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In response to North Korea's escalating nuclear and missile threats,
the US and South Korea have taken measures to reinforce extended
deterrence: the Washington Declaration, the Nuclear Consultative Group,
and the enhanced visibility of US strategic assets around the Korean
Peninsula. Despite these steps, South Korea's public confidence in US
extended deterrence commitments has declined. This article argues
that this decline is rooted in growing divergence between US and South
Korean interpretations of North Korea's evolving nuclear strategy and

the appropriate responses to it.

n April 26, 2023, US President Joe Biden

and South Korean President Yoon Suk

Yeol held a summit and adopted the

Washington Declaration.' The declaration
was designed to reassure South Koreans that the US
extended deterrence commitment to South Korea
remains steadfast in the face of North Korea’s growing
nuclear and missile threats. Washington adopted the
declaration in the hope of curbing South Korean sup-
port for nuclear armament and encouraging Seoul to
faithfully comply with the Nuclear Non-Proliferation
Treaty. The declaration outlines specific measures,
including the establishment of the Nuclear Consulta-
tive Group (NCG) and the regular deployment of US
strategic assets—such as nuclear-powered ballistic

missile submarines (SSBNs)—to the Korean Peninsu-
la. As part of the implementation of the Washington
Declaration, the USS Kentucky made a historic port
call to South Korea in July 2023, marking the first
visit to South Korea in forty-two years by a US SSBN.>

Despite these measures, public opinion polls con-
ducted by three South Korean research institutions
following the Washington Declaration revealed re-
sults that deviated from US expectations.? In 2024,
South Korean respondents’ support in these polls for
indigenous nuclear weapons stood at 72.8 percent,*
66.0 percent,’ and 70.9 percent,® marking decreases
of 3.8 percent, 5.8 percent, and 4.2 percent, respec-
tively, from 2023. On average, 69.9 percent of South
Koreans favored acquiring nuclear weapons, a 2.1
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percent rise from the previous year. Although the
Washington Declaration and the implementation
of follow-up measures have been widely promoted,
support for South Korean nuclear armament has
continued to increase.’

Confidence in the US security guarantee appears
to be related to these shifts in public opinion. One
of the three polls showed that the percentage of
South Koreans who believe Washington would use
nuclear weapons to defend their country, even if
North Korea could strike the US mainland, dropped
from 51.3 percent in 2023 to 39.3 percent in 2024.% In
another time-series poll conducted since 2021, when
respondents were asked to choose between hosting
US troops and possessing their own nuclear weapons
for national defense, more respondents selected the
second option (possessing nuclear weapons) than
the first option (hosting US troops) for the first
time in 2024.° This marked decline in public confi-
dence occurred after the Washington Declaration
was adopted.

What accounts for the recent decline in South Kore-
an confidence in US extended deterrence? Addressing
this question requires careful analysis of significant
shifts in North Korea’s nuclear strategy and doctrine
over the past few years. The increasing distrust from
South Korean respondents stems from a widening
gap between US and South Korean views on North
Korea’s evolving nuclear strategy and appropriate
countermeasures. Pyongyang appears to have recently
made a significant shift in its nuclear strategy, aimed
at countering the conventionally superior South Kore-
an and US combined forces stationed on the Korean
Peninsula.” Consequently, North Korea is currently
assessed to have adopted a more aggressive nuclear
posture on the Korean Peninsula, one that envisions
preemptive nuclear use far more actively than in the
past.” While Washington maintains that its existing
extended deterrence commitment is sufficient, South

Koreans posit that the US has not adapted to these
changes, raising doubts about America’s resolve and
capability to address the evolving North Korean threat.

Evolution in North Korea’s Nuclear
Strategy

Under Vipin Narang’s famous classification of nuclear
strategies (or nuclear postures), a catalytic strategy
seeks to catalyze military or diplomatic intervention—
typically from a third party—when the state’s vital inter-
ests are threatened by an external adversary.” Applying
this typology to North Korea, Narang explained that
Pyongyang initially adopted a catalytic strategy.® That
is, North Korea aimed to employ its nuclear weapons to
prompt intervention from its patron, China, or to induce
Beijing to act as a crisis mediator during conflicts on
the Korean Peninsula. Additionally, Narang predicted
that if China were no longer perceived as a reliable
patron, North Korea—facing the conventionally supe-
rior US-South Korea combined forces—would likely
shift to an asymmetric escalation strategy.* Indeed,
over the past few years, North Korea’s nuclear strategy
appears to have evolved into asymmetric escalation,
incorporating its core characteristics.’

