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Executive Summary 

This paper analyzes why U.S.-ROK-Japan trilateral cooperation is essential considering 

intensifying U.S.-China strategic competition and what can be done to improve the trilateral 

ties and cooperation.  

 

Main Argument  

As a bipartisan policy community within the United States seeks to curb China’s 

expansionist policy and increasing assertiveness, the U.S.-China rivalry is becoming a serious, 

long-term competition. Under these circumstances, uncertainties and risks are rising in the 

regional security environment and U.S.-ROK-Japan trilateral cooperation to cope with these 

regional challenges has become even more important. However, the exacerbation in South 

Korea-Japan relations and the differences in dealing with China are hindering the deepening of 

trilateral cooperation. The following cooperative efforts are needed to manage common threats 

and interests, repair South Korea-Japan relations, and overcome the differences regarding 

China.  

 

Policy Recommendations  

⚫ Pursuing diplomatic and security cooperation to deal with common security threats 

in and around the Korean Peninsula, Taiwan Strait, and the South China Sea. This 

may include efforts like (1) the expansion of U.S.-ROK, U.S.-Japan, and U.S.-ROK-

Japan joint military exercises, (2) detailed contingency planning, and (3) release of 

joint statements to discourage violation of international norms, rules, and principles. 

⚫ Combining U.S.-South Korea and U.S.-Japan bilateral cooperation for developing 

high technology in fields like 5G networks, AI, biotechnology, and quantum 
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technology. This should include not only joint development of technology, but also the 

creation of an institution to promote cooperation and endeavor to prevent attempts to 

steal technology. 

⚫ Comprehensive efforts to promote mutual understanding, build trust, and coordinate 

policy between Seoul and Tokyo. This may include resuming shuttle diplomacy, 

conducting seminars and events featuring the history of pre-1945 animosity as well as 

post-1965 cooperation, encouraging cultural and human exchanges, and 

institutionalizing a U.S.-ROK-Japan trilateral mechanism to prevent escalation of 

conflicts and use of coercive diplomacy. 

⚫ Endeavors to reduce differences over China like having in-depth discussions regarding 

China and its strategy and tactics, and joint efforts to be prepared for China’s possible 

attempts to drive a wedge into the trilateral ties. 
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I. Introduction 

Since President Biden’s inauguration in January 2021, the Biden administration has 

constantly highlighted the importance of strengthening relationships with U.S. allies and 

partners. In particular, the administration has demonstrated great enthusiasm for the trilateral 

cooperation among the United States, South Korea, and Japan.  

The two U.S. allies, South Korea and Japan, also agreed with the United States on the 

necessity of trilateral cooperation. On April 2, national security advisors from the three 

countries gathered together at the United States Naval Academy and “reaffirmed their steadfast 

commitment to working together to protect and advance their shared security goals,” after 

discussing the United States’ review of North Korea policy and “issues of common concerns 

including Indo Pacific security.”1 Then, on April 16, along with mentioning the significance 

of the Quad and support for “ASEAN’s unity and centrality” in the Indo Pacific, the leaders of  

the United States and Japan “concurred that trilateral cooperation with the Republic of Korea 

is essential to our shared security and prosperity.”2 About a month later, on May 21, the leaders 

of the United States and South Korea emphasized “the fundamental importance of U.S.-ROK-

Japan trilateral cooperation for addressing the DPRK, protecting our shared security and 

prosperity, upholding common values, and bolstering the rules-based order.”3 On November 

17, the three countries “reaffirmed that trilateral cooperation between the United States, the 

Republic of Korea, and Japan is essential to tackling the most pressing challenges of the 21st 

Century in the region and across the globe,” and they highlighted “the importance of cooperation 

in the Indo-Pacific region, including through multilateral partnerships that advance our shared 

prosperity, security, and values” and “the centrality of ASEAN to the architecture of the Indo-

 
1 The White House. United States-Japan-Republic of Korea Trilateral National Security Advisors’ Press 
Statement. April 2, 2021, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-
releases/2021/04/02/united-states-japan-republic-of-korea-trilateral-national-security-advisors-press-
statement/ (accessed June 15, 2021)  
2 The White House. U.S.-Japan Joint Leaders’ Statement: “U.S.-JAPAN GLOBAL PARTNERSHIP FOR A 
NEW ERA” April 16, 2021, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/04/16/u-
s-japan-joint-leaders-statement-u-s-japan-global-partnership-for-a-new-era/ (accessed June 2, 2021)  
3 The White House. U.S.-ROK Leaders’ Joint Statement. May 21, 2021, 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/05/21/u-s-rok-leaders-joint-
statement/ (accessed June 2, 2021) 
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Pacific and the critical role” it plays in protecting the rules-based international order.4 

Notably, the three countries promised to broaden and expand the regional scope and 

fields of cooperation for U.S.-ROK-Japan trilateral cooperation, which have over the past three 

decades focused mainly on tackling the North Korean nuclear threat. However, despite these 

continued declarations, trilateral cooperation remains under-developed. Notwithstanding South 

Korea and Japan’s agreement on the so-called “comfort women” issue in December 2015 and 

the conclusion of a General Security of Military Information Agreement (GSOMIA) in 

November 2016, trilateral cooperation has barely made any progress in recent years.   

