ing the security relationship and mapping plans for expansion. Why, and
why now?

This volume evaluates the potential, rationale, and existing capabili-
ties for both sides to support expanded US-ROK cooperation in re-
sponse to specific nontraditional and global security challenges. In
many cases, these are new frontiers for US-ROK security cooperation.
The book covers nine areas of cooperation, including counterterrorism,
maritime security, space, pandemics, postconflict stabilization and re-
construction, peacekeeping, overseas development assistance, nonprolif-
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eration, and climate change. Through analysis of these newly identified
priorities, many of which have been explicitly identified in the US-ROK
June 2009 Joint Vision Statement, it is possible to evaluate the likely
path of future development of the US-ROK security alliance and also
compare efforts to adapt the US-ROK alliance to a post–Cold War and
post–September 11, 2001 (9/11), security environment with similar
adaptation in both the US-Japan alliance and the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO).8

The next section provides a brief summary of developments in the
US-ROK alliance over the course of the last two decades, including a
comparison of these developments with efforts to adapt the US-Japan al-
liance and NATO to a security environment that prioritizes security co-
operation to respond to nontraditional or global threats. This is followed
by an identification of major principles and characteristics of alliance
cooperation that will be required to meet the mutual interests of the
United States and South Korea going forward. These considerations
frame the in-depth assessments of the nine practical global and nontradi-
tional areas of US-ROK security cooperation provided by the subse-
quent chapters. The concluding chapter ties together and assesses the
implications of cooperation in each of the nine areas for the potential for
establishing a comprehensive US-ROK security alliance.

US-ROK Alliance Adaptation Following
the End of the Cold War

The US-ROK security alliance was forged in direct response to pressing
security needs on the Korean peninsula. South Korea’s vulnerability to
renewed attack from North Korea, and its strategic importance as a bul-
wark against the spread of Communist aggression at the start of the Cold
War, knit US and South Korean security needs together. Formed in Oc-
tober 1953 with the signing of the US-ROK Mutual Defense Treaty after
the Korean War hostilities ceased, the alliance provided a security guar-
antee to a weak South Korea completely dependent on the United States
for its defense.

Throughout the Cold War, the overarching South Korean concern
was the possibility of US abandonment. For this reason, Nixon’s an-
nouncement of the withdrawal of troops from South Korea despite a sig-
nificant commitment of South Korean troops to support US-led efforts
in Vietnam in the late 1960s was a shock to Park Chung-hee. Likewise,
President Carter’s efforts in the 1970s to fulfill a campaign promise to
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withdraw all US forces from South Korea on the basis of human rights
concerns under Park Chung-hee’s authoritarian rule posed another seri-
ous challenge to the alliance. A further complication came in the context
of Chun Doo-hwan’s coup d’état in May 1980, at which time South Ko-
reans widely perceived the US Forces Korea (USFK) as complicit with
if not supportive of Chun’s suppression of South Korea’s prodemocracy
movement, sowing the seeds for South Korean resentment of USFK, es-
pecially among prodemocracy activists who later became known as the
“386” generation.9

Despite the end of the Cold War, South Korea’s rapid economic de-
velopment, and its political transition from authoritarianism to democ-
racy, efforts to further reduce US forces and transfer key roles and
missions to South Korea under the 1990 Strategic Framework for the
Asian Pacific Rim, known as the East Asian Strategic Initiative (EASI),
faced strong opposition from the South Korean government, which was
still pursuing an international competition for influence with the
North.10 Efforts under EASI came to a halt by 1992 as a result of rising
tensions over North Korea’s nuclear development efforts.

The first stage of the EASI restructuring plan, carried out over three
years from 1990 to 1992, involved a 7,000-person US troop reduction,
appointment of an ROK general officer to head the Military Armistice
Commission, and the transfer of a number of operational tasks to South
Korea as part of its goal of moving the United States from a “leading” to
a “supporting” role on the Korean peninsula. The second phase of the
plan envisaged transfer of patrol duties at the Joint Security Area (JSA),
removal of two brigades of the US Second Infantry Division, and a reor-
ganization of the Seventh Air Force into one fighter wing. The third
stage involved determination of the appropriate long-term size of USFK
based on a joint threat assessment and other regional needs that might be
met by USFK, relocation of Yongsan to another location outside of
Seoul, and transfer of the area under the responsibility of the US Second
Infantry Division along with changes in the authority of wartime opera-
tional control (OPCON) and development of a US-ROK parallel com-
mand system.11 Although the first stage of the EASI was implemented,
the rise of the North Korean nuclear crisis in 1991–1992 led then–secre-
tary of defense Dick Cheney to freeze implementation of the EASI
pending a resolution of the crisis.12

