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Introduction

Almost a year since the United States promised to strengthen its extended nuclear deterrence
commitment to the Republic of Korea as part of the Washington Declaration, South Korean
public confidence in the credibility of U.S. nuclear assurances has not increased. In fact, survey
results show that it has actually decreased. The lack of South Korean public confidence in the
current U.S. nuclear assurance manifests itself in strong support for both the redeployment of
U.S. tactical nuclear weapons as well as the acquisition of an independent nuclear weapons
capability. Recent surveys have concluded that the public is committed to pursuing a nuclear
arsenal regardless of what the United States offers or threatens to do. This has undermined U.S.
trust in nuclear cooperation with the ROK. However, much of the commentary has lacked
relevant cross-regional context to determine whether such sentiments are an outlier or the norm
amongst U.S. allies.

This Asan Issue Brief compares public confidence in the U.S. extended nuclear deterrence
commitment across allies in the Indo-Pacific and Euro-Atlantic regions to put South Korean
public opinion in comparative context. This is because the United States continues to deploy
B61 nuclear gravity bombs in Europe while refusing to redeploy them in the Indo-Pacific. U.S.
allies who face direct security threats but lack concrete nuclear assurances such as South Korea
and Poland have lower confidence in U.S. credibility. This Issue Brief argues that current South
Korean support for independent nuclear armament reflects a condition in which the ROK lacks
the kind of nuclear assurances provided to European allies. Put simply, if the ROK had the
same level of extended deterrence arrangement as that enjoyed by European allies, then there
may be similarly low support for independent nuclear armament as in Europe. This is an
important distinction because it suggests that while South Korean opinion superficially appears
like an extreme outlier, it in fact sits within the norm of allied public sentiment.

The Issue Brief proceeds as follows. First, it discusses why South Korean public confidence in
the U.S. commitment has not significantly improved since the 2023 Washington Declaration.
By comparing U.S. extended deterrence commitments among allies, it shows that high threat
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perceptions and a lack of concrete deterrence measures lead to support for stronger nuclear
assurances in the cases of the ROK and Poland. Second, it discusses recent survey experiments
which show dual South Korean support for redeploying U.S. tactical nuclear weapons and
acquiring independent nuclear weapons. A cross-national analysis of confidence in U.S.
extended deterrence commitments suggests that South Korean views are not an outlier. Instead,
they reflect the current reality in which the country faces a direct nuclear threat but lacks the
kind of concrete nuclear assurances that other U.S. allies enjoy. The Issue Brief concludes by
discussing the implications of these findings and recommends ROK-U.S. discussions on
thresholds for moving to more advanced extended deterrence arrangements.

1. South Korean Anxieties about U.S. Nuclear Assurances in Comparative
Context

A majority of the South Korean public has long questioned whether the United States would
fulfill its pledge to use nuclear weapons in response to a nuclear attack on the ROK. The Asan
Institute’s surveys in 2022 and March 2023 found that, when asked “Do you think the U.S.
would use nuclear weapons to defend South Korea even if it means risking its security?”, less
than half of South Koreans agreed (2022: 43.1%; 2023: 45.6%).! In January 2023, ROK
President Yoon Suk Yeol broke a longstanding taboo when he stated that Seoul might be forced
to “introduce tactical nuclear weapons or build them on our own” in the face of increasing
North Korean nuclear threats.? The message was received loud and clear in Washington.

In April 2023, the ROK and the United States announced the Washington Declaration to
strengthen extended nuclear deterrence.® Among a range of measures, the two countries
established a Nuclear Consultative Group (NCG) which seemed similar to the Nuclear
Planning Group (NPG) between the United States and its North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) allies. U.S. nuclear strategic assets have since been deployed nine times to the Korean
Peninsula, compared to none in 2021 and only once in 2022.# This included the first ballistic
missile submarine (SSBN) to visit the ROK in 40 years.

Following the Washington Declaration, ROK Deputy National Security Advisor Kim Tae-hyo
re-assured the South Korean public that, the joint declaration will make the people “feel that
they are sharing nuclear weapons with the United States.”® However, South Korean public
confidence in the U.S. extended nuclear deterrence commitment has actually declined, not
increased. A December 2023 survey by the Chey Institute for Advanced Studies found that
confidence had dropped by 6 percentage points to 39.3%.° In short, South Korean confidence
in the credibility of the U.S. extended deterrence commitment remains low.
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The ROK-U.S. nuclear debate is not happening in isolation. It is often overlooked that U.S.
allies vary widely in terms of their extended deterrence arrangement with the United States.®
U.S. allies include those possessing their own nuclear arsenals such as the United Kingdom,
France, and Israel. U.S. B61 nuclear gravity bombs are also stationed in Belgium, Germany,
Italy, the Netherlands, and Turkiye under so-called ‘nuclear sharing’ arrangements. In addition
to these countries, other European allies either provide dual-capable aircraft (DCA) to carry
U.S. tactical nuclear weapons or play a supporting conventional role under the Support of
Nuclear Operations With Conventional Air Tactics (SNOWCAT), including the Czech
Republic, Denmark, Greece, Hungary, and Poland.®