This paper will discuss why U.S.-ROK-Japan trilateral cooperation matters and ways 

to improve it. First, it analyzes recent U.S.-China competition to explain the context for why 

strengthening trilateral cooperation has become so important. Then the paper delves into what 

hinders the strengthening of trilateral cooperation. Finally, the essay discusses measures the 

three countries should take to enhance trilateral cooperation.  

 

II. Why Trilateral Cooperation Matters in the Era of Intensifying 

U.S.-China Competition  

In addition to the North Korean nuclear threat5 –that remains unresolved after decades 

of effort, intensifying U.S.-China competition has generated growing uncertainties in the 

international security environment, increasing the necessity of deepening cooperation among 

Washington, Tokyo, and Seoul.  

 

1. The Rise of China and Its Growing Assertiveness  

 
4 U.S. Department of State. Deputy Secretary Sherman’s Trilateral Meeting with Republic of Korea First 
Vice Foreign Minister Choi and Japanese Vice Foreign Minister Mori. November 17, 2021, 
https://www.state.gov/deputy-secretary-shermans-trilateral-meeting-with-republic-of-korea-first-vice-
foreign-minister-choi-and-japanese-vice-foreign-minister-mori/ (accessed December 10, 2021) 

5 Refer to Sneider, Sohn, and Soeya (2016) and Lee (2018) to see how U.S.-ROK-Japan trilateral 
cooperation has developed against North Korean nuclear threats. 



6 

 

     Since opening up in 1978, China has undergone rapid economic growth as “the world’s 

factory.” As a result, China replaced Japan as the world’s second-largest economy in 2010, 

achieved the highest foreign exchange reserve in 2012, and emerged as the biggest trading 

nation in 2013.6 China has also significantly increased its military budget, modernizing and 

reforming its armed forces over four decades.7 

     With these achievements, President Xi is seeking ways to maximize China’s national 

interests, while emphasizing the need to make efforts for the “Chinese dream of great 

rejuvenation of the Chinese nation.”8  During a U.S.-China summit meeting in June 2013, 

President Xi suggested “a new type of major country relationship” which includes respecting 

each other’s “core interests and major concerns” to shape the environment that better allows 

China to pursue its interests.9  In the following months, during his visit to Kazakhstan in 

September and Indonesia in October, President Xi announced a strategic “Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI).” A combination of “Silk Road Economic Belt” and “21st Century Maritime 

Silk Road”, which are respectively inspired by the overland silk road of Han Dynasty and the 

maritime silk road during Ming Dynasty, BRI is Beijing’s attempt to create a single economic 

community throughout Eurasia by connecting important countries in each region through 

networks of railroads, roads, harbors, and airports. 10  Led by the Chinese state-owned 

enterprises, the initiative is deemed not only an endeavor to ensure Beijing’s economic 

development and expand its economic influence by creating China-centered economic zone, 

but also a means to secure regions with strategic importance.11 Indeed, through BRI, Beijing 

 
6 Byung-Kwang Park. “US-China Hegemony Competition under the Biden Administration and Responses 
of South Korea,” The Journal of Strategic Studies 28, no.2 (2021): p. 48  
7 Ministry of Defense (Japan). 2021 Defense White Paper. 2021, pp. 60-62, 
https://www.mod.go.jp/en/publ/w_paper/wp2021/DOJ2021_EN_Full.pdf (accessed December 10, 2021)  
8 “What does Xi Jinping’s China Dream mean?” BBC News. June 6, 2013, 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-22726375 (accessed December 10, 2021) 
9 U.S.- China Economic and Security Review Commission. China Seeks a “New Type of Major-Country 
Relationship” with the United States. June 25, 2013, 
https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/Research/China%20Seeks%20New%20Type%20of%20Major-
Country%20Relationship%20with%20United%20States_Staff%20Research%20Backgrounder.pdf 
(accessed December 10, 2021)  
10 Yong Shik Choo. “The Prospect of the China’s ‘One Belt, One Road’ Strategy in Southeast Asia,” The 
Journal of International Relations 18, no.2 (2015): pp.169-190. 

11 Ki-tae Lee and Jung Ho Bae, 국제전략환경의 변화와 한국의 신남방정책 [Changes in International 
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took hold of Sri Lanka’s Hambantota port, a port along the Indian Oceans’ important 

commercial and military waterway, on a 99-year lease in 2017 when the country failed to repay 

the loan used for the port construction. 

