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Introduction 
 

 

 

 

In honor of the efforts of Pacific Forum’s former president and board chairman James Kelly, 

Pacific Forum is honored to facilitate the James A. Kelly Korea Fellowship for emerging scholars 

of the Korean Peninsula. These emerging leaders, whether in resident or nonresident capacity, 

produce a paper under the supervision of Pacific Forum staff, and in this volume we are 

delighted to share five such papers: Alexander Hynd, 2022-2023 nonresident fellow joins with 

Max Broad to evaluate the impact of the Washington Declaration of April 2023; current 

nonresident fellow Daeun Choi evaluates the nuclear strategies of Kim Jong Un since his rise to 

power in 2011; 2023-2024 nonresident fellow James JB Park discusses options for the 

revitalization of the UN Command amid South Korea’s population decline; current nonresident 

fellow Tom Ramage discusses how Seoul’s efforts the secure critical mineral supplies in Africa 

could stimulate increased competition for such resources; and 2024 resident fellow Kendrick 

Farm argues that South Korea must secure its rare earth elements supply even as it secures its 

neutrality in a potential US-China armed conflict.  

 

But the Kelly Fellowship is not the only means by which Pacific Forum assists in developing the 

next generation of foreign policy analysts, and the US-ROK alliance is hardly the only US pact 

undergoing transition at the time when the US-China competition is heating up and the US 

reevaluates the nature of its partnerships. 2022 Lloyd and Lilian Nonresident Vasey Fellow 

Florence Principe Gamboa evaluates how the Philippines has and should adapt to Trump 2.0, 

while 2024 Nonresident WSD-Handa Fellow Rei Koga evaluates the differences in FDI regulation 

in Japan and Australia, both key US treaty allies, certain to be part of any broad US economy 

security strategy to emerge under this Trump administration.  
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Executive Summary 

Alexander M. Hynd and Max Broad 

 

 

The April 2023 Washington Declaration is one of the most significant developments in the United States 

(US)-South Korea alliance to have taken place during the Biden-Yoon era. This new bilateral agreement 

included a reassertion of Seoul’s status under the US nuclear umbrella, an acknowledgement by South Korea 

of its confidence in this extended deterrence and a reaffirmation of its commitment to nuclear 

nonproliferation, as well as a number of discrete commitments by the two allies to enhance cooperation and 

deterrence—most notably the establishment of a Nuclear Consultative Group (NCG).   

 

In this working paper we provide an in-depth examination of the Washington Declaration through a review 

of official government statements and documents, media reports, and secondary policy and academic 

literatures. In Section One, we find that the Washington Declaration was agreed upon within a context of 

heightened threat perceptions around North Korea’s advanced nuclear and ballistic missile capabilities, 

active debate about nuclearization in South Korea, and tensions in the US-South Korea alliance. In Section 

Two, we map out diplomatic and civil society responses to the agreement among key stakeholders: the allies 

South Korea and the US; and their rivals in North Korea, China, and Russia. In Section Three, we establish 

that the allies’ commitment under the Washington Declaration to enhance consultation and planning, deploy 

US strategic military assets, and engage in joint exercises and training, has largely been fulfilled. However, 

in Section Four, we find that this agreement has had limited impact on South Korea’s perceptions of the US 

security guarantee due to problems with the definition and communication of its key commitments, the 

substance of the agreement, and its weak durability. In the long-term, we argue that the Washington 

Declaration has not done enough to restrain South Korea’s nuclear ambitions.  

In the final section, therefore, we offer nuclear nonproliferation-sympathetic decision makers in the US three 

key recommendations. First, that the US should publicly make clear the distinction between key features of 

the Washington Declaration’s NCG and the NATO Nuclear Planning Group (NPG) to avoid conflation 

between the US’ commitments within each alliance framework. Second, that the US should take a more 

holistic approach to the alliance that takes the interplay between economic security, military security, and 

trust between allies into account. Third, we argue that the US should recognize the limits of its ability to 

unilaterally safeguard nuclear nonproliferation in South Korea, and additionally begin to work with its other 

Indo-Pacific allies, partners—and even rivals—to reinforce Seoul’s security, promote public education, and 

create a regional political context in which nuclear saliency is reduced.
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Introduction 
 

he Washington Declaration was announced 

by US President Joseph Biden and South 

Korean President Yoon Suk Yeol during a 

bilateral summit in Washington, DC, on April 26, 

2023 that marked the 70th anniversary of the US-

South Korea military alliance. A significant new 

development in the two states’ bilateral relations, 

the agreement’s key passages include: 

- South Korea’s acknowledgement that it “has 

full confidence in US extended deterrence 

commitments and recognizes the 

importance, necessity, and benefit of its 

enduring reliance on the US nuclear 

deterrent.”  

- The US’ commitment to “further enhance 

the regular visibility of strategic assets to the 

Korean Peninsula, as evidenced by the 

upcoming visit of a US nuclear ballistic 

missile submarine to [South Korea].” 

- South Korea’s reaffirmation of its 

“longstanding commitment to its 

obligations under the Nuclear 

Nonproliferation Treaty as the cornerstone 

of the global nonproliferation regime as well 

as to the US-[South Korea] Agreement for 

Cooperation Concerning Peaceful Uses of 

Nuclear Energy.” 