Asymmetric escalation is designed to deter con-
ventional attacks by enabling a state to quickly es-
calate to the first use of nuclear weapons against
the adversary.’* An asymmetric escalation posture
has three key features: (1) the threat of first use of
nuclear weapons; (2) explicit intention to employ
nuclear weapons tactically against an adversary’s
conventional forces and the delivery platforms to
achieve this; and (3) pre-delegation of authority to
military commanders for nuclear weapon use."”

North Korea’s stance on a “no first use” (NFU)
policy has shifted significantly. Previously, Pyongyang
consistently portrayed its nuclear forces as defen-
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sive. For example, the 2013 North Korea nuclear law
describes its nuclear weapons as “just means for
defense” to cope with the US’s increasingly hostile
policy and nuclear threat.”® The nuclear law also
states that the primary role of these weapons is to
deter and repel enemy aggression and attacks on the
state.”” Additionally, it clarifies that Pyongyang would
neither use nor threaten to use nuclear weapons first
against nonnuclear states like South Korea unless
they participate with a hostile nuclear power like the
US in acts of aggression and attack against North
Korea.>® In September 2022, however, North Korea
enacted a new law that significantly pivoted away
from its original NFU-oriented stance. Under the sec-
tion titled “Conditions of Using Nuclear Weapons,”
the new law stipulated five circumstances under
which nuclear weapons could be used: “1) in case
an attack by nuclear weapons or other weapons
of mass destruction was launched or drew near is
judged, 2) in case a nuclear or non-nuclear attack by
hostile forces on the state leadership and the com-
mand organization of the state’s nuclear forces was
launched or drew near is judged, 3) in case a fatal
military attack against important strategic objects
of the state was launched or drew near is judged,
4) in case the need for operation for preventing the
expansion and protraction of a war and taking the in-
itiative in the war in contingency is inevitably raised,
5) in other case an inevitable situation in which it is
compelled to correspond with catastrophic crisis to
the existence of the state and safety of the people
by only nuclear weapons is created.”*

Notably, the law allows North Korea to use nuclear
weapons first if an external attack on the state “drew
near is judged”—that is, is deemed imminent—or dur-

ing wartime to prevent further escalation and secure
victory. The circumstances it describes are so broad
that they could allow Pyongyang to resort to preemptive
nuclear attacks at virtually any time, based on arbitrary
judgments that will not be transparent to external
observers and actors trying to deter North Korea.”
Illustrating the second characteristic of an asym-
metric escalation strategy, in 2021 Kim publicly ac-
knowledged for the first time that North Korea was
developing tactical nuclear weapons and declared
that “producing smaller and lighter nuclear weap-
ons for tactical uses” would be one of several key
strategic goals in his country’s five-year military
development plan (2021-25) for a nuclear weapons
program.” The following year, North Korea began
efforts to operationalize tactical nuclear weapons
for actual war-fighting missions. In September 2022,
Kim ordered the expansion of the operational roles
of tactical nuclear weapons and the acceleration
of their deployment.* In late December 2022, the
North Korean leader directed that “[n]ow that the
South Korean puppet forces who designated the
DPRK as their ‘principal enemy’ and openly trum-
pet about ‘preparations for war’ have assumed our
undoubted enemy, it highlights the importance and
necessity of a mass-producing of tactical nuclear
weapons and calls for an exponential increase of
the country’s nuclear arsenal.”” In 2023, Pyongyang
unveiled its tactical nuclear warhead and a range of
tactical nuclear platforms designed to target South
Korea.”® Since 2022, North Korea has significantly
increased the number of test-firings of short-range
ballistic and cruise missiles that exclusively target
South Korea.”” North Korea has clearly signaled its
intention and ability to carry out aggressive tactical
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nuclear operations against South Korea, if necessary,
using these short-range systems.”

