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Executive Summary

Yerin Yoon

In recent years, the geopolitical landscape of East Asia has undergone significant shifts, with the Taiwan Strait
emerging as a pivotal point of great power competition and regional instability. This paper delves into the
intricate dynamics in this evolving scenario, examining the multifaceted implications of Taiwan contingencies
and their ripple effects on the security of the Korean Peninsula and the longstanding US-ROK alliance. This
study highlights the need for Korea to build strategic plans for a Taiwan contingency by examining the

correlation between plausible scenarios and the security challenges of the Korean Peninsula.

This paper explores the broader implications of a Taiwan contingency within the context of great power rivalry
and international relations. Moreover, it analyzes specific scenarios related to the Korean Peninsula that could
unfold around Taiwan, such as maritime blockades and potential Chinese armed attacks on Taiwanese
territory. It then emphasizes the influence of these scenarios on the Korean Peninsula, revealing a complex
web of economic security, diplomatic, and military challenges. The article thereafter turns its attention to the
US-ROK alliance essential to regional security in East Asia. This analysis examines the strategic ramifications
of the relocation of US Forces Korea (USFK) and the possible engagement of the ROK military to assess the
potential responses by the US-ROK alliance to the Taiwan crisis. It also highlights how crucial it is to
comprehend each of the points of view held by the US and the ROK, underscoring the complex intricacies of

the alliance.

Finally, the paper proposes strategic policy recommendations to enhance Korea's role in regional security.
This includes strategies for maritime security, military readiness against conventional threats, and the
strengthening of trilateral relationships with the US and Japan, providing a proactive roadmap for Korea's

foreign and defense policy.
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Introduction

major post-Cold War change has occurred
that Taiwan, in the complex

geopolitical context of the Indo-Pacific, has
become a primary area of contention in the ongoing
great power competition between the US and China.
In particular, the Taiwan Strait has turned into a
flashpoint in this region, escalating tensions as the
world's attention is currently focused on the Indo-
Pacific. Following the victory of President Lai Ching-

now

te (fHI51E) in the Taiwanese election in January 2024,
tensions in the region have increased. In this rapidly
evolving geopolitical landscape of East Asia, the
strategic significance of the Taiwan Strait resonates
profoundly region, particularly
influencing the security dynamics of the Korean
Peninsula and the US-Republic of Korea (US-ROK)
alliance.

across the

This paper embarks on a nuanced exploration of the
cascading effects stemming from the Taiwan
contingency and its broader implications for regional
stability, especially for the Korean Peninsula security.
With promising scenarios that may have an impact
on South Korea, this study examines how a Taiwan
contingency may influence the security landscapes of
the Korean Peninsula. Through this analysis, this
paper evaluates the Taiwan contingency from the
perspectives of the Korean Peninsula and the US-
ROK alliance, providing policy recommendations to
fortifty Korea’s role in regional security. By
emphasizing maritime security, fortifying the
alliance, and bolstering trilateral cooperation with
Japan, the study aims to illuminate South Korea’s
potential contributions to regional stability and
articulate strategic plans necessary to navigate the
complexities arising from Taiwan contingency within
the realm of international relations and security
dynamics.

The Implications of Taiwan Contingency

Taiwan Contingency in the Great Power

Competition

The Taiwan Strait, a crucial maritime corridor
separating Taiwan and mainland China, holds

! Katie Zeng Xiaojun, “East Asia: Impact of China and Taiwan Conflict on
Shipping,” RiskIntelligence, June 2022,
https://www.riskintelligence.eu/analyst-briefings/east-asia-impact-of-

china-and-taiwan-conflict.

significant geopolitical importance due to its strategic
location in the Indo-Pacific region. This strait is vital
for global trade, with 88% of the world's largest ships
by tonnage passing through it." However, the Taiwan
Strait has been a focal point of tensions, primarily due
to the complex relationship between Taiwan and
China. After the Chinese Civil War, Taiwan emerged
as a separate governmental entity, leading to ongoing
disputes over sovereignty. While China insists on its
“one-China Principle,” which sees Taiwan as part of
Chinese territory ruled by the People’s Republic of
China, continuously
sovereignty. Specifically, ex-President Tsai Ing-wen
and the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) refuse to
accept the "1992 Consensus," which both the PRC and
Taiwan’s own Nationalist Party (Kuomintang) say
requires both parties to respect each other's
interpretation and nomenclature.
diplomatic relations between the two have been
broken for eight years. 2 Additionally, with the
election of Lai Ching-te in 2024, who is more pro-
Taiwan independence than Tsai Ing-wen, relations

Taiwan claims its own

As a result,

between China and Taiwan over the cross-strait issue
appears is growing more intense. President Lai seems
to be taking a firm stance against the one-China
Principle, given Taiwan's longstanding indication to
proceed in that direction. Therefore, the much-feared
Taiwan contingency appears to be becoming more
likely.

These tensions have profound implications
geopolitically in the context of the Great Power
Competition between the US and China. As Taiwan's
democratic governance contrasts with China's
annexation intention, this confrontation draws
international attention, as well as support,
particularly from the US. While the US maintains a
“strategic ambiguity" stance towards Taiwan, which
it articulates as the “one China policy,” it has shown a
consistent desire for Taiwan's self-governance and
democratic system. This stance is reflected in US
domestic legislation, such as the Taiwan Relations
Act (TRA), which provides for defensive support to

Taiwan.

