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Members and Friends of the Korea Defense Veterans Association, 

Thank you very much for helping your Association that supports the ROK-U.S. Alliance and our Veterans get off to a great start in 2021!  We 
started the year with a sense of optimism that Koreans and Americans would come together to make progress on Alliance issues – and we 
have certainly done so.  KDVA was very supportive of how the Alliance came together to sign the 11th Special Measures Agreement that is 
“reasonable, fair, and mutually agreeable” to support U.S. forces in the combined defense of South Korea.

Here is a quick list of KDVA activities in the first quarter of the New Year – activities in blue were conducted jointly with our close 
partners, the Korea-U.S. Alliance Foundation (KUSAF):

 •   Korean American Day (January 13).
 •   8th Alliance Forum farewelling U.S. Ambassador Harry Harris (January 19).
 •   Letters of appreciation to major donors (February 12).
 •   Meeting with General Robert Abrams, Commander of United Nations Command, Combined Forces Command, U.S. Forces
     Korea (March 5).
 •   Launch of Korea 101 Series and Alliance 101 Series on all KDVA social media platforms (March 5).
 •   Meeting with Minister Hwang, Ki-Chul, ROK Minister of Patriots and Veterans Affairs (March 8).
 •   Webinar with 38 North and Phoenix Committee on Foreign Relations about why Korea matters to Americans (March 9).
 •   KUSAF and KDVA Joint Statement of support for the Special Measures Agreement (SMA) (March 10).
 •   Korea Defense Veterans Webinar Series about DMZ Veterans in partnership with the 2nd Indianhead Division Association
      (March 17).
 •   9th Alliance Forum with Minister Eun, Sung soo, ROK Chairman of Financial Services Commission (March 25).
 •   Webinar with Institute for Security & Development Policy (ISDP) about ROK-U.S.-Japan Trilateral Cooperation (March 30).

Also, KDVA released on March 31 our first Annual Report, which tells stories of the Association’s people and our support for the Alliance and 
Veterans in 2020. Please take a look at www.kdva.vet.

All these events and activities have drawn more of our eligible population in the United States and Korea to join KDVA in record numbers 
these past four weeks.  I set a goal for KDVA to double our membership in 2021, and it looks like we are well on our way … so please join 
your fellow KDVA members and me in continuing to get the word out. Let them know about our daily news feeds, our Korea 101 and Alliance 
101 initiatives, our well-regarded webinars, opportunities to write and get published in this Journal, and opportunities to raise awareness 
about the work and sacrifices of all Korean War and Korea Defense Veterans in building and defending one of the best alliances in the world.

Thank you for working “Together for the ROK-U.S. Alliance.”

Vincent K. Brooks
General, U.S. Army (Retired)
Chairman and President 

I N T R O D U C T I O N

https://kdva.vet/2021/03/31/2020-kdva-annual-report/


REGULAR MEMBERS:

-  Former and current U.S. military & DOD personnel of U.S. 
Forces Korea (USFK) or Combined Forces Command (CFC).

-  Retired ROK military personnel who served in CFC, MND, 
JCS, and/or Service HQs for at least three continuous 
months.

-  Korean Augmentation To United States Army 
(KATUSA) Veterans.

-  U.S. military & DOD personnel who meet the 
requirements for the Korea Defense Service Medal (KDSM). 

-  Former and current ROK government civilians of CFC and 
USFK, if ROK law or regulations do not prohibit.

ASSOCIATE MEMBERS:

-  Adult supporters of the ROK-U.S. Alliance.

-  College students who are interested in the 
U.S.-ROK Alliance.

HONORARY MEMBERS:

-  ROK & U.S. distinguished personnel who are 
dedicated to enhancing ROK-U.S. Alliance.

-  Former and current U.S. and ROK government 
interagency personnel who directly worked or work on 
ROK-U.S. Alliance topics.

No need to reach for 
your wallet to pay 
membership fees ... 
just click here for free 
membership! 

www.kdva.vet/join-kdva
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KDVA 
MEMBERS

-  Part of a premier professional organization.
-  Help strengthen the important ROK-U.S. Alliance …   
    that you helped build and continue to serve.
-  Honor and remember those who have served in 
    Korea.
-  Networking and access to experts and experiences
    found nowhere else.
-  Mentor and mentee opportunities.
-  Staying in touch with those who served with you in
    Korea.
-  Opportunities to participate in forums and events.
-  Opportunities to volunteer in leadership positions.
-  Opportunities for internships.
-  Opportunities to be published.
-  Opportunities for community service.

BENEFITS 
FOR OUR MEMBERS

http://kdva.vet/join-kdva
http://www.kdva.vet/join-kdva
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The KATUSA, or Korean Augmentation to the U.S. Army, program 
began as an informal agreement on July 15, 1950, between General 
Douglas MacArthur and South Korean President Syngman Rhee. 
The mission of the KATUSA Soldier Program is to augment the U.S. 
Army in Korea with ROK Army Soldiers in order to increase the ROK-
U.S. combined defense capability on the Korean Peninsula. 

In the early 1960s, Mr. Sunny Park joined the KATUSA program at 
19 years-old because he wanted to make new friends and quickly 
finish the mandatory military service. Mr. Park also thought the 
U.S. Army treated soldiers better than the South Korean Army 
back then. But later, his devotion to the KATUSA program would 
metamorphosis into a lifelong commitment towards maintaining 
the U.S.-ROK Alliance. 

M R .  S U N N Y  P A R K :  A  L I F E T I M E  O F 

B U I L D I N G  B R I D G E S  F O R  T H E  R O K - U . S . 

A L L I A N C E

As a KATUSA, Mr. Park served near the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) 
and was assigned to drive for the Commander of B Battery, 77th 
Field Artillery Battalion, and later for the First Cavalry Division 
Artillery Commander. He distinctly remembers the incessant North 
Korean propaganda both in English and Korean. The propaganda 
played all day and all night. Mr. Park also saw North Korean spies 
trying to swim over to the South. 

To Mr. Park, the foundation of U.S.-ROK Alliance is the close personal 
relationships between Koreans and Americans. His own experiences 
clearly show this. During his days as a KATUSA, Mr. Park saw that a 
village near the DMZ became isolated every time there was a flood. 
This was a serious problem as Korea has long monsoon periods and 
flooding is still very common. The villagers asked Mr. Park whether 

By Sarah (Bo Young) Jeong

Mr. Sunny Park (in white suit-middle) inducted into KATUSA Hall of Fame, in front of a statue of Korea’s first President, Syngman Rhee.

Our Veterans and Supporters
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the U.S. military can help them build a bridge so that the village would 
not be trapped every monsoon period. Mr. Park was in a good position 
to talk to his commanding officer as the interpreter and driver. After 
nine months of persuading, Mr. Park’s commanding officer agreed to 
build a bridge. 

The bridge was 30 yards long and the villagers were so grateful for 
this wonderful present. To outsiders, this is just a plain wooden bridge, 
but for the villagers and the American military, this bridge was also a 
symbol of the relationship between South Korea and the United States. 
Like the U.S.-ROK Alliance, the bridge is still there decades later. Traces 
of the personal bond between the United States and South Korea exist 
in everyday life, leading to the greater bond of the two countries.  

Mr. Park never forgot just how much the United States gave to South 
Korea. Tens of thousands of U.S. soldiers spent their youth and lives 
fighting so far away from home. Over 52,000 precious American lives 
were lost, and even more when counting United Nations forces. The 
United States made numerous contributions to South Korea, like the 
bridge. 

“There’s no friends like Americans.” – Mr. Sunny Park

Mr. Park feels the need to reciprocate the help and dedication the 
United States provided to South Korea. The United States donated so 
much food, money, and military aid to South Korea, despite coming 
out of the devastating and fatal World War II. Even family members 
of U.S. commanding officers served in the Korean War as well. For 
example, General Van Fleet’s only son served as a pilot and died 
during the Korean War. Despite spending four years in a global war, the 

Mr. Sunny Park, KATUSA, 1963

United States rallied military support to fight alongside South Korean 
forces. He compares the United States to South Korea’s geopolitical 
neighbors, saying that China and Japan did not treat Korea well in the 
past, despite being so close. It is amazing to Mr. Park that a faraway 
country, such as the United States, would come and help. 

Mr. Park’s relationship with the United States later formed who he was. 
He likes to contribute; he likes to give back to society. His personal idol 
is the American steel king, Andrew Carnegie. As an immigrant, Andrew 
Carnegie worked hard as a child and built one of the greatest business 
empires in the world. Most importantly, Carnegie built approximately 
20,000 libraries around the world. He gave other people tools to 
make money. Mr. Park deeply resonates with Carnegie’s philanthropic 
actions, to give people opportunities to work hard. 

Mr. Park sees certain parallels with Andrew Carnegie because he 
immigrated to the United States in 1974 with $200. He worked hard, 
like Carnegie, and became the CEJ of his janitorial company, the 
General Building Maintenance. Many people will wonder, what is 
CEJ? CEJ means Chief Executive Janitor, and Mr. Park is serious about 
his title. He strongly believes that being a janitor is not a low-level 
occupation. In fact, nothing would be organized or be clean without 
them. He calls himself Chief Executive Janitor because he does not 
want to forget about his background. Over the course of his life, he has 
worked in banks, served on college boards, made speeches at colleges, 
and even served as an advisor at the White House for President Bush. 
However, deep down, he is a janitor. Someone who is not fancy, but 
necessary in order to provide a hygienic, clean environment. 

Moreover, Mr. Park has made countless contributions and donations 
to society. Percentage wise, he contributed more than Bill Gates! Mr. 
Park’s affinity for giving back to society goes back to his relationship 
with the United States during his youth and early adult years. As a 
young boy, Mr. Park remembers the bloody sacrifices during the 
Korean War. As a young soldier in the KATUSA program, his hard work 
earned the trust of his American commanding officers. The trust that 
Mr. Park built with the U.S. military allowed him to persuade them to 
gift a bridge to the Korean villagers who desperately needed help. This 
was the beginning of his philanthropic donation, or augmentation, to 
those who needed a helping hand. 

Mr. Sunny Park chose his English name well. It matches his occupation 
of a janitor, someone who brightens his surroundings. After learning 
about Mr. Park, I realized that the U.S.-ROK Alliance lasted for so long 
because of people like him. The Alliance starts with building trust within 
personal relationships then branching out into a larger framework. He 
has also helped local Koreans bond with the U.S. military. Overall, his 
life has shined down on many people with his positivity and devotion. 

Mr. Sunny Park currently serves as a member of the KDVA Council of 
Advisors. 
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SERGEANT ROBERT F. GRANDFIELD,   
   U.S. Army, Korea – 1950 to 1951

By James L. Grandfield

Our Veterans and Supporters

On November 17, 1950, Private Bob Grandfield debarked the troop 
transport in Wonsan. The son of a Cape Cod physician, the 20-year 
old medic was serving with the 7th Infantry, 3rd Infantry Division. Bob 
graduated from high school in 1948.  Rather than take the chance 
of being drafted for three years of active duty, at the advice of his 
father, Bob enlisted in the Army under a program for 18-year old 
men; he would spend one year on active duty followed by six years 
in the reserves. While stationed at Fort Hood, Texas, Bob volunteered 
for medic training, by his own admission, to avoid assignment to the 
motor pool. Upon completion of his year in Texas, Bob enrolled at 
Tufts University, just outside Boston.

When President Truman committed American forces to defend 
South Korea in the summer of 1950, Bob was recalled to active duty 
and faithfully honored his commitment. He reported back for duty 
at Fort Dix, New Jersey, then completed refresher training at Camp 
Breckenridge, Kentucky. He took a train to Seattle, then flew to Tokyo 
via Alaska. Like many who served long ago, Bob remembers the 
lighter moments. Landing in the Aleutians for a layover, the troops 
disembarked the aircraft and were directed to a mess hall. The weather 
was cold and windy, a precursor of what he would endure in Korea. As 
an officer counted heads getting off the plane, a Soldier said, “Don't 
worry sir, ain't nobody going AWOL in this place."

Arriving in Korea with other replacements, Bob was assigned to the 
7th Infantry’s heavy mortar platoon.  The regiment had established 
defensive positions north of Hungnam to support the withdrawal of 
the 1st Marine Division and Regimental Combat Team 31 from the 
fighting at the Changjin (Chosin) Reservoir. In addition to combat 
wounds, Bob and his fellow medics treated many Soldiers for frostbite. 

At the beginning of the war, American troops were probably 
overconfident, and the slogan of “home by Christmas” was popular 
with the troops. The entry of the Chinese into the conflict changed all 
that. To this day, Bob has always been complimentary of the Army’s 
efforts to get a hot Thanksgiving meal to the front lines in 1950. He 
vividly recalls eating mashed potatoes out of his helmet liner in the 
rain. To his daughter-in-law in Virginia Beach, he has assured her many 
times that no matter what food item didn’t turn out “just perfect” for 
the family Thanksgiving meal, it’s always nicer than his meal in 1950. 
To this day, Bob has been an easy-to-please, appreciative, nothing 
rattles him person. His experiences at age 20 gave him a unique 
perspective for the rest of his life.  

When X Corps was ordered to evacuate through the port of Hungnam, 
the 7th Infantry defended the perimeter that facilitated the evacuation 
of 105,000 UN forces, an estimated 91,000 North Korean refugees, 
and over a quarter million tons of equipment and supplies during the 

Bob Grandfield celebrates his 90th Birthday in 2020 surrounded by his children.



Bob met his sister Jane to tour New York following 
his return from Korea. The two are pictured atop the 

Rockefeller Center.
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“Miracle of Christmas.” In his medical bag, Bob carried two mortars over 20 
miles as the 7th Infantry withdrew to Hamhung, only to be told to throw 
them overboard as he embarked the troop ship. The 7th Infantry Regiment 
was the last unit to leave Hungnam, departing the port on Christmas Eve.