     While Beijing makes various attempts to maximize its national interests, it has begun to 

demonstrate assertiveness against international norms. In addition to virtually controlling the 

territory of other states through BRI infrastructure construction, China has manifested 

expansionist maritime policy, especially in the South China Sea, where lies one of the most 

important shipping lanes in the world. Despite the Permanent Court of Arbitration (PCA)’s 

ruling in 2016 that dismissed Beijing’s “historical rights” regarding South China Sea, China 

has vehemently claimed its territorial right and actively conducted military exercises and 

survey activities in the South China Sea, while carrying out militarization of the disputed area.12  

     Moreover, China has often weaponized its growing economic influence over conflicts 

with its trading partners. In 2010, after a Chinese fishing boat and Japanese Coast Guard patrol 

ship collided near the disputed islands of Senkaku (Diaoyu) and the Chinese captain was 

arrested by Japanese authorities, China suddenly stopped its exports of rare earth to Japan. 

Even though the Chinese government did not openly admit its involvement to export 

restrictions, since there were no changes in China’s rare earth exports to other countries, 

Japanese officials doubted that Chinese government was imposing an embargo on Tokyo 

because of the maritime incident.13 Similarly, when South Korea decided to deploy an anti-

missile defense system called THAAD (Terminal High Altitude Area Defense) in 2016 to 

combat increasing North Korean nuclear threats, China retaliated against South Korea by using 

its economic leverage, arguing that the THAAD deployment threatens its national security. As 

Beijing suddenly banned Chinese tourist groups from traveling to South Korea and boycotted 

South Korean products and the entertainment industry, South Korean businesses suffered huge 

 
Strategic Environment and South Korea’s New Southern Policy] (Seoul: Korea Institute for National 
Unification, 2019), pp. 41-44. 

12 Ministry of Defense (Japan), op. cit., pp.76-79. 

13 “中国がレアアース輸出枠『発給停止の情報』経産相[China limits export of rare earth metals 
“information on suspension of issuing” Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry]” The Nihon Keizai 
Shimbun. September 24, 2010. https://www.nikkei.com/article/DGXNASFS24012_U0A920C1NNC001/ 
(accessed August 17, 2021)  
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damage. The Lotte Group had to virtually give up its business in China, as the company became 

the major target of China’s retaliation after handing its golf course over to the South Korean 

government as the THAAD deployment site14. China also has conducted economic retaliations 

against Australia after Prime Minister Morrison called for a World Health Organization 

investigation of the origins of coronavirus in April 2021.15  

 

2. Changes in the U.S. Policy Toward China and Intensifying U.S.-China 

Rivalry 

As Beijing developed China-centered global initiatives and projected its influence based 

on its increased economic and military power, the Unites States began to consider China as a 

serious challenger to the existing U.S.-led liberal international order. Washington’s policies to 

curb China’s more assertive behavior has further heightened tensions.  

A series of events in Beijing in 2017 and 2018 particularly exacerbated Washington’s 

view of China. In 2017, President Xi further clarified his ambition for China’s dominance 

during the 19th National Congress of the Chinese Communist Party, and the next year, Beijing 

made a constitutional amendment to remove the term limit of the presidency, clearing the way 

for Xi to become a president for life16. According to Miyamoto, these events fatally worsened 

the United States’ perception on China, and the clear bipartisan consensus that America should 

confront China in various aspects to maintain its hegemony was formed in Washington around 

 
14 “중국 '사드 보복' 철회 약속 8개월 지났어도 안 풀려… 단체관광 판매중지, K팝 공연금지도 여

전히 계속[Still unresolved after eight months form China’s promise to stop ‘THAAD retaliation’… group 
tours and k-pop concerts are still prohibited as well]”The Korea Economic Daily. August 27, 2018, 
https://n.news.naver.com/article/015/0004001303  (accessed October 29, 2021)  

15 “중국, '코로나조사 신경전' 호주산 보리에 반덤핑관세(종합)[China ‘irritated by Coronavirus investigation’ imposes 
anti-dumping tariffs on Australian barley (General)]”. Yonhap News. May 19, 2020, 
https://www.yna.co.kr/view/AKR20200518156251097?input=1195m (accessed October 29, 2021)  

16 Yuji Miyamoto, “「新しい冷戦」のコアの論点－技術覇権と技術管理[Core Discussion Points of 

‘New Cold War’-Technology Hegemony and Technology Management]” in 『技術覇権―米中激突の深
層』[Technology Hegemony-Intensification of U.S.-China Clash]. eds. Yuji Miyamoto and Atsushi Ijuin 
(Tokyo: 日本経済新聞出版社 [Nihon Keizai Shimbun Publishing Company], 2020), pp.19-28. 
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this period.17  

Based on this perception change and a largely bipartisan consensus, both the Trump 

administration and the Biden administration fashioned policies with clear characteristics of 

containment toward China. Although there were several differences between the Trump 

administration and the Biden administration especially regarding how to work with allies and 

partners18, it seems both are equally determined to tackle Chinese aggression.  