The recent evolution of North Korea’s nuclear strat-
egy also clearly reflects the third characteristic of
an asymmetric escalation strategy. In recent years,
Pyongyang transitioned from its original assertive
nuclear command and control (NC2) system, wherein
Kim held all centralized power, to a more delegative
system. Specifically, North Korea’s 2013 nuclear law
specified that the state’s nuclear weapons “can be used
only by a final order of the Supreme Commander [Kim
Jong Un].”* In contrast, Pyongyang’s new delegative
system seems to be intended to ensure nuclear retal-
iation against a surprise attack on the North Korean
leadership. Notably, the 2022 law stipulates under the
newly added section of “command and control of nu-
clear forces” that “the state nuclear forces command
organization” shall assist the North Korean leader in
“the whole course from decision concerning nuclear
weapons to execution.”® The section also stipulates
that if Kim’s NC2 is incapacitated due to an enemy
attack, “a nuclear strike shall be launched automati-
cally and immediately . . . according to the operation
plan decided in advance.”® The core of this reform
is to transfer pre-authorized control of the nuclear
button to designated individuals.>

Pinpointing the origins of this evolution is beyond
this study’s scope, but a few plausible explanations
emerge. First, as Narang’s theory suggests, a weak-

ening of North Korea’s trust in China as its security
patron may be a contributing factor. The strained
relationship between the two communist allies in
recent years lends plausibility to this explanation.:
Second, South Korea’s domestic politics may have
played arole. The conservative Yoon administration,
which took office in May 2022, adopted a more hard-
line stance toward North Korea than its predecessor,
the Moon Jae-in administration.? Notably, Pyongyang
enacted its 2022 nuclear law just four months after
Yoon’s inauguration. Third, South Korea’s military
modernization has significantly weakened the ef-
fectiveness of North Korean conventional artillery
attacks, shifting the conventional balance of power
in favor of the South.® This shift may have prompted
Pyongyang to adjust its nuclear strategy, utilizing its
nuclear forces more actively for political and military
purposes within the Korean theater. Fourth, lessons
drawn from Russia’s threat of nuclear first use in the
Ukraine war might have driven North Korea’s shift.®

The Growing Cacophony

North Korea’s evolving nuclear strategy has created
a rift between Seoul and Washington in their threat
perceptions and their approaches to the evolving
North Korean threat. Table 1 examines differences
in South Korean and US perceptions of five issues.
The allies agree on only two issues.

Table 1. Summary of South Korean and US perspectives on North Korea’s evolving nuclear strategy and
appropriate responses.

The likelihood The need to The need for
The likelihood of North Korean | The likelihood of a | significantly enhance additional US
of North Korean localized North Korean full- | the specificity of US | military presence
nuclear first use provocations scale invasion commitments in South Korea
South
Increased Increased Increased Needed Needed
Korea
The US Increased Increased Not increased Not needed Not needed

Note: The values in this summary table represent an overall average perspective that includes both
public and elite perceptions from the two states. The terms “increased” and “not increased” use 2021 as
a reference point, when North Korea’s nuclear strategy began to evolve in earnest.
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South Korea

South Korean leaders and experts across the po-
litical spectrum have grown deeply concerned about
Pyongyang’s nuclear evolution toward a more offensive
and aggressive posture. In particular, they are highly
sensitive to North Korea lowering the threshold for
nuclear use in various scenarios, believing that the
likelihood of North Korea’s nuclear use—ranging from
peacetime to crisis and wartime—has significantly in-
creased.’” In January 2024, President Yoon criticized
Pyongyang, stating, “The North Korean regime is an
irrational group that has legalized the preemptive use
of nuclear weapons as the only country in the world
to do s0.”® In December 2022, Wi Sung-lac (now the
first National Security Advisor under the new Lee Jae
Myung administration) assessed that North Korea was
extremely escalating its threat to South Korea through
test-firings of various types of nuclear missiles.®

South Koreans are concerned that as North Korea’s
nuclear strategy grows more aggressive, Pyongyang
may be more inclined to undertake military actions on
the Korean Peninsula, such as localized provocations
or even large-scale invasions. In other words, with
North Korea now possessing a more offensive nuclear
doctrine and a range of supporting tactical nuclear
weapons, Pyongyang could become more embold-
ened to use military options. Former South Korean
Vice Minister of National Defense Baek Seung-joo
warned that North Korea, having gained confidence
from the legalization of nuclear weapons, might be
preparing for localized provocations similar to the
shelling of Yeonpyeong Island in 2010.> South Korean
experts have also frequently examined a scenario in
which North Korea rapidly occupies disputed islands
in the Yellow Sea. These experts warn that North
Korea could coerce South Korea into recognizing

these already lost islands as a fait accompli, either
by threatening a limited nuclear attack or launching
an actual “escalate to de-escalate” nuclear attack.®

