
﻿

ISSUE BRIEF
No. 5370 | January 17, 2025

MARGARET THATCHER CENTER FOR FREEDOM

This paper, in its entirety, can be found at https://report.heritage.org/ib5370

The Heritage Foundation | 214 Massachusetts Avenue, NE | Washington, DC 20002 | (202) 546-4400 | heritage.org

Nothing written here is to be construed as necessarily reflecting the views of The Heritage Foundation or as an attempt to aid or hinder the passage of any bill before Congress.

An Agenda for the U.S.–South 
Korea Strategic Economic 
Partnership in 2025 and Beyond
Anthony B. Kim and Derrick Morgan

The U.S.–ROK alliance has played an 
indispensable role in promoting peace, 
economic prosperity, and security in the 
Indo–Pacific region and beyond.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

This relationship has been well insti-
tutionalized, rooted in shared values, 
people-to-people ties, and leading-edge 
solution-finding business cooperation.

Now is the time for Washington and 
Seoul to build on that steadfastness and 
further advance the time-tested alliance 
to new heights.

In his November 7, 2017, speech to South Korea’s 
National Assembly, then-President Donald 
Trump unambiguously noted that “this alliance 

between our nations was forged in the crucible of war 
and strengthened by the trials of history.” He further 
underscored his belief “that the Republic of Korea, 
which has become a tremendously successful nation, 
will be a faithful ally of the United States very long 
into the future.”1

The Republic of Korea is in fact one of the best 
examples of an ally putting its alliance with the United 
States into real, practical action for lasting peace and 
prosperity. Since the signing of the Mutual Defense 
Treaty in 1953, time and time again, South Korea has 
proven to be a reliable and loyal U.S. ally. Some nations 
in NATO, for example, have yet to meet their pledge 
to spend at least 2 percent of their gross domestic 
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product (GDP) on defense. South Korea, on the other hand, has one of 
the world’s most capable militaries and spends well above 2 percent of its 
GDP on defense.

More than ever, it is in the clear interest of the second Trump Adminis-
tration and the new Congress to build on that steadfastness and notch up 
the pivotal partnership to the next pragmatic level. Not only will a strong 
alliance deter adversaries in East Asia, but South Korea has real potential to 
enhance the alliance’s capabilities in coming years, particularly given that 
America intends to strengthen the supply chains of freedom, security, and 
prosperity by working with willing allies like South Korea.

The U.S.–ROK Alliance: Fulfilling Its Promise 
and How More Can Be Accomplished

The Republic of Korea is more than just another ally of the United States. 
South Korea is an indispensable anchor of America in the Indo-Pacific 
region. Like the special relationship with Great Britain that ties the United 
States to the European continent across the Atlantic, America’s unique 
bilateral relationship with South Korea binds us to the region across the 
Pacific. Enduring partnerships have long spanned the political, economic, 
cultural, and other spheres.

The U.S.–South Korea bilateral relationship is one of the world’s stron-
gest and most successful. Once a recipient of U.S. foreign aid, South Korea 
has become one of the most competitive economies in the world and has 
transformed itself from a security consumer to America’s capable and reli-
able partner in providing security to other nations. This unique alliance has 
been buttressed by a track record of supporting mutual interests across the 
Pacific while overcoming challenges and adapting to ever-changing global 
economic and security environments.

President Trump has an opportunity to build on the hard work accom-
plished in his first term, including renegotiating the KORUS FTA and 
stabilizing the American presence on the peninsula. Specifically, while 
respecting South Korea’s democratic due process and urging the effective 
and timely resolution of the current political turmoil, Washington should 
work with Seoul to notch up the U.S.–South Korean alliance and economic 
security partnership by:

	l Making renewed and strategic efforts to maximize the utility of 
the KORUS FTA. Enhancing dynamic entrepreneurial engagements 
within the framework of the U.S.–South Korea free trade agreement, 
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commonly known as the KORUS FTA, which is America’s most 
advanced and comprehensive bilateral trade pact—particularly to 
reconfigure and enhance supply chain security—is critical for the eco-
nomic resilience and prosperity of the two longtime allies. The KORUS 
FTA is much more than an economic treaty that has significantly 
reduced both tariff and non-tariff barriers between the two economies 
across the Pacific. South Korea has become the largest investor in the 
United States for the first time with South Korean companies commit-
ting more than $20 billion to U.S. projects in 2023.2

In a spirit of putting partnership and alliance into concrete joint 
economic security action for greater innovation and higher entre-
preneurial dynamism, particularly in the fields of chips and advanced 
manufacturing, Washington and Seoul should fully utilize the efficacy 
of the KORUS FTA, which was successfully and amicably renegotiated 
and upgraded during President Trump’s first term. Washington’s most 
advanced bilateral trade agreement can serve as a practical platform 
for creating a greater economic network that fulfils America’s strategic 
economic and security objectives.

	l Prioritizing and pursuing a bilateral strategic defense devel-
opment and production partnership. Defense cooperation 
prioritization can strengthen America’s alliances and partnerships 
with like-minded and willing partners like the Republic of Korea that 
have very capable military and industrial sectors.3 By taking more 
practical advantage of allied defense production in critical areas like 
shipbuilding, the United States would reach production targets faster 
and more efficiently and strengthen economic incentives for allies to 
do more for their own defense. For instance, it is notable that Philly 
Shipyard is getting revitalized and better positioned to be upgraded 
and benefit our Navy as well as American workers through transfor-
mative ally-shoring investment by a leading South Korean company.4 
The U.S. could also attract other defense-related direct investment 
into the United States.