Therefore, the discrepancy between China's
unification goals and Taiwan's desire for self-
governance creates a persistent source of conflict in
the region. Admiral John Aquilino, the Commander

2PYO, Nari. "Taiwan’s 2024 Presidential Election: Results and Implications
for Cross-Strait Relations." IFANS Focus 1P2024-01E (2024): 3.


https://www.riskintelligence.eu/analyst-briefings/east-asia-impact-of-china-and-taiwan-conflict
https://www.riskintelligence.eu/analyst-briefings/east-asia-impact-of-china-and-taiwan-conflict
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of INDOPACOMM at the Operationalizing
Integration in the Indo-Pacific (OIIP) 2024 conference,
recently made remarks underscoring this tension.
Adm. Aquilino said that some demonstration of force
against expected after
presidential election this year, in addition to China’s
pressure on all nations that recognize Taiwan. 3
Indeed, just after Lai’s May 2024 election the People’s
Liberation Army Navy conducted drills that
encircled the island and which were designed to
simulate, in their own words, how to “seize power.”*

Taiwan was Taiwan’s

Besides China's increasing military capabilities, the
ongoing Ukraine war adds intricacy to the dynamics
in the region. As the US and China vie for global
influence, actions taken by China in the Taiwan Strait,
as well as the South China Sea, may be interpreted as
part of a larger strategy to assert its power and
challenge the US-led international order. This
competition influences China's approach to foreign
policy and military strategy, framing its actions
within a larger narrative of great power competition.
The regular military drills in the Taiwan Strait and
airspace incursions by China into Taiwan's Air
(ADIZ) heighten
concerns in both Taiwan and the US. These actions
are perceived as provocations, challenging the status
quo and raising the specter of instability in the region.
In response, while maintaining its one-China policy,
the US continues to provide defense support to
Taiwan. This support, manifested through arms sales
and high-level visits, is consistent with the TRA and

Defense Identification Zone

intended to enable Taiwan to maintain sufficient self-
defense  capabilities. ~ Specifically, the Biden
administration's explicit acknowledgment of the
risks in Taiwan and discussions about the possibility
of direct military intervention are seen as indicative
of a shift away from the long-held policy of strategic
ambiguity. This approach represents a more openly
assertive stance on ensuring Taiwan's security,
signaling a potential departure from previous US
strategies that aimed to balance relations between
China
commitments to military intervention. This situation
remains a critical flashpoint in US-China relations,
with potential implications for regional insecurity in

and Taiwan while avoiding clear

the Indo-Pacific. Furthermore, there is concern that
the Taiwan Strait could become a powder keg for an
extensive confrontation involving significant powers,

3 John Aquilino. “Keynote Address,” Jan. 16, 2024. Alohilani Hotel, Hawaii,
the US, https://pacforum.swoogo.com/2024-O1IP

* Nectar Gan, Eric Cheung and Brad Lendon, “China says military drills
encircling Taiwan designed to test its ability to ‘seize power,”” CNN, May
24, 2024, https://www.cnn.com/2024/05/23/asia/china-military-drills-
taiwan-second-day-intl-hnk/index.html.

which might have an impact on the dynamics of
global security.

Implication of Taiwan Contingency in
International Relations

Beyond the Great Power Competition between the
US and China, the Taiwan contingency looms as a
potential catalyst for geopolitical upheaval in the
international community. The unresolved status of
Taiwan poses a formidable challenge to the
established status quo and the international norms
governing The
implications of a conflict over Taiwan extend beyond
the immediate region, threatening the stability of the
US-led liberal democratic order. In an era marked by
ongoing conflicts like the Ukraine war and the
protracted conflicts in the Middle East, another
armed confrontation in Taiwan could lead to
catastrophic consequences globally.

current international relations.

The possibility of a military conflict in Taiwan
evolving into World War III is not improbable. The
complex network of alliances and strategic interests
associated with the Taiwan issue makes it a potential
catalyst for wider geopolitical tensions. Given the
interconnectedness of global economies and the
strategic importance of the Indo-Pacific region, any
disruption to the status quo in the Taiwan Strait
could trigger a chain reaction with far-reaching
implications. The feasible involvement of major
powers, including the US, China, and regional actors,
underscores the gravity of the situation further.
Therefore, whoever wins at the end of the war, it
would be a pyrrhic victory.

This escalation risk is not just a theoretical construct
but a palpable concern that commands global
attention. In a strategic assessment, experts from
Global Guardian estimate the likelihood of a full-
scale Chinese invasion of Taiwan at 35%. % This
probability, although lower than the assessed 60%
likelihood associated with limited combat scenarios
in Taiwan, is significant enough to necessitate a

5 “Will China Take the Potentially Devastating Step of Invading Taiwan —
and If so, When Can We Expect an Invasion to Happen?,” Global
Guardian, February 2024, https://www.globalguardian.com/global-
digest/will-china-invade-taiwan.


https://pacforum.swoogo.com/2024-OIIP
https://www.cnn.com/2024/05/23/asia/china-military-drills-taiwan-second-day-intl-hnk/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2024/05/23/asia/china-military-drills-taiwan-second-day-intl-hnk/index.html

Taiwan Strait’s Echo in Korean Peninsula Security and the US-ROK Alliance

discussion of viable strategies for managing and
mitigating such risks.

TAIWAN SHOCK INDEX

Ratings incicate how destabiizing a miltary confictin
from East Asia would be severely constricted; and that

 a given couniry. The main assumpiion underlying the 5 s that seaborme trade to and
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Figure 1. Risk Map of Global Guardian's Threat Severity Index (TSI) for 2024
(Source: Global Guardian, 2024)

When it comes to economic loss, no state would be
free of consequences should the Taiwan Strait be
blocked. According to the Taiwan shock index
provided by Global Guardian, most states in the
Indo-Pacific region would experience adverse effects.
Considering the potential ramifications outlined
above, the Taiwan contingency emerges as a critical
concern commanding global attention.