USFK in the early 1990s made a small reduction in forces, gave up
a golf course at Yongsan, and ended combined forces’ control over
South Korean military forces during peacetime, but there was almost no
change in the essential structure of the US-ROK alliance. USFK head-
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quarters remained in Seoul with a footprint essentially unchanged since
the Korean War, with US bases occupying choice ground in every major
South Korean city. But South Korean and US views of the world, the re-
gion, and North Korea were no longer in lockstep with each other. Dif-
ferences began to emerge. For the United States, North Korea became
another flashpoint for regional conflict to be managed and was no longer
a second front in a global ideological standoff while North Korea con-
tinued to be South Korea’s primary national security concern. At a polit-
ical level, this difference in views—and the fragile psychological gap
behind those views—became apparent as the Clinton administration
chose to negotiate directly with North Korea over nuclear weapons in
1993, no longer deferring to South Korea over how to manage political
contacts with the North.

By the mid-1990s, South Korea had become an industrialized econ-
omy whose cities had begun to surround even US bases that had once
been located in the countryside, while simultaneously undergoing a po-
litical transition from authoritarianism to democracy. North Korea could
not compete with the South for international legitimacy anymore, but it
remained an isolated conventional military threat while developing nu-
clear and missile capabilities. Despite these revolutionary changes in the
strategic context surrounding the peninsula, most of the changes in the
US-ROK alliance were evolutionary. The United States was still prima-
rily responsible for South Korea’s defense. USFK maintained a level of
operational flexibility befitting a wartime setting and had not undergone
the type of consolidation of bases that had occurred in Japan in the
1970s. South Korean public perceptions of US bases had changed from
a source of economic opportunity, when South Korea was poor, to a traf-
fic irritant and occupier of prime real estate once South Korea had be-
come rich.

A missed opportunity to address some of these concerns and pos-
sibly put the US-ROK alliance on a firmer footing came in the mid-
1990s with the Nye Initiative and the reaffirmation of the US-Japan
alliance. This review came about in part as a result of perceptions
that the United States was losing its influence and might consider
further force reductions in Asia, inciting concerns in Japan and a de-
sire to strengthen the basis for a continuing US presence in the re-
gion. A review of the US-Japan alliance relationship led to a
US-Japan joint review of the regional security environment, a revi-
sion of guidelines, and a reaffirmation of the US-Japan relationship
that was announced by President Bill Clinton and Prime Minister
Ryutaro Hashimoto in 1996.13 That effort had been intended to encom-
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pass the US-ROK alliance, but the process of reaffirming the alliance
with South Korea never got off the ground.

There were some attempts by USFK to adjust to new South Korean
conditions. In the late 1990s the Clinton administration negotiated initial
steps in a Land Partnership Plan (LPP), whereby USFK prepared to va-
cate and return bases and land to South Korea and revised the terms of
the Status of Forces Agreement (SOFA) to provide greater South Korean
autonomy and responsibility in handling offenses by US military per-
sonnel in the case of off-duty offenses.14 But these changes did not cor-
respond to the scope of change in the strategic environment, the
structure of South Korean domestic politics, or the political economy of
the relationship of the bases to the broader South Korean population.