The 7th Infantry Regiment unloaded in Pusan on December 30. The 
following day, the 3rd Infantry Division was assigned to the Eighth Army’s I 
Corps. After being reequipped, the division took its position in the western 
section of the UN line south of Seoul. Bob continued to serve with the 
mortar platoon as the 7th Infantry Regiment advanced north. By mid-April, 
the regiment had established positions north of the Imjin River. 

On April 22, the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army began the Spring 
Offensive, forcing the division to withdraw to positions south of Uijongbu. 
The division returned to the reserve following heavy losses during this 
period. In mid-May, the division moved east to assist units defending the 
central sector. By the end of June, the 3rd Division occupied the Chorwon-
Kumhwa Line. 

Armistice negotiations began on July 10, 1951. As noted in the division’s 
official history, the character of the war changed from “one of movement 
and major offensives to a fairly static defensive conflict.” Later that summer, 
Bob was assigned to an infantry platoon.  He still recalls the mortar platoon 
as easier duty.  “With the mortar platoon, when it was time to change 
positions, we packed up the trucks and moved.  In the infantry platoon, 
we walked.”  

Bob finished his tour in Korea as a sergeant on September 7, 1951. He 
was awarded the Bronze Star Medal for “meritorious service in connection 
with military operations against an armed enemy in Korea.” He jokingly 
tells his children that “the Army flew me to Korea, by way of Seattle to the 
Aleutian Islands to Tokyo, and then by ship to Korea.  On the way home, 
it was 14 days on a slow troop ship.  And I had contracted malaria, to 
boot.” He returned to Massachusetts and attended law school under the 
G.I. Bill, where he met his future wife, Mary Cunningham. Bob and Mary 
were married for 51 years, until her passing in 2005.  Bob was a devoted 
caregiver in the last years of Mary’s life, when she was in poor health.

After her passing, he sought opportunities to serve his community. Bob 
began volunteering with the Princess Anne Rescue Squad in Virginia 
Beach, where he currently serves as the chaplain. His medic days behind 
him, Bob doesn’t ride the ambulance, but serves a variety of administrative 
functions for rescue squad. He recently celebrated his 91st Birthday.   

Bob and Mary raised five children. Today, he is a proud Grampa to seven 
grandchildren and two great grandchildren.

About the Author: Jim Grandfield is Bob’s youngest son. He is a 1986 
graduate of the U.S. Naval Academy who served five years as a surface 
warfare officer.
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and took place during Bravo Company’s last month on the DMZ 
Mission.  Since I was an 11C and mortarmen did not conduct 
patrols into the “Z,” I was assigned to be a TC (track commander) of 
a vehicle that would infil and exfil recon and ambush patrols each 
day in our sector.  As a young soldier at his first duty assignment, 
this was a very challenging and rewarding experience.  Not to 
mention, fun and exciting.

This was followed by countless tapes outlining Team Spirit, 
multiple CALFEXs (combined arms live fire exercises) and EXEVALs 
(exercise evaluations), and numerous field problems.  Serving as a 
Light Infantryman in Korea, you were offered a very unique view 
of the people and the countryside.  With your rucksack fully loaded 
and your worn OD jungle boots tightly laced, you traversed the rice 
paddies and climbed the many rugged mountains that formed the 
terrain.  And there are few better feelings than flying “nap of the 
earth” sitting in the open door of a Blackhawk helicopter.

By Kevin Miller

As with all Soldiers who served in this unique place, I have many 
stories about serving with the 1st Battalion 506th Infantry in Camp 
Greaves, South Korea.  The many field problems and exercises.  
The DMZ Mission.  The passes to Camp Casey for the bars of TDC 
(Tongduchon) or a number of adventures in Itaewon.  It is truly 
hard to believe that so much could be fit into those 365 days.

Recently, my parents presented me with a box that was filled with 
Korean mementos that have been collecting dust for the last three 
decades.  More importantly, inside was a box of cassettes that I 
had sent home to share stories about our daily activities on Camp 
Greaves.  After a short search on Amazon, a cassette player was 
delivered to my home two days later.  I hoped that listening to the 
tapes would take me back to those days and sharpen memories 
long since forgotten.  

The first cassette that I listened to was recorded in February 1991 

Our Veterans and Supporters

LISTENING TO CASSETTE(!) TAPES 
OF MY TOUR IN KOREA NORTH OF 
THE IMJIN RIVER

Kevin Miller, ruck life in Korea, 1990-1991.
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The training that we conducted was some of the best to be had 
in the Army.  Your shoulders ached and your feet had blisters, but 
the times in the field were some of the best memories.  You lived 
out of your large ALICE (all-purpose lightweight individual carrying 
equipment) pack and carried everything you needed on your back.  
You built your hooch each night with a poncho for the roof and 
curled up in your poncho liner when you were able to get some 
rest.  Cooking ramen on the small Korean stove I carried in my ruck 
offered our squad the luxury of a warm meal during those cold 
winter months.

During my time as a member of Bravo Company, I had the honor 
of being led by some of the best leaders I would ever serve under.  
CPT Stephen Bruch was an outstanding Company Commander 
and the NCOs throughout the company taught us how to be an 
Infantryman.  We had senior leaders that had served in Vietnam 
and carried those lessons with them.  And since no one could have 
their families there, everyone spent the entire year living together 
and bonding on that same small base.  The barracks parties and 
the passes into town are stories that many of us still tell when we 
get together.  

While life for individual soldiers could be rough north of the Imjin 
River, in truth, we wanted it to be tough.  We would wear “Camp 
Greaves” and “North of the River” as badges of honor as we traveled 
throughout the Western Corridor and on those rare passes to 
Itaewon in Seoul.  Even today, when you speak to someone who 
served in Korea, the first question you ask is “where did you serve?”  
It may sound a little juvenile, but each person wanted to be the 
furthest “north.”

As I listened to the tapes, I enjoyed the enthusiasm of my 18 year-
old self talking about my adventures.  There were some negative 
comments, but they were the side effect of being a little homesick 
as this was my first time away from home.  But as I reflect upon 
that tour of duty, I now find that those were some of the best days 
I ever had in uniform.  

While serving in Korea, I knew that America’s presence on the 
Peninsula was vital to the safety and security of the region.  We all 
recognized that the 2nd Infantry Division, the Eighth Army, and the 
ROK military were the reason that the leaders of North Korea never 
conducted a full military invasion.  Everyone serving in Korea knew 
that they may have to “Fight Tonight” and kept this mission in the 
forefront of all training.

Whenever I have encountered young servicemembers who were 
headed to Korea, I always advised them to take the opportunity to 
learn more about this beautiful country during their tour.  There is 
so much history to be discovered across the entire Peninsula.  The 
culture, the food, and the people are all there to encounter.  Get 
to know the KATUSAs and allow them to be ambassadors for their 
country.  

As I think back on my tour some 30 years later, I am so proud to 
have had the opportunity to serve in the 2nd Infantry Division.  
Each of us who have served there, have played a special role in the 
success of South Korea.  By serving there and contributing to the 
security of the Peninsula, we provided an environment that allowed 
the Republic of Korea to build themselves into one of the strongest 
nations in Asia.  

Each of us remember our time in Korea in our own way.  I encourage 
all Korean Defense Veterans to pull out the box of memories from 
their tour and enjoy the trip into the past.  As I hit play on my next 
cassette, I plan to flip through the black velvet Korea photo albums 
that we all came home with.  I may even contemplate opening the 
vintage 1991 bottle of Soju that survived the trip home to wash 
down my homemade bulgogi.  We can never go back in time, but 
we should never forget our tour in the “Land of the Morning Calm.”  
“Stands Alone!”

Kevin Miller, in Hooch City in Korea, 1990-1991.
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By Lieutenant Colonel James F. Durand, U.S. Marine Corps (Ret.)

Kim Seung-un’s military career is written in superlatives: the first officer 
to lead Marines in counterguerrilla operations; the only commander to 
have his unit promoted en masse during the Korean War; the daring 
leader of “The Ghost-Catching Marines;” the first commander of the 
ROK Marine Regiment; the only Marine to serve as Minister of National 
Defense; and the longest serving Defense Minister. Few individuals have 
contributed as much to South Korea’s defense. 

Kim Seung-un was the first officer whom South Korean Navy 
Commander Shin Hyun-joon sought when Shin was appointed to lead 
the new ground combat unit on February 1, 1949. Kim was reluctant to 
leave his assignment as chief of education at the Chinhae Naval Base, 
but Shin persisted. In his memoir, Shin recalls his effort to convince Kim 
to join the new, nameless unit: 

. . . I knew his loyalty and talent from the time we worked together, and 
I didn’t give up easily. Remembering the character Liu Bei in the Chinese 
novel Romance of the Three Kingdoms, who paid three personal visits 
to Zhuge Liang, I went to him two or three times and urged him to join 
me. Finally, he accepted my offer.

Lieutenant Colonel Kim served as Chief of Staff when the ROK Marine 
Corps was established on April 15, 1949.

In late August, Commandant Shin dispatched Kim and the battalion-
sized Corps to Jinju to protect the town from guerillas. Over the next 
four months, the Marines restored security to the region. Lieutenant 
Colonel Kim returned to his duties as Chief of Staff when the Marines 
deployed to Jeju Island in late December. He oversaw operations of the 
Corps’ two battalion as the Marines sought to destroy the remaining 
guerillas and regain the trust of the islanders. Despite the success of 
the operations, Kim questioned his future after ROK Navy Headquarters 
limited the size of the Corps to 1,200 Marines. He submitted his 

resignation on June 23, 1950; he quickly withdrew it following North 
Korea’s invasion of the South.

In mid-July, Lieutenant Colonel Kim and 500 Marines landed at Yosu. 
The “Kim Seung-un Unit” fought a series of delaying actions at Namwon, 
Unbong, and Jinju from July 23 to 31. The Marines were ordered to block 
enemy units moving east toward Chindongni to secure the coastal 
roads leading to critical supply bases and port facilities. In a series of 
engagements on August 3, the Marines attacked the unsuspecting 
enemy, killing 109 North Korean soldiers. President Rhee directed that 
all Marines in the “Kim Seung-un Unit” be promoted one rank, the only 
such distinction of the war.

Attempting to halt the arrival of American reinforcements, the 7th North 
Korean Peoples’ Army (NKPA) Division renewed its efforts to capture 
Masan and Chinhae, seizing the coastal village of Tongyoung. Rear 
Admiral Son Won-il, Chief of Naval Operations, ordered an amphibious 
assault to capture Tongyoung. On August 17, seven patrol craft landed 
on Lieutenant Colonel Kim’s Marines. The next morning, they climbed 
Mount Maeil and surprised the sleeping defenders. The Marines 
continued their advance toward Tongyoung, drove the North Koreans 
from the village, and established a perimeter outside the village. 
Desperate to regain the momentum they had lost, battalions of the 
7th NKPA Division repeatedly attacked the Marine position, but the line 
never yielded. 

The amphibious landing at Tongyoung evoked the memory of Korea’s 
most revered military hero, Admiral Yi Sun-shin, whose turtle ships 
turned back Hideoshi Toyotomi’s invading armada in the same area in 
1592. Describing the Marines’ action, New York Herald Tribune reporter 
Margeurrite Higgins wrote, “They might even capture the devil.” The 
Korean press translated the phrase as “The Ghost-Catching Marines.” 
It quickly caught on with the public and “The Ghost Catching Marines” 

KIM SEUNG-UN:  
Marine and Minister

Our Veterans and Supporters



LtCol Kim (second row, left) first fought alongside 
U.S. Marines while commanding the 5th ROKMC 
Battalion during the Incheon-Seoul Campaign. He 
is meeting with U.S. Marine officers, including LtCol 
Robert Taplett (second row, right), Commanding 
Officer, 3rd Battalion, 5th Marine Regiment.

General David M. Shoup, Commandant of the U.S. 
Marine Corps, holds Maria Shin, after arriving in 

Korea for a visit hosted by Lieutenant General Kim 
Seung-un, Commandant of the ROK Marine Corps. 
Maria Shin is the youngest daughter of Lieutenant 
General Shin Hyun-joon, founder and First Com-

mandant of the ROK Marine Corps.
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became near-mythical figures in the darkest hours of the war.

Lieutenant Colonel Kim’s unit, now designated with 5th ROKMC Battalion, 
reinforced the 1st U.S. Marine Division as it began its final assault to 
regain Seoul. Following the Incheon-Seoul Campaign, the ROK Marines 
would fight under X Corps; Kim led his battalion in fighting at Wonsan, 
Kosong, and Hamhung from October 27 to December 15. When the 1st 
ROKMC Regiment was established on December 20, Colonel Kim Seung-
un was appointed its first commander. Reflecting his confidence in 
Colonel Kim and the Korean Marines, Major General O.P. Smith assigned 
them a Tactical Area of Operations in the same manner as the division’s 
other regiments. The 27 year old colonel operated alongside U.S. Marine 
Corps legends Chesty Puller, Ray Murray, and Homer Litzenberg. The 1st 
ROKMC Regiment was briefly attached to the ROK Capital Division before 
returning to the 1st U.S. Marine Division on March 20. Colonel Kim led the 
regiment in fighting at Hwacheon and Hongcheon during the Chinese 
Spring Offensive before relinquishing command in June. He returned to 
command the 1st Marine Combat Group in October 1952.

In his memoir, Commandant Shin wrote, “Considering his contribution 
to the creation of the Marine Corps and having served as a frontline 
commander for the expanded Marine Corps, Colonel Kim Seung-un 

would have been the natural successor. However, he was still young, 
therefore General Kim Seok-beom ended up succeeding me.” General 
Smith offered similar praise in a letter to Kim after the war, “It has always 
been a source of pride to me that the Korean Marines never broke 
under North Korean or Chinese attacks.” Kim Seung-un graduated from 
the 1st Class of the Korea National Defense University and served as the 
Commanding General of the Marine Education Command and the 1st 
Amphibious Division. He was appointed Fourth Commandant in 1960.

In 1963, President Park Chung-hee appointed Kim as the Minister 
of National Defense. During his five-year tenure—the longest of any 
defense minister—he was the architect of the deployment of Korean 
forces to Vietnam. Minister Kim negotiated upgrades to South Korean 
defense capabilities as a condition of sending forces to Vietnam. He 
later established the nation’s reserve force.