Deviating from Washington’s traditional policy emphasizing engagement, the Trump 

administration waged a trade war against China and started imposing sanctions against Chinese 

high-tech companies for threatening national security. Furthermore, the administration 

introduced an Indo-Pacific strategy to curb Beijing’s assertiveness. Calling China as a 

“revisionist power” that is “willing to accept friction” to pursue its national interests and aspires 

to become a regional hegemon in the Indo Pacific, the administration embarked on building a 

“networked region” with U.S. allies and partners.19 The array of allies and partners would deal 

not just with China, but also – the challenges posed by Russia and North Korea; at the same 

time, it would underscore the importance of sovereignty, the peaceful resolution of disputes, 

free and fair trade, and adherence to international rules and norms.20 

 Apparently, the current Biden administration shares the Trump administration’s general 

views regarding Beijing. The administration sees China as “the only competitor potentially 

capable of combining its economic, diplomatic, military and technological power to mount to 

a sustained challenge to a stable and open international system,” and wants to “reinvigorate 

 
17 Ibid, pp. 19-28 

18 Patrick Cronin, “Joe Biden’s Transatlantic Bridge to the Indo-Pacific Region”, The National Interest. 
June 15, 2021, https://nationalinterest.org/feature/joe-biden%E2%80%99s-transatlantic-bridge-indo-
pacific-region-187781 (accessed June 17, 2021) 

19 U.S. Department of Defense. Indo-Pacific Strategy Report: Preparedness, Partnerships, and Promoting 
a Networked Region. June 1, 2019, https://media.defense.gov/2019/Jul/01/2002152311/-1/-
1/1/DEPARTMENT-OF-DEFENSE-INDO-PACIFIC-STRATEGY-REPORT-2019.PDF (accessed March 
2, 2021) 

20 Ibid. 
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and modernize” U.S. alliances and partnerships to cope with the challenge.21 Indeed, during 

the first year in office, President Biden has showed great determination to strengthen 

Washington’s ties with its allies and partners to defend the rules-based order, announcing joint 

statements respectively with Japan 22  and South Korea, 23  and publishing a New Atlantic 

Charter with Britain24 while suggesting his desire to deepen connections between alliances and 

partnerships in Asia and Europe.25 Moreover, the Biden administration announced a U.S.-led, 

infrastructure construction initiative called “Build Back Better World (B3W) Partnership”26 

with G7 countries, and launched a new regional security framework called AUKUS with 

Australia and Britain.27 Some see a sharp confrontation developing between the U.S.-led Indo-

Pacific initiative, which now includes B3W for infrastructure construction, and the China-led 

Belt and Road Initiative.28The Biden administration also increased sanctions on Chinese firms.  

     Amid this intensifying U.S.-China rivalry, technology has emerged as a critical area of 

competition between the two countries. As Ijuin and Miyamoto point out, the current U.S.-

China competition is not only about traditional geopolitical competition resulting from the rise 

of China, but also about competition to get the upper hand in the fourth industrial revolution. 

This is because high technology is closely linked to both economic power and military power, 

 
21 The White House, Interim National Security Strategic Guidance, March, 2021, 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/NSC-1v2.pdf (accessed May 20, 2021) 

22 The White House, April 16, 2021. 

23 The White House, May 21, 2021. 

24 The White House. The New Atlantic Charter, June 10, 2021, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-
room/statements-releases/2021/06/10/the-new-atlantic-charter/ (accessed June 20, 2021)  

25 Cronin, op. cit.  

26 The White House. FACT SHEET: President Biden and G7 Leaders Launch Build Back Better World (B3W) 
Partnership, June 12, 2021, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/06/12/fact-
sheet-president-biden-and-g7-leaders-launch-build-back-better-world-b3w-partnership/ (accessed December 25, 
2021)  

27 The White House, Joint Leaders Statement on AUKUS, September 15, 2021, 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases /2021/09/15/joint-leaders-statement-on-
aukus/ (accessed November 15, 2021)  

28 Sung-han Kim and Min-sung Kim, “Indo-Pacific Strategy vs. Belt and Road Initiative: Strategic 
Implications for South Korea”, The Journal of Strategic Studies 28, no.2 (2021): pp.7-44.  
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and there is a possibility that advancement in high technology may lead to a shift in the military 

balance between Washington and Beijing.29 Given the significance of high technology in this 

hegemonic competition, it is no wonder President Biden is so determined to develop high 

technology. Through U.S.-Japan and U.S.-ROK summits, he promised that the United States 

will pursue cooperation for developing high technologies such as telecommunications, 

artificial intelligence (AI), biotechnology and quantum technology with Japan and South 

Korea.30 With Britain and Australia, he announced that Washington will pursue cooperation 

on cyber capabilities, AI, and quantum technologies to enhance their joint capabilities and 

interoperability in defense through AUKUS.31  

 

3. Growing Need for U.S.-ROK-Japan Trilateral Cooperation under U.S.-

China Competition  

With this growing U.S.-China competition, uncertainties and tension are rapidly rising 

in East Asia, a region already troubled with a North Korean nuclear threat. While the United 

States is increasing pressure against China, China is conducting military exercises throughout 

the region, demonstrating increased assertiveness. Tension is drastically rising between Beijing 

and Taiwan, as Beijing increases military drills to intimidate Taiwan and boost combat 

readiness.32 China also conducts joint military drills with Russia in the East Sea, including 

inside the Air Defense Identification Zone (ADIZ) of South Korea.33  

 
29 Atsushi Ijuin “初めに[Preface]” in 『技術覇権―米中激突の深層』Technology Hegemony-Intensifi

cation of U.S.-China Clash. eds. Yuji Miyamoto and Atsushi Ijuin (Tokyo: 日本経済新聞出版社 
[Nihon Keizai Shimbun Publishing Company], 2020), p.4; Miyamoto, op. cit. pp.33-34.  