 

The agreement also includes a number of joint 

commitments for the allies, including: 

- The decision to establish a “new Nuclear 

Consultative Group (NCG) to strengthen 

extended deterrence, discuss nuclear and 

strategic planning, and manage the threat to 

the nonproliferation regime posed by 

[North Korea].” 

- The two states’ commitment to “deeper, 

cooperative decision-making on nuclear 

deterrence” and to “improve combined 

exercises and training activities on the 

application of nuclear deterrence on the 

Korean peninsula.”1 

 

The upcoming two-year anniversary of the signing 

of the Washington Declaration, the end of the Biden 

administration and transition to new US leadership 

under President Donald Trump, and the ongoing 

political turmoil in South Korea caused by President 

 
1 “Washington Declaration,” The White House, April 26, 2023, 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/ briefing-room/statements-

releases/2023/04/26/washington-declaration-2/. 

Yoon’s disastrous December 2024 martial law bid 

provide an opportunity for reflection on the 

Washington Declaration. Important questions 

around the agreement have yet to be fully addressed 

in detail. Indeed, viewed in isolation from any 

broader political context, the Washington 

Declaration may appear puzzling. Why would 

South Korea—a longstanding advocate of nuclear 

nonproliferation and disarmament and good 

international citizenship—need to reaffirm its 

dedication to nuclear nonproliferation?  After all, 

isn’t it Kim Jong Un and the North Korean military 

that poses the challenge to nuclear nonproliferation 

and disarmament around the peninsula? Why 

would the US—which has around 28,500 military 

personnel deployed to bases in South Korea as well 

as regular deployments of major strategic naval and 

air force platforms to the waters and air around the 

peninsula2—be asked to make its (already well 

known) overwhelming nuclear superiority more 

readily visible? And why would these two states, 

whose longstanding military alliance involves 

regular consultations through multiple overlapping 

mechanisms,3 require yet another bilateral 

consultative group?   

 

A small number of existing policy and academic 

papers have begun to narrowly grapple with 

individual aspects of the Washington Declaration.4 

In this paper, we build on these existing works 

through a review of official government statements 

and documents, media reports, and secondary 

policy and academic literatures. In doing so, we 

place the Washington Declaration within its full and 

proper context; examining its causes, reactions, 

implementation, and impacts. We address the 

 
2 See e.g. Jim Garmone, “US, South Korea Want Peace in Indo-Pacific,” 

DOD News, Jan. 31, 2023, https://www.defense.gov/News/News-

Stories/Article/Article/3282870/ us-south-korea-want-peace-in-indo-

pacific/. 
3 Including, but not limited to, the Integrated Defense Dialogue, Defense 

Ministers’ meetings, Security Consultative Meetings, and the Extended 

Deterrence Strategy and Consultation Group. 
4 See Sung-Yoon Chung, “Washington Declaration: Evolution of the 

Extended Deterrence,” Korea Institute for National Unification, May 3, 2023, 

https://repo.kinu.or.kr/bitstream/2015.oak/14342/1/CO23-16% 28e%29.pdf; 

Minsung Kim, “Significance of the ROK-US Nuclear Consultative Group 

and North Korea’s Perception,” KINU Online Series, Aug. 10, 2023, 

https://repo.kinu.or.kr/bitstream/2015.oak/ 14523/1/CO23-19%28e%29.pdf; 

James Trottier, “Assessment of the South Korea-US Summit April 26, 

2023,” Canadian Global Affairs Institute. May, 2023, 

https://assets.nationbuilder.com/cdfai/pages/5287/attachments/ 

original/1684188876/Assessment_of_the_South_Korea-

US_Summit_April_26__2023.pdf?1684188876. 

 

 

  

  

T 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2023/04/26/washington-declaration-2/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2023/04/26/washington-declaration-2/
https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/3282870/us-south-korea-want-peace-in-indo-pacific/
https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/3282870/us-south-korea-want-peace-in-indo-pacific/
https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/3282870/us-south-korea-want-peace-in-indo-pacific/
https://repo.kinu.or.kr/bitstream/2015.oak/14342/1/CO23-16%28e%29.pdf
https://repo.kinu.or.kr/bitstream/2015.oak/14523/1/CO23-19%28e%29.pdf
https://assets.nationbuilder.com/cdfai/pages/5287/attachments/%20original/1684188876/Assessment_of_the_South_Korea-U.S._Summit_April_26__2023.pdf?1684188876
https://assets.nationbuilder.com/cdfai/pages/5287/attachments/%20original/1684188876/Assessment_of_the_South_Korea-U.S._Summit_April_26__2023.pdf?1684188876
https://assets.nationbuilder.com/cdfai/pages/5287/attachments/%20original/1684188876/Assessment_of_the_South_Korea-U.S._Summit_April_26__2023.pdf?1684188876
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following questions: what were the key motivations 

and contextual factors underpinning this new 

agreement? How did Indo-Pacific states respond to 

the announcement of the deal? To what extent has it 

been implemented by the two sides? What impact 

has it had? We argue that, at its core, the 

Washington Declaration should be understood as 

combining three major political motivations: the US’ 

desire to restrain South Korea’s nuclear ambitions, 

South Korea’s desire to strengthen its understanding 

of, and involvement in, the US’ extended deterrence, 

and the two states’ shared desire to signal the 

strength of their alliance in the face of North Korea’s 

military challenge.  