Kim Seung-un passed away on May 15, 2007. He is buried in the 
National Cemetery at Daejon near General Shin.

About the Author: Lieutenant Colonel Durand is a graduate of the 
31st Marine Corps Course at the ROK Naval War College. He is the 
Editor-in-Chief of the International Journal of Korean Studies.



WOUNDED MEDALS
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With North Korea’s 2018 return of killed American veterans to the United 
States, the dwindled embers of the Korean War have rekindled emotional 
causeways into the mainstream of remembrance. The story of this conflict 
not only belongs to those who served during the War, but to their families 
and individuals who preserved the history of an era when the surrounding 
waters of a peninsula could not quench the fury of colliding forces. 
Respectfully, let us stop long enough to remember the many military units 
that served. Side-by-side, back-to-back, they confronted the reality of their 
mortality on the battlefield. All left their echoing battle cries amidst haunted 
skies.

In May 1978, at the age of 8, I met my grandfather on a trip to Ponce, 
Puerto Rico. All I remember was the harsh cadence of his militant voice 
that, even in his bedridden dementia state, struck fear. During my short 
stay, I would avoid his room and opt to chase the family chickens in the 
dirt backyard. Often sitting alone on the front porch, I would find myself in 
the presence of the island’s blistering sun. We arrived back in New York City 
that following July and, at the age of 59, my grandfather passed away. A few 
years later, at the age of 33, my father passed away. I was only 12. Not once 
had he mentioned his father’s military service. Close to forty years after 
their passing, my father and grandfather unexpectedly resurfaced back into 
my life.

I first heard of the Borinqueneers 65th Infantry Regiment from a co-worker 
in 2001. The events of September 11, 2001 loomed fresh in the psyche of 
the masses and the world would soon witness the beginning of a new war 
era. We struck a brief conversation about Puerto Rican history.“Have you 
heard of the 65th from Puerto Rico?” he asked. 

“No,” I responded.

His voice exuded enthusiasm as he spoke of their bravery, the praise they 
received from a general, and something about a hill in the Korean War. 
He suggested a bookstore where I would find more information. I never 
followed up.

In 2012, while visiting a family member watching the Borinqueneers Film 
Documentary, he began telling me about their history, and even offered to 
loan me the DVD. Again, I did not follow up. 

Our Veterans and Supporters

THIS ARTICLE IS A CHAPTER IN MY 
FORTHCOMING MEMOIR. 
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED_C. 2021 JORGE MERCADO.

However, four years later, while researching on Ancestry.com, I came across 
family documents that piqued my interest. As I read my grandfather’s death 
certificate, a box checked off in the section “war and date of service” sparked 
a forgotten tale of a bullet wound he received during a war. Intrigued, I 
asked my mother about the story I’d once heard as a child; she confirmed 
the story but didn’t know which war. A new interest arose while the husband 
and father in me self-regressed to the 12-year old mindset wanting to 
explore the void of a lost family history. 

With help from the Korean War Project and the New York Public Library, I 
was able to establish my grandfather’s military service during World War II 
and the Korean War. With the help of military researchers, along with my 
independent research, I uncovered my grandfather indeed was part of the 
famous Borinqueneers. 

From 1944 to 1946, during World War II, my grandfather enlisted in the U.S. 
Army. He served in the Philippine Liberating Campaign in combat against the 
Imperial Japanese forces at Bataan. After his service, he remained in the U.S 
Army Reserves. On August 17, 1950, he volunteered for the Korean War and 
served with the 65th Infantry Regiment. February 21, 1951, on the second 
day of Operation Killer, supported by Tank Company 65th, he received his 
combat wound while part of a small patrol attempting to cross the fast-
moving North Han River amid intermittent rainfalls filled with floating ice. 
Outnumbered and coming under heavy enemy machine gun, mortar, and 
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small arms fire, the patrol was pinned by the riverbank and forced back. 
After a two - month recuperation period, he returned to combat. He 
reenlisted for the Korean War in 1952, served with the 65th, 7th, and 27th 
Infantry as a sergeant/squad leader, and remained until the end of the 
war in 1953. Remarkably, he served in eight combat campaigns. After the 
war, he returned to Puerto Rico and stayed in the military. In 1958, upon 
completing twelve years in the U.S. Army, he wrote to President Dwight D. 
Eisenhower and Secretary of the Army Wilber Marion Brucker. It appears 
as he attempted to re-enlist by expressing his commitment and service 
to America in times of war and wanting to provide a better education for 
his children and retire with a career. The United States Army denied his 
reenlistment request waiver, and at the rank of Sergeant First Class, his 
military career ended.

Struck with the allure of embarking into a foray of further discovery, I 
needed direct communication with any living individual who might 
have served with my grandfather. With their badge of support, the 
Borinqueneers Congressional Gold Medal Ceremony National Committee 
assisted by providing a roster with contact information of Company L 
veterans. In this second phase of my quest, I soon discovered some were 
deceased, some could not remember much, and some served later in 
the war. More importantly, I found myself speaking with veterans eagerly 
sharing their stories that played like a movie in my mind. Tales from eating 
a piece of chocolate on the brink of winter, to witnessing comrades ripped 
by bullets, and one expressing, “regardless of regiment we all suffered”-
torn soldiers do tell tales. As I kept making phone calls from the roster, 
traces of lost hope in finding my grandfather’s comrades lingered in my 
mind. Then it happened. An aging voice answered the phone and I asked 
him, “Did you know my grandfather?” With an endearing warmth, he 
responded, “Yes, my son.”

Not only had I found one of his brothers in arms, but the combat medic 
who tended to his wound! Vaguely remembering, he explained how he 
applied pressure to my grandfather’s bleeding shoulder as they retreated 
with help from the tanks that provided cover from incoming enemy 
rounds. His son then came on the phone; I proceeded to introduce 
myself and the reason for my call. We soon developed a respectful 
relationship. He shared with me stories passed down to him.

 One fascinating account he heard was, in relation to the crossing of the 
Han River, as the firing exchanged ceased, from a distance, his father 
was able to see countless enemy combatants floating adrift the red river 
filled with blood. He further shared hearing of my family’s last name 
from the many times his father would shout his comrades’ names from 
the void of the nightmares that plagued him; the reflected remnants of 
photographic still shot memories of combat etched in a soldier’s mind.

I would find two additional veterans who, in 1950, landed with my 
grandfather in Korea. They shared further details of battles and their 
involvement with the Hungnam Evacuation where United Nations and 
U.S. military personal, along with North Korean refugees, were safely 
evacuated all while under the threat of massive Chinese forces. A much-

needed sense of kinship permeated my essence speaking with these 
Borinqueneers as they exhibited the love of comradery still present 
towards one another. An unbroken bond forged by their motto, “Honor 
and Fidelity.”

By 2017, I reconnected with aunts I’d last seen in 1978, and some 
I’d never met. Despite the joyous reunion, the experience became 
bittersweet as I learned of my family history. They knew very little of 
their father’s military service, only that he was a war veteran. As they 
shared his postwar life, it became apparent he was mired in the solitude 
of turbulent war trauma from the past. The nightmares, flashbacks, and 
all related psychological difficulties of invisible wounds had significantly 
affected the family growing up. One aunt shared, in his younger years 
when my grandfather drank, he would lock himself in the room yelling 
out various last names and shouting, “they’re coming.” Another aunt 
shared of his profound discontentment when mentioning the Army 
not reenlisting him. I furthered learned of my father’s rough road as 
a child; raised in a strict home often receiving the harshest physical 
discipline out of all the children. I then understood why my father 
never spoke of his father, and how his childhood affected mine. 

Marked with the presence of decaying health, my grandfather would 
sit for hours with the withering of time, on the front porch; the very 
place I sat when I visited his home. Eventually, he lost life’s battle to a 
cancerous brain tumor. As the dredged memories of their upbringing 
toddled out through their voices, his daughters’ poignant reflections 
of their father’s service, sacrifice, and suffering prevailed in the sadness 
and pride often felt in the hearts of those who love their soldiers.

The disquieting effect of war affects every soldier differently. Some 
find God and family and leave an exemplary legacy. Others lose their 
humanity in the quietude of their hidden suffrage and self-medicate. 
Sadly, there are those who can’t bear the intrusive mental pain of 
combat and leave this earth on their own accord. In 2003, I paid 
respect to my high school best friend who couldn’t bear the mental 
pain from his time in the first Gulf War. Such unannounced departure 
from soldiers has become an epidemic and national public health 
crisis. Suffice it to say, in the spirit of past and current wars, many 
have returned as debilitated medals enclosed in their shadow box of 
pain. It is a farsighted reminder of how those in the service of country 
and others often become the ones silently suffering and in need of 
assistance themselves.

There are still many Korean War veterans unaccounted for. Some may 
return home to their loved ones, others will not. The Forgotten War has 
made me gain a great deal of respect for those who fought and died 
side-by-side. From the harshest Siberian winter grounds of the Chosin 
Reservoir and Hungnam to flowing rivers and impenetrable hillsides, 
I’ve learned much about the 65th Infantry Regiment and this era. 

My father and his father are buried together in Ponce, Puerto Rico. 
I’ve never visited the abandoned grave site. In paying homage, I had 
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Share Your Stories & Photos –
We ask anyone who is a Korean War veteran or knows a Korean War veteran to write short stories and share them 
along with pictures or videos with us. Please email your stories and photos to 70KWstories.kdva@gmail.com.

the tomb restored and painted, and reordered my grandfather’s military 
marker, along with a plaque for my father. Close to forty years after my 
grandfather’s and father’s passing, my journey led to the discovery of the 
untold story of two men I have come to forgive, understand, and, most 
importantly, love for the first time.

Silently lurking beneath humanity, conflict forever awaits to devour 
peace among men. In war, all confront the reality of their mortality on 
the battlefield; all leave their echoing battle cries amidst haunted skies.  
In the end, let us not forget, abound the riches of psychological 
trauma and death; the mark of battle in the arena of war will forever 
blossom a soldier’s wounded medals.

Manuel Mercado Medic Rafael Rivera

mailto:70KWstories.kdva%40gmail.com?subject=
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By Colonel Michael F. LaBrecque

Ms. Gee-Hyun McNease grew up in a large extended family in Seoul, 
South Korea hearing stories about the Korean War from her family and 
the hardships they endured. The common thread throughout those 
accounts was the deep respect her parents held for the United States 
and South Korean Armies and the need to honor their sacrifices.  While 
still a young woman, Ms. McNease became motivated to learn both 
English and the history of the war which had such a lasting impact on 
her family.

While in college, Ms. McNease studied English and history graduating 
in 1990 from In-ha University with a Bachelor of Arts in History. Ms. 
McNease’s initial job, following college, was as a tour guide, escorting 
foreign delegations to the Demilitarized Zone where she was able to 
employ her language skills and foster her love of history.  It was also 
during this period where she gained a much deeper understanding of 

the war which shaped her parents’ generation and the nation. 
 
After moving to the United States in 2000, Ms. McNease completed 
her Masters of Arts in International Relations from St. Mary’s University 
in San Antonio, TX.  While attending the university, she met other 
expatriates and learned about various Korean-American associations 
and groups focused on fostering the relationship between the two 
allied nations and honoring those who served.  It was at this point Ms. 
McNease determined she wanted to serve in some fashion in support 
of her adopted country and the U.S. Department of Defense.

Following an initial entry level position with the Defense Logistics 
Agency (DLA) in Europe, Ms. McNease applied for and was selected 
into the highly competitive DLA Corporate Environmental Internship 
Program.  Following two years of intensive training, she served as an 
Environmental Protection Specialist to DLA Disposition Services in 
French Camp, California from 2007-2009.  While in this position, Ms. 
McNease learned of an opportunity to deploy to Iraq in support of 
Operation Iraqi Freedom.  Again, her sense of duty and deep respect 
for the military led her to volunteer for this hazardous duty which 
took her to Camp Speicher in Northern Iraq.  Here she supported U.S. 
combat formations partnered with Iraqi Army units.  While enduring 
austere conditions and rocket attacks, Ms. McNease earned the 
Superior Civilian Service Award and the Global War on Terrorism Award 
for her work as part of the DLA disposal mission.

Upon returning from her combat deployment, Ms. McNease earned 
a promotion to Environmental Protection Supervisor, Environmental 
Operations Monitor, and eventually DLA Disposition Services Area 
Manager in California.  Her supervisors identified her potential and 
chose to rapidly promote her through various positions in an effort to 
move her to a senior position in DLA Headquarters (HQ) in Fort Belvoir, 
Virginia.  In 2012, Ms. McNease joined the DLA HQ team and while in 
Virginia, she met several members of various organizations focused 
on honoring those who served in Korea. Through these organizations, 
she realized her dream of honoring those who sacrificed so much in 
defense of the Korean people.

“After accepting the position working for DLA, I felt I had been given 
an amazing opportunity – not only professionally but also personally.  
I had a deep respect for the armed forces from my family, and now I 
had a chance to work in support of this entity which had done so much 

Ms. Gee-Hyun McNease:  
Thankful and Giving Back

Our Veterans and Supporters
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for my country.   I was blessed with a chance to work hard for something 
I truly believed in and that led to promotion and advancement.  After 
arriving in Virginia and meeting the amazing members of the KWVMF 
(Korean War Veterans Memorial Foundation) and later KDVA, I realized 
I had another avenue to remember and honor those who served and 
fought while continuing to strengthen the U.S.-Korean alliance.  It is an 
honor to be part of such an important mission.”

Ms. McNease’s volunteer work in support of the KDVA and KWVMF 
allowed her to participate in several events to include honor flights 
and welcoming veterans to the National Capital Region in order to 
visit the various memorials dedicated to their service.  Additionally, she 
sought other opportunities to give back and served as a guide at the 
Army National Museum where she used her in-depth knowledge of the 
Korean War to educate visitors on the long history of the U.S.-Korean 
partnership.  During her volunteer activities, she draws on the stories 
and memories of her parents and an entire generation of people who 
endured a war and rebuilt a country.