30 The White House, April 16, 2021; The White House, May 21, 2021.  

31 The White House, September 15, 2021. 

32 “중국 양안 관계 긴장 속 잇따라 대만 겨냥 군사훈련[China continues military exercises aimed at 
Taiwan amidst heightening China-Taiwan tension,” Yonhap News, July 26, 2021, 
https://n.news.naver.com/article/001/0012552257 (accessed August 17, 2021)  

33 “러 국방부 “러중, 첫 연합 초계비행 훈련”[Russian Ministry of Defense “Russia-China, first joint 
patrol air craft air drills”]” YTN, July 23, 2019, https://n.news.naver.com/article/052/0001322420 (accessed 
August 17, 2021)  
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Unfortunately, it is unlikely these tensions and risks will be resolved anytime soon. As 

U.S.-China strategic competition is carried out as a hegemonic competition, with President Xi’s 

possible lifetime presidency and Washington’s bipartisan determination, there seems little 

chance that either side will change its stance in the near future. The uncertainties rising from 

U.S.-China competition are likely to persist.  

     Under these circumstances, South Korea and Japan will be put into a similar position. 

The two countries are the closest U.S. allies in East Asia, are adjacent to China, and face similar 

risks from China, whether over territorial disputes34 or China’s economic coercion. They are 

also advanced economies dependent on the global supply chain and international trade. Both 

countries excel high technology, a domain that has become a key area of competition between 

Washington and Beijing. Because of these commonalities, it is likely the two countries will be 

affected in a similar way by the risks rising from intensifying U.S.-China competition.  

     Therefore, as allies, and the partners that are facing the same long-term risks that a single 

country cannot tackle, there is growing necessity for South Korea, Japan and the United States 

to cooperate.  

 

III. Challenges of U.S.-ROK-Japan Trilateral Cooperation  

As a number of scholars have pointed out, (1) South Korea-Japan relations that is easily 

troubled by historical and territorial disputes, and (2) diverging perceptions over China among 

Washington, Tokyo, and Seoul hold back the trilateral cooperation.35 During the past five years, 

there has been an unprecedented feud between Seoul and Tokyo, and growing divergence in 

perception concerning Beijing between Seoul and the other two. Despite the increasing 

necessity for U.S.-ROK-Japan trilateral cooperation and various pronouncements about 

trilateral cooperation, there have been few serious moves to deepen cooperation.  

 
34 South Korea has territorial dispute with China over Ieodo. And Japan has territorial dispute with China 
over Senkaku/Diaoyu Island.  

35 See Sneider, Sohn, Soeya (2016), Lee (2018), and Emerging Leaders Working Group (2021).  
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1. Deterioration of South Korea-Japan Relations  

     Admittedly, South Korea-Japan relations is the weakest link in the trilateral relationship. 

South Korea-Japan relations have often been troubled by their historical animosity stemming 

from Japan’s colonization of Korea and territorial disputes. However, it is notable that South 

Korea-Japan relations have deteriorated during the last five years with serious conflicts in both 

security and trade.  

Beginning with Historical Disputes 

     The recent escalation in the deterioration of South Korea-Japan relations started with 

historical disputes regarding “comfort women” and forced labor during the colonial period. 

Although South Korea’s Park administration and Japan’s Abe administration had managed to 

reach agreement over “comfort women” issue to create foundations for pursuing deeper 

trilateral cooperation amid a rising North Korean nuclear threat and U.S. encouragement in 

2016,36 South Korean President Moon backed away from the bilateral agreement, claiming 

that his task force found “serious flaws” in the agreement’s content and process. 37  The 

Japanese government demanded adherence to the agreement, and further discord regarding the 

“comfort women” agreement led to deteriorating of South Korea-Japan relations. 

Moreover, in October 2018, South Korean Supreme Court reaffirmed its 2012 verdict 

ordering Japanese corporations to compensate for the unpaid wages to the former forced 

laborers on the premise that individual victims can still exercise the right to claim the damages 

incurring during the colonial period. 38  Regarding the judgement, the Japanese government 

protested vehemently, arguing that the verdicts “clearly violate” the 1965 Agreement on the 

 
36 Daniel Sneider “Advancing Trilateral Cooperation: A U.S. Perspective,” in NBR Special Report # 59 
U.S.-ROK-Japan Trilateralism: Building Bridges and Strengthening Cooperation, (The National Bureau of 
Asian Research, 2016), pp.1-12.  