Another major development influencing the context for the alliance
relationship was South Korea’s change in approach toward North Korea
under Kim Dae-jung’s Sunshine Policy, most dramatically represented
by the June 2000 inter-Korean summit. Kim Dae-jung’s trip to Pyong-
yang and the first-ever meeting between North and South Korean lead-
ers was a historic event that had powerful reverberations for South
Korean perceptions of security on the Korean peninsula. Upon Kim
Dae-jung’s return from the North, he declared that his visit had fore-
stalled the possibility of war on the Korean peninsula. Although this
statement was widely regarded as overoptimistic, it served to both vali-
date and facilitate a transformation of South Korean public perceptions
of the North from the image of enemy to that of brother-in-need. Such a
transformation carried with it a subtle implication for South Korean
public perceptions of the US force presence in the ROK from that of ne-
cessity to that of luxury or even a legacy of the past era of inter-Korean
conflict.15 Coinciding with the 2000 inter-Korean summit was an uptick
in public incidents involving USFK personnel that was partially reflec-
tive of such a shift in perceptions among the South Korean public. These
incidents were symptoms of a much deeper problem: the US-ROK al-
liance remained on autopilot, based on Cold War premises, structures,
and patterns of interaction, but no serious effort had been made to re-
view and update the strategic framework underlying the alliance in a
manner similar to the process that led to the reaffirmation of the US-
Japan alliance.

The first major incident that revealed the extent to which the stan-
dard operating procedures that had governed the US-ROK alliance were
out of sync with new realities on the Korean peninsula was a traffic ac-
cident in 2002, when a US Army vehicle returning from exercises hit
and killed two middle-school girls. The South Korean public response to
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the incident revealed an underlying feeling by South Koreans that USFK
had not updated its perceptions of South Korea as a partner in line with
South Korean economic and political accomplishments of recent
decades.

Second, South Koreans—fresh from a new national confidence de-
riving from their cohosting of and performance in the 2002 soccer
World Cup—were grappling with South Korea’s improved international
standing and implications of apparent progress in inter-Korean relations
for South Korea’s security posture, stirring for the first time a domestic
debate over whether the future direction of South Korean foreign policy
should be tied so closely to the policy direction of the United States.
This debate was fed by skepticism within South Korea’s emerging elites
about the US motivations for invading Iraq in 2003 as well as about the
rise of China as South Korea’s number-one economic partner from
2004.

Third, the 2002 traffic accident provided a concrete illustration of
how USFK presence might intrude on and conflict with the daily lives
of South Koreans in ways that appeared to reduce rather than enhance
South Korea’s security. Comments by President Bush in the 2002 State
of the Union Address characterizing North Korea as part of the “axis
of evil”16 further inflamed South Korean opinion and raised doubts
about whether the alliance would contribute in practical terms to en-
hancing South Korea’s security.17 All of these concerns served to un-
derscore the lack of an updated rationale, shared vision, or articulation
of mutual interest necessary to provide the alliance with political bal-
last to survive what should have otherwise been easily manageable in-
cidents in the relationship.18

The traffic accident and its aftermath were an important catalyst for
a broader reevaluation of many aspects of the security relationship. The
incident coincided with US efforts under Defense Secretary Donald
Rumsfeld to review and update its global force posture to respond to
new threats and new needs following 9/11, as well as increasing needs
for troops to serve in Iraq. In South Korea the Roh Moo-hyun adminis-
tration came into office in 2003 seeking greater independence and
greater equality in its relations with the United States, simultaneously
seeking “cooperative, self-reliant defense” while also maintaining the
alliance.19 South Korea’s quest for greater recognition in the relationship
coincided with the US preoccupation with the war on terror in
Afghanistan and Iraq. The US prioritization of those conflicts made the
extent of South Korea’s “out of area” contributions a focus of the al-
liance and revealed a perception gap between Washington and Seoul
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regarding how to respond to challengers in the international system, in-
cluding North Korea.

Despite rhetoric that regularly suggested that the Roh and Bush ad-
ministrations were philosophically out of sync with each other, espe-
cially on policy toward North Korea, both sides cooperated well to
implement the reconfiguration of US forces on the peninsula and trans-
fer of primary responsibility for security along the demilitarized zone
(DMZ). Talks on the Future of the Alliance (FOTA) (2002–2004) and
the Security Policy Initiative (SPI) (2004–2008) managed specific insti-
tutional and structural adjustments, including setting a timetable for re-
placing the ROK-US Combined Forces Command (CFC) with separate
command arrangements in which the United States would play a sup-
porting role. These efforts represented a significant evolution in the
structure of alliance cooperation mechanisms that had been envisioned
in the early 1990s as the third stage of implementing the EASI, but were
conducted under Presidents Bush and Roh in the absence of a jointly
identified shared vision for the future of the alliance.