For Ms. McNease, her work supporting the Department of Defense was 
a life-changing opportunity which saw her rise from an entry level job 
(GS-7) to a senior position in DLA (GS-14).  Her hard work, dedication, 
and technical expertise ensured her personal success but she sought a 
higher calling to also give back.  Her volunteer work and support of the 
KDVA mission has touched countless lives and is something she truly 
identifies with.  

Never one to rest on her laurels, Ms. McNease recently volunteered again 
to deploy to support U.S. forces operating in the U.S. Central Command.  
In her current role as the DLA Defense Support Team – Kuwait Deputy, 
Ms. McNease serves as part of a team that supports Operation Inherent 
Resolve (OIR) in Iraq, Operation Resolute Support in Afghanistan, and 
Operation Spartan Shield in defense of the Arabian Peninsula. The DLA 
team serves as the nation’s combat logistics support agency and is 
responsible for managing the global supply chain providing everything 
the Warfighter needs from subsistence to fuel and repair parts. 

About the author: Colonel Michael F. LaBrecque is the commander of the 
401st Army Field Support Brigade in Camp Arifjan, Kuwait. 

Ms. McNease helping out on ROK National Liberation Day 
Celebration in 2020.

Ms. McNease in Forward Operating Base (FOB) Speicher, Iraq in 2008.
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Milton C. Johns has been in the private practice of law for over 20 years 
and has spent over 34 years in government and defense contracting 
arenas in a variety of roles.

Mr. Johns’ primary areas of practice are in business litigation, corporate 
law and formation, corporate compliance, government contracts and 
serving as outsourced general counsel for government contracting 
companies. This practice includes drafting and review of contracts (prime 
and sub), overall corporate compliance oversight and advice, drafting 
and negotiating merger and acquisition agreements, and employment 
law compliance and counseling. Mr. Johns prosecutes and defends 
bid protests at the Government Accountability Office and at the Court 
of Federal Claims. He assists clients with establishing Service Disabled 
Veteran Owned Small Businesses, Woman Owned Small Businesses, 
and HUB Zone Businesses. He pursues and defends small business and 
socioeconomic status protests at the Small Business Administration. He 
also prosecutes and defends claims under the False Claims Act.

His litigation efforts include discovery, motions practice, and bench and 
jury trials. Other practice areas include intellectual property, export control 
(ITAR/EAR), personal injury, criminal and civil defense, domestic relations, 
wills, employment, consumer law, collections, bankruptcy and, landlord/
tenant law.

Mr. Johns is admitted to practice before the U.S. Supreme Court, U.S. 
Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals, the U.S. Federal Circuit Court of Appeals, 
the U.S. District Court for the Eastern District of Virginia, the U.S. District 
Court for the District of Columbia, the Court of Federal Claims, and the 
Virginia Supreme Court.

1.   What is your connection to Veterans?
I have been in the defense/national security contracting arena for over 
35 years in a variety of roles, and I have gained an appreciation for the 
sacrifices of the men and women who wear the uniform to defend our 
country.  I work with a number of veteran support organizations, such as 
the Northern Virginia Veterans Day Parade and I volunteer as a guardian 
ad litem for veterans in Prince William County General District Court.  

2.   Why do you support KDVA and what services do you volunteer 
for the organization?
I’ve known Doug Morrison for over 15 years, and we have worked together 
in other nonprofit service organizations.  When I learned about the 

mission of KDVA, I offered my time pro bono. I serve as General Counsel for 
the organization, providing legal advice and counsel in a number of areas, 
including corporate governance, nonprofit regulations, employment law, 
contract law, and intellectual property/data rights.

3.   What can you tell us about Executive Law Partners PLLC?
Executive Law Partners, PLLC is a full service corporate law and business 
litigation firm supporting US and international clients with a focus on 
government contracting.  We have offices in Fairfax, Virginia and Manassas, 
Virginia.  As we complete our first year of operations, we have signed over 
200 clients.  As a commitment to give back to our community, we represent a 
number of nonprofit organizations on a pro bono or limited fee basis.

4.   What is your perspective about the ROK-U.S. Alliance and KDVA’s 
role in supporting the Alliance and our Veterans?
The ROK-U.S. Alliance has been not only one of the strongest international 
alliances in modern history, but it has also helped keep the peace on the 
Korean Peninsula for almost 70 years.  KDVA’s support of the alliance, and 
those veterans who serve and have served to defend Korea, fosters education 
and understanding of the ROK-U.S. mission.

5.   Any hobbies?
When I have free time, I enjoy writing fiction, shooting, and watching college 
football.

6.   Family?
I am married with two adult children, a daughter and a son. I’ve lived in 
Northern Virginia for over 35 years.

7.   Would you like to tell us anything else about yourself?
In addition to my JD from George Mason University, I also hold a BA and a 
MA from George Washington University in Political Science and Security Policy 
Studies, respectively.

Our Veterans and Supporters



ROK-U.S. ALLIANCE MARRED AT 
TAEGUKGI PARK

By Woo-hyun Sohn    

In the former U.S. army compound at Yongsan in central Seoul, there is a 
park named after the South Korean flag “Taegukgi.” In this park, adorned 
by Mugunghwa, the national flower of South Korea, 50 Taegukgi flags 
are fluttering around the clock. According to the information bulletin, 
the park was created in 1998 to “revive the national spirit and arouse 
patriotism.” It is a commendable undertaking at a time when core values 
are often challenged.
 
What makes you raise your eyebrows, however, is the introductory 
statement of the same bulletin.

“This was a territory beyond our sovereignty because it was occupied by 
the Japanese forces during Japan’s occupation of Korea and American 
troops after Korea’s liberation.”
 
This sentence could be construed as equating Japan’s colonial occupation 
of Korea with the stationing of American troops in South Korea. This is a 
flagrant error in the perception of history.
 
The stationing of U.S. troops in South Korea is based on the Mutual 
Defense Treaty between the United States and the Republic of Korea 
which was concluded in 1953. The treaty is largely the brainchild of South 
Korean President Syngman Rhee, a U.S.-educated intellectual who had 
an unusual foresight for international affairs. This treaty was signed at 
Rhee's insistence who persuaded the reluctant Americans, saying "All our 
life and hope depend on this treaty.”1

When the treaty was initialed in Seoul on August. 8, 1953, President 
Rhee welcomed the treaty, saying that it will ensure “our security and 
prosperity for generations to come by protecting us against an external 
aggression.”2

 
The signing of the ROK-U.S. Mutual Defense Treaty was a historic 
watershed, which would define the future destinies of the two Koreas. 
As President Rhee foresaw, the treaty paved the way for South Korea's 
unparalleled economic prosperity and liberal democracy. Over the years, 
the ROK-U.S. alliance evolved from a military alliance to an alliance of 
shared values.

A war-torn, impoverished nation, South Korea has developed to become
the world’s 11th largest economy. It has been transformed from a 
recipient of foreign aid to a donor of such aid. During the last half 
century, the world economy grew seven-fold whereas the South Korean 
economy increased 400 times.

It is also one of the few democracies in Asia. This would not have been 

possible without the Korean-American alliance.
 
At a time when the Biden administration sets out to restore America’s 
alliances, we should muster wisdom to further develop the ROK-U.S. 
alliance. And this should start with a clear understanding of the contribution 
it has made to what South Korea is today.
 
Endnotes: 
1. Si-Uk Nam, The Hidden Stories of the Birth of the Korea-U.S. Alliance, 
2020
2. Writer’s condensed translation

About the author: Woo-hyun Sohn is president of the Korea-France 
Association and a visiting professor at Sookmyung Women’s University 
in Seoul. He was a journalist turned diplomat who served as minister for 
Cultural Affairs at the Korean Embassy in Paris. He was awarded the title of 
Knight of the French Order of the Arts and Letters 

(Chevalier de l'Ordre des Arts and des Lettres) in 2004. In Seoul, he was the 
director of the Government Publishing Office and foreign press secretary 
to President Kim Young-sam.
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By David Maxwell and Mathew Ha

Current Policy
On February 27, 2019, President Donald Trump and North Korean dictator Kim 
Jong Un met in Hanoi for their second summit. The meeting ended with Trump 
walking away from the negotiations because he could not accept Kim’s demands 
for a comprehensive lifting of U.S. economic sanctions in exchange for North 
Korea dismantling a single nuclear facility at Yongbyon.1 While disappointing 
for the United States, Hanoi was a far more significant failure for Kim, who had 
raised expectations in Pyongyang that he could secure sanctions relief while 
maintaining his nuclear and missile programs.2

North Korea has consistently sought to obtain relief from sanctions while 
endeavoring to maintain its nuclear deterrent.3 For instance, the North began 
rehabilitating the Sohae missile launch facility despite agreeing to dismantle it 
during the first Trump-Kim summit in Singapore in 2018.4 There was also unusual 
training activity at the Yongbyon facility. In April 2019, the Kim regime issued an 
“end of the year” deadline for the United States to yield to Pyongyang’s demands 
for sanctions relief as a prelude to diplomacy.5 North Korea also resumed its 
testing of short-range ballistic missiles and other new weapon systems as well 
as continued its aggressive cyber espionage and cyber theft operations.6

Nevertheless, the United States refused Kim’s demand for sanctions relief. 

Specifically, Congress extended North Korea sanctions that were set to expire 
on June 26, 2019.7

Diplomatic prospects improved when Trump held a surprise meeting with Kim 
at the Demilitarized Zone on June 30, 2019, which made Trump the first sitting 
president to set foot in North Korea. The two leaders agreed to resume dialogue, 
which led to working-level negotiations in Stockholm in October 2019.8 The 
talks proved fruitless, however, after North Korea renewed its demands for 
comprehensive sanctions relief without offering substantive concessions.9

After Stockholm, North Korea threatened to give the United States a “Christmas 
gift,” a suspected euphemism for a major provocation such as a nuclear weapon 
or inter-continental ballistic missile (ICBM) test. This never materialized, but 
on January 1, 2020, Kim announced that North Korea would resume testing of 
long-range missiles and nuclear weapons because Pyongyang no longer felt 
bound by a self-imposed moratorium on testing.10

Following this announcement, North Korea’s military completed its winter 
training cycle at full-scale, while the United States and South Korea downsized or 
suspended several major exercises.11 In addition, the North ramped up tensions 
with South Korea by suggesting an end to the inter-Korean comprehensive 

FROM TRUMP TO BIDEN: 
The Way Forward for U.S. National 
Security - North Korea

President Trump and North Korean leader Kim Jong Un stand together at the North Korean border city of 
Panmunjom while walking to South Korea across the Demilitarized Zone on June 30, 2019. (Photo by Brendan 

Smialowski/AFP via Getty Images)
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military agreement and demolishing a joint liaison office at the border.12

The regime conducted a missile test in March 2020, after which a 
number of prolonged absences by Kim led to speculation about his 
poor health or even that his sister Kim Yo Jong was poised for a possible 
succession. At the same time, North Korea took extreme measures, such 
as border closures with shoot-to-kill orders against violators, internal 
movement restrictions, and limitations on market activity, to protect 
itself from COVID-19 and suppress reports of outbreaks.13

As of July 2020, the U.S. policy toward North Korea remained a demand 
for “complete, verifiable, irreversible denuclearization of the Korean 
Peninsula.”14 However, at the 75th UN General Assembly meeting in 
September 2020, while South Korean President Moon Jae-in reissued 
calls for ending the Korean conflict,15 Trump – for the first time in three 
years – omitted North Korea from his speech.16

Assessment
The failed summit in Hanoi explicitly confirmed that the United States 
and North Korea disagree about the definition of denuclearization. 
Whereas the United States expects the North to negotiate a swift 
dismantlement of its weapons programs, Pyongyang wants immediate 
concessions while postponing disarmament indefinitely.

Though Trump hoped to reach an agreement with Kim, the president 
did not surrender to Kim’s one-sided demands in Hanoi. While this 
deserves praise, the administration allowed its diplomatic leverage to 
dissipate by neglecting the maximum pressure campaign that preceded 
the summits.

Sanctions enforcement continued to weaken. A report by a UN panel 
of experts found that Pyongyang’s hackers stole hundreds of millions 
of dollars by hacking banks and cryptocurrency exchanges. The panel 
also exposed North Korea’s other sanctions-evasion schemes, including 
illicit banking, overseas exports of labor, and trade in sanctioned goods 
such as luxury products, coal, and oil. In some cases, China and Russia 
are actively assisting the regime.17

Military readiness also declined as the Republic of Korea (ROK)-
U.S. alliance downgraded or even suspended joint training events. 
Meanwhile, the North Korean military went forward with training at 
near-full capacity.18

There was also increased uncertainty over the future of U.S. forces in 
Korea due to unresolved Special Measures Agreement (cost sharing) 
negotiations. In 2020, Trump directed the Department of Defense 
to provide options for troop reductions in South Korea, which would 
undeniably be welcomed by the North.19 Wary of such concessions, 
Congress barred the reduction of U.S. forces unless the secretary of 
defense can certify it will not harm U.S. or its allies’ security.20

A clear indicator that the United States has eased the pressure on 
Pyongyang is that Kim continues to conduct provocations after Hanoi. 

Kim’s persistent intransigence underscores that his regime continues to 
pursue a “long con” diplomatic strategy that employs sweeping but hollow 
promises to secure concessions and prolong dialogue while giving up little 
to nothing in return.21

The Trump administration remained content with the status quo because 
Kim kept his personal promise to Trump of no further nuclear weapons or 
ICBM tests. However, North Korea is developing new military capabilities, 
such as solid-fuel short-range missiles and rocket launchers that could 
target key U.S. and South Korean bases on the peninsula.