Taiwan Contingency Scenarios and Their
Influence on the Korean Peninsula

South Korea would be one of the countries most
affected by a Taiwan contingency. Security in the
Taiwan Strait is crucial for South Korea because the
maritime transportation volume passing through or
near the Taiwan Strait accounts for 33.27% of South
Korea's entire maritime transportation. Moreover, it
is calculated that an economic loss of $342.46 million
per day would result if any issue arises along this
route and interrupts transportation. This calculation

6 Ibid.

7 Jai Chul Heo, “The Taiwan Issue and Korea’s Economic Security in the
Era of U.S.-China Strategic Competition,” SSRN Electronic Journal, Feb. 22,
2023, 1-3, https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.4476087.

accounts for major resources and products; therefore,
the expected amount of economic damage would
increase further when including other resources, and
products.’

TEU (2020)
Lasa than 2 Willon
1900 Wion
130 16 Waon.

Mere han 16 Maon

Figure 2. Shipping Lanes and Strategic Passages in Pacific Asia (Source:
Notteboom, Theo, Pallis, Athanasios, & Rodrigue, Jean-Paul. Port
Economics, Management and Policy. New York: Routledge, 2022. doi:
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429318184)

Many research institutions and government agencies
have developed a variety of Taiwan Strait conflict
scenarios. China has the largest army and navy in the
world in terms of conventional military forces, while
also equipped with capabilities
including integrated air defense systems, anti-ship

asymmetric

cruise missiles, and ground-launched multi-range
ballistic missiles.® These scenarios presuppose both
the capacity and inclination of China to undertake
such actions. Amid those scenarios, this paper will
focus on specific military conflict scenarios over
Taiwan regarded as influential on the Korean
Peninsula, the cases of the maritime blockades, and
the Chinese invasion of Taiwan territory. As for the
scenario of naval blockades, cases could be bifurcated
into a blockade of the Taiwan Strait and the blockades
of the Yellow Sea to prevent the deployment of the
USFK. To escalate, China would consider projecting
armed attacks or launching an invasion into Taiwan'’s
territory. In case of these scenarios —no matter which
one comes to fruition—the US may be compelled to
send military forces. This will result in a daunting
task for the South Korean government to deal with
associated security challenges.

8 Andrew Faulhaber, "Deterring China's Military Aggression," Yale Journal,
https://www.yalejournal.org/publications/deterring-chinas-military-
aggression, accessed April 3, 2024.


https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429318184
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Maritime Blockades
Taiwan Strait Blockade

A maritime blockade of Taiwan by China emerges as
a strategic option for the People’s Republic of China
(PRC), owing to Taiwan's substantial reliance on
maritime trade. The Taiwan Strait, a vital maritime
route, confronts the prospect of a blockade in the
event of a Taiwan contingency. China's capability to
implement such a blockade is underpinned by its
considerable maritime prowess. A range of blockade
scenarios could unfold, including the use of China's
naval supremacy to hinder shipping to Taiwan's
ports or direct assaults on merchant vessels. This
blockade would significantly disrupt Taiwan's access
to international waters and constrain its ability to
import crucial commodities, including military
provisions. In such circumstances, the Chinese
People's Liberation Army (PLA) might deploy a
blend of naval and aerial forces to enforce the
blockade, utilizing surface vessels, submarines, and
air patrols to monitor and regulate sea traffic
traversing the Strait.

The implications of such a blockade for the Korean
Peninsula are multifaceted. The South China Sea,
including the Taiwan Strait, is a major maritime
communication route, since a significant portion of
South Korea's import and export traffic is passes
through. Therefore, it could create a regional security
dilemma, prompting South Korea to reassess its
maritime security posture and naval capabilities.
Moreover, the blockade could disrupt South Korea's
trade routes, as it relies heavily on maritime
transportation for its exports and imports, including
crucial components for its industries. Given the
import dependence of South Korea's economy, its
economy would no doubt be significantly damaged.
For instance, more than 90% of its energy imports are
transported through the South China Sea, meaning
that protecting this
communication (SLOC) has a significant impact on
South Korea's economic and energy security.
Disruptions in these shipping lanes could severely
impact South Korea's economy, which heavily relies
on exports and imports facilitated by these maritime
routes.’

region's sea line of

° David Uren, "Why a Blockade of Taiwan Would Be Disastrous for China,"
The Strategist, https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/a-blockade-of-taiwan-
would-cripple-chinas-economy/, accessed March 3, 2024.

The Yellow (West) Sea Blockade

A hypothetical maritime blockade of the Yellow Sea
in a Taiwan contingency scenario could have direct
consequences for the Korean Peninsula, given its
geographic proximity and the strategic importance in
East Asian maritime routes. The blockade could be
aimed at restricting military movements of the USFK.
Specifically, it could be cutting off supply lines,
potentially involving both military and commercial
vessels. Even though the closure of both the Taiwan
Strait and the Yellow Sea concurrently could impose
significant burdens to China, this would be a clear
benefit over the US, whose territory is far from this
area.

In such a scenario, beyond the prospect of deploying
military forces, South Korea could present a direct
geopolitical challenge to the mainland. Significant
restrictions on a range of marine activities, including
fishing and commercial operations, are anticipated
consequences. This would increase the vulnerability
of territorial seas and Exclusive Economic Zones
(EEZs) as sea routes that connect to South Korea will
be impeded. Moreover, the imposition of a blockade
in this region may be coordinated with North Korea,
given China's established ties with North Korea and
historical naval activities observed in the Yellow Sea
during periods of peace. Therefore, in consideration
of these complicated dynamics in this region, this
scenario prompts delicate and complex military and
economic calculations for both the USFK and South
Korea.