In the context of the Rumsfeld-initiated Global Posture Review,
which sought to position US forces around the world more flexibly to be
able to respond to a multiplicity of uncertainties and types of threats, the
United States and South Korea worked together to realign the US force
presence on the peninsula and revise command arrangements in support
of a broader vision and regional role for the alliance. The realignment of
USFK included a planned one-third reduction amounting to 12,500
troops, removal of US forces positioned in several camps along the
DMZ to a central camp north of Seoul, and the redeployment of one of
two US combat brigades from South Korea to Iraq, with the South Ko-
rean military taking over the major roles and missions near or at the
DMZ. A second area of focus has been the dissolution of CFC in favor
of arrangements that allow South Korea to retain sole operational con-
trol of its forces, with the United States providing “bridging capabili-
ties,” especially in the areas of air support and intelligence collection.20

During this period, the Bush and Roh administrations came to a lim-
ited understanding on “strategic flexibility,” under which USFK forces
may be deployed for missions off the peninsula and the South Korean
government is not obligated to provide political or military support for
such deployments. They also agreed on the dissolution of CFC and re-
turn of sole responsibility for operational control of Korean forces on
the peninsula in wartime to the South Korean government, implemented
a comprehensive security assessment, and laid the foundations for the
US-ROK Joint Statement adopted by Presidents Bush and Roh at
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Gyeongju in November 2005. In this joint agreement, “The two leaders
agreed that the alliance not only stands against threats but also for the
promotion of the common values of democracy, market economy, free-
dom, and human rights in Asia and around the world”; affirmed alliance
cooperation through the establishment of the Security Consultation for
Alliance Partnership; and affirmed a range of security and political co-
operation measures, including cooperation to address the North Korean
nuclear issue.21

Under the Roh and Bush administrations, it sometimes appeared
that the United States and South Korea had divergent interests that
would result in the dissolution of the alliance. Some analysts in the
United States and South Korea saw structural, political, ideological, and
cultural reasons to write off the alliance as having little, if any, remain-
ing strategic value. Adaptations on the margin sometimes seemed like an
attempt to bail out a sinking ship. However, despite political differences
in priority and approach to specific tactical issues regarding policy to-
ward North Korea, it is also possible to argue that there is increasing
overlap between the underlying political interests of both countries on a
broad range of issue-specific areas where new forms of cooperation may
potentially be built. Although Roh’s style of managing relations with the
United States was politically contested within South Korea and entailed
costs in terms of distancing South Korea from the traditional protection
it had enjoyed through close security relations with the United States,
the Roh administration was able to work together with the Bush admin-
istration on many sensitive alliance issues, including configuration of
US forces, troop dispatch to Iraq, and negotiation (but not ratification)
of a potentially strategically significant free trade agreement with the
United States.

By declaring that restoration of the US-ROK alliance is his top pri-
ority, Lee Myung-bak articulated South Korea’s traditional policy ap-
proach. The day after his election in January 2008, Lee Myung-bak
affirmed his intent to “restore the US-ROK alliance based on the estab-
lished friendship”22 as a primary anchor of South Korea’s foreign policy,
suggesting that a decade of progressive rule had aimed at making South
Korea more independent at the expense of its ties with the United States.
During his first stop in the United States in April 2008, Lee declared that
the “politicization of alliance relations will be behind us” and pledged
that the alliance going forward should be based on the principles of
“common values, trust, and peace.”23

The June 2009 US-ROK Joint Vision Statement signed by Presi-
dents Lee and Barack Obama takes a step forward in identifying specific
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objectives for implementation of a broader alliance vision pledged under
Bush and conveys a sense of partnership that reflects many of the under-
lying attitudes and principles of partnership necessary to the pursuit of
mutual interests in Washington and Seoul. But the all-inclusiveness of
the Joint Vision Statement gives no sense of priority among tasks and
purposes for the alliance and risks creating overexpectations regarding
the real capacities and priorities of the relationship by leaving the impres-
sion that the alliance is related to any world event. An issue-by-issue ap-
proach may instead yield many small steps that when taken together add
up to a comprehensive framework for the US-ROK alliance.