 

SECTION ONE: BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT 

 

In this section, we help to explain the emergence of 

the Washington Declaration by situating it within its 

political, economic and security context—with 

particular reference to the developments that took 

place immediately prior to the deal in 2022 and early 

2023. We examine three overlapping developments 

on the Korean Peninsula: (i) North Korea’s 

advanced nuclear and ballistic missile capabilities; 

(ii) South Korea’s nuclear proliferation debates; and 

(iii) alliance tensions between South Korea and the 

US. 

 

(i) North Korea’s advanced nuclear and ballistic 

missile capabilities 

 

North Korea has conducted six nuclear tests since 

2006 and has an estimated arsenal of around 50 

nuclear warheads.5 Its ability to deliver these 

payloads is similarly advanced, with a range of 

short, medium, and intercontinental ballistic 

missiles (ICBMs) that are operationally deployed 

throughout the country to enhance their 

survivability under attack.6 At the same time, these 

material capabilities have been politically buttressed 

in North Korea, with a September 2022 law 

reaffirming the country’s absolute commitment to its 

 
5 As of January 2024. See Arms Control Association, “Arms Control and 

Proliferation Profile: North Korea,” June, 2024, 

https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/arms-control-and- proliferation-

profile-north-korea#:~:text=Policies%2C%20and%20Practices-

,The%20Nuclear%20Arsenal%2C%20An%20Overview,kilograms%20of%20

highly%20enriched%20uranium. 
6 Joseph S. Bermudez Jr, Victor Cha and Lisa Collins, “Undeclared North 

Korea: Missile Operating Bases Revealed,” CSIS Beyond Parallel, Nov. 12, 

2018, https://beyondparallel.csis.org/ north-koreas-undeclared-missile-

operating-bases/; See also Daniel Wertz, “North Korea’s Ballistic Missile 

Program,” National Committee on North Korea, 2023 (version updated by 

Jeffrey Lewis in April 2024), https://www.ncnk.org/resources/briefing-

papers/all-briefing-papers/north-koreas- ballistic-missile-program. 

nuclear arsenal (codified into its constitution a year 

later) predating the Washington Declaration by a 

matter of months.7 Furthermore, North Korea’s 

hostile rhetoric towards South Korea has included 

regular reference to Pyongyang’s nuclear 

capabilities. For example, following President 

Yoon’s 2022 offer of massive economic assistance in 

return for the North’s commitment to denuclearize, 

senior North Korean regime figure, Kim Yo Jong, 

issued a statement in which she called Yoon an 

“idiot” and threatened Seoul as a “target” of the 

North’s capabilities.8  

 

Through the combination of this continued testing, 

legal changes, and political rhetoric, North Korea 

has sought to create the impression that its nuclear 

capabilities are now set in stone and are not up for 

negotiation with outside powers. Of course, in a 

highly centralized authoritarian state where power 

ultimately rests in the hands of one person—leader 

Kim Jong Un—it is still possible that North Korea 

could change its course. Particularly if, for example, 

North Korea faced a new economic or political crisis 

and Kim viewed it as politically expedient to enter 

negotiations around disarmament once again. The 

return of President Trump’s unorthodox diplomacy 

may have some impact here over the next four 

years.9 However, a strong improvement in bilateral 

ties between North Korea and Russia since the 

latter’s invasion of Ukraine means that Pyongyang is 

far less diplomatically and economically isolated 

than it was previously. Given these developments, it 

is quite possible that the extraordinary flurry of 

summits and negotiations in 2018-19 are 

remembered as the final serious attempt to fully 

denuclearize North Korea.  

 

The expansion of Pyongyang’s nuclear capabilities, 

and its recent disinterest in negotiation, impacted 

the emergence of the Washington Declaration in two 

key ways. First, despite the US’ unrivalled global 

influence between the end of the Cold War and the 

2008 Global Financial Crisis (and international 

support from both the UNSC and regional allies in 

 
7 South Korean Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Understanding the North 

Korean Nuclear Issue,” n.d., 

https://www.mofa.go.kr/eng/wpge/m_5474/contents.do. 

8 Chung-hwan Yu  (유충환), “김여정, 윤대통령 향해 막말 "천치바보를 왜 

보고만 있나" (Kim Yo Jong: why are people looking at stupid Yoon?), MBC 

뉴스 (MBC News), Nov. 24, 2022, https://imnews.imbc.com /news/ 

2022/politics/article/6429933_35666.html 
9 See: Sang-Hun Choe, “Will Trump Rekindle a Bromance With Kim Jong-

un? South Koreans Worry,” The New York Times, Nov. 11, 2024, 

https://www.nytimes.com/2024/11/11/world/asia/south-korea-trump-kim-

jong-un.html. 