To that end, ensuring a Reciprocal Defense Procurement (RDP) Agree-
ment5 with South Korea should be prioritized. RDP agreements, also 
known as the U.S. Department of Defense’s trade agreements, aim at 
reducing defense trade barriers and enhancing rationalization, standard-
ization, interoperability, and interchangeability among military forces.6
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	l Working together for bilateral AI and biomedical technology 
development and application. Both the United States and Korea 
have advanced manufacturing economies. Washington and Seoul 
share a common interest in making the best use of technical innova-
tion from the Internet of things—everything from robotics to Artificial 
Intelligence (AI). Washington should work with Seoul to create a prag-
matic framework for the crafting of concrete outlines for their mutual 
support for core AI and biomedical technologies in the context of the 
KORUS FTA, enabling greater and more strategic commercialization 
of secure information technology networks as well as advancing public 
health capacity.

	l Scaling up energy trade between the U.S. and South Korea. 
Washington and Seoul should work together to ensure that America's 
vast energy resources can solidify South Korea's energy supply and 
security. The U.S. and South Korea should develop a forward-looking 
bilateral strategic energy trade initiative to ensure that no artificial 
barriers impede the development of a durable energy partnership. 
This will be particularly important with regard to commercial nuclear 
energy. Competing with Russia and China in the emerging global com-
mercial nuclear marketplace will require that the United States work 
very closely with South Korea, which has a track record of exporting 
affordable commercial nuclear power plants. This partnership should 
also include collaboration on advanced nuclear reactors and used fuel 
management technologies. Ultimately, such an initiative could be 
developed into a regional energy architecture involving other allies 
such as Taiwan and Japan.

	l Considering the case for expanding the Group of 7 (G7) to the 
Group of 8 by inviting the Republic of Korea. The G7 countries 
are close U.S. treaty allies, but the group must be revitalized. Today, 
the need for greater G7 effectiveness and unity is more pressing than 
ever before as the world’s democracies are confronted by multiple 
complicated challenges that necessitate greater capacity for practical 
solutions. The ROK, a vibrant free-market democracy, deserves to 
have a seat in the G7. The recent political turbulence has yet again 
demonstrated the country’s notable democratic resilience and insti-
tutional strength. Should South Korea demonstrate the principles of 
freedom, accountability, and common sense in swiftly and effectively 
resolving the current leadership crisis, Washington should make 
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the case for South Korea’s membership during the next G7 summit 
in 2025, which will commemorate the group’s 50th anniversary, 
hosted by Canada.

	l Fostering greater practical engagement between the Republic 
of Korea and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). 
South Korea is a “Major non-NATO ally,” designated as such by the 
United States. Forging greater pragmatic cooperation between willing 
allies necessitates forward-looking engagement and fine-tuning the 
trajectory of the alliance. South Korea has become NATO’s trusted, 
capable partner too. It is certainly in the interest of the United States 
to welcome such a timely and more engaging interaction between 
America’s vital Indo–Pacific partner and key transatlantic allies. South 
Korea is well positioned to be a critical force multiplier for NATO in 
terms of boosting forward defense capacities.

	l Encouraging the practical participation of South Korea in the 
Three Seas Initiative (3SI). European countries have explored, 
pursued, and formed various regional cooperation initiatives 
throughout Central and Eastern Europe in recent years. The 3SI is 
one of the most notable and practical and should be further priori-
tized. The initiative was launched to promote connectivity among 
the 12 nations in the regions of the Adriatic, Baltic, and Black Seas, 
supporting infrastructure, energy, and digital projects.7 It has geopo-
litical, economic, and energy-security significance. From a broader 
strategic foreign policy perspective, South Korea is a uniquely capa-
ble partner to both the U.S. and the 3SI countries, especially Czech 
Republic, Hungary, Poland, and Romania, in further operationalizing 
the initiative and effectively implementing large energy and other 
infrastructure projects.

None of these policy action recommendations suggests that govern-
ments are more capable of meeting the challenges than the private sector. 
The latter remains the real generator of innovation and advancement. 
Companies and relevant government agencies should share their insights 
and information while protecting intelligence sources and corporate 
intellectual property rights. It is the kind of pragmatic conversation that 
forward-looking governments—especially those of two longtime allies like 
the United States and the Republic of Korea—should advance.
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The Republic of Korea: America’s 
Capable Partner and Faithful Ally

For more than seven decades, the U.S.–ROK alliance has played an indis-
pensable role in promoting peace, economic prosperity, and security in the 
Indo–Pacific region and beyond. South Korea’s relationship with the U.S. 
has been well institutionalized, rooted in shared values, people-to-people 
ties, and leading-edge solution-finding business cooperation.

At the state dinner during his November 2017 trip to Seoul, Presi-
dent Trump unambiguously reaffirmed that “[a]s true partners, we have 
remained faithful friends through periods of challenge and opportunity. 
And that’s what we have now, is great opportunity. We will continue to sup-
port each other in the years ahead.”8 The United States and the Republic of 
Korea have indeed been faithful partners through periods of ups and downs. 
Now is the time for Washington and Seoul to build on that steadfastness and 
further advance the time-tested alliance to new heights.
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