The Chinese Armed Attacks on the Taiwan
Territory

The scenario of Chinese armed attacks on Taiwan
territory, particularly in the form of an amphibious
invasion, presents a significant military challenge
from all over the international community, in
addition to the US and South Korea. According to the
CSIS report, elaborating how such an invasion would
likely include a combination of amphibious landings,
air assaults, and airborne operations, these attacks
would focus on capturing key ports and airfields
with the Chinese forces seeking to establish a
beachhead for further military operations.!

10 Mark F. Cancian, Matthew Cancian, and Eric Heginbotham, “The First
Battle of the Next War, Wargaming a Chinese Invasion of Taiwan,”
Forging the Sword, December 31, 2020, 40-51,
https://doi.org/10.1515/9780804797382-004.
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Moreover, a major conflict in Taiwan could lead to
broader regional instability as a ripple effect, echoing
South Korea’'s economic and security environment.
The direct military implications may be limited for
South Korea, but the indirect consequences could be
involved. South Korea could also face pressure to
support US military operations since the crisis would
likely draw significant US military resources and
attention, potentially affecting the US-ROK alliance
dynamics. As a result, South Korea would have to
assist the US either with logistics or noncombat fields,
which would need careful diplomatic and strategic
planning in resistance to China’s forceful response. In
this context, South Korea might find itself in a
delicate position, balancing its alliance commitments
with the need to maintain regional stability and its
own security interests.

The US-ROK Alliance in
Contingency

Taiwan

The Promising Counteractions of the US-ROK
Alliance

In response to these threats in Taiwan, the US will
probably get involved in the relations between China
and Taiwan to maintain regional security. As US
President Joe Biden mentioned, the US forces could
defend Taiwan if in fact there was an unprecedented
attack."! Whereas the White House announced that
the US would maintain “strategic ambiguity” later,
the Taiwan Relations Act indicates the US obligations
to equip Taiwan to defend itself.? This could be
interpreted to mean that the US would defend
Taiwanese independence in some capacity if the
Taiwan scenario occurred. In the event that any
situation could affect the Korean Peninsula, either
directly or indirectly, posing serious security
challenges. It will escalate threats in this region no
matter which scenario happens or if all scenarios are
overlapping.

As a result, it is unlikely that South Korea will be
completely impervious to the US missions given the
alliance between the two countries, rather it would be
reasonable to presume that South Korea will engage

1 Scott Pelley, President Joe Biden's "60 Minutes" Interview Transcript, CBS
News, September 18, 2022, accessed February 22, 2024,
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/president-joe-biden-60-minutes-
interview-transcript-2022-09-18/.

12 "President Joe Biden says U.S. would defend Taiwan against Chinese
invasion," CBS News, September 18, 2022,
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/president-joe-biden-taiwan-60-minutes-

in some sort of responsibility. Support from South
Korea falls into two primary categories: direct
support and indirect support. While indirect support
involves aiding the movement of the USFK, direct
support entails participating in military operations
alongside the US.

The USFK relocation

In the event of a Taiwan contingency, it is highly
likely that the US, which is supporting Taiwan’s
independence and freedom of navigation in Taiwan’s
Strait, will deploy military aid. The Taiwan Strait is
under the operational control of the US Indo-Pacific
Command (INDOPACOM), which will respond as a
power resource for the INDOPACOMM in case of
emergency in this region. For instance, deploying the
7th fleet, which is one of the sub-unified commands
and the largest of forward-deployed US fleets would
be considered.’® Even if this defense with the 7th fleet
might be adequate in cases when the threat is not
severe or does not pose an immediate threat, it cannot
count out the prospect of using USFK in specific
situations for timely assistance, which is
geographically close to Taiwan.

Originally, the USFK was based on the 1953 US-ROK
Mutual Defense Treaty. According to the treaty,
Article 3 indicates that the two nations should
cooperate to counter the threat in accordance with
their respective constitutional procedures in the
event of an external threat arising on either nation's
territory,* and Article 4 shows a mutual agreement
on the disposition of the US military in Korean
territory.!> Namely, the bottom line is that the USFK’s
priority is to secure peace on the Korean Peninsula
while residing in Korea. On the basis of this, itis hard
to imagine a situation in which the USFK would be
sent to Taiwan if there was no immediate crisis on the
Korean Peninsula.

However, it can be interpreted with legitimacy to
consider the USFK’s AOR (area of responsibility) to
be extended beyond the Korean Peninsula, based on
the 2006 agreement between the US and ROK,
regarding the “strategic flexibility” of the USFK. This

1% United States Navy, "Commander, U.S. 7th Fleet: Fact Sheet," U.S. 7th
Fleet, accessed February 23, 2024, https://www.c7f.navy.mil/About-
Us/Facts-Sheet/.

1 Mutual Defense Treaty Between the United States and the Republic of
Korea, signed October 1, 1953, accessed February 23, 2024,
https://www.usfk.mil/Portals/105/Documents/SOFA/H Mutual%20Defens
€%20Treaty 1953.pdf

2022-09-18/.