https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/arms-control-and-proliferation-profile-north-korea#:~:text=Policies%2C%20and%20Practices-,The%20Nuclear%20Arsenal%2C%20An%20Overview,kilograms%20of%20highly%20enriched%20uranium
https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/arms-control-and-proliferation-profile-north-korea#:~:text=Policies%2C%20and%20Practices-,The%20Nuclear%20Arsenal%2C%20An%20Overview,kilograms%20of%20highly%20enriched%20uranium
https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/arms-control-and-proliferation-profile-north-korea#:~:text=Policies%2C%20and%20Practices-,The%20Nuclear%20Arsenal%2C%20An%20Overview,kilograms%20of%20highly%20enriched%20uranium
https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/arms-control-and-proliferation-profile-north-korea#:~:text=Policies%2C%20and%20Practices-,The%20Nuclear%20Arsenal%2C%20An%20Overview,kilograms%20of%20highly%20enriched%20uranium
https://beyondparallel.csis.org/north-koreas-undeclared-missile-operating-bases/
https://beyondparallel.csis.org/north-koreas-undeclared-missile-operating-bases/
https://www.ncnk.org/resources/briefing-papers/all-briefing-papers/north-koreas-ballistic-missile-program
https://www.ncnk.org/resources/briefing-papers/all-briefing-papers/north-koreas-ballistic-missile-program
https://www.mofa.go.kr/eng/wpge/m_5474/contents.do
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/11/11/world/asia/south-korea-trump-kim-jong-un.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/11/11/world/asia/south-korea-trump-kim-jong-un.html
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Japan and South Korea), attempts to prevent, 

restrain, and dispossess North Korea of its nuclear 

and ballistic missile programs have failed. This has 

significantly increased threat perceptions in Seoul of 

North Korean coercion, a nuclear-supported 

invasion, and the possibility that South Korea 

becomes caught in the crossfire of a nuclear 

exchange between North Korea and the US. 

 

Second, North Korea’s advanced nuclear capabilities 

have placed the US-South Korea military alliance 

under some considerable strain. In particular, North 

Korea’s suspected (but not yet confirmed) ability to 

deliver a nuclear payload to the US mainland has 

resulted in doubts around Washington’s readiness 

to sacrifice its own cities in defense of its Northeast 

Asian allies’ cities in any nuclear exchange with 

North Korea—a strategic question sometimes 

referred to as a doubt over the US’ willingness to 

“trade San Francisco for Seoul.”10 South Korean 

elites are cognizant of this problem and its potential 

consequences for US decision making—leading to 

fears of abandonment. From the US’ perspective, 

this means that the potential costs to Washington of 

extending its nuclear umbrella over South Korea 

may be considerably larger than previously thought. 

For some in the US, this could further justify 

requests for a major increase in cost-sharing 

payments from South Korea for stationing the US 

military in the southern half of the Korean 

Peninsula.  

 

At the same time, Seoul’s heightened threat 

perception of North Korea has not only contributed 

to fears of US abandonment, but also interrelated 

discussions of how South Korea could better 

provide for its own nuclear defense.  

 

(ii) South Korea’s nuclear proliferation debates 

 

One significant short-term trigger for the 

Washington Declaration was South Korean 

President Yoon Suk Yeol’s January 2023 public claim 

that—if the North Korean threat were to worsen—

“[i]t’s possible… [that South Korea] will introduce 

tactical nuclear weapons or build them on our 

own.”11 President Yoon’s statement reflected 

 
10 Ankit Panda, “Seoul’s Nuclear Temptations and the US-South Korean 

Alliance,” War on the Rocks,  Feb 3, 2023, 

https://warontherocks.com/2023/02/seouls-nuclear-temptations-and-the -u-

s-south-korea-alliance/. 
11 Sang-Hun Choe, “In a first, South Korea declares nuclear weapons a 

policy option,” New York Times, Jan. 12, 2023, 

https://www.nytimes.com/2023/01/12/world/asia/south-korea-nuclear-

weapons.html. 

growing domestic support for some form of 

movement towards nuclear proliferation. 

Proliferation-sympathetic South Korean elites 

typically envision three pathways to a nuclear South 

Korea: an independent nuclear program, a nuclear 

sharing agreement with the US, or the 

reintroduction of US tactical nuclear weapons.12 A 

fourth option that has also been floated involves 

steps to further build South Korea’s nuclear 

latency.13 Prior to the announcement of the 

Washington Declaration, polling from a 2022 US 

Chicago Council on Global Affairs survey found 

that among South Koreans, 71% support an 

independent South Korean nuclear program and 

56% favor the redeployment of US tactical nuclear 

weapons.14 However, it should be noted that the 

motivations behind—and robustness of—this 

support are not yet fully understood.  In addition to 

the North Korean threat, there may also be a range 

of status-seeking and regional security concerns 

driving support for nuclear weapons in South 

Korea.15 Moreover, public education around the 

potential for international economic sanctions could 

considerably shift the dial to decrease this support—

a phenomenon that Sangyong Son and Jong Hee 

Park call the “enlightening effect of economic 

sanctions information.”16 

 

South Korea is constrained from pursuing its own 

nuclear program by international laws,17 most 

notably its status as a signatory to the Nuclear 

Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT). At the bilateral level, 

the US-ROK Agreement for Cooperation Concerning 

 
12 See Alexander Hynd, "Dirty, Dangerous... and Difficult? Regional 

Perspectives on a Nuclear South Korea," Journal of Asian Security and 

International Affairs, 12, no.1 (2025): 54-80. 
13 See e.g. SeungHwan Kim, “South Korea's Nuclear Weapons Debate: A 

Third Way Forward?” The National Interest, Sept. 7, 2024, 

https://nationalinterest.org/feature/south-koreas-nuclear-weapons-        

debate-third-way-forward-212637. 
14 Toby Dalton, Karl Friedhoff and Lami Kim, “Thinking nuclear: South 