37 “문 대통령 "12·28합의로 위안부문제 해결 안돼"…후속조치 지시(종합) [President Moon “December 28 
agreement does not resolve comfort women problem”…orders follow-up measures (General)]” Yonhap 
News, December 28, 2017,  https://n.news.naver.com/article/001/0009777904  (accessed December 10, 2021)  

38 Supreme Court (South Korea), 2009다22549, sentenced May 24, 2012, 
https://www.scourt.go.kr/portal/news/NewsViewAction.work?currentPage=&searchWord=&searchOption
=&gubun=2&seqnum=1055 (accessed December 9, 2021)  
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Settlement of Problems concerning Property and Claims and on Economic Co-operation 

between Korea and Japan and “inflict unjustifiable damages and costs” on Japanese firms.39 

Conflicts Escalating to Security and Trade Fields 

Amid rising tension over historical disputes, various conflicts erupted in security field as 

well, deepening the two countries’ mistrust. South Korea and Japan were at odds as Seoul 

demanded Tokyo remove its ‘rising sun’ flag from its naval destroyer when participating in an 

International Fleet Review at Jeju Island in October 2018. In addition, South Korean and 

Japanese governments had a long-running argument over a December 2018 incident between 

a South Korean naval vessel and a Japanese surveillance plane, with each denouncing each 

other’s claims and publishing files and videos to support its position.40  

With this background of conflicts over historical and security issues, Japanese 

government announced export controls toward South Korea in July 2019, arguing that it 

“cannot help but state that the Japan-ROK relationship of trust including in the field of export 

control and regulation has been significantly undermined.”41 The South Korean government 

responded by announcing that it would end GSOMIA with Japan in August, though it 

eventually agreed to extend the pact.  

These conflicts in security and trade between Tokyo and Seoul are unprecedented. 

Although relations have survived many previous disputes, a persistent worsening of relations 

is bound to hinder cooperation.  

Further Conflicts on a Territorial Issue  

In 2021, South Korea and Japan once again had a row over a territorial issue. In May, 

 
39Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Japan). Background and Position of the Government of Japan Concerning 
the issue of former civilian workers from the Korean Peninsula (FACT SHEET), 
https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/000499948.pdf (accessed December 10, 2021)  

40 In December 2018, Japan accused South Korean destroyer for directing radar at Japanese surveillance 
aircraft at East Sea, while South Korea strongly denied Japan’s allegations.  

41 Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry, Update of METI’s licensing policies and procedures on 
exports of controlled items to the Republic of Korea, July 1, 2019. 
https://www.meti.go.jp/english/press/2019/0701_001.html (accessed December 10, 2021)  
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South Korea strongly protested when Japan included Dokdo on Tokyo Olympic website, 

calling the inclusion “unacceptable.”42 In November, after a South Korean police chief visited 

the island, the trilateral press conference scheduled after the U.S.-ROK-Japan trilateral meeting 

was replaced by a solo interview with U.S. Deputy Secretary of State Wendy Sherman.43  

Negative Public Opinion 

As 2021 concludes, there has been little improvement in South Korea-Japan relations. 

Historical and territorial disputes are at a stalemate as ever, export restrictions continue, and 

there has been no in-person meetings between President Moon and Japanese Prime Ministers 

since 2019. Due to the continued conflicts, public opinion regarding each other have been 

negative during the last five years. According to the East Asia Institute-Genron NPO joint 

survey, while there were more ups and downs in South Korean sentiment toward Japan 

(negative response ranging from 49.9% to 71.6%) compared to Japanese sentiment about South 

Korea (negative response ranging from 46.3% to 49.9%), negative impressions have 

significantly outweighed positive impressions in both countries. In 2021, 63.2% of South 

Korean respondents and 48.8% of Japanese respondents replied they have negative impressions 

toward the other country.44   

 

2. Gaps in Perceptions and Stance Toward China  

     Another factor that may hinder deepening of U.S.-ROK-Japan trilateral cooperation is 

diverging perceptions and policy stances regarding China. Over the last several years, 

Washington and Tokyo have grown closer in concerns over China and have come up with joint 

 
42 “Ministry calls inclusion of Dokdo on Tokyo Olympic map ‘unacceptable’,” Yonhap News, May 27, 
2021, https://m-en.yna.co.kr/view/AEN20210527006700325 (accessed June 10, 2021)  

43 “Wheels fall off a show of trilateral cooperation over Dokdo,” Korea Joongang Daily, November 18, 
2021, https://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/2021/11/18/national/diplomacy/KoreaJapan-Dokdo-US-State-
Department/20211118182625728.html (accessed December 5, 2021)   

44 East Asia Institute, “2021년 제 9회 한일 국민 상호인식조사 [2021 the 9th Korea-Japan Mutual Public 
Perception Survey]” September 28, 2021, 
http://www.eai.or.kr/new/ko/project/view.asp?code=17&intSeq=20799&board=kor_event&keyword_option=&k
eyword=&more= (accessed on November 5, 2021)  
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efforts to deal with China, while Seoul has been hesitant.   