At a military parade last October, Pyongyang appeared to introduce two new, 
untested missile systems: the Hwasong-16 ICBM and the Pukguksong-4, a 
submarine-launched ballistic missile.22 In addition, the regime displayed 
a wide variety of advanced conventional weapons showing marked 
improvement.23 The UN panel of experts also found that the regime 
continues to produce fissile material for nuclear weapons development.24
Despite all of this, North Korea is struggling with the fallout from COVID-19 
along with monsoon rains and three typhoons. The regime denies a 
COVID-19 outbreak, yet it instituted severe population and resource 
control measures, including border closures and a halt in trade with China. 
These measures have debilitated North Korea’s economy even more than 
sanctions.25 Meanwhile, the typhoons have devastated agriculture, risking 
a food crisis as bad as the 1994–1996 famine, which may have claimed 3 
million lives.26

Recommendations
By ramping up diplomacy and pressure, the Biden administration may be 
able to strengthen ties with Seoul and force Kim to accept denuclearization. 
This appears to be President-elect Biden’s goal. In October 2020, he wrote:
As President, I’ll stand with South Korea, strengthening our alliance to 
safeguard peace in East Asia and beyond, rather than extorting Seoul with 
reckless threats to remove our troops. I’ll engage in principled diplomacy 
and keep pressing toward a denuclearized North Korea and a unified Korean 
Peninsula.27

The following recommendations can assist that vision:
•  Develop an alliance strategy for the Korean Peninsula. Through the existing 
State Department-Ministry of Foreign Affairs strategy working group,28 
Washington and Seoul should reassess strategic assumptions about the 
nature of the Kim family regime and acknowledge Kim’s determination to 
dominate the Korean Peninsula. The two countries should maintain a long-
term focus on solving the “Korea question.” This should include unification, 
deterrence, defense, and denuclearization.29

•  Impose a “maximum pressure 2.0” campaign integrating all instruments 
of U.S. and allied power. Such a campaign should include five lines of effort: 
diplomacy, sanctions, military readiness, information and influence activities, 
and cyber. Kim must see that possession of nuclear weapons jeopardizes 
his regime’s survival. Absent such pressure, North Korea will continue to 
exploit diplomacy to extort concessions while paying only lip service to 
denuclearization.30



KDVA ROK-U.S. Alliance Journal: Issue 2021-2 22

•  Make human rights a priority. This is both a moral and national security 
imperative. Kim oppresses his people to remain in power. Seoul and 
Washington must address human rights in negotiations with the North, 
support nonprofits working on human rights, and focus on human rights as 
part of an information and influence campaign.

•  Despite past failures, continue efforts to establish a substantive working-
level dialogue between the United States and North Korea. This dialogue 
should prioritize North Korea’s nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons and 
ballistic missiles. It should also work to establish a comprehensive roadmap 
toward North Korea’s verifiable nuclear dismantlement, including how that is 
defined.31 Without a working-level consensus, meaningful progress toward 
denuclearization is unlikely.

•  Encourage Chinese and Russian support for denuclearization while holding 
them accountable for ongoing violations of UN sanctions they claim to 
support. The Biden administration should publicize this duplicity and blacklist 
entities identified as violating sanctions.

• Strengthen allied military posture. The Biden administration should 
encourage South Korea to invest in additional military capacity and capability. 
In full coordination with Seoul, the United States should deploy to South 
Korea additional combat power consisting of strike capabilities. The incoming 
administration should also consider increased missile defense and intelligence, 

surveillance, and reconnaissance assets. To ensure military readiness, 
ROK/U.S. Combined Forces Command should hold multiple theater-level 
command post computer-simulated exercises to coordinate joint and 
combined warfighting elements and increase field training exercises for 
subordinate components.

•  Stabilize the Special Measures Agreement (cost sharing) process. The 
outgoing administration made unrealistic and exorbitant demands. The 
United States and South Korea should quickly conclude negotiations by 
focusing on how both nations should support Combined Forces Command. 
The alliance should return to five-year cost sharing agreements instead of 
annual ones.32

•  Coordinate a comprehensive strategy for North Korean cyberattacks. 
The United States should adopt a “layered cyber deterrence” approach, as 
recommended by the Cyberspace Solarium Commission’s 2020 report.33 
This will require both cyber and non-cyber policy options, such as sanctions 
and diplomatic coordination with allies in support of norms and principles 
for cyberspace.

About the authors: David Maxwell is a senior fellow at FDD. He is a 30-
year veteran of the United States Army, retiring in 2011 as a Special Forces 
Colonel with his final assignment serving on the military faculty teaching 
national security strategy at the National War College.

Korean People’s Army soldiers stand atop armored vehicles during a military parade on Kim Il-Sung Square in Pyongyang, North Korea, on September 9, 2018. (Photo 
by Ed Jones/AFP via Getty Images)
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By Lieutenant Colonel Brittany Y. Lloyd

The Republic of Korea (ROK) is undoubtably an assignment of choice.  
United States Forces Korea (USFK) and the Combined Forces Command 
(CFC) are organizations that thrive through the combined, joint 
responsibilities to the alliance between our two countries.  The alliance 
is resilient and strengthened constantly by the relationships, training, 
experiences, and friendships created amongst the Service members, 
civilians, and family members in the U.S. and ROK militaries.  I was 
assigned to USFK for the first time after having served 16 years in the 
Army; an overseas assignment, far from family and faced with unique 
operational challenges unlike anywhere else in the world, but quickly 
found how important the alliance was to my tour.

Although this was my first assignment in Korea, it was not my first time to 
the country.  I had participated in numerous training events with Eighth 
Army, 94th MP Battalion, and several other organizations on the Korean 
Peninsula.  Generally familiar with how things worked in Korea, I still had 
a lot to learn operationally and culturally about the people, terrain, and 
the alliance.  I was assigned to USFK and CFC as the Deputy Provost 
Marshal working combined, joint law enforcement, military police 
operations, and security missions with ROK military police officers and 
non-commissioned officers from the Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marines. 
With over 70 years of standing together, I quickly realized how 
strengthening the alliance was integrated into everything we did as an 
organization. The four most prevalent ways were:

1)  Combined Operations and Shared Understanding
2)  Professional Education and Training
3)  Cultural Experiences
4)  Hospitality and Friendship

Combined Operations and Shared Understanding

The mission of USFK and CFC is to maintain peace and security and if 
necessary, defend the Republic of Korea against outside agression.  In 
order to develop a shared understanding of the mission, responsibilities, 
and scope of operations, the U.S. and ROK work hand-in-hand.  In the 
Provost Marshal’s office were ROK Military Police officers, Korean national 
employees and KATUSAs (Korean Augmentation to the U.S. Army), all 
providing insight and expertise to developing operational plans, policy, 
and combined training events.  

Being able to coordinate and share each nation’s tactics, techniques, 
and procedures, we were able to develop courses of action that 
ensured a shared understanding of the environment and capabilities 
of both countries.  This was especially helpful for law enforcement 
and military police operations, and the combined headquarters 
allowed us to identify limitations and competences with combined 
policing.

The Joint Security Area (JSA) in the De-militarized Zone or DMZ 
separating North Korea and South Korea is a sobering reminder 
of what the alliance represents.  A professional development trip 
to the JSA demonstrated to our team how working together and 
supporting the security mission helps maintain peace and stability 
across the Peninsula and region.

Professional Education and Training 

Professional education programs are instrumental in the development 
of leaders as well as compressive, realistic training opportunities. 
The US and ROK Military Police School share international exchange 
programs for military police service members, and I attended my 
officer basic course in 2003 with a Korean MP lieutenant.  While 
stationed in Korea, additional educational opportunities were 
introduced to continue building the alliance.  

A lecture series was created with senior Military Police officers, both 
US and ROK, that would speak to service members in the ROK MP 
Schools and US MP Soldiers assigned in Korea.  Annually a Combined 
Tactical Discussion (CTD) is hosted by CFC inviting all US, ROK, and 
UN military police from each branch of service, military investigative 
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services, and Korean National Police coming together to educate, share 
ideas and best practices.  I was fortunate enough to visit the ROK Criminal 
Investigative Command (CIC) headquarters, tour the facilities and learn 
how they process forensics, coordinate with local law enforcement and 
conduct investigations.

Cultural Experiences

Learning each country’s military tactics and procedures are important but 
knowing and understanding a culture is equally as vital to strengthening the 
alliance.  Culture is the foundation for a way of life, beliefs and customs; 
taking the time to be immersed in the Korea culture was worth every 
opportunity.  As many can attest, Korean food is delicious, healthy, and 
spicy!  Regularly my co-workers would take us to a local restaurant to 
experience and try traditional cuisine explaining the origin of a dish.  

Every quarter the Provost Marshal’s office would schedule a team building 
day and incorporate educational and cultural experiences. One trip was 
to a Korean Folk Village, in Yongin-si, a historic representation of houses 
and life from the late Joseon period.  We (all) dressed in traditional Korean 
formal outfits, known as ‘Hanbok,’ even our Colonel and Sergeant Major 
wore warrior outfits. In the US Military it’s tradition to host an annual 
formal event; the Military Police Ball was an chance to share how the US 
military formally conducts ceremonies, honors our fallen and celebrates 
accomplishment of teammates.  Our Korean military counterparts, KGS, 
military and KATUSAs, seemed to enjoy the dance party that followed 
the most! 

Hospitality and Friendship

Korea is known for its hospitality and generous nature, and my experience 
was no different.  Fortifying the mutual commitment to the alliance is 
strongest through the human dimension, the lifelong connections and 
friendships that are formed.  The Korean National employees became 
my extended family concerned for my wellbeing, health, and experience 
in Korea.  When family members would visit, homemade meals, and my 
favorite, kimchi, was brought to the office to share with family and friends.  
During Korean National holidays, the office would coordinate a lunch 
break where we could come together and celebrate with traditional food 
and drinks.  The US leadership in the Provost Marshal’s office would host 
a Thanksgiving Day meal and often a Christmas reception for the team, 
bringing families together during the holiday season. 

Conclusion

The alliance between the Republic of Korea and the United States has 
been instrumental in maintaining peace and stability in the region.  It 
is prevalent in every mission, unit, and person assigned to USFK; this is 
by design and on purpose – the command moto is ‘We Go Together’.  
USFK is truly an organization comprised of Brothers and Sisters in arms, 
dedicated to defending the prosperity, peace, and stability of the Korean 
peninsula.  USFK provided me the opportunity to experience a new 
operating environment, realistic training, a different culture and create 
lasting friendships, solidifying the relationship and ultimately the alliance 
between the US and ROK service member, civilians and family members.  
Korea was a great assignment and I’m proud to have contributed to the 
alliance and security of the nation. Katchi Kapshida!

About the author: Lieutenant Colonel Brittany Y. Lloyd is an U.S. Army 
Fellow at the Association of the United States Army (AUSA).
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CHINA’S PLA NORTHERN 
THEATER COMMAND 1: 

Challenger Against the ROK-U.S. 
By Kyungdon Kim

Introduction

 Since the Trump administration, U.S.-China tensions have been ongoing, 
not only with the economy but also with security and relations with U.S. 
allies. Especially regarding security, the rapid growth of the People’s 
Liberation Army (PLA) is becoming a serious threat to the Indo-Pacific 
region, including the Korean Peninsula, where the Chinese territory 
is closely located. In July 2020, the ROK Army Training and Doctrine 
Command started to analyze PLA ground forces’ power, and they 
viewed PLA Northern Theater Command as the biggest threat to the 
Korean Peninsula2. This awareness indicates that the PLA is a hostile 
power behind North Korea and that the ROK Armed Forces will need 

to prepare for any contingency like the Chinese intervention in the Korean 
War in October 1950. Why does China continue to increase tension and 
try to trigger conflicts? The causes of China’s military intervention against 
the Korean Peninsula through the PLA’s Northern Theater Command and 
ways for the ROK-U.S. Alliance to deter it, will be discussed throughout 
this article.

The indirect cause of China’s military intervention: China’s distorted 
view of its history on the Korean Peninsula

The threat and interference from China toward the Korean Peninsula 
are rooted in its distorted historical awareness. According to press 
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coverage on April 6 and 7, 2017, during the summit between U.S. President 
Donald Trump and Chinese President Xi Jinping, Xi claimed that “Korea used 
to be a part of China.”3  Right after Xi’s words were released, Seoul’s foreign 
ministry strongly refuted “the comment was untrue and not worthy of 
response.” Furthermore, China has been characterizing the Korean War as 
the "war to resist U.S. aggression and assist (North) Korean people," not as a 
fight triggered by North Korea's invasion with the backing of China and the 
Soviet Union.4 Therefore, with China distorting historical facts about Korea, 
its abnormal hegemonic ambition could be a detonation cord for another 
conflict on the Korean Peninsula.

The immediate cause of China’s military intervention: military moves 
through repetitious exercise and regional provocation around the 
Korean Peninsula

As ROK and the U.S. detect DPRK’s movements to launch missiles, one of the 
most important intelligence questions to understand is North Korean intent. 
DPRK has been provoking the ROK-U.S. Alliance by conducting nuclear 
experiments and launching missiles. China has also been trying to press 
South Korea and the U.S. to accomplish its political goal by conducting a 
show of force around the Korean Peninsula. The PLA has been conducting 
military exercises on the Yalu River since 2012, along the border between 
North Korea and China, and these exercises could include approaching DPRK 
territory in case of a sudden change scenario5. These Chinese troops belong 
to the Northern Theater Command (TC) which covers Northeast China and 
prepares for contingencies in Mongolia, Primorsky Krai6, and the Korean 
Peninsula.8

 
The Northern TC is supposed to have three military branches of the 

7

KDVA ROK-U.S. Alliance Journal: Issue 2021-227



PLA: Army, Navy, and Air Force . In the event of war, as the map of 
unit arrangement shows above, each group army in Northern TC has 
independent warfighting capabilities that can conduct an air-ground-sea 
joint operation with their higher Navy and Air Force commands. Therefore, 
this joint combat team would likely be able to mobilize its forces into the 
Korean Peninsula quickly if needed.