15 Ibid.


https://www.cbsnews.com/news/president-joe-biden-60-minutes-interview-transcript-2022-09-18/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/president-joe-biden-60-minutes-interview-transcript-2022-09-18/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/president-joe-biden-taiwan-60-minutes-2022-09-18/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/president-joe-biden-taiwan-60-minutes-2022-09-18/
https://www.c7f.navy.mil/About-Us/Facts-Sheet/
https://www.c7f.navy.mil/About-Us/Facts-Sheet/
https://www.usfk.mil/Portals/105/Documents/SOFA/H_Mutual%20Defense%20Treaty_1953.pdf
https://www.usfk.mil/Portals/105/Documents/SOFA/H_Mutual%20Defense%20Treaty_1953.pdf
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agreement followed a ministerial talk between
Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and Foreign
Minister Ban Ki-moon. In this discussion, they
affirmed mutual consent on which the ROK, as an
ally, fully understands the
transformation of the US global military strategy and
respects the necessity for strategic flexibility of the
USFK, as the joint statement indicates. 6 This
documentation provides the basis for the USFK to be
deployed to manage the crisis in the Taiwan Strait.
Following up on this, the retired General. Robert
Abrams, former commander of the USFK mentioned
that the US will keep open “all options” in deciding
what forces might be used in the event of a military
conflict between China and Taiwan, “including those
assigned to the USFK.”'” Additionally, the current
USFK Commander Paul said that
commanders do ‘"contingency planning" for
"anything," in response to a forum question on the
potential role of South Korea in the case of China's
military movement against Taiwan. '8 With the
interpretation of the agreement between the two
countries backed up by those remarks, the USFK’s
relocation to Taiwan does not look like a groundless
hypothesis.

rationale for the

LaCamera

Even if the USFK moves to manage the crisis in the
Taiwan Strait, at least some will remain in the Korean
Peninsula to defend South Korea. With the project
conducted by CSIS, the US would release two of its
four squadrons in South Korea in the event of a
conflict over Taiwan.' It is undeniable that the ROK
military will shoulder a heavier burden placed in a
strategic vacuum. Although the likelihood of North
Korea's direct use of nuclear weapons is regarded as
low under the US nuclear umbrella and extended
deterrence covering the Korean Peninsula, the
downsized USFK should preemptively draw plans to
deter North Korea’s armed provocations with
conventional weaponry or asymmetric forces, even
further to enhanced attacks by combined forces of
North Korea and China. As a matter of fact, the
central committee of the ruling Worker's Party of
North Korea sent the "solidarity letter" to its
counterpart in the Chinese Communist Party,

1 "Joint Statement of the Security Consultative Committee," U.S. Embassy
& Consulates in Japan, last modified January 23, 2006, accessed February
23, 2024, https://japan2.usembassy.gov/e/p/2006/tp-20060123-15.html.

17 "South Korea, Taiwan agree to exchange official visits," Korea JoongAng
Daily, published September 27, 2022, accessed February 23, 2024,
https://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/2022/09/27/national/d efense/Korea-
Taiwan-South-Korea/20220927162716723.html.

18 Song Sang-ho, "N.K. leader inspects resort town, orders modernization,"
Yonhap News Agency, September 22, 2022,
https://en.yna.co.kr/view/AEN20220922007400325.

following the contentious visit to Taiwan by U.S.
House Speaker Nancy Pelosi in 2022.2 It showed Kim
Jong Un’s strong support for China against the US
and ostentated the steadfast alliance. Consequently,
the deployment of the USFK to Taiwan will leave
severe concerns on the ROK military to keep the
stability of the Korean Peninsula facing North Korean
provocations or the coalition forces of North Korea
and China.

The ROK military’s engagement in a war

Whereas the possibility of war is estimated relatively
low, it is not improbable that current Taiwan risks
may turn into a full-scale conflict. Therefore, this
section intends to examine the possible impact on the
Korean peninsula in the event of an all-out war. It is
imperative when considering that both the US and
China hold nuclear powers, that escalation into an
all-out war implies the possibility of a breakout of
nuclear war. According to the recent survey
conducted by CSIS in 2024, 44% of the US experts
believed China would be willing to use nuclear
weapons against US or coalition forces in a Taiwan
conflict.?! Particularly given that military tensions
and the frequency of actual clashes have recently
increased, this chance might be not out of the
question. In addition to China's steadily increasing
missile tests and military exercises in the Taiwan
Strait, Beijing's repeated expressions of discomfort
with the recent election of Taiwan's president are
intensifying the sense of risks with the potential to
escalate into war.

In case of an all-out war, however, it is extremely
unlikely that South Korea will directly participate in
the war. South Korea President Yoon Suk-yeol said in
an interview with CNN in 2022 that there would be
an increased possibility of North Korea’s provocation
in the case of military conflict around Taiwan.
Therefore, in that case, the top priority for Korea and
the US-ROK alliance would be the North Korean
threat.22 To be specific, South Korea already has a
frontline threat from North Korea, which can
jeopardize its territory immediately in a pinch. This

19 Cancian et al, “The First Battle of the Next War,” 61.

% Thomas Maresca, "North Korea sends letter of ‘solidarity’ to China after
Nancy Pelosi’s Taiwan visit," UPI, August 10, 2022,
https://www.upi.com/Top News/World-News/2022/08/10/Kim-Jong-Un-
China-Taiwan-Nancy-Pelosi/5511660123152/.

2 Bonny Lin et al., "The First Battle of the Next War: Wargaming a Chinese
Invasion of Taiwan," Center for Strategic and International Studies,
January 2024, 3p.

2 Fareed Zakaria, "Fareed Zakaria GPS," CNN, September 25, 2022,
https://transcripts.cnn.com/show/fzgps/date/2022-09-25/segment/01.
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is a no-brainer that nations typically do not accord
precedence to distant threats beyond their territorial
borders to the detriment of immediate threats posed
to their homeland. Furthermore, the US 7th Fleet is
stationed in Japan, which is close to Taiwan and
would be the first line of defense in the case of armed
incidents in Taiwan, as was previously indicated. In
other words, South Korea’'s engagement would not
necessarily be addressed in the first place.