There has been an increasing alignment in the policy views of Washington and Tokyo 

regarding China. Japan has for a long time, especially since the Senkaku/Diaoyu incident in 

2010, been vocal about its worries about Beijing’s assertiveness. It still describes Chinese 

military “a matter of grave concern to the region including Japan and the international 

community” and urges China’s cooperation with other countries.45As discussed, Washington 

has come to view China as an assertive revisionist power that threatens the current international 

order based on rules and norms. Based on these increasingly converging views on China, Japan 

and the United States have started working together in various multilateral and minilateral 

arrangements, including the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad) that also includes India 

and Australia.  

In contrast, during that same period, perception regarding China has been rather divided 

in Seoul and the South Korean government has taken a quite different stance toward China. 

Skepticism about China has rapidly increased at public level since Beijing’s economic 

retaliation over the 2016 THAAD deployment, coupled with air pollution resulting from fine 

dust from China, China’s military expansion, historical and cultural disputes, and the COVID-

19 pandemic that may have originated from the Wuhan Institute of Virology. According to the 

2021 survey by East Asia Institute-Genron NPO, South Koreans’ perception of China has 

steadily deteriorated over the years and reached the point where about 73% of respondents say 

they dislike China and over 60% deem it as military threat.46 However, despite this downturn 

in Korean public opinion regarding China, the Moon administration has viewed its no.1 trading 

partner China in a positive way. In 2017, President Moon called China “one that shares the 

same destiny(운명공동체의 관계)” while expressing his support for the “Chinese Dream.” 47 

Moreover, this year, the administration described China as a “very important partner” that 

“accounts for almost one-quarter of our total trade volume” and voiced its wish that China and 

 
45 Ministry of Defense (Japan), op. cit., p.17. 

46 East Asia Institute, op. cit. 

47 “[전문] 문재인 대통령 베이징대 연설 전문 [[full speech] President Moon Jae-in’s full speech at Peking University]” 
Yonhap News, December 15, 2017, https://www.yna.co.kr/view/AKR20171215067000001 (accessed June 2, 
2021)  
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its sole ally the United States “get along better.”48 Because of such positive perception on 

China, South Korean government has been very hesitant to join U.S.-led initiatives deemed to 

be against China.49 

 If U.S.-China competition intensifies, these diverging perceptions regarding China may 

block deeper trilateral cooperation. If the competition between Washington and Beijing 

intensifies, China is likely to strive to drive a wedge between U.S. allies or the United States 

and its allies. In fact, China has already made such attempts. In 2013, Beijing asked Seoul to 

jointly criticize Japan for Tokyo’s views on colonial history.50 Also, it is believed that China 

intentionally chose to conduct air drills with Russia specifically around Dokdo to spark 

territorial disputes and worsen relations between Japan and South Korea.51 It is highly likely 

that China will double down on such efforts as U.S.-China competition mounts. In this event, 

gaps in wariness regarding China, along with a row between Seoul and Tokyo, will put at risk 

all trilateral cooperation.  

 

IV. Policy Recommendations: Ways to Improve U.S.-ROK-Japan 

Trilateral Cooperation  

To improve U.S.-ROK-Japan trilateral cooperation, it is necessary for the three countries 

to pursue and expand cooperation regarding common threats and interests, while making efforts 

to manage the feud between Japan and South Korea and the three countries’ differences over 

 
48 “A Conversation with Foreign Minister Chung Eui-yong of the Republic of Korea,” Council on Foreign 
Relations, September 22, 2021, https://www.cfr.org/event/conversation-foreign-minister-chung-eui-yong-
republic-korea (accessed November 5, 2021)  

49 “靑 "트럼프 `인도·태평양 전략` 동참 제안…文, 수용안해" [Blue House “Trump suggested to 
join ‘Indo Pacific Strategy”… Moon did not accept”], The Maeil Business Newspaper, November 9, 2017, 
https://n.news.naver.com/article/009/0004045795 (accessed November 5, 2021)  

50 Yul Sohn, “Relocating Trilateralism in a Broader Regional Architecture: A South Korean Perspective” 
in NBR Special Report # 59 U.S.-ROK-Japan Trilateralism: Building Bridges and Strengthening 
Cooperation, (The National Bureau of Asian Research, 2016), pp.17  

51 “손튼 "러중 독도 비행 한일 이간질 의도…美가 중재해야 [Thornton “Russia-China flying over 
Dokdo with intention to drive a wedge between Korea and Japan…U.S. needs to mediate”]" News1, July 
25, 2019, https://www.news1.kr/articles/?3679299 (accessed December 5, 2021)  
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China. 