Additionally, another threat of the Northern TC is that it can make use of its 
military units easier because of the existence of “a commissar” in its chain 
of command. There are two reasons for this: First, contrary to the ROK 
and U.S. armed forces and other militaries of democratic countries, the 
PLA mostly works for the communist party to help realize China’s political 
interest rather than to protect their civilians’ rights and property. According 
to the fundamentals of Marxism–Leninism, the conventional military is the 
tool for the bourgeois to suppress labor people. China, as a communist 
country, needs its military to protect the communist party from threats. 
Second, without permission from commissars, military orders cannot be 
implemented; military operations basically reflect China’s political position. 
For example, even as China intensely opposed the THAAD deployment 
in South Korea in 2016, PLA aircraft invaded ROK’s airspace or “Korean Air 
Defense Identification Zone (KADIZ)” more than a dozen times.9 

The response from ROK-U.S. Alliance: ROK’s OPLAN5015 and 
ARMY TIGER 4.0 and U.S.’s EO13959 and FONOP

While dealing with DPRK’s continuous threats, the ROK and U.S. have been 
rapidly evolving their capacity to deter hostile approaches from other 
foreign powers around the Korean Peninsula. The ROK armed forces is 
integrated into the Combined Forces Command’s operational plan or  
OPLAN5015. This includes multidimensional high-speed mobile warfare 
and a more aggressive firepower projection, to capture DPRK’s major 
cities including Pyongyang and fend off other foreign powers, such as 
China. This war plan was made by reflecting on the lessons of “effect-
based operations” or EBO and the concept of “shock and awe” used in the 
Gulf and Iraq War. To successfully support OPLAN5015, the ROK Army 
has been modularizing its units to brigade combat team (BCT) to conduct 
expeditious maneuvers. The ROK Army is improving its doctrine such 
as mechanizing all combat divisions and establishing reinforced C4ISR 
including AI with the plan “ARMY TIGER 4.0,” or “ARMY Transformative 
Innovation of Ground forces Enhanced by 4th industrial Revolution 
technology.”10

The U.S. has been imposing omnidirectional pressure diplomatically and 
militarily on China to defend its national interests and to safeguard the 
security of its allies from Chinese threats. Former U.S. President Trump 
issued EO1395911  to ban investing capital to Chinese companies related to 
the Chinese Communist Party and PLA. The Trump administration tracked 
down several Chinese spies, such as Tang Zuan and Christine Fang, and 
there are on-going investigations. The U.S. Navy has been conducting 
freedom of navigation operations or FONOPs to challenge China’s illegal 
claims of the Paracel Islands. These FONOPs in 2019 have been more than 
in any year since the U.S. began more aggressively challenging China’s 

claims in the South China Sea in 2015.12

Conclusion: China is an “imminent threat” along with DPRK, and 
“strategic patience” should not be allowed anymore

While the ROK-U.S. Alliance was concentrating on DPRK issues, China has 
been developing its military and challenging the U.S. and its allies including 
ROK. While North Korea was expected to collapse by economic sanctions 
in the strategic patience policy, Pyongyang has even been producing more 
nuclear weapons and WMDs, and China has challenged the U.S. strategic 
patience. Therefore, more aggressive and multi-dimensional initiatives to 
counter those two imminent threats should be made by the ROK-U.S. 
Alliance. Looking at the world map, South Korea is the closest country that 
faces North Korea and China. The ROK-U.S. Alliance is at the frontline with 
these threats, so it should be faster and tougher than anyone else. We 
should never forget that Chinese intervention is the reason why we could 
not complete the unification of Korea in 1950
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Security and Strategic Topics

By Ellis Prescott

In recent years, the political stability of the East Asia region has 
been under immense strain. Whether this is the growing tension in 
the Taiwan Strait, the Korean Peninsula, or the East China Sea, it is 
clear the United States’ main objective should be to retain its allies 
in this region. One such ally, the Republic of Korea, plays a key role 
in stabilizing the entire region. The ROK-U.S. Alliance deserves to be 
closely examined to understand why this alliance is not just mutually 
beneficial for each respective country, but also produces stability in 
the entire region. 

The beginning of the alliance between these two great countries 
was the signing of the Mutual Defense Treaty in 1953. This was done 
two months after the signing of the Korean Armistice Agreement. 
The Mutual Defense Treaty allowed the militaries of both countries 
to defend each other if threatened by external forces. The initial 
objective of the treaty was clear, to defend South Korea if North 
Korea or China invaded again; however, it also allowed the United 

States to gain a bigger position in this region of the world. The 
Mutual Defense Treaty established military bases for the United 
States to use and provide deterrence against any aggressors in the 
region. While this treaty was almost a purely military alliance, it 
paved the way for future administrations from both countries to 
expand the alliance. 

To show why the stability of the entire region is greatly determined 
by maintaining this alliance, one would have to look at the George 
W. Bush administration. At the start of the 21st century, the ROK-
U.S. Alliance had started to become strained to the foreign policy 
objectives of the United States. The entire region was strained 
following the Asian Financial Crisis, so it was apparent that the 
United States needed to maintain its alliances within the region. 
However, the Bush administration’s foreign policy became heavily 
focused on the Middle East, which meant that other countries 
were able to have their transgressions go largely unchecked. One 
such country was North Korea. In 2006, they were able to procure 
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nuclear weapons and even start testing. Because this threat was 
not acted upon strongly enough by the Bush administration, 
an immense strain was put on the ROK-U.S. Alliance due to the 
looming threat of war from South Korea’s closest neighbor. At 
the end of the Bush administration, there were efforts to rectify 
some grievances by instituting the KORUS FTA (Korea-U.S. Free 
Trade Agreement), however, this legislation was postponed due 
to the subprime crisis of 2008. As we can see from the Bush 
administration, when the alliance became strained, the entire 
stability of the region was under threat.

The Obama administration seemed to learn from the mistakes 
of their predecessors and focused on rebuilding the tattered 
relationship between South Korea and the United States. The 
administration started to implement economic factors into 
the alliance. They did this by renegotiating the KORUS FTA with 
South Korea to provide a strong economic relationship between 
the two countries. While a great gesture, the agreement did not 
end up as beneficial as initially hoped. The United States lost jobs 
while increasing its trade deficit.1  Republic of Korea producers 
did not gain as much introduction into the American markets 
as was promised by this trade deal. This failure of the trade 
agreement, coupled with the rise of Kim Jong Un in North Korea, 
made tensions increase between the two countries. Both the 
Obama and Park administrations acknowledged this and made 
additional efforts to reaffirm the long-held alliance between the 
two countries. President Obama even noted that this alliance is 
the key to peace and security for the peninsula and the region2. 
At the end of the Obama administration, North Korea began to 
increase its missile tests as displays of power. If the alliance had 
been in an irreparable state, then the increase of North Korean 
testing would have sent the entire region into war. However, 
because the Obama administration started to rebuild the 
relationship, the alliance and peace of the entire region could be 
maintained as long as the next administration continued down 
this path.

The Trump administration tried to maintain a strong ROK-U.S. 
Alliance. These efforts started with the implementation of the 
Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) system. The 
implementation of the THAAD was handled poorly. Although 

it was an additional defense measure to stop any foreign 
missiles from decimating the South Korean population, some 
ROK citizens thought that it would create a target on them due 
to their proximity to the defense site. This created tension in 
the alliance. Additionally, President Trump’s isolationist policies 
put an emphasis on withdrawing its military presence around 
the world. This military reduction, coupled with the increasing 
military activity of North Korea, lead to a great need for 
rebuilding the ROK-U.S. Alliance. The Trump administration tried 
to accomplish this by beginning peace talks with North Korea. 
Originally, it seemed like the peace talks were working. Afterall, 
President Moon became only the third South Korean president 
to meet their North Korean counterpart. Also, President Trump 
became the first U.S. president to step inside North Korea as 
these talks continued. The goal of the peace talks was to finally 
bring an official end to the Korean War and to denuclearize North 
Korea to preserve peace and stability in the region. Fortunately, 
this did reduce tensions in the region. Unfortunately, this respite 
only lasted about a year as the negotiations between the three 
parties seemed to fall apart in 2019. North Korea started missile 
testing again and South Korea invested more into its defense. 

From the failures of the previous administrations, it has become 
apparent that the ROK-U.S. Alliance is directly related to the 
stability of the East Asian region. Due to the current state of 
the region, it is also apparent that the preservation of peace and 
stability should be a top priority for the new Biden administration. 
In order to obtain this peace, the administration can either aim 
to rebuild the economic alliance between the two countries that 
was hampered by previous administrations or promote stability 
by adding more defense and deterrent measures to protect the 
South Korean population. Either way, to maintain peace and 
stability in the East Asian region, there must be a strengthening 
of the ROK-U.S. Alliance.

Endnotes - 
1  https://fas.org/sgp/crs/row/RL34330.pdf 
2  https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/
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south-korea-alliance/ 
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The flamboyant nighttime military parades held in North Korea in October 
2020 and January 2021, in addition to Kim Jong-un’s ambitious vow to 
boost the country’s nuclear capability, have drawn significant international 
attention. While many analysts have commented on Pyongyang’s recent 
actions, we have repeatedly been struck by how similar their approaches 
and analyses have been. The focus of such analyses has predominantly 
been on capability, not intentions. The resultant policy prescriptions have 
generally emphasized the need for continuous containment and tougher 
sanctions.

As South Korean and American strategists, we wish to present a provocative 
analysis that counters these conventional approaches. Having closely 
studied North Korean behavior with regard to nuclear development, we 
have drawn two main conclusions. First, it is important to understand 
the political intentions behind North Korea’s behavior. In reality, North 
Korea is unlikely to achieve the advanced nuclear weapons development 
promoted during its military parades in the near future, which means that 
such weapons will not be militarily significant in the short term. Thus, 
there could be obvious political intentions behind North Korea’s recent 
behaviors. Second, hawkish responses, including containment, could 
actually help North Korea achieve its intended political outcomes and allow 
reasons to advance its nuclear capability. On the contrary, securing North 
Korea’s cooperation could remove the sense of legitimacy associated with 
the country’s nuclear weapons development, weakening the justification 
the regime has for keeping its strategic nuclear deterrent. 

It is important to acknowledge that the same problem can look different 
depending on the lens through which it is viewed. To add a new perspective 
on a three-decade-old problem, we will first introduce the concept of costly 
signaling as a way of North Korea’s strategic communication. This concept 
will be particularly useful for understanding the political intentions behind 
North Korea’s recent behavior in relation to nuclear weapons. Then, we will 
explain why current policies concerning North Korea’s denuclearization 
could prove ineffective and so propose alternative approaches.

Costly Signaling as a Way of Strategic Communication

How to reveal one’s sincerity to others is one of the most important and 
challenging issues in relationships. To express their resolution, people spend 
money and make firm promises, for example, expressing the sincerity of love 
by presenting expensive flowers between lovers, or promising to retire from 
politics if a politician does not keep their word.

Similar methods are used in relationships between countries to express 
their true resolutions, which is called costly signaling. Costly signals refer to 
those actions that incur high costs. As it is too expensive to use for bluffing, 
costly signals tend to be perceived as credible by those who receive them. 
Therefore, costly signaling has been perceived as an effective way of strategic 
communication with others to reveal one’s real intention. 

There are two types of costly signals. The first is sunk costs signaling, which 
involves ex-ante commitments. The U.S. forces deployed in Korea, South 
Korea’s conventional arms buildup, and North Korea’s nuclear weapons 
development are all examples of sunk costs signaling. The second type is 
tying hands signaling, which creates ex-post audience costs for bluffing. Kim 
Jong-un’s public statements regarding the development of nuclear weapons 
and the United States’ promise concerning its commitment to South Korean 
security are both examples of tying hands signaling. Costly signaling is 
particularly useful when a country wants to express its resolve to fight for 
certain interests. 

North Korea’s Costly Signaling to International and Domestic 
Audiences

North Korea’s behavior can be better understood by applying the concept of 
costly signaling. First, North Korea has incurred military and diplomatic sunk 
costs to send reliable signals regarding its resolve. Although North Korea’s 
economy is far smaller than that of its key rival, South Korea, its military 
power appears to equal that of South Korea in terms of quantity. To sustain 
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and manage its sizable military, North Korea devotes between 10 and 25 
percent of its GDP to military spending (especially its nuclear development 
program), although tens of thousands of North Korean children suffer from 
malnutrition. North Korea also sends costly signals by repeatedly engaging 
in risky acts of provocation that could lead to war with South Korea. In fact, 
there have been five instances of North Korean provocation since 1999, 
which have resulted in a total of 162 casualties, including five civilians. 

Why does North Korea continue to send such costly signals when its people 
are starving? Pyongyang wishes to signal that it will not simply give up in the 
face of the overwhelming power of its adversaries. Indeed, North Korea’s 
arms buildup, provocations, and diplomatic brinkmanship all send clear 
messages: the costs of fighting are lower than the value of regime security, 
and it will not back down. 

North Korea’s costly signals also send a message to its domestic audiences 
that the country will not accept the liberal values of capitalism, human rights, 
and democracy but will instead continue to uphold the national values of 
communism, anti-imperialism, Kim-dictatorship, and Jucheism. These signals 
represent self-fulfilling prophesies promoted by the North Korean regime, 
although they (especially when supported by the nuclear weapons program) 
also aim to quell the anxiety of domestic groups regarding the potential loss 
of political power. As the North Korean military and nuclear weapons not 
only represent a means of deterrence but also a means of fighting against 
the Americans, unifying the two Koreas, and realizing self-reliance, giving up 
its nuclear weapons and military-first politics would imply that North Korea 
denies its identity and legitimacy.

Policy Responses and Expected Outcomes

Two main policy responses to North Korea’s international and domestic 
signaling have been raised in South Korea and the United States. The first 
is containment, which is the policy option advocated by hawks in the two 
countries. More specifically, a containment policy could involve measures 
such as strengthening the sanctions against North Korea, actual military 
action in response to North Korea’s provocations, and increasing the pressure 
on China and Russia to participate in sanctions against North Korea. 

The proponents of this policy option expect that implementing a containment 
policy would reduce the resources that Pyongyang has available for the 
further development of nuclear weapons. Such a containment policy would 
also increase the risk of the Kim regime collapsing, thereby offsetting the 
benefits of developing nuclear weapons. If the net losses stemming from 
nuclear development are greater than the net benefits associated with it, 
Pyongyang might rollback its nuclear-oriented policy. 