Korean attitudes 

on nuclear weapons,” The Chicago Council on Global Affairs, Feb. 21, 2022, 

https://globalaffairs.org/ research/public-opinion-survey/thinking-nuclear-

south-korean-attitudes-nuclear-weapons; Former South Korean 

Ambassador to the United States Ho-Young Ahn has noted that public 

opinion about nuclearization contributed to the genesis of the Washington 

Declaration. See: Ho-Young Ahn, “The First Step President Trump has to 

take for North Korean Nukes: Strengthen the NCG (Nuclear Consultative 

Group),” IFES Forum 2025-01, Feb. 3, 2025, 

https://ifes.kyungnam.ac.kr/ifeseng/6629/subview.do?enc=Zm5jdDF8QEB8

JTJGbXRybCUyRmlmZXNlbmclMkYxMSUyRjg0MTAlMkZ2aWV3LmRvJ

TNG 
15 See Hynd, "Dirty, Dangerous... and Difficult?.” 
16 Sangyong Son and Jong Hee Park, “Nonproliferation Information and 

Attitude Change: Evidence From South Korea,” Journal of Conflict 

Resolution 67, no. 6 (2023): 1095-1127.  
17 See Lauren Sukin, “How International Law Could Help Preserve 

Nonproliferation in East Asia,” Just Security, Dec. 1, 2021, 

https://www.justsecurity.org/79391/how-international-law-could-help-

preserve- nonproliferation-in-east-asia. 

https://warontherocks.com/2023/02/seouls-nuclear-temptations-and-the%20-u-s-south-korea-alliance/
https://warontherocks.com/2023/02/seouls-nuclear-temptations-and-the%20-u-s-south-korea-alliance/
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/01/12/world/asia/south-korea-nuclear-weapons.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/01/12/world/asia/south-korea-nuclear-weapons.html
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/south-koreas-nuclear-weapons-debate-third-way-forward-212637
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/south-koreas-nuclear-weapons-debate-third-way-forward-212637
https://globalaffairs.org/research/public-opinion-survey/thinking-nuclear-south-korean-attitudes-nuclear-weapons
https://globalaffairs.org/research/public-opinion-survey/thinking-nuclear-south-korean-attitudes-nuclear-weapons
https://www.justsecurity.org/79391/how-international-law-could-help-preserve-nonproliferation-in-east-asia/
https://www.justsecurity.org/79391/how-international-law-could-help-preserve-nonproliferation-in-east-asia/
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Peaceful Uses of Nuclear Energy also commits Seoul 

to nonproliferation. However, some South Korean 

elites have begun to explore ways to extricate the 

country from these obligations.18 Some US elites 

have also begun to throw their support behind the 

efforts of these would-be proliferators, citing the 

growing threat from North Korea.19  

 

Of course, there is a wide variance of motivation 

among South Korean foreign policy elites when it 

comes to the nuclear question. Adam Mount and 

Toby Dalton have usefully constructed a tripartite 

typology of pro-nuclear elites in South Korea. They 

distinguish between the “zealots” who genuinely 

believe in the power of nuclear weapons “as a 

matter of national strength and based on a simplistic 

adage that ‘only a nuke can deter a nuke’”; the 

“populists” that want to benefit from the 

widespread domestic public support for pro-nuclear 

weapons policies; and the “alliance bargainers” that 

aim “to use the threat of proliferation to extract 

concessions from the United States, mainly in the 

form of nuclear assurances.”20 

 

It is possible that President Yoon’s public statement 

on Jan. 11, 2023 supporting  weapons acquisition, 

which was closely followed by the Washington 

Declaration, puts him in the camp of proliferation-

sympathetic “alliance bargainers.” In May 2023, the 

director of South Korea’s National Security Office, 

Cho Tae-yong, was quoted by domestic media 

saying that “the Americans came up with the idea of 

creating a separate document [the Washington 

Declaration].”21 However, an indictment by the US 

Justice Department of an alleged unregistered 

foreign agent for the South Korean government 

provides additional evidence. The indictment 

includes a transcript of a recorded conversation 

from January 10, 2023, in which the alleged foreign 

agent was told by their South Korean government 

handler that South Korea wants “a nuclear 

consultation group with the US” that would 

 
18 See e.g. Cheong Seong-chang (정성장), 왜 우리는 핵보유국이 되어야 

하는가 (Why South Korea Should Become a Nuclear-Armed State), (Seoul: 

Medici Media, 2023). 
19 Jennifer Lind and Daryl G. Press, “Should South Korea build its own 

nuclear bomb?,” Washington Post. Oct. 7, 2021, 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/should-south-korea-go-nuclear 

/2021/10/07/a40bb400-2628-11ec-8d53-67cfb452aa60_story.html. 
20 Adam Mount and Toby Dalton, “America’s Ironclad Alliance With South 

Korea Is a Touch Rusty,” Foreign Policy, April 27, 2023, 

https://foreignpolicy.com/2023/04/27/biden-yoon-summit-north-south-

korea- nuclear-assurances/. 
21 Je-hun Lee, “The Washington Declaration is the product of mutual 

distrust between S. Korea and US,” Hankyoreh, May 3, 2023, 

https://english.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/english_editorials/ 1090419. 