Moreover, as South Korea usually significantly relies
on China in its economy, the South Korean
government will fall into a dilemma when it comes to
an all-out war. To directly support the US, which is
South Korea’'s strongest ally, would be regarded as a
belligerent gesture to China. As a result, it necessarily
accompanies the enormous losses from China's
countermeasures on South Korea's economy. South
Korea learned this from the precedent in 2017, which
led an estimated economic loss of 6.5 billion USD
(exchange rate of 1,300 KRW to 1 USD) from the
Chinese retaliation against the deployment of the
Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD).»
This precedent complicates the South Korean
government's deliberation of alignment with the US
in front of the conflict.

Nonetheless, in terms of the US-ROK alliance, the
chance of "entrapment” into a war by the alliance
cannot be completely ruled out. Even though the
legal obligation of deployment for the ally does not
apply, it would be difficult for South Korea to refuse
the US against China without
undermining the alliance. 2 Considering South

assistance to

Korea's historical involvement in conflicts such as the
Vietnam War and the Afghanistan War at the behest
of the US, it is improbable that South Korea would
disregard the potentiality of deploying its troops,
whether its operations in combat or non-combat
support.

Admittedly, the possibility of deployment of the
ROK military in Taiwan cannot be determined by one
fact, rather it may change depending on multi-factors
like how long the full-scale war lasts, how extensive
that war escalates, how many military forces should
be needed, or how domestic politics influence on
such decisions. However, it is obvious that the longer

2 L. Yoon, "South Korea: Estimated Economic Loss from Chinese Boycott
Against THAAD by Industry," Statista, Jan 24, 2024,
https://www.statista.com/statistics/748538/south-korea-estimated-
economic-loss-from-chinese-boycott-against-thadd-by-industry/, accessed
Feb 27, 2024.

the war is protracted, the more likely it is that the
deployment of troops to South Korea will increase.
Thus, South Korean policymakers would be in a
predicament between the historical entrapments
based on alliance and the realistic threat assessment.

Different Perspectives from the US and ROK

Expanding the analysis of the US-ROK alliance
response to a Taiwan contingency involves a detailed
examination of both countries' strategic positions and
potential cooperative measures. The US perceives the
Taiwan issue as a significant aspect of its broader
geopolitical rivalry with China, particularly under
the lens of the Great Power competition. This view is
shaped by the importance of Taiwan in the strategic
balance of the Indo-Pacific region, seeing it as a
critical juncture in the contest for international
dominance. Particularly, the US recognizes Taiwan's
role as a key democratic partner in a region
increasingly influenced by China's assertive policies.
Taiwan, with its successful transition from an
authoritarian regime to a vibrant democracy, stands
as a testament to these values in a region increasingly
influenced by China's authoritarian model. The US
views Taiwan not only as a strategic partner but also
as a symbol of democratic success. This ideological
alignment forms a crucial aspect of US foreign policy,
driven by the notion that supporting democracies
like Taiwan serves as a bulwark against the spread of
authoritarian influence. The US perceives the defense
of Taiwan as part of a larger strategy to support and
promote democratic governance, seeing it as a
counterbalance to China's model, which is often
viewed as challenging the liberal democratic order.
This narrative is deeply embedded in US foreign
policy doctrine, reflecting a long-standing ideological
rivalry  between
authoritarianism.

democratic liberalism and

To the hard-edged point, these Taiwan risks would
be adverse to the US as well. The Taiwan Strait risk is
seen as a red line by the Biden administration, which
is already grappling the war in Ukraine. The US is
hesitant to engage in more wars since doing so may
overextend its military forces and make achieving its
international strategic goals more difficult. This is

2 Tongfi Kim, "The U.S.-South Korea alliance and the deterrence of China’s
aggression against Taiwan," Policy Brief, Centre for the Study of Developing
Societies (CSDS), November 15, 2022.
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because the US should take the lead in waging
several international wars concurrently.

Additionally, Taiwan's position in global supply
chains is deemed crucial for the US economy and
technological leadership. Because of the tight ties that
the US maintains with Taiwan, particularly in the
semiconductor industry as part of the global supply
chain restructuring process, it is evident that any
crisis in Taiwan will have negative effect on the US
to the US, South Korea's
semiconductor industry is
however, the circumstances are far more nuanced.

South Korea's stance is further complicated by its
overall economic reliance on China. This reliance has

economy. Similar
reliant on Taiwan,

been demonstrated through a long history of
diplomatic ambiguity, reflecting the South Korean
government's fear of potential repercussions or
instability.  Although
President Yoon Suk-yeol has advocated for a clearer
stance and stronger alliance with the US, translating
this into tangible military support in a Taiwan

recently South Korean

scenario, South Korea has balanced the rivalry
between the US and China throughout its history,
changing its stance with every change of
administration. In particular, President Park Geun-
hye stirred up controversy by attending the military
parade for China’s 70th-anniversary commemoration
of the end of World War Two, while deciding to
introduce the THAAD, which drew strong reactions
from Beijing and brought tremendous economic
losses. In other way, President Moon has embraced a
stance known as the "hedging strategy," remaining
silent about China's economic retaliation against the
introduction of THAAD, while intimating support
for the international norm in their relations with the
US. From these points of view, South Korea's stance
on China might be unclear to the US. With these
experiences, the US may find it difficult to predict
South Korea's future actions toward Taiwan's
defense.