Moreover, influential South Koreans warn that North
Korea’s new nuclear law could signal the prelude to
full-scale war. In January 2024, Kim Jong Un ordered
a constitutional revision to specify “the issue of com-
pletely occupying, subjugating and reclaiming South
Korea and annexing it as a part of the territory of
our republic in case a war breaks out on the Korean
Peninsula.”# In light of this development, a South
Korean expert argued that the new nuclear law re-
flects a dangerous ambition of “forceful absorption
and unification through nuclear means,” adding that
“North Korea has never abandoned its goal of unifi-
cation.”® President Yoon stated, “North Korea has
enacted a new nuclear law for first nuclear use to
reunify [the Korean Peninsula] under communism.”#
Then-opposition party leader Lee Jae Myung, stated
a few days after North Korea’s new nuclear law was
released: “I think this is a shocking and serious situ-
ation, because it appears North Korea has revealed
its intention to use nuclear weapons not just for
defense, but even for a preemptive attack.”#

Seoul believes that to effectively counter North
Korea’s evolving threats, Washington must signifi-
cantly enhance the specificity of its extended deter-
rence commitments to South Korea. For example,
South Korea wants the US to more concretely outline
in advance how it would respond to North Korean
aggression under specific scenarios. The informa-
tion requested by South Korea includes the specific
types of nuclear assets to be deployed, the locations
of these assets, and the operational processes to be
employed.* The rationale is this: Seoul believes that
if the US were to explicitly and concretely detail its
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nuclear commitments and publicly announce their
establishment—while keeping implementation details
confidential —Pyongyang would be more likely to trust
that US retaliatory actions would be carried out as
specified, and would thus be deterred from launching
nuclear or conventional attacks against South Korea.
Stated differently, Seoul perceives American ambigu-
ity as weakening the credibility and effectiveness of
extended deterrence. Some South Korean experts
contend that the US should formally codify that if
North Korea launches a nuclear strike against South
Korea, Washington will automatically intervene and
immediately retaliate with nuclear strikes.*

The Yoon administration sought to address the
lack of concreteness in US extended deterrence by
enhancing the viability of US nuclear commitments
and specifying implementation plans.* Seoul’s efforts
bore fruit with several tangible results, including the
endorsement of the Washington Declaration, the
establishment of the NCG, the convening of multiple
subsequent NCG meetings, the advancement of the
alliance’s conventional-nuclear integration (CNI) ini-
tiative, and the adoption of the US-ROK Guidelines for
Nuclear Deterrence and Nuclear Operations.* How-
ever, many South Korean elites and citizens remain
dissatisfied and continue to demand groundbreaking
measures, including the redeployment of nonstrategic
nuclear weapons to South Korea, the introduction
of a NATO-style nuclear sharing arrangement, and
the addition of a “nuclear attack protection clause”
to the US-ROK alliance treaty.>°

Finally, Seoul believes that North Korea now poses
a fundamentally different type of threat, and stresses
the need to maintain the current strength and role
of the United States Forces Korea (USFK) to deter

it. Most South Koreans view the existing US military
presence as the basic, minimum requirement for
effective extended deterrence. Some argue that more
American deterrent assets should be dedicated to
South Korea’s defense, including the redeployment
of tactical nuclear weapons to South Korea and the
permanent or semipermanent stationing of US stra-
tegic assets on South Korean soil.**

South Korean leaders also advocate limiting the
USFK’s role to defending South Korea from North
Korean incursions, fearing that expanding it beyond
the Peninsula could undermine US extended deter-
rence. For example, when asked if South Korea would
assist a US defense of Taiwan during a Chinese attack,
President Yoon stated that such a scenario would
likely provoke North Korea’s opportunism. He em-
phasized that the primary focus of the South Korea-
US alliance should be maintaining a strong defense
posture against North Korea.> This stance reflects
South Korea’s long-standing view of North Korea as
a more immediate threat than China. South Korea’s
position that USFK should concentrate exclusively on
deterring North Korea also reflects its concern that
it could be drawn into unwanted military conflicts
beyond the Peninsula. Specifically, apprehension is
growing among South Korean experts that if USFK
engages in a military confrontation with China in
the Taiwan Strait, then South Korea might also be
pulled into the conflict.®® Some might argue that the
so-called division-of-labor approach—where South
Korea takes the lead in deterring North Korea on
the Peninsula while USFK reorients toward other
regional contingencies—which the Trump admin-
istration is said to be pursuing, would shield South
Korea from the risk of entrapment.>* South Korean
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experts reject this view, however, warning that US
bases in South Korea would likely become targets of
Chinese attacks, thereby drawing South Korea into
an unwanted conflict.5s