The Bush administration’s conceptualization of the war on terror as
a universal threat had led it to frame the NATO alliance as well as the
US-Japan and US-ROK alliances in global terms and to demand “out of
area” contributions to postconflict stabilization efforts in Iraq and
Afghanistan.24 These efforts contributed to a sense of entrapment by al-
liance partners who faced pressure to support global postconflict stabi-
lization operations alongside the United States.25 US demands
engendered varying measures of resentment and doubt among alliance
partners in NATO, as well as in Japan and South Korea, regarding the
sustainability of a global vision for their respective alliances with the
United States. But South Korea’s newly elected president Lee Myung-
bak embraced the vision of a comprehensive US-ROK alliance from the
beginning of his presidential term in 2008 and advanced the concept of a
“global Korea” at the same time that US demands for out-of-area contri-
butions from NATO and Japan were becoming a source of strain.26

Meanwhile, US efforts to enhance global security cooperation with
Japan foundered on long-standing constraints imposed by Japan’s post-
war peace constitution, and a historic shift in power to the Democratic
Party of Japan shifted the main focus of the US-Japan alliance to the
question of how to resolve a protracted stalemate over the future of the
Futenma Airbase in Okinawa.27 Although South Korean contributions to
international security remain modest, the Lee Myung-bak administration
has prioritized the US-ROK alliance, laid the foundations for South
Korea’s hosting of the 2012 Nuclear Security Summit, and enabled a
surprisingly close personal relationship between Lee and President
Obama.

The 2009 US-ROK Joint Vision Statement provides a framework by
which to expand US-ROK alliance cooperation beyond the peninsula
and to new dimensions of international security, but many of these
forms of cooperation are not new in the context of NATO or even the
US relationship with Japan, in which security cooperation developed on
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the basis of common democratic values. Having gone through earlier
transformations that redefined their rationales from the task of respond-
ing to a local threat to cooperation based on common democratic values,
these alliances have already witnessed similar expansion in the scope of
their security cooperation.28 Still, as was the case in NATO and the US-
Japan alliance, the expanded areas of cooperation represent a significant
step forward in the US–South Korea alliance relationship. A conse-
quence of enhanced South Korean capabilities and aspirations to make a
more sustained international contribution, they enable the realization of
new potential for the bilateral alliance.

In addition, a comparison of the structure of NATO and the US-
Japan alliance with the US-ROK alliance reveals the importance of
maintaining both a strategic purpose and an operational structure that
are conducive to effective joint cooperation. From this perspective, the
opportunity to operationalize US-ROK cooperation on off-peninsula se-
curity issues also strengthens alliance capabilities, reflecting South
Korea’s growing interests and capacity and US efforts to work together
with like-minded partners to preserve global stability.

Establishing a Mutually Beneficial Rationale
for a US-ROK Comprehensive Security Alliance

The US-ROK alliance has clearly long ago outgrown the patron-client
status that characterized the relationship when it was first established.
The institutional structures for cooperation have also adapted in line
with changes in respective military capabilities and needs, most notably
in the transition to South Korea’s leading role in providing for its own
national defense, with USFK providing critical support. The existing in-
stitutional structures, vested interests, and deeply ingrained routines of
cooperation tend to inhibit a ground-up assessment of the respective in-
terests, trends, and emerging challenges that are likely to demand future
attention and cooperation if they are to be effectively addressed.

Perhaps the most effective way of determining the type of coopera-
tion that would be most conducive to the mutual interests of alliance
partners in the twenty-first century might be to try to build the relation-
ship from the ground up, without the benefit or constraints imposed by
the existing institutional structures that bind together the United States
and South Korea. The critical variable underlying such an approach will
be the task of determining the qualities and characteristics of the type
of relationship most likely to serve the mutual interests of the two
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countries. The first step toward identifying those characteristics is to
identify the main factors shaping the international security posture and
needs of the two countries. The development of such a shared vision
might include the following assumptions regarding the respective secu-
rity interests of the United States and South Korea.

The United States will remain a global leader, but is no longer in a
position to be the sole provider of public goods in the area of security.
Moreover, global leadership in the twenty-first century requires a mix of
specialized economic, political, security, and technical requirements that
no single country can provide on its own. Thus, US leadership is con-
strained by a need for cooperation with other states, but no other state
except the United States is likely to be willing to bear the lion’s share of
the burdens of leadership. The United States will continue to play a
leading role in responding to international crises, but it will increasingly
seek partnerships with other like-minded countries to meet the political,
security, and technical requirements to supply the public goods neces-
sary to ensure global stability, security, and prosperity.