To bring the US-ROK alliance into the scene in the
Taiwan Strait to overcome challenges together,
understanding the nuanced political and economic
considerations for South Korea in such a scenario is
crucial. The alliance's response must navigate the
delicate balance between ensuring regional security
and acknowledging South Korea's substantial

» "Taiwan Strait: The Ocean's Most Contested Place," Proceedings,
November 2023, accessed March 25, 2024,
https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/2023/november/taiwan-

economic dependence on China and its geographical
proximity. For the last 20 years, China has been the
top export destination for South Korea. This is not to
be taken lightly in terms of South Korea's export-
driven economic growth and heavy reliance on trade.
A further risk to South Korea could be coming due to
its physical distance from China and the China-North
Korea alliance. Additionally, the US needs to be
aware that North Korea is its biggest foe of South
Korea, as the US recognizes China as its biggest
adversary at the moment. This delicate balancing act
would require diplomatic finesse and strategic
forethought, ensuring that any actions taken in the
context of a Taiwan contingency do not unduly
escalate tensions or compromise South Korea's
national interests.

Therefore, a sophisticated and well-coordinated
strategy considering the larger consequences for
regional stability and international relations is
required in the US-ROK alliance's reaction to a
Taiwan scenario in consideration of the intricate
interaction of strategic, economic, and political
variables.

Policy Recommendations to Improve
Korea’s Roles for the Regional Security

Strategy for Maritime Security and SLOC

Protection

South Korea must prioritize safeguarding its SLOCs,
which pass through the South China Sea including
the Taiwan Strait. Taiwan sits at the nexus of global
shipping lanes and nearly half of the world's 5,400
container ships passed through the Taiwan Strait in
2022.% South Korea is one of the three big countries
in addition to China and Japan, which countries
comprised
manufacturing output in 2019, being provided with
raw materials to manufacturing powerhouses
through this transit.?¢ Particularly, the majority of the
imported oil to South Korea comes through the
Taiwan Strait and the trade volume passing this Strait
takes 42.7% of the total. This fact harbingers that
South Korea would be at serious risk with its
economy and energy when there might be a
challenge in this Strait. Thereby, the Taiwan crisis is

almost 40 percent of the world's

% "Map shows why Taiwan is so important to the world," Newsweek, April
14, 2021, accessed March 25, 2024, https://www.newsweek.com/map-
taiwan-maritime-traffic-

strait-oceans-most-contested-place.
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crucial given the strategic importance of these sea
lanes for South Korea's trade and national security.
In the protection of its SLOCs, immediate measures
should include securing the international waterway
and protecting merchant vessels from potential
disruptions. To safeguard its SLOCs, South Korea
should invest in advanced maritime surveillance and
patrol capabilities. Modernizing its naval fleet with
state-of-the-art surface ships, especially with air
defense, submarines equipped with sophisticated
sonar systems, and unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs)
for reconnaissance would be vital. Additionally,
increasing the deployment of anti-submarine warfare
(ASW) capabilities and maritime patrol aircraft
(MPA) can ensure a more robust defense posture in
the region. Investment in satellite-based maritime
surveillance and intelligence systems would enhance
South Korea's ability to monitor its SLOCs effectively.
This would provide early warning of potential
blockades or disruptions, allowing for prompt
response measures.

In consideration of the fact that the Taiwan Strait is
protected by the United Nations Convention on the
Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), a considerable portion of
global shipping traffic has access to its international
waterway in the Taiwan Strait with the freedom of
navigation. Based on this law, the South Korean
government can draw out the cooperation and
actively participate in international forums and
alliances focused on maritime security. Collaborating
with regional partners to ensure the freedom of
navigation and the safe passage of commercial
vessels is paramount. This collaboration can include
joint naval exercises, information sharing, and
diplomatic efforts to uphold international maritime
law. For instance, these countries can establish an
initiative or utilize multilateral cooperation to protect
SLOCs and their own interests through this strait. If
they were to be initiated during peacetime, such
international cooperation would prevent the problem
from escalating further.

Finally, South Korea should also develop
contingency plans for alternative shipping routes and
diversify its import sources to mitigate the impact of
potential ~ disruptions in the Taiwan Strait.
Strengthening  logistics  infrastructure
participating in the restructuring of the global supply
chain, adapting the reforming
infrastructure to mitigate the impact of the possible
blockades in this Strait. Also, exploring other sea

and

economic
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routes could provide viable alternatives in case of
emergencies.

Preparing the Military Readiness against the armed
threats by North Korea

In addressing the complexities of the Taiwan
contingency and its potential impact on regional
security, a significant aspect for South Korea involves
preparing for armed threats by North Korea.
Specifically, the potential power vacuum on the
Korean Peninsula in the event of a USFK relocation
necessitates heightened South Korea’s military
readiness against North Korea. That is, the strategic
interplay in the Korean Peninsula is intricately
connected to the broader dynamics of the Taiwan
Strait, emphasizing enhanced military capabilities
against potential aggressions from the North.

South Korea’s military strategy should incorporate
comprehensive defense plans, bolstering capabilities
to counteract various forms of North Korean
provocations. Given the evolving nature of military
technology and tactics, South Korea must ensure its
forces are equipped with advanced weaponry and
surveillance systems. The focus should include
enhancing missile defense systems, cyber warfare
capabilities, assets,
ensuring an effective response to a spectrum of
potential threats.

and aerial reconnaissance

Collaborative exercises and intelligence-sharing with
the US and other allies should be intensified. Regular
joint military drills, encompassing scenarios that
simulate North Korean incursions or missile attacks,
will help in honing the combat readiness of the forces.
These exercises should not only focus on
conventional warfare tactics but also include
strategies to counter hybrid and asymmetric warfare
techniques, which North Korea has been developing.
Furthermore, considering the volatile nature of the
Korean Peninsula, establishing robust civil defense
mechanisms is vital. Enhancing the preparedness of
the civilian population through regular drills and
education on emergency procedures can significantly
mitigate risks in crisis scenarios.