“involve…South Korea in decision making… like a 

nuclear decision process and more active 

information sharing… on North Korea.”22 If true, the 

timing of this conversation, which was one day prior 

to President Yoon’s public statement, suggests that 

the latter could have been a (successful) attempt at 

“alliance bargaining.” Regardless, Yoon’s comments 

appear to have sufficiently alarmed the Biden team, 

with the resultant Washington Declaration clearly 

demonstrating an attempt to restrain South Korea’s 

nuclear ambitions. 

 

(iii) Alliance tensions 

 

The US-South Korea alliance has continuously 

evolved in the post-Cold War era, reflecting both 

Seoul’s increased stature, power, and desire for 

greater autonomy and the US’ interest in reducing 

the costs of defending its junior ally while retaining 

leadership.23 In the contemporary era, there are a 

number of areas of tension in the alliance, ranging 

from fears in South Korea of diplomatic isolation 

and abandonment, to disagreement over cost-

sharing for the US military presence in South Korea, 

to broader concerns around diverging techno-

industrial economic and political interests. 

 

Diplomatically, since 2017, South Korea has been 

increasingly anxious about the potential for so-

called ‘Korea-passing’—in which Seoul’s interests 

are ignored by US decision makers as Washington 

negotiates with others in the region (primarily 

Pyongyang).24 This could have serious consequences 

for South Korean security. For example, there are 

ongoing concerns in Seoul that the US could 

(hypothetically) strike a bargain with North Korea in 

which the latter retains its nuclear weapons and 

short/mid-range ballistic missiles but agrees to halt 

its ICBM development. This would substantially 

reduce the threat to mainland US but leave South 

Korea well within range.25  

 

 
22 United States District Court Southern District of New York V. Sue Mi 

Terry, 24 Crim. 427, July 18, 2024, https://www.justice.gov/d9/2024-

07/US_v._terry_indictment_0.pdf. 
23 See Alexander Hynd and Daniel Connolly, “Domination for the Rest? 

Creating and Contesting Secondary State-Led International Hierarchies”, 

International Studies Quarterly 67, no. 4 (2023): sqad098; Alexander Hynd, 

“Repositioning middle powers in international hierarchies of 

status and order”, International Relations (2025) (Online First).   
24 Hwan Kang, “Korea Passing: Seoul’s New Foreign Policy Concern,” The 

Korea Economic Institute of America (KEI), Sept. 16, 2017, https://keia.org/the-

peninsula/korea-passing- seouls-new-foreign-policy-concern/. 
25 See e.g. Da-gyum Ji, “‘Trump may seek surprise NK deal at expense of Seoul’,” 

The Korea Herald, Nov. 7, 2024, 

https://news.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20241107050660. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/should-south-korea-go-nuclear/2021/10/07/a40bb400-2628-11ec-8d53-67cfb452aa60_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/should-south-korea-go-nuclear/2021/10/07/a40bb400-2628-11ec-8d53-67cfb452aa60_story.html
https://foreignpolicy.com/2023/04/27/biden-yoon-summit-north-south-korea-nuclear-assurances/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2023/04/27/biden-yoon-summit-north-south-korea-nuclear-assurances/
https://english.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/english_editorials/1090419
https://www.justice.gov/d9/2024-07/u.s._v._terry_indictment_0.pdf
https://www.justice.gov/d9/2024-07/u.s._v._terry_indictment_0.pdf
https://academic.oup.com/isq/article-pdf/doi/10.1093/isq/sqad098/53668460/sqad098.pdf
https://academic.oup.com/isq/article-pdf/doi/10.1093/isq/sqad098/53668460/sqad098.pdf
https://keia.org/the-peninsula/korea-passing-seouls-new-foreign-policy-concern/
https://keia.org/the-peninsula/korea-passing-seouls-new-foreign-policy-concern/
https://news.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20241107050660
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At the same time, tensions in the alliance have 

become more acute since Donald Trump’s 

ascendancy within the US domestic political system 

since 2016. During his first administration (2017-21), 

President Trump’s longstanding alliance 

skepticism26 was particularly noticeable in his calls 

for South Korea to pay as much as 400% more  in 

financial contributions to the substantial cost of 

stationing US military personnel and other 

capabilities on South Korean territory.27 However, 

some of South Korea’s political elites are 

increasingly resentful of what they view as 

exploitative demands by their security-providing 

ally. Indeed, one argument put forward by some in 

Seoul—though still currently on the margins of 

political debate—is that instead of Seoul 

contributing to the cost of US military bases, it is the 

US that should be paying South Korea for military 

access to its prime strategic location on the Asian 

continent—valuable to Washington, DC in its 

geostrategic competition with China.28  

 

Under President Biden, cost-sharing tensions were 

somewhat cooled. However, this did not mean that 

the alliance was free from economic disputes. In 

2022, considerable anger was expressed in Seoul 

towards the US’ trade policy under the Biden 

administration’s signature Inflation Reduction Act 

(IRA) because it was seen as damaging the interests 

of Hyundai/Kia’s electric vehicle exports to the US. 