South Korea as a leading global economy has expanded its capacity
to the brink of the first rung of global leadership as the host and chair of
the G-20 in November 2010. South Korea’s military capacities have
grown in selected areas, but given the size and advanced level of neigh-
boring military forces in the region, South Korea will still not feel com-
pletely comfortable on its own as an independent player in East Asia.
South Korea will also have difficulty broadening its view of global af-
fairs—seeing over the shoulders of China and Japan, respectively—in
order to make contributions requisite to its size and status in a global
context. Although South Korea has grown as an increasingly capable
actor in a regional context, the fundamental choices of independence,
alignment within the regional context of Northeast Asia, and alliance
with a distant offshore balancer remain essentially the same. South
Korea’s diplomatic profile has become more multidimensional at the
same time that its political dependency on the United States has dimin-
ished, enhancing South Korea’s desire for diplomatic independence as
well as its potential attractiveness as a partner with a different type of
history and development experience from that of the United States.

On the basis of these trends, one might argue that the following are
potentially important characteristics of a newly reformulated partnership
between the United States and South Korea:

1. A comprehensive alliance should be formed on the basis of a
broad convergence of political interests and include traditional security
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as one among many areas of cooperation rather than as the primary
focus of cooperation.

2. A comprehensive alliance should reflect a mutual commitment in
which needs and responsibilities are shared, rather than being a one-way
commitment in which there is an obligation by the United States to pro-
vide security without a reciprocal commitment to the partnership.

3. A comprehensive alliance should derive its primary raison d’être
from common values internal to the alliance rather than being driven by
an external threat (although it is entirely possible that provocative ac-
tions by third parties could become the focal point for alliance-based co-
operation); however, alliance relations will continue to require
exclusivity in sensitive spheres of security cooperation.

4. A comprehensive alliance, in principle, might be expanded or re-
gionalized to include other partners with shared mutual interests in such
a way that expands the capacity for security cooperation and production
of public goods that enhances regional or global stability.

5. A comprehensive alliance will spread the risk and cost of provi-
sion of public goods and will be most effective when partners bring
unique skills to meet common traditional or nontraditional security chal-
lenges.

These five characteristics, or principles, of a comprehensive alliance
between the United States and South Korea have the following implica-
tions for considering how to revamp the existing alliance relationship to
more effectively meet shared needs:

• The US-ROK alliance should be based on a broader foundation of
political cooperation than currently exists. The existing structure of se-
curity cooperation has been critical to sustaining the alliance, but is not
sufficient to meet the needs of the expanded political and security part-
nership. The security alliance has important implications for South Ko-
rean security in the event of military conflict, but the true benefits of a
comprehensive alliance for South Korea are political—not military. A
primary benefit South Korea seeks to derive from the alliance relation-
ship in its modern diplomacy is to utilize the alliance as a platform and
as a basis on which to enhance its political leverage in dealing with
neighboring countries and to strengthen its position and status in the in-
ternational community. These needs are not fully served by a relation-
ship that is inordinately focused on military cooperation. As a country
that is outside the core power groupings but is nonetheless an important
secondary actor in international affairs, South Korea faces the challenge
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of how to improve its influence and standing to make a difference on
global issues. Cooperation with the United States can be a politically ef-
fective and cost-effective way of enhancing South Korean influence
without necessarily sacrificing South Korea’s status as an important and
independent actor. Instead, a much broader structure of political coordi-
nation must be established in order to derive full advantage from the po-
litical aspects of alliance cooperation.

• In line with its economic and political transformation, South
Korea has already taken a leading role in providing for its own defense,
relieving the United States of the full burden that was originally as-
sumed when the United States took responsibility for South Korea’s de-
fense. Given these changes, the terms of the military alliance need to be
rewritten—and accompanied by a revolution in the way both countries
think of the military alliance. Military commitments to mutual defense
should be reciprocal, involving responsibilities and obligations to work
together in response to peninsular, regional, and global threats. South
Korea has already taken on such burdens in practice in Vietnam and
Iraq, reflecting a step toward mutuality in security relations, but the
fundamental terms of the relationship should be revised to reflect mutu-
ality in the relationship.