 

1. Pursuing and Expanding Trilateral Cooperation Based on Commonalities 

As mentioned in Chapter II, palpable risks that clearly affect all three countries have 

emerged in the regional security environment like Sino-Russian intrusions into the Korean 

ADIZ, China’s expansive military exercises in Taiwan Strait and the militarization of the South 

China Sea. As tackling these threats along with the unresolved North Korean nuclear threat is 

vital for all three countries, there is a strong basis for security cooperation. Therefore, the three 

countries should pursue: 

⚫ The expansion of U.S.-ROK, U.S.-Japan and U.S.-ROK-Japan joint military 

exercises in terms of frequency, level, and regional scope; there should be a 

particular focus on the region around the Korean Peninsula, Taiwan Strait, and 

the South China Sea. 

⚫ Working together on concrete contingency planning regarding North Korean and 

Taiwan crises, and virtual war games based on numerous scenarios.52 

⚫ Releasing joint statements to discourage attempts to violate international norms 

and advocate a rules-based order. 

     Another area where trilateral cooperation can be pursued and deepen is high technology 

as it is field of interests for all three countries. As mentioned in Section 2 of Chapter II, both 

Seoul and Tokyo already agreed to technology cooperation with Washington, and there are 

numerous overlapping areas between the two bilateral promises, such as 5G networks, AI, 

biotechnology and quantum technology. Combining the U.S.-Japan and U.S.-ROK bilateral 

technology cooperation based on the common field of interest will provide opportunities to 

deepen the trilateral ties. The following measures should be considered: 

⚫ Creating joint research & development teams, conducting joint projects, promoting 

 
52 Emerging Leaders Working Group, Reinvesting in U.S.-Japan-Republic of Korea Strategic Relations: A 
Practical Trilateral Agenda, National Committee on American Foreign Policy. January, 2021, pp.24-25 
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exchanges among students, scholars, businessmen, government officials of the three 

countries in the fields mentioned above.  

⚫ The creation of joint institutions to fund the efforts above and connect the research 

teams, universities, and firms. 

⚫ Working together to contrive more advanced security system and actual measures to 

detect and penalize industrial spying and theft on intellectual property to protect the 

technology. 

 

2. Reducing Differences and Dissonance  

As discussed in section 1 of Chapter III, South Korea-Japan tensions over historical 

issues have spilled into security and trade issues. As there is a high level of mistrust in many 

fields across governmental and societal dimensions, comprehensive efforts to promote 

mutual understanding, build trust, and coordinate policy are imperative for repairing the 

damaged relations. Therefore, the following measures should be taken: 

⚫ Reviving shuttle diplomacy to achieve a modicum of mutual understanding and 

improve policy consultation.53  

⚫ Continuing GSOMIA and starting discussions on an Acquisition and Cross-

Servicing Agreement (ACSA).54 

⚫ Starting negotiations on lifting export restriction and minimizing historical 

disputes. 

⚫ Conducting joint research or seminars by historians, Track 1.5 seminars, and 

seminars and events open to public featuring both (1) the history of colonization 

and mutual animosity and (2) the history of cooperation after 1965 normalization 

 
53 Soeya, Yoshihide (2016). “The Future of Trilateral Cooperation: A Japanese Perspective. U.S.-ROK-
Japan Trilateralism, in NBR Special Report # 59 U.S.-ROK-Japan Trilateralism: Building Bridges and 
Strengthening Cooperation, (The National Bureau of Asian Research, 2016), p24, p.31 
54 Both Emerging Leaders Group (2021) and Soeya (2016) recommend signing of ACSA between South 
Korea and Japan, though Soeya points out it is unlikely to be realized in the near future. 
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of relations. 

⚫ Encouraging diverse cultural and human exchanges to ameliorate public sentiment, 

including increasing student exchanges and promoting events to introduce each 

other’s pop culture.55 

⚫ Institutionalizing a U.S.-ROK-Japan trilateral mechanism to prevent escalation of 

conflicts and use of coercive diplomacy between Seoul and Tokyo. 

     Also as discussed in section 2 of Chapter III, diverging perception and policy stance 

regarding China can easily weaken the trilateral ties as it is likely that Beijing will attempt to 

drive a wedge between the three countries. Thus, efforts from all three countries to overcome 

such differences and prepare for China’s possible attempts to cause disharmony among the 

three countries are essential for building resilient trilateral relations, including:  

⚫ Comprehensive but detailed, in-depth trilateral discussions regarding China, including 

(1) China’s long-term goals, (2) Chinese foreign policy strategy, (3) status quo of each 

three country’s relations with China, and (4) why China is necessary/harmful for each 

country in both governments and academia (and if possible, at public level too) to get 

better grip of China and deepen mutual understanding. 

⚫ Trilateral track 1.5 discussions/projects to speculate on possible Chinese attempts to 

spark feud among the three countries and contrive ways to cope with such attempts. 

⚫ Discussions on China’s weaponization of interdependence, influence operations, and 

ways to minimize the impacts of such attempts (this should involve not just the three 

countries but also countries that have experienced these attempts like Australia).  

 

  

 
55 According to East Asia-Genron NPO survey (2021), there were more positive responses from the 
respondents in both Japan and South Korea regarding the other country’s image among the younger 
generation. There were also more positive responses from respondents who enjoy the other country’s pop 
culture.  
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