One commentator called the move a “diplomatic 

blunder,” while a columnist for South Korea’s 

conservative-leaning Joongang Ilbo labeled Biden’s 

policy “MAGA all over again” for its alleged anti-

free trade consequences.29 This misstep added to 

frustrations that the US had done too little to 

support Seoul in the face of damaging weaponized 

trade from China in 2016-17 and that the US was 

putting strategic competition with China above 

 
26 See Victor Cha and Andy Lim, “Database: Donald Trump’s Skepticism of 

US Troops in Korea since 1990,” CSIS Beyond Parallel, Feb. 25, 2019, 

https://beyondparallel.csis.org/database-donald-trumps-skepticism-u-s-

troops-korea- since-1990/. 
27 Taejun Kang, “Trump suggests $10 billion price tag for US troops in 

South Korea,” Radio Free Asia, Oct. 16, 2024, 

https://www.rfa.org/english/news/korea/trump-usfk-sma-10162024034010. 

html. 
28 See Jeffrey Robertson, “The Ugly American" needs to be re-read with a 

focus on Korea,” Diplomatic Seoul, Oct. 19, 2024, 

https://www.junotane.com/p/the-ugly-american-needs- to-be-reread-with-

focus-on-korea?utm_source=publication-search. 
29 Jaemin Lee, “How a Biden Legislative Achievement Jeopardized 

Relations With South Korea,” The Diplomat, Jan. 6, 2023, 

https://thediplomat.com/2023/01/how-a-biden-legislative- achievement-

jeopardized-relations-with-south-korea/; Hyun-sang Lee, “MAGA all over 

again,” Joongang Ilbo, Aug. 28, 2022, 

https://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/2022/08/28/opinion/ columns/Biden-

electric-vehicles-subsidy/20220828200144114.html. 

South Korea’s financial interests in pursuing 

semiconductor export controls through an 

envisioned “Chip-4” Alliance.30  

 

Collectively, these alliance tensions contributed to 

the Washington Declaration’s emergence because 

Seoul sought reassurance and the reassertion of the 

US’ nuclear umbrella—particularly amid the 

region’s structural transition to multipolarity and 

the US’ renewed interest in neo-isolationism. At the 

same time, these alliance tensions have fueled South 

Korea’s domestic nuclear debates, particularly the 

high levels of support for an independent nuclear 

capability. Furthermore, the US’ economic missteps 

around China’s THAAD weaponized trade, the 

Biden administration’s IRA, and—most recently—

pressure to limit South Korea’s semiconductor trade 

with China, all risked intensifying distrust of the US 

alliance in South Korea.31  

 

Together, North Korea’s increased threats, South 

Korea’s domestic nuclear debates, and alliance 

tensions all mutually reinforced the sense that more 

needed to be done to reassure Seoul of Washington’s 

support in a nuclear showdown, to increase 

dialogue between the two allies on nuclear issues, 

and to restrain South Korea’s nuclear ambitions. It 

was in this context that the Washington Declaration 

was brought into being. In the following section, we 

move ahead to the day of the agreement’s 

announcement, April 26, 2023—mapping responses 

to this deal around Northeast Asia. 

 

SECTION TWO: RESPONSES 

 

In this section, we review and examine responses to 

the Washington Declaration among two 

consequential groups of states: (i) the two allies and 

signatories to the agreement—South Korea and the 

US; and (ii) the US’ geopolitical rivals and 

competitors in Northeast Asia—North Korea, China, 

and Russia. Responses from other Indo-Pacific states 

are not reviewed in this section as they were largely 

absent or muted.  

 

i. Allies: South Korea and the US 

 
30 See Darren Lim and Victor Ferguson, “Informal economic sanctions: The 

political economy 

of Chinese coercion during the THAAD dispute,” Review of International 

Political Economy 29, no. 1 (2021): 1–24; Hoe-seung Kim, Mi-na Kim, In-seon 

Chung, Young-bae Kim and Hyun-june Choi, “Korea’s dilemma: US-led 

chip alliance or Chinese market?,” Hankyoreh, July 21, 2022, 

https://english.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/e_business/1051886.html. 
31 See e.g. Andrew Yeo, “Can South Korea trust the United States?” The 

Washington Quarterly 46, no. 2 (2023): 109–125. 

https://beyondparallel.csis.org/database-donald-trumps-skepticism-u-s-troops-korea-since-1990/
https://beyondparallel.csis.org/database-donald-trumps-skepticism-u-s-troops-korea-since-1990/
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/korea/trump-usfk-sma-10162024034010.html
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/korea/trump-usfk-sma-10162024034010.html
https://www.junotane.com/p/the-ugly-american-needs-to-be-reread-with-focus-on-korea?utm_source=publication-search
https://www.junotane.com/p/the-ugly-american-needs-to-be-reread-with-focus-on-korea?utm_source=publication-search
https://thediplomat.com/2023/01/how-a-biden-legislative-achievement-jeopardized-relations-with-south-korea/
https://thediplomat.com/2023/01/how-a-biden-legislative-achievement-jeopardized-relations-with-south-korea/
https://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/2022/08/28/opinion/columns/Biden-electric-vehicles-subsidy/20220828200144114.html
https://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/2022/08/28/opinion/columns/Biden-electric-vehicles-subsidy/20220828200144114.html
https://english.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/e_business/1051886.html
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The Yoon and Biden administrations’ respective 

responses to the Washington Declaration were both 

positive, though the Yoon administration tended to 

be more emphatic about the extent of the 

achievement. President Biden called the deal “a 

prudent step to reinforce extended deterrence and 

respond to (the) advancing [North Korean] nuclear 

threat,” but also made clear that “I (the US 

President) have absolute authority as Commander-

in-Chief and the sole authority to use a nuclear 

weapon”—while for President Yoon it was “an 

unprecedented expansion and strengthening of the 

extended deterrence strategy.”32  

 

