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The European Institute for Asian Studies (EIAS) and the Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik
(SWP) co-hosted an insightful discussion on Japan and South Korea’s evolving defence
strategies in light of the new US administration on 25 March 2025. The Expert Exchange
featured Alexandra Sakaki (Deputy Head, Research Division Asia, SWP Berlin) and Eric
Ballbach (Associate, Research Division Asia, SWP Berlin). André Hartel (Head of Office, SWP
Brussels) opened the event with welcome remarks. The Expert Exchange was chaired by
Lin Goethals (Director, EIAS) and was held under the Chatham House Rule.

The discussion centred around four main themes, highlighting the views on international
security from the perspective of the two Northeast Asian countries; the bilateral relations
between the US and Japan and the US and South Korea respectively; domestic shifts; and
insights on what the EU can do in response to the changing geopolitical trends under
Donald Trump's second presidency. As the new US administration pursues policies that
question previous long-standing principles regarding multilateralism and free trade, this
situation significantly impacts Northeast Asia, where Japan and South Korea find an
increasingly complex security landscape amidst US foreign policy changes.

In Japan’s security outlook, Taiwan and the Senkaku Islands will continue to play a central
role. The possibility of an escalation of conflict and emerging regional imbalances has
motivated Tokyo to adopt a firm stance supporting Ukraine. In a broader picture, Japan
has been promoting the Free and Open Indo-Pacific, sustaining a rules-based, multilateral
order. Trump’s foreign policy actions seem to undermine those long-standing principles.

At the outset, Japan’s relations with the US under Trump’s new leadership started with
good confidence, remaining in good shape. However, this confidence has been shaken up
by the US approach towards Europe and Ukraine and Trump’s still unclear take on China.
In its bilateral relations with Washington, Tokyo has been a critical ally, acting as a crucial
security enabler, and an undismissable partner for the US in the region. For the time being,
Japan's role seems to remain crucial for Washington, sustained by a bipartisan consensus
on the island’s importance for US regional presence.
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While Japan’s cooperation outlook with the US is more favourable than the one with
Europe, three uncertainties persist. First, the aforementioned shift in US foreign policy
values, which Tokyo must navigate carefully. Second, evolving dynamics within the
Republican and Democratic parties could alter the US stance on China. Third, as a result of
a cost-cutting exercise, the Pentagon is reportedly reviewing its planned upgrade to the
command structure in Japan. Given the country’s high level of dependency on the US for
its defence, this potential downscaling may question the reliability of the US as Japan’s
security provider in the future.

In contrast, South Korea’s security outlook has mainly focused on North Korea and
maintaining stability on the Korean Peninsula. Officially still at war with its neighbour,
Seoul has a history of substantial military spending. Although the country has adopted a
more global pivotal outlook in recent years, its immediate neighborhood will remain a top
priority in its foreign policy.

In its bilateral relations with Washington, the ROK faces a more uncertain security
environment than Japan. In light of its complex domestic political situation, an official
summit or high-level meeting has yet to take place between Seoul and Washington, fueling
concerns about potential shifts in alliance priorities. There is growing apprehension that
the US could shift the focus of the alliance with the ROK from deterring North Korea
toward prioritising China, which would impact South Korea’s primary security concern.
This has given rise to unease over Washington’s likelihood to pursue a rapid diplomatic
engagement with North Korea without fully considering South Korea’s security concerns. It
has also raised questions over whether Trump might re-engage with North Korea on a
summit level, recognize it as a de-facto nuclear state, and weaken sanctions. All this casts
uncertainty about future disarmament and denuclearization efforts vis-a-vis the North.

Considering the shifting security situation in the Indo-Pacific, Japan-South Korea defence
collaboration is more relevant than ever. However, looming uncertainties could make
cooperation between Tokyo and Seoul challenging as they are both facing severe domestic
political challenges that will be determining their future engagement with external
partners. Moreover, a potential return of the Democratic administration in South Korea
could alter the country’s foreign policy approach and therefore Japan-ROK diplomatic
dynamics.

The evolution of Washington’s ties with both Japan and South Korea leaves a considerable
gap to fill, paving the way for stronger EU cooperation, also in improving interoperability.
Nevertheless, there is a solid basis to build on, also between their respective defence
industries. For instance, Japan has already joined forces with Britain and Italy on a
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next-generation fighter jet project, reflecting a broader push for diversifying security
partnerships. In addition, South Korea’s fast-developing defence industry has increased
trade with Poland, Lithuania, and Norway and reinforced cybersecurity cooperation with
the Netherlands and Germany. NATO engagement with both countries has also expanded
in recent years, welcoming Indo-Pacific issues through the IP4 framework. Other initiatives
further emphasise cooperation beyond security, such as the EU’s Digital Partnerships with
Japan and the ROK.

Sharing similar challenges and needs, including upgrading security capabilities, the EU
will need to foster closer cooperation with both South Korea and Japan, as well as with
other partners in the region. Continued dialogue between Japan and the ROK, as well as
with the EU and the US, should therefore remain a key focus.