Above all, while the geopolitical focus might
temporarily shift towards the Taiwan Strait, South
Korea cannot afford to diminish its vigilance against
threats from North Korea. Even if the security burden
is inevitably allocated to the Taiwan Strait, it should
not be forgotten that North Korea will always be a top
priority for South Korea. A balanced approach,
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combining advanced military preparedness, strategic
alliance enhancements, and robust civil defense
systems, is paramount in ensuring the nation's
security in an increasingly unpredictable regional
landscape.

Enhancing the trilateral relationships with the US

and Japan

The US and South Korea would need to work
together closely to maintain the status quo in this
region and prevent escalation, recognizing the high
stakes involved in a potential military conflict in the
Taiwan Strait. Consolidating extended deterrence is
Strengthening
mechanisms including the Nuclear Consultative
Group (NCG) and the Extended Deterrence Strategy
and Consultation Group (EDSCG) would be key to
reinforcing deterrence on the Korean Peninsula. In
addition to this, strengthening combined military
operations can be considered an option since
enhancing joint military capabilities, particularly
naval forces, would be crucial in preparing for any
contingency. In a matter of planning for the potential
USFK redeployment, clarifying the division of
military burdens between the ROK and the US is
essential for coordinated crisis management with
thorough discussions between the two countries.

also  pre-emptively  required.

Furthermore, the trilateral relationships among the
US, South Korea, and Japan are essential for
addressing security challenges in the Taiwan Strait
crisis. The recent initiatives and summits by the Yoon
Suk-yeol administration have marked a significant
advancement in trilateral cooperation in 2023.
However, it is necessary to strengthen the ability to
complement and implement these initiatives and its
system at the practical level to play a substantial role
strengthening regional security problems,
including the Taiwan Strait tensions. Although this
trilateral cooperation stems from sharing common
threats like North Korea among the three, it can be
extensive toward regional security issues covering
the Taiwan Strait.

in

South Korea should deepen defense cooperation with
the US and Japan through joint military exercises that
simulate various conflict scenarios in the Taiwan
Strait. These would help
interoperability and readiness among the armed
forces of the three countries. intelligence sharing
among the three nations should be bolstered. This can
include establishing a trilateral intelligence-sharing
mechanism that encompasses satellite imagery,

exercises improve
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signal intelligence, and human intelligence. This
would enhance collective situational awareness and
enable more coordinated responses to potential
threats.

Regular high-level trilateral dialogues focusing on
defense and security cooperation would be beneficial
for strategic alignment. Collaborative research and
development projects in defense technology, such as
missile defense systems, cyber warfare capabilities,
and the development of new military technologies,
would be also beneficial for all. Undoubtedly, the
disparities in the three states' approaches to China
might provide a to their
cooperation; nevertheless, if they all have a common
understanding of the risks in the Taiwan Strait, they
collectively make the most significant
contributions to this initiative. These three parties are

significant barrier

can
required to be institutionally bonded.
Strengthening military, intelligence, and crisis
management collaboration among the US, Japan, and
South Korea, will be crucial in collectively addressing
and mitigating the impacts of potential crises in both
the Korean Peninsula and the Taiwan Strait. The US
and Japan have been arguing over the allocation of
responsibility concerning the Taiwan Strait conflict
for a long time. Within the framework of this trilateral
alliance, the present juncture gives an opportune
moment for South Korea to articulate its stance and
engage in deliberations regarding respective roles
and burden-sharing in Taiwan contingency scenarios.
These recommendations based on a comprehensive
approach will solidify South Korea's contribution to
upholding regional stability, encompassing both
immediate and long-term strategic, economic, and
military considerations.

Conclusion

In the complex geopolitical tapestry of the Indo-
Pacific, the Taiwan Strait crisis poses significant
challenges, not just to the immediate parties but also
to regional players like South Korea. The summit
between Biden and Xi in 2023 November, promising
restraint in the Taiwan issue, offers a reprieve.
However, it did not dissolve the underlying military
tensions in the region. Even right after Taiwan's
presidential election on this January, the Chinese
military brought in a sizable contingent of aircraft
and warships to go over the military boundary.
Following the US and Taiwan's signing of the Mutual
Defense Treaty in December 1954, the line was
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established as de facto military boundary between the
two sides of the Taiwan Strait. Nonetheless, China
recently modified the aviation path unilaterally,
M>503 toward the median line of the Taiwan Strait,
giving more airspace to fly close to Taiwan. South
Korea, while maintaining a cautious stance and
avoiding direct involvement, will not be able to
ignore the potential ramifications of these tensions in
the near future. Moreover, the dynamic nature of
international relations in this region, especially based
on complex historical, political, and economic ties in
East Asia, demands continuous vigilance and
adaptability.

This paper highlights the criticality of proactive
planning and strategy development in light of
feasible Taiwan contingency scenarios. Thus far,
South Korea's strategic ambiguity has been effective
because of its urgent diplomatic needs due to its
economic reliance and security concerns, which call
for a balanced strategy that compensates military
readiness with diplomatic cunning. However, it
might need reevaluation in the face of escalating
tensions in this region today. In addition to South
Korea’s self-help, the strenuous efforts by the US-
ROK alliance to fortify extended deterrence and
enhance trilateral cooperation, are commendable
steps toward managing potential crises. In the
progress of the cooperation, it is imperative to
endeavor towards narrowing the disparity between
the stances of the alliances and comprehending their
respective objectives through mutual understanding.

13

In conclusion, while the immediate threat of armed
conflict over Taiwan may be subdued, the persisting
geopolitical undercurrents in the South China Sea
and the Taiwan Strait call for persistent attention and
strategic foresight. The role of the US-ROK alliance,
coupled with South Korea's evolving regional
strategy, will be instrumental in navigating these
challenges, ensuring not just national security but
contributing to the broader objective of maintaining
peace and stability in the Indo-Pacific region.
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