Additionally, both administrations clearly tied the 

logic of the Washington Declaration to the North 

Korean nuclear threat. For example, President Yoon 

noted that the agreement “significantly 

strengthen[s] extended deterrence of our two 

countries (South Korea and the US) against North 

Korea’s nuclear and missile threats.”33 Similarly, 

Daniel Kritenbrink, Assistant Secretary of the US 

Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs, told  a US 

Senate hearing on May 2, 2023, that “the 

Washington Declaration was issued primarily 

because of the unprecedented and growing nature 

of the threat from North Korea” and that “in the face 

of the growing [North Korean] threat and 

threatening rhetoric, we will take the steps that we 

need to defend our allies and the American people, 

and I think in a nutshell that is what the Washington 

Declaration means.”34  

 

Despite this show of unity, a minor but revealing 

gap in messaging did emerge shortly after the deal’s 

announcement when South Korea’s deputy national 

security advisor, Kim Tae-hyo, claimed that the 

Washington Declaration would make South Koreans 

“feel that they are sharing nuclear weapons with the 

United States.” In response, Edgard Kagan, special 

assistant to the president and senior director for East 

Asia and Oceania of the US National Security 

Council, appeared to outrightly reject this 

 
32 “Remarks by President Biden and President Yoon Suk Yeol of the 

Republic of Korea in Joint Press Conference,” The White House, April 26, 

2023, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/ speeches-

remarks/2023/04/26/remarks-by-president-biden-and-president-yoon-suk-

yeol-of-the-republic-of-korea-in-joint-press-conference-2/. 
33 Ibid. 
34 “Fiscal Year 2024 Budget Request for East Asia and the Pacific. Hearing 

Before the Subcommittee on East Asia, the Pacific, and International 

Cybersecurity Policy of the Committee on Foreign Relations,” United States 

Senate, May 2, 2023, https://www.foreign.senate.gov/imo/ 

media/doc/1e44f443-b41b-1297-2952-a3e7ab354729/05%2002%2023%20--

%20FY%202024%20Budget%20Request%20for%20East%20Asia%20and%20

the%20Pacific.pdf. 

characterization, telling the press “[s]o let me just be 

very direct. I don't think that we see this as a de 

facto nuclear sharing,” and reasserting the US’ 

position that the Washington Declaration was 

instead a reinforcement of nuclear deterrence.35  

 

The civil society responses of both allies featured a 

diverse range of perspectives. In South Korea, some 

praised the agreement for having strengthened 

nuclear deterrence.36 On the other hand, others were 

disappointed that it did little to restart talks with 

North Korea or resolve economic security issues in 

the US-South Korea alliance, and could lead to 

tensions in Seoul’s relations with Beijing and 

Moscow.37 Jina Kim was among those experts who 

noted the prior existence of similar consultative 

groups within the US-South Korea alliance, stating 

that the NCG’s “potential additional functions 

remain to be determined.”38 Many in South Korea 

were less focused on deterring North Korea and 

more concerned about the Washington Declaration’s 

effects on Seoul’s nuclear ambitions. For example, 

South Korea’s leading daily newspaper, the 

conservative Chosun Ilbo, complained that the 

Washington Declaration amounted to a tightening of 

the country’s “nuclear shackles” because of Yoon’s 

recommitment to the NPT.39 Likewise, in the left-

leaning Hankyoreh, liberal commentator, Lee Je-

hun, labeled the agreement “a redundant 

declaration produced by mutual distrust in the 

South Korea-US alliance” while noting that 

“multiple former government officials have 

observed that the unspoken truth of the Washington 

Declaration is that Biden got Yoon to commit to 

rejecting the idea of nuclear armament.”40  

 

 
35 Duk-kun Byun, “Washington Declaration will help deter N. Korean 

threat but not a ‘nuclear sharing’ agreement: US official,” Yonhap News, 

April 28, 2023, https://en.yna.co.kr/view/ AEN20230428003200325. 
36 See e.g. Sung-lac Wi, “What the Washinton Declaration means,” Joongang 

Ilbo, May 10, 2023, 

https://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/2023/05/10/opinion/columns/Washin

gton- Declaration-Yoon- Suk-Yeol-Joe-Biden/20230510203647982.html. 
37 Heyong-cheol Shin, “Experts predict strong backlash to S. Korean 

president’s ‘enemies or allies’ diplomacy,” Hankyoreh, May 1, 2023, 

https://english.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition /e_national/1090094.html. 
38 Jina Kim, “The Washington Declaration fails to address Seoul’s nuclear 

concerns,” East Asia Forum, July 29, 2023, 

https://eastasiaforum.org/2023/07/29/the-washington-declaration-fails-to- 

address-seouls-nuclear-concerns/. 

39 조선일보 (Chosun Ilbo), “[사설] 한미 핵 협의그룹 창설, '韓 핵 족쇄'는 

강화됐다 ([Editorial] The establishment of the Korea-US nuclear 

consultative group and the ‘nuclear shackles of South Korea’ have been 

strengthened”), April 19, 2024, 

https://www.chosun.com/opinion/editorial/2023/04/27/ 

PVGRGYDKBFASPPKFLSRBRLPPGE/. 
40 Je-hun Lee, “Mutual distrust.” 
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