• The raison d’être for a US-ROK comprehensive alliance in the
twenty-first century should derive from the common interests of the
countries in alliance and focused on contributing to a broad conception
of security rather than being justified on the basis of targeting a single
threat; instead, military cooperation should be organized in such a way
as to maximize respective capacities and contributions to preserve re-
gional stability. If military coordination is organized in such a way as to
maximize capacity to respond to multiple threats and is embedded in a
broader politically based partnership designed to respond to regional,
global, and functional security needs, it will be harder for neighbors to
object to such cooperation. While there is no immediate reason for al-
liance coordination to be targeted against a single country, such coordi-
nation would retain a level of readiness sufficient to respond to the
emergence of threats regardless of their origin.

• An interest-based comprehensive alliance might lay the foundation
for cooperation with like-minded countries on missions that serve com-
mon interests, both within and beyond Northeast Asia. Such an approach
would allow for the flexibility to develop a bilateral and a regional re-
sponse capacity in the event of natural disasters and humanitarian mis-
sions such as tsunami relief, environmental accident response, and
search-and-rescue missions. Such cooperation might form the core of an
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eventual mechanism for multilateral security cooperation that would re-
spond to common regional and global threats.

• A comprehensive alliance already provides a means by which to
reduce security costs through burden sharing. Determining a more equi-
table and sustainable method for spreading those costs—while also de-
veloping planning capabilities through which it might be possible for
South Korea to develop specialized capacities that might be utilized as a
means by which to contribute to international security—would in princi-
ple yield cost efficiencies that would free up budgets in both countries
for investment in nonmilitary areas. Clear delineation of benefits from
cost sharing and recognition of the alliance as a means by which both
countries can yield cooperation dividends in the area of security would
be an important step toward laying a sustainable foundation for such co-
operation.

Based on this analysis of specific new and emerging opportunities
for US-ROK global and nontraditional security cooperation covered in
the remainder of the book, the concluding chapter uses these assump-
tions as a benchmark for evaluating the areas that might be most promis-
ing as building blocks for promoting cooperation necessary to
strengthen and expand the US-ROK alliance.

North Korea: The Centerpiece for Expanded
US-ROK Alliance Coordination

As one considers the future of the US-ROK alliance in the near term,
deterrence toward North Korea remains the raison d’être for the alliance
and a near-term sine qua non for any expanded vision of alliance coop-
eration. This priority has intensified with North Korean nuclear and mil-
itary provocations in 2010. These incidents have strengthened US-ROK
cooperation to deter North Korea, but have also revealed gaps in bilat-
eral coordination. The long-term vision for a comprehensive alliance
also looks past North Korea toward continued cooperation to meet re-
gional and global security challenges. This vision is necessary if the US-
ROK security alliance is to be sustainable beyond the North Korean
threat, but the North Korean threat remains the primary object that moti-
vates effective alliance coordination.

Many newly developing aspects of global cooperation potentially
have direct relevance for the future tasks that the alliance may face on
the peninsula, thereby serving as a vehicle by which to gain experience
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abroad in preparation for future challenges that may directly affect sta-
bility on the Korean peninsula. At the same time, South Korean defense
planners face tension between the need to develop expeditionary re-
sources and the potential immediate demands for capacity to meet new
challenges in response to North Korean provocations or instability.
While this volume focuses attention on new forms of security coopera-
tion against the backdrop of the 2009 Joint Vision Statement and the im-
plications of a “global Korea,” North Korea remains an integral part of
the discussion, both because the threat from the North has provided the
original rationale for the alliance and because nontraditional security
lessons learned by South Korean troops abroad may find particular fu-
ture relevance at home.