This premise is logical, although the central problem remains whether such 
mechanisms would actually work in the North Korean case. The country 
continues to circumvent sanctions, and illicit activity, such as the cyber theft 
of cryptocurrency, rakes in hundreds of millions of dollars annually for the 
Kim regime. Historically, North Korea has consistently invested a certain 
amount of resources in nuclear development in preference to other national 
projects, regardless of its international isolation and economic difficulties. 
Furthermore, neighboring countries are not in favor of North Korea’s abrupt 

collapse, which discounts the prospect of further stringent sanctions. Most 
importantly, from the costly signaling perspective, the implementation of 
a containment policy would maintain a hostile international environment, 
which would legitimatize North Korea’s nuclear weapons development 
and the dictatorship of the Kim regime.   

The opposite of a containment policy is an engagement policy, which 
involves measures intended to encourage cooperation, shape the future, 
and promote diplomatic exchanges. As the Trump administration’s 
negotiations have failed to generate significant denuclearization progress 
and the talks between the two Koreas have been suspended, negative 
evaluations of the engagement policy option have been overwhelming.

However, improving North Korea’s relationships with the United States 
and South Korea would make it difficult for Pyongyang to maintain the 
notion of a hostile external environment. Such an environment has 
political significance for the Kim regime since it represents the reason 
why North Koreans uphold Kim Jong-un’s dictatorship, endure hunger, 
and send thousands of their fellow citizens to the gulags. Cooperation 
with the outside world and the establishment of a friendly international 
environment would erode the widely accepted justifications offered by 
the regime for its actions. Therefore, it is important to re-evaluate the 
meaning and the expected outcomes of the engagement policy option. 
 
Insights, Pitfalls, and Caveats

Given the above discussion of signaling, we have drawn two principal 
conclusions. First, it is vital to understand the political intentions behind 
North Korea’s recent behavior. Second, coercive responses, including 
containment and tougher sanctions, could help North Korea achieve 
its political goals. On the contrary, if we consider the problem from a 
different angle, securing North Korea’s cooperation could lead to the 
erosion of the legitimacy of its nuclear weapons development program. 

However, it is important to recognize that the above analysis focuses on 
the case that Pyongyang utilizes its nuclear weapons as political leverage. 
In fact, aside from its political aims, North Korea would use its nuclear 
weapons for military purposes to supplement its aging conventional forces 
and achieve military balance on the Korean Peninsula. Therefore, to wear 
down Pyongyang’s military ambitions, South Korea and the United States 
should pursue a dual-track approach that combines diplomatic efforts 
to engage North Korea in denuclearization with efforts to strengthen 
deterrence. Therefore, providing strong and credible deterrence based 
on the robustness and the military preparedness of the US-ROK alliance 
should be an essential component of the engagement approach to North 
Korea’s denuclearization.
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CHAIRMAN KIM JONG-UN, 
Don’t Dig Your Own Grave 

This article was written in February 2021.

By Se Young Hwang

Since President Biden won the United States presidential election 
in November 2020, North Korea has stayed mum for more than a 
month. It is an uncommonly long silence from Pyongyang on the 
results of such a major political event that could affect its relations 
with Washington. Instead, the famine-stricken country has been 
focusing on economic and domestic challenges, as Chairman Kim is 
feeling the strain of running the country. During the 8th Workers’ 
Party Congress held in January of this year, Kim unveiled ambitious 
economic and military plans, while admitting that his efforts to revive 
the country’s moribund economy have failed. Even though North 
Korea hopes to rebuild its struggling economy by beefing up its self-
reliance drive, Kim outlined a “new” plan that is no different from his 
old policy. 

With regards to foreign policy, the Stalinist country has not 
yet mentioned the Biden administration publicly and no new 
announcements have been made regarding its U.S. policy. In his 
report during the country’s biggest political event, however, Kim 
threatened the U.S. by saying that he will push for modernization of 
nuclear weapons if Washington does not repeal the so-called “hostile 
policy” against the North. North Korea could have staged military 
provocations in February, a month to commemorate their Military 
Foundation Day and the birth of Kim Jong-il, like it has done in the 
past, but it stayed silent this year. 

As Pyongyang’s prolonged silence over the Biden administration 
continues, experts suggest that the hermit kingdom is engaging in 
a grueling tug of war with Washington. Some also indicate that the 
planned combined military exercises in March will be the first test-
bed to examine the U.S.-DPRK relations. It would be a mistake for 
the North to carry out any military provocations before the Biden 
administration completes its policy review on Pyongyang and before 
negotiations are given a chance. President Biden and Secretary 
of State Anthony Blinken hinted that they will not take an unusual 
approach to North Korea like their predecessor had done. This would 
mean that Pyongyang will have to work harder than before to gain 
concessions from the U.S. Yet, the outlook for North Korea in the 
Biden era is not that pessimistic as long as Chairman Kim doesn’t dig 
his own grave. 

Unlike former President Trump, President Biden may not have the same 
personal affections toward Kim, given that he closely witnessed North 
Korea’s acts of nuclear defiance such as four nuclear tests and other 
military provocations when he served as the vice president under the 
Obama administration. Kim also may not trust the Americans after the 
collapse of the highly anticipated Hanoi Summit in 2019. It was a huge 
blow to Kim’s pride and could have appeared to his own people back home 
that he lost face in the high-stakes meeting. After two years of frustration 
with no progress in lifting economic sanctions -- and with Trump failing to 
serve consecutive terms -- some experts predict that Kim would go back 
to his old playbook of conducting military provocations to gain negotiating 
leverage in dealing with the Biden administration. However, Kim has good 
reasons not to overlook the slim opportunity of making a nuclear deal with 
President Biden. 

First of all, President Biden is different from Trump and Obama. President 
Biden is more trustworthy than Trump and he could be more flexible than 
Obama in terms of nuclear negotiations. In a question-and-answer session 
with the Council on Foreign Relations (CFR), President Biden stated that he 
supports continued negotiations, but he said it would depend on North 
Korea taking concrete steps toward dismantling all of its nuclear programs. 
He also said that he will “empower his negotiators” and “jump start a 
sustained, coordinated campaign” with U.S. allies and China to advance 
negotiations. In his second presidential TV debate with Trump, Biden said 
he will meet Kim if he agrees to draw down his nuclear capacity. While 
such remarks suggest that the U.S. will return to its traditional North Korea 
policy – bottom-up diplomacy -- President Biden is expected to engage 
in negotiations more aggressively than the Obama administration, which 
reportedly neglected North Korea’s nuclear development and waited for 
its change under the “strategic patience” strategy. Moreover, as President 
Biden regards the Iran nuclear deal as a pragmatic solution, he may apply 
similar logic to North Korea. With an American counterpart who values 
multilateral efforts and a step-by-step approach, Kim could reach a nuclear 
deal if he can endure the process with trust and strong commitment. 

Secondly, Kim is now in a completely different domestic situation than he 
was before. Unlike his early days during the Obama administration, Kim 
has firmly established his domestic authority and nuclear capability. Kim 
does not have reasons to rush toward building the nuclear program to 
consolidate his leadership or guarantee his regime’s survival. 
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Lastly, Kim has a South Korean counterpart – President Moon Jae-in – 
who is desperate to make an end-of-war declaration before the end of his 
term and facilitate the nuclear talks between Washington and Pyongyang 
once again. Even though Kim is facing a South Korean president who has 
different perspectives from his conservative predecessors, Kim still needs 
to come to the negotiating table with realistic views and a strong will to 
abide by the commitments. 

The first quarter of 2021 will be critical in the sense that the Biden 
administration’s foreign policy will be unveiled. If North Korea carries out 
attention-grabbing provocations like it has done in the past to welcome 
the newly-elected U.S. President, not only will it lead to more forceful 
measures on North Korea, but the momentum for resuming nuclear talks 
will be gone. Ratcheting up tension on the Korean Peninsula will do no 
good for the reclusive regime in the face of triple distress – COVID-19 
pandemic, flood damage, and long years of economic sanctions. Instead, 
Kim needs to pursue diplomacy, possibly in an unprecedented manner. 
For example, Kim may consider inviting President Biden officially to 
Pyongyang, if he wants his voice to be heard. Whether President Biden 
would accept or not, this could be a positive gesture from the North that 
it is willing to engage in discussions with the U.S. 

The whole world witnessed the huge military parade held last October, 
which marked the 75th anniversary of the foundation of the North’s ruling 
Workers’ Party of Korea. In a rare night-time military parade, Kim shed tears 
while delivering an apology to his people for failing to guide the nation 
amid the pandemic. North Korea definitely needs outside help to escape 
from decades-long poverty. As a first step, Kim should not dig his own 
grave by starting a new nuclear crisis on the Korean Peninsula. Chairman 
Kim has to prove himself what he shed was not crocodile tears. 



By Celine Mahne

KDVA has recently launched our Instagram account, along with the 
Korea 101 Series and ROK-U.S. Alliance 101 Series. The purpose 
of these projects is to explore and educate our audience about South 
Korean culture and the ROK-U.S. Alliance through engaging social 
media posts and stories. The Korea 101 Series share a wide variety of 
topics from food to history to K-pop to technology, in order to promote 
appreciation for South Korea, and by extension, the ROK-U.S. Alliance. 
The ROK-U.S. Alliance 101 Series on the other hand is more focused on 
providing education on the political and military relationship between 
the two countries. Since the Republic of Korea is one of the United 
States’ most important allies in East Asia, maintaining and appreciating 
the relationship are crucial to America’s future presence in the region. 

As a recent graduate from the George Washington University, who 
graduated with a B.A. in International Affairs and a minor in Korean 
Language and Literature, the Korean Peninsula has been the primary 
focus of my academic studies. After graduating, I was a social media 
intern at the Wilson Center and was introduced to the world of graphic 
design. I was able to get in touch with my creative side and saw 
how visualization can make a huge positive impact on social media 
traffic. As a result, when I found out that KDVA was doing a project 
on Instagram (and Twitter and Facebook), I was delighted to use both 
my background on the Korean Peninsula and my newfound graphics 
design skills to bring more awareness about South Korea, the ROK-U.S. 
Alliance, KDVA, and our mission.  

We would love to have your input in our 101 Series. If you have content 
ideas for the Korea 101 Series and/or ROK-U.S. Alliance 101 Series, 
please submit them to KDVA101Series@gmail.com, and you could be 
posted on our social media outlets (Instagram, KDVA's Digital Library, 
and Facebook)! We value the opinions of the KDVA community and 
would like to hear from you about South Korea and the ROK-U.S. 
Alliance. 
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By Se Young Hwang 

Korean reunification has long been the principal objective of South 
Korea’s domestic and foreign policy. Even Article 4 of the South Korean 
constitution clearly states that it “shall seek reunification and shall 
formulate and carry out a policy of peaceful reunification based on the 
basic free and democratic order.” The question is, do South Koreans 
think the same way about reunification? The opposite is true for many, 
especially the younger generation. While this is not new, sometimes the 
older generation misunderstands the younger generation by saying that 
they only think of themselves and never care about their nation. Against 
this backdrop, I would like to explain the popular perception of South 

Korea millennials on reunification issues in the hope of helping people 
better understand young South Koreans’ thoughts. 

First, understanding the terms used to describe young South Koreans 
today can give us some clues as to why they are indifferent to 
reunification. They are called the generation with “the best qualifications 
since the era of Dangun,” the father of the first Korean kingdom 5,000 
years ago, because they have numerous outstanding portfolios 
including their academic background, work experience, etc. However, 
having these qualifications do not guarantee them a job, and it is 
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becoming more difficult to take the first step into society. Economic 
and social difficulties, such as soaring housing prices and student 
loans, have caused young South Koreans to give up “N” things 
(marriage, dating, giving birth, etc.), which is why this generation 
is also known as the “N-po” Generation in Korean, or “numerous 
giving-up generation.” This newly coined term portrays a grim reality 
that young South Koreans do not have the luxury to be interested 
in inter-Korean relations and reunification issues. Some say that they 
view reunification as a cost rather than an opportunity. They claim 
that South Korea would have to pay for all North Korean expenses 
as they are economically better off. Therefore, South Korea would 
face economic difficulties in the process of reunification when the 
country is not completely ready yet.  

Secondly, the integration problem stems from very different systems 
of the North and the South. The two sides are completely different 
in terms of politics, economy, and social culture.  If reunification 
happens under the so-called “1 county, 2 systems” federation 
model, there is no guarantee that young South Koreans would be 
willing to adapt to such a new environment. As South Koreans have 
already benefited from living in a democracy, it is unlikely that they 

will embrace a communist regime under one soil. On top of political 
turmoil, the social and systemic integration could also bring about 
various forms of problems, such as astronomical costs, absence of 
norms, and in the worst-case scenario, a sharp rise in crime. That is 
why the young generation do not wish reunification to happen in their 
lifetime. They say that they would rather have the Korean Peninsula 
remain divided, with more exchanges allowed between the two 
countries. In this regard, the younger generation is more cautious 
and negative about reunification than the older generation. They 
find it difficult to empathize the words “Our Wish is Reunification” 
with the older generation. They also do not agree with the idea that 
“reunification is a must simply because South and North are the same 
Korean race.” In fact, according to the results of a survey conducted by 
JoongAng Ilbo, South Korea’s biggest daily newspaper, most people in 
their twenties viewed the North as a separate country, while those in 
their forties and fifties regarded it as a brother land. 