The United States

The US interprets North Korea’s evolving nuclear
strategy and its implications quite differently from
South Korea—as shown in table 1, the two allies’ views
align on only two out of five key aspects. Like Seoul,
many in Washington have raised concerns that Pyong-
yang’s evolving strategy increases the likelihood of
a nuclear first use, citing the country’s 2022 nuclear
law.5® Moreover, North Korea’s continued advancement
and diversification of its nuclear weapons are viewed
as further exacerbating this risk. Narang, then-Acting
Assistant Secretary of Defense for Space Policy, em-
phasized in a 2024 speech that North Korea’s ongoing
nuclear developments are pushing it to recklessly
threaten South Korea and increasingly the US.%

The US also acknowledges that North Korea’s evolv-
ing nuclear strategy raises the potential for localized
military provocations by Pyongyang. In other words,
Washington agrees that Pyongyang’s evolution has
heightened the likelihood that North Korea will use
nuclear coercion to achieve economic, political, and
even military objectives. The 2023 analysis by the Of-
fice of the Director of National Intelligence (ODNI) on
North Korea, produced in January 2023 and declassi-
fied in June of the same year, serves as a key resource
for understanding the US perspective. The document
analyzes the potential purposes for which North Korea
might use its nuclear arsenal through 20305 It assesses
as “high” the likelihood that nuclear weapons could be
used for coercive purposes and notes that Kim “may
use limited military force to raise tensions as a means to
press key foreign governments into adopting positions
favorable to his objectives, confident that his growing
nuclear capabilities will deter any unacceptable retalia-
tion or consequences.”® The 2025 ODNI annual report
does not directly address how North Korea’s evolving
nuclear strategy affects its behavior, but it does note
that “Pyongyang is expanding its capacity for coercive
operations and using new tactics as it becomes more
confident in its nuclear deterrent,” highlighting the Kim
regime’s growing assertiveness fueled by its advancing
nuclear capabilities.®

The ODNT’s annual report and some American ex-
perts point to an increasing likelihood that North
Korea could launch low-level attacks against South
Korea, including shelling disputed islands in the Yellow
Sea and resuming provocations along the Northern
Limit Line. The experts view these potential local prov-
ocations as attempts to maximize the effectiveness
of coercive threats for political or economic gains.®
Many in Washington, however, assess that coercive
nuclear threats are highly unlikely to lead to a full-scale
invasion undertaken to reunify the Korean Peninsula
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under communism.®* For example, the 2023 ODNI
analysis mentioned above notes that North Korea’s
nuclear use “to seize territory and achieve political
dominance over the Peninsula . . . will be much less
likely than the strategy of coercion.”s

Washington’s assessments of the situation have led
to a position that differs from Seoul’s regarding the
need for a significantly more explicit commitment to
extended deterrence. Washington does acknowledge
some need for greater specificity, which has led to
the establishment of the NCG and efforts to push
for a CNI initiative.* While striving to enhance the
specificity of its extended deterrence commitments,
however, the US has also expressed opposition to
additional measures sought by Seoul, such as the
redeployment of nuclear weapons and the adoption
of nuclear sharing arrangements.® Fundamentally,
Washington wants to maintain a degree of ambiguity,
out of concern that overly explicit commitments
could increase the risk of being drawn into a nuclear
war.®® Such commitments could limit Washington’s
flexibility to employ alternative options, such as
massive conventional retaliation or a decapitation
strike aimed at eliminating Kim Jong Un.”

Moreover, Washington believes that overly specific
commitments would be counterproductive, empha-
sizing the value of calculated ambiguity.®® This stance
rests on the belief that ambiguity forces adversaries
to constantly guess about US red lines and retaliation

methods, keeping nuclear response a possibility even
in unlikely scenarios. This, in turn, promotes caution
in adversarial decisions about whether to invade and
thereby strengthens deterrence.* Additionally, Wash-
ington believes that excessively specific and detailed
nuclear commitments for numerous scenarios could
undermine the credibility of extended deterrence. If
North Korea concludes that a US deterrent nuclear
threat in a particular scenario is exaggerated or a
bluff, it might doubt the credibility of all other US
nuclear commitments.” Therefore, Washington pre-
fers to avoid overly detailed or specific declaratory
language in favor of ambiguous commitments.
Finally, Washington views the current size and
military capabilities of the USFK as substantial and
sufficient to deter North Korea. The Trump admin-
istration is reportedly even considering withdrawing
about 4,500 troops from the 28,500-strong USFK,”
signaling that it wants Seoul to take on a greater role
in countering North Korea.” In this context, the US
appears to regard permanent stationing of strategic
deterrent assets or the redeployment of nuclear weap-
ons to South Korea as politically unwise and militarily
redundant.”? A former US official at the National Secu-
rity Council, for example, argued that redeployment
of these assets is unnecessary and would undermine
extended deterrence. The official remarked that rede-
ployment would be akin to announcing that “we will
use nukes in Korea rather than engage our homeland.
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... We have to say our homeland is also threatened
along with your homeland.””