Outline of the Book

This volume evaluates the existing capabilities and potential contribu-
tions that South Korea and the United States might make to support ex-
panded US-ROK cooperation to meet a wide range of nontraditional and
global security challenges. The following analysis of these newly identi-
fied priorities for expanded alliance-based cooperation will provide a
concrete basis for evaluating whether these new forms of alliance coop-
eration can strengthen the foundation for an enduring US-ROK security
alliance, despite apparent new challenges to the idea of alliance-based
political and security coordination in other parts of the world. This vol-
ume focuses primarily on the security aspects of US-ROK cooperation
forming the bilateral alliance relationship and does not include an as-
sessment of the ROK-US free trade agreement (KORUS FTA), despite
the clear benefits of enhanced integration of the two economies for their
long-term strategic partnership.29 In addition, while the volume is a col-
lection of US assessments, the purpose of each contribution is to assess
the prospects for practical cooperation in the respective issue areas
based on the position of both the United States and South Korea and
their mutual interests as they relate to expanded alliance cooperation.

Topics have been selected to cover the following areas, starting with
issues that are closest to the traditional forms of security cooperation
that have formed the core of coordination for many decades. In Chapter
2, Michael McDevitt analyzes the recent expansion of ROK naval ca-
pacity, drivers of such developments, and significance for the future of
the US-ROK alliance and bilateral navy-to-navy relationship. Kevin
Shepard, in Chapter 3, explores the development of a wide range of
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counterterrorism activities through the US-ROK alliance that have been
pursued on and off the peninsula in the wake of 9/11. Shepard suggests
that South Korea’s growing regional leadership and participation in
counterterrorism efforts offer an important opportunity for further
strengthening alliance cooperation with the United States while solidify-
ing its value as an active and equal partner.

In Chapter 4, Fred McGoldrick considers prospects for a new bilat-
eral civil nuclear energy agreement as a practical lens through which to
assess potential cooperation, recognizing new opportunities and con-
cerns arising from the major changes in South Korean capacities and ap-
proaches to nonproliferation over the past few decades. James Clay
Moltz, in Chapter 5, examines space cooperation as a relatively new
area of bilateral interest despite the long duration of the military al-
liance, and suggests prospects for civil and military space cooperation
especially since 2008 and in recent multilateral contexts. In Chapter 6,
James Schoff assesses prospects for expanded cooperation to prevent
pandemic disease and biological threats, focusing on avian influenza as
a challenge that the alliance has relevant resources and capacities to ad-
dress. He considers US-ROK pandemic cooperation both within and
outside the military realm and specifically in the alliance context. Given
the emergence of green growth as a major theme of the Lee Myung-bak
administration and arguments that South Korea can play a bridging role
between developing and developed nations in tackling climate change,
Heejun Chang and Lily House-Peters consider in Chapter 7 institutional
channels for pursuing these goals and how the United States and South
Korea could effectively cooperate in the context of the UN and other
venues where global aspects of climate change are being discussed.

The volume also highlights the challenges and opportunities inher-
ent in cooperation on global security issues. In Chapter 8, Balbina
Hwang highlights South Korea’s past experience with peacekeeping
operations in such countries as East Timor and Iraq, the types of sup-
port activities the alliance could offer for expanded ROK peacekeeping
missions, constraints on US support, and costs and benefits from the
South Korean perspective. She explores the South Korean political de-
bate over peacekeeping cooperation pursued through the bilateral al-
liance as opposed to independent ROK efforts under a UN mandate.
Considering recent South Korean experience in such postconflict coun-
tries as Iraq and Afghanistan, Michael Finnegan analyzes in Chapter 9
ROK support to US-led missions abroad and implications for alliance-
based cooperation in military and broader terms. In Chapter 10, Edward
Reed assesses US-ROK cooperation in ODA activities given current
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South Korean contributions and plans to triple its ODA commitments
as a new member of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development’s (OECD) Development Assistance Committee.

In the concluding chapter, I consider whether the expansion of the
US-ROK alliance agenda to include global and nontraditional security
cooperation will ultimately strengthen or weaken the US-ROK alliance.
I also identify some challenges that may result from a functional ap-
proach to expanded cooperation within the alliance framework, and
evaluate whether the vision that has been put in place thus far—and ini-
tial efforts to implement that vision—truly add up to a strong foundation
for the future of the US-ROK alliance or whether peninsular, regional,
and global changes are likely to finally result in a transformed environ-
ment that will ultimately preclude the realization of such an ambitious
vision for US-ROK partnership on the foundations provided by the US-
ROK security alliance.
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