Thirdly, there are multiple pending issues directly related to North 
Korea, which have shaped the younger generation’s perspectives 
on the country. Examples include North Korea’s advanced nuclear 
weapons program, violation of human rights, inter-Korean economic 
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cooperation, and many others. Some young South Koreans say they 
would rethink reunification depending on whether or not these 
sensitive issues can be resolved. Those who are in their 20s have 
witnessed, between the 1990s and now, many historical moments 
when it comes to inter-Korean relations. There were good times when 
people thought peace was just around the corner and yet there were 
also horrible memories that have deepened distrust in North Korea. 
The North’s six nuclear tests, the battles of Yeonpyeong, the sinking 
of the ROK Navy corvette Cheonan, the shelling of Yeonpyeong 
Island, the wooden-box landmine explosion in the DMZ, and the 
demolition of the Inter-Korean Liaison Office have affected young 
people’s perception of North Korea and have made them realize that 
the security concerns are real. In this sense, the perception that young 
South Koreans have on North Korea today is both conservative and 
realistic. The sinking of Cheonan in 2010, which killed 46 South Korean 
service members, is deeply embedded in the minds of the younger 
generation. This is one of the main incidents responsible for young 
South Koreans’ negative perception of North Korea, especially among 
young men in their 20s who have to complete their military service. 
The victims were close to our age, and the fact that there has been 
no sincere apology from the North, worsens the sense of distrust 
and anger among the young people about whether they can view 
North Korea as a dialogue partner and a trusted country. Moreover, 
egregious human rights violations and the poisoning of Chairman Kim 
Jong-un’s half-brother, Kim Jong-nam, have led to the recognition of 
North Korea as a country with a despicable and cold image. 

Finally, “fairness” is one of the most important values for the youth 
right now, a crucial factor in shaping awareness of the reunification 
issue. The reason why the younger generation is obsessed with 
fairness is because of the infinite competition and the pursuit of 
independent survival forced by economic difficulties. It is a common 
perception that fairness is an indispensable part of our lives, as small 
differences could determine their success and failure. One example of 
South Korean youth’s emphasis on fairness related to the reunification 
issue, is the controversy over the unified Korean women’s ice hockey 
team that was newly formed ahead of the 2018 PyeongChang Winter 
Olympics. Many young people expressed their anger toward the South 
Korean government, because they thought it was more important to 
give each player a fair opportunity than the great cause of peace on 
the Korean Peninsula. The young South Korean public was outraged 
that all the South Korean athletes’ four year-long efforts to participate 
in the Olympics games had been set aside due to political reasons. 

That is why many young South Koreans felt sympathetic towards the 
South Korean female ice hockey players who had no choice but to follow 
orders. As ice hockey is an unpopular sport in the South, young South 
Koreans were also angered by the fact that an unpopular sport was 
treated differently than other popular sports. This incident provides an 
important implication on the reunification issue. Though many thought 
it was a good idea to form a unified Korean team, preparing it without 
sufficient considerations caused backlash from the public. Instead of 
rushing, the government should have fully informed the people about 
their idea and taken sufficient time to listen to public opinion, as well as 
persuade them if necessary. Therefore, the government should refrain 
from pushing their ideas in an authoritative way under the pretext 
of inter-Korean relations. Also, as can be seen from the controversy, 
fairness is an important value widely shared among young South 
Koreans, which should be considered seriously when discussing the 
reunification issue in the future. 

Overall, young South Koreans have a tendency to value their lives, 
career, and personal well-being over the nation’s greater vision. As a 
result of this, many young South Koreans are indifferent and oppose 
the idea of reunification for practical reasons. It is necessary to change 
the old discourse on the reunification issue to a new one that goes 
beyond the existing nationalism and reunification benefits. The logic of 
“reunification should be realized because South and North are the same 
race” is no longer persuasive to the South Korean youth today. This is 
because the South and the North have already been divided for more 
than 70 years and have maintained different political systems and social 
cultures. There is another popular argument that goes, “if South Korea’s 
capital and technology are combined with North Korea’s labor force, 
a unified Korea will become one of the most advanced economies in 
the world.” This argument is also unconvincing to many young South 
Koreans. As mentioned previously, the process of reunification is 
considered more as a burden and a cost than an opportunity. Most 
importantly, such views only take into account the economy and not the 
“people” themselves. Would a reunified Korea be a land where the people 
of two Koreas can live happily together, if there were no reunification of 
the people? Today’s South Korea is the result of a society that has been 
emphasizing only economic values, given that fierce competition was 
the only legacy left behind after desperately pursuing economic values 
for the past decades. Hence, fresh discussions on the reunification 
issue are needed based on realistic viewpoints in order to garner wider 
support from the younger generation in South Korea. 
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When I was an exchange student in Newfoundland, Canada, I came 
to realize the popularity of Korean culture, including K-POP during 
a welcoming event. After I got through the fierce snowstorms of 
Canada and successfully landed in Newfoundland, the international 
students from various countries, such as myself, and Canadian 
students greeted each other and broke the ice by playing some 
games. At the event, whenever I said I was from South Korea, the 
first words out of their mouths were “BTS,” “Blackpink,” or “Gfriend.” 
While I did not know many details about those K-POP groups, it was 
impressive that so many of them had so much interest in K-POP, 
Korean culture, and even Korean society. One of the first people 
I met was from Germany. Although we had different cultural 
backgrounds, he even knew that there was mandatory military 
service for South Korean males. He thought I was awesome because 
I served in the military, as Germany did not have mandatory military 

C H I N E S E  D I S T O R T I O N  O F  K O R E A N 
C U L T U R E  A N D  H I S T O R Y 

service anymore. Since then, we have been good friends. Culture 
has the power to bring people together and provide a broader 
perspective in viewing the world. It gives us an opportunity to gain 
respect for each other by understanding diversity and overcoming 
differences.

However, it is shocking that there is still a country that tries to 
deny and distort another country’s culture, and even their history. 
Unfortunately, in 2020, China did exactly that. When RM, a member 
of the K-POP boy band BTS, received the General Van Fleet Award 
from The Korea Society, he thanked Korean War veterans for their 
sacrifices. He continued to say, "we will always remember the history 
of pain that our two nations shared together and the sacrifices of 
countless men and women… After 70 years, the world we are living 
in is much closer than before. Boundaries in many aspects are 
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getting more blurred… As members of the global community, we should 
build a deeper understanding and solidarity to be happier together." In 
response to this, Chinese President, Xi Jinping, claimed that the Korean 
War was a “war against the United States to assist North Korea.” After RM’s 
meaningful remark, BTS unexpectedly faced a backlash from Chinese 
people, even though he never mentioned China in his speech.
 
The problem is the distorted historical awareness of the Chinese people 
regarding the Korean War.  Chinese internet users and the Chinese state 
media took RM's comments as an attack on China. They accused RM 
of ignoring the role played by China to support North Korea in the war, 
which the Chinese Communist Party propaganda blames on the United 
States, instead of North Korean leader Kim Il Sung's attack on South 
Korea.1  However, South Korea’s Ministry of National Defense and Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs rapidly refuted Xi’s statement and reiterated that the 
Korean War was initiated by North Korea with China’s support. Morgan 
Ortagus, the spokesperson for the U.S. Department of State, also stated 
that North Korea, with the backing of Mao Zedong, invaded South Korea 
in 1950, on her twitter2 account. She tweeted that she appreciated BTS’s 
remark about ROK-U.S. relations. In addition, Nathan Park, an attorney 
and commentator on Korean issues in Washington, D.C., said that China’s 
soft power has proven to be weak and extremely nationalistic. Overall, the 
Chinese backlash against BTS was not persuasive.

Even still, China continues to distort Korean culture. They insist that 
the “Hanbok,” which is Korean traditional clothing, and “Kimchi,” the 

Korean K-Pop group, BTS, being awarded The Korea Society’s General Van Fleet Award in December 2020.

most famous Korean food, are theirs. Many Koreans were very 
disturbed by China’s distortion of Korean culture. Their nationalism, 
or Sinocentrism, is reflected in their awareness about other culture 
and history. Ironically, China vandalized its own legacies and historical 
documents in its Cultural Revolution of 1966 to 1976. In other words, 
while South Korea was struggling for its prosperity and increasing its 
military, economy, and soft power like art and technology, China chose 
to move backwards. Culture is a way of life that can be shared with 
each other in different communities. It should never be artificially 
distorted or taken away.

Endnotes - 
1 para. 5, Associated Press, “Korean Boy Band BTS Faces Uproar in China Over War 
Comments,” October 13, 2020, https://www.voanews.com/east-asia-pacific/korean-
boy-band-bts-faces-uproar-china-over-war-comments
 2  Morgan Ortagus, “The CCP claims war just broke out 70 years ago,” October 24, 

https://twitter.com/statedeptspox/status/1319758679781113857?lang=es
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Recently, Korea content (K-content) like K-POP, K-Drama, K-Beauty, and 
K-cuisine has been drawing more attention all over the world. Last year, 
“Parasite,” the South Korean film, won the U.S. Oscar for best picture, 
becoming the first non-English language film to win the top prize. Bong 
Joon-ho, the director, illustrates the gap between the rich and the poor 
through a story between the wealthy Park family and the poor Kim family.  
The Kim family lives in a dark and dirty semi-basement, trying hard to just 
endure the day. Ki-woo, the son of the Kim family, gets a job tutoring the 
daughter of the wealthy Park family, with the help of forged documents. 
Ki-Jung, Ki-woo’s sister, also starts working as an art-therapy teacher for 
the Park family, thanks to Ki-woo. Later, every member of the Kim family is 
employed by the Park household. 

Why was this foreign film able to resonate across the world? Bong Joon-
ho says it is because “we all essentially live in the same country, and its 
name is Capitalism.” This film shows social inequality just the way it is. 
Bong does not try to embellish anything. Although it is not a fancy film 
compared to other Hollywood movies, Bong successfully accomplishes 
his goal of making audiences think about existing problems of our society. 

There is clear intention behind every camera movement and every single 
line of dialogue. Bong pays attention to the lighting details, trying to 
reflect the gap between the rich and the poor in the amount of sunshine 
shone on them. A visual vertical line is also always present in the frame 
throughout the movie, separating the rich and the poor family. This line 
may be a wall, glass, or simply the door of a refrigerator. Bong utilizes a lot 
of metaphors in the dialogue of this film to emphasize social inequality. 
When all the poor people's possessions are floating in dirty water, Mrs. Park 
says, “The sky is so blue, and no pollution thanks to all the rain yesterday!” 
showing wealthy people's ignorance towards the poor's situation. The 
poor grumbles, “It all gets ironed out. Money is an iron. Those creases all 
get smoothed out by money.” This shows that there is nothing that cannot 
be done with money. 

According to OECD, the Organization  for Economic Co-operation 
and Development, Korea has the second highest income gap. Korea’s 
poverty rate, the percentage of people whose income is less than 
half the median household income, is 17.4 percent.1  These problems 
are not only restricted to South Korea. In the United States, the top 
one percent account for more than twenty percent of the national 
income.2 The UN's Department of Economic and Social Affairs 
has announced that income inequality has drastically increased in 
developed countries as well as middle income countries. Wealth 
begets wealth. Economists from the IMF, International Monetary 
Fund, and other institutions assert that wealthier people are more 
likely to earn more money. In a similar vein, poverty begets poverty. It 
is very difficult to escape. Bong mentions that in order for Ki-woo, the 
son of the poor family, to buy the house of the rich, he needs to save 
his income for 547 years. This shows a brutal reality.

Bong revealed that the word “Parasite” has double meaning. Most 
audiences think that the poor Kim family is a parasite, leeching money 
off the rich. However, the rich also exploits the poor with cheap labor. 
Whether rich or poor, we are all parasites in society. 

Endnotes -
1  http://www.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20200802000122

2  https://www.usatoday.com/story/money/2020/07/01/how-much-you-need-to-

make-to-be-in-the-1-in-every-state/112002276/



By Celine Mahne

As the COVID-19 pandemic has encouraged individuals to remain 
inside as much as possible, requests for delivery in South Korea have 
surged. However, the increased demand has resulted in unfair work 
environments as delivery workers race to maintain same-day delivery 
standards. There have been several delivery driver deaths that have been 
linked to overwork, also known as kwarosa. This has led to strikes at Lotte 
Global Logistics to demand better treatment with cries of, “We want to 
live.” In August 2020, South Korea's labor ministry pressed major logistics 
companies on making changes to prevent continuous overnight shifts 
and ensure adequate rest times. However, since most delivery contracts 
view delivery drivers as independent rather than true employees of their 
company, labor laws largely do not apply to them. 

Despite the increased demand, Korean communities have banded 
together to share small acts of kindness with people putting signs 

outside saying, "Dear deliveryman, it's okay to be late," and greeting 
those deliveries with hot coffee and breakfast. There have also been 
trending hashtags like:  #it_is_ok_to_be_late, #Thankyoudeliverymen 
and #weneedtostopthedeathofdeliverymen.

Delivery in South Korea

South Korea’s delivery system is far beyond most countries. Korean 
delivery food is particularly remarkable as it can be delivered truly 
anywhere with great efficiency, including in the middle of a park. There 
also is a large variety of cuisines to choose from. As a result, ordering 
delivery food has been a great option for many Koreans during this time 
of social distancing. The country’s food delivery sales have increased 
an astounding 180 percent since early 2020. Despite this, the number 
of delivery workers has not substantially increased, therefore existing 
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workers have had an excruciating time trying to keep up with the elevated 
demand. 

South Korean Culture of Working Long Hours 

South Korea is known for its long work hours, especially in the corporate 
setting. The county’s corporate culture is notorious for demanding its 
workers to dedicate countless hours of overtime to demonstrate their 
dedication to the company. Not to mention complaints of office hierarchy, 
verbal (and sometimes physical) abuse, sexual harassment, and bullying. 
Loyalty to a company is viewed as the utmost importance and shifting 
between organizations is viewed negatively. This desire for strong loyalty 
to promote success is often exploited by large companies (also known as 
chaebols) by forcing workers to commit sometimes 14 hours of work a day 
with often no overtime. On top of these immensely long work schedules, 
workers are implicitly required to attend company dinners called hweshik 
after work. These events are often loathed by employees as superiors force 
them to drink in excess and can last for hours. While participation is not 
technically required, those that do not attend are less likely to be promoted 
as they may not be seen as dedicated enough. 

While many in the younger generation associate these ideas with an 
older, outdated corporate culture, the societal norms of overworking 
and company hierarchy is still seen, even in start-ups. This begs the 
question, will this culture ever change in South Korea?
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