The Trump administration has signaled that it
is considering shifting USFK’s focus from strictly
deterring North Korea to also incorporating broader
missions beyond the Korean Peninsula.”s In May
2024, Elbridge Colby, who was later appointed as
Undersecretary of Defense for Policy, told South
Korean media that the USFK’s role should shift to-
ward countering China.”® Colby being named to the
Pentagon’s number three post has raised concerns in
Seoul that Washington will want a broader regional
role for USFK than Seoul prefers—a divergence that
could further weaken South Korea’s confidence in
US extended deterrence.”

Conclusion

North Korea’s nuclear strategy has evolved; as
conditions have changed, the US and South Korea
have diverged in their interpretations of this change.
This growing divergence explains the recent sharp
decline in South Koreans’ confidence in US extend-
ed deterrence: South Koreans believe that the US
is downplaying the significance of North Korea’s
evolving nuclear capabilities and posture, and failing
to take appropriate measures to address the new
threats this development poses.

Pyongyang also appears to be exacerbating
intra-alliance discord by selectively threatening Seoul
with nuclear first use while refraining from doing so
toward the continental US. Pyongyang’s announce-
ment that it is no longer seeking reconciliation with
South Korea and the deployment of various short-
range nuclear and conventional platforms targeting
the South seem calibrated to instill maximum fear

in Seoul.”® How the US effectively responds to North
Korea’s divergent threats will be pivotal in ensuring
credible extended deterrence for Seoul.

Since the start of the second Trump administration,
American policymakers have increasingly viewed
North Korea’s nuclear threat to South Korea and
its threat to the US homeland as distinct challeng-
es. Washington has signaled that it may prioritize
the “defense of the US homeland” while gradually
shifting deterrence responsibilities on the Korean
Peninsula to Seoul.” This bifurcated approach would
provide the US with greater strategic flexibility in
the Indo-Pacific region, especially to counter China’s
regional ambitions.

This approach, however, could encourage North
Korean nuclear provocations or military adventur-
ism, which could backfire if a crisis then requires
deeper US involvement in military contingencies
on the Korean Peninsula. It could also backfire if
such a development, in turn, were to create strategic
openings for China to move more assertively in the
Taiwan Strait or the East China Sea, with negative
consequences for stability elsewhere in the region.
American policymakers, therefore, should move away
from the belief that retasking USFK to focus on the
Chinese threat must involve redeploying them out-
side the Korean Peninsula. Instead, American leaders
should recognize that credible extended deterrence
can be achieved on the Korean Peninsula and across
the region by maintaining current USFK force levels
or with minimal withdrawals.

South Korea can also serve as a strategic outpost
for countering China’s regional dominance. This sce-
nario is particularly important for addressing China’s
growing maritime assertiveness in the Yellow Sea,
which has become increasingly apparent in recent
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months.* Indeed, concerns are mounting among both
South Korean and American experts that China is
seeking to transform the Yellow Sea into a “second
South China Sea.” Beijing has recently installed large
floating steel structures—claimed to be aquaculture
cages—in the Provisional Measures Zone (PMZ) es-
tablished between South Korea and China. These
actions echo China’s previous pattern of converting
what were originally weather-monitoring stations
in the South China Sea into military installations.®
Therefore, a more appropriate approach would
be to maintain the overall size of the USFK while
restructuring its current Army-centric composition—
centered around the Eighth Army—and gradually
increasing the proportion of naval and air forces
equipped with enhanced intelligence, surveillance,
and reconnaissance (ISR) capabilities. This strategy
would allow Washington to simultaneously pursue
three objectives: (1) maintaining robust extended
deterrence on the Korean Peninsula; (2) checking

China’s pursuit of regional hegemony; and (3) reassur-
ing Seoul of Washington’s unwavering commitment.
Furthermore, by enabling USFK to assume multiple
missions that counter both North Korea and China
simultaneously, this approach would also contribute
to the Trump administration’s purported pursuit of
greater strategic flexibility for USFK.** @
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