Figure 2. Level of U.S. Extended Deterrence Arrangement
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In the Indo-Pacific, by contrast, U.S. allies no longer host tactical nuclear weapons which were
withdrawn from Taiwan in 1974, the Philippines in 1986, and South Korea in 1991. Today,
allies including South Korea, Japan, and Australia instead rely on occasional visits by U.S.
nuclear strategic assets and engage in various types of discussions with the United States.
Figure 2 conceptually shows how some of these measures increase the deterrent value of
nuclear weapons, including the strongest level of nuclear assurance by selected U.S. allies.
Importantly, the United States continues to enjoy full control over the use of nuclear weapons
in all cases short of an independent nuclear capability, as denoted by those countries covered
by gray shading.

Why does the South Korean public not feel assured by the important steps that the United States
has taken as part of the Washington Declaration? There are many potential factors at play,
including the perceived inadequacy of individual U.S. measures, a general lack of confidence
in U.S. nuclear strategy, overall trust in the United States and leader favorability, North Korea’s
tactical nuclear capabilities and threats, the specter of Russian and Chinese nuclear weapons,
and more. We choose to focus on perceived threat and support for hosting U.S. tactical nuclear
weapons as one cross-regional comparison to illustrate the broader relationship between
extended deterrence measures and public confidence (See Figure 3). A public can answer
whether another state poses a direct threat to their security, either nuclear or non-nuclear.

Allied publics who state the highest levels of perceived threat but do not host U.S. tactical
nuclear weapons are most in favor of enhanced nuclear weapons cooperation with the United
States. Publics in South Korea and Poland appear to be more insecure (South Korea 16%,
Poland 29%) under the threats from North Korea and Russia, respectively. But they both
currently lack concrete nuclear assets deployed in their countries. A March 2023 Asan Institute
survey found a majority of South Koreans support hosting U.S. tactical nuclear weapons
(60.4%).1° Meanwhile, 54.1% of Polish respondents said Poland should participate in NATO’s
‘nuclear sharing’ arrangements which would allow them to have more tangible control over
nuclear weapons (oppose 29.5%).1! According to a global survey by the European Council on
Foreign Relations in September 2023, 56% of South Koreans support having “access to”
nuclear weapons (oppose 24%, neither 18%).12

For South Koreans, it is not clear whether U.S. extended deterrence commitments as part of
the Washington Declaration are thus far sufficient to deter North Korea’s direct and explicit
nuclear threats. Meanwhile, despite Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and threats to use nuclear
weapons as part of its military campaign, it has not yet made any direct threats to preemptively
use nuclear weapons against any of the U.S. allies who host U.S. B61 nuclear bombs. As shown
in Figure 3, this partly explains why majorities of Belgians, Dutch, and Germans who report
low level of perceived threat also oppose hosting US nuclear weapons.



Figure 3. Perceived Threat and Support for Hosting U.S. Nuclear Weapons®®
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2. Re-evaluating South Korean Support for Independent Nuclear Weapons

Some U.S. allies face direct security threats but lack the kind of robust nuclear assurances that
Western European allies enjoy such as hosting U.S. B61 gravity bombs. In the South Korean
case, this public insecurity manifests itself in strong support for stronger extended deterrence
measures. Recent studies of South Korean public opinion have found support for both the
redeployment of U.S. tactical nuclear weapons as well as the acquisition of an independent
nuclear weapons capability.** This has been interpreted to suggest that a majority of the South
Korean public is fundamentally committed to seeking nuclear weapons regardless of what the
United States might do to strengthen its extended nuclear deterrence commitment.® For
example, a widely cited 2022 U.S. survey found that when asked to choose between two nuclear
armament options, South Koreans “overwhelmingly prefer an independent arsenal (67%) over
U.S. deployment (9%).”%® This appears to be consistent even if the U.S. provides stronger
assurances, offers to forward deploy its nuclear weapons, or threatens to sanction South
Korea.!’

South Korean public opinion appears fundamentally committed to seeking nuclear weapons
regardless of what the United States might do.* This has undermined U.S. willingness to
pursue any nuclear cooperation with South Korea that might inadvertently pave the way for an
independent ROK nuclear weapons capability.'® We join this debate by offering a cross-
national comparison of extended deterrence and its confidence across U.S. allies. Much of the
commentary has lacked relevant cross-regional context to determine whether such sentiments



are an outlier or the norm amongst U.S. allies. As this Issue Brief has shown, public confidence
in the U.S. commitment varies depending on the type of deterrence arrangement. Current South
Korean support for independent nuclear armament may reflect a condition in which the ROK
lacks the kind of nuclear assurances provided to European allies.

Figure 4 shows selected responses regarding European public confidence in U.S. extended
deterrence relative to the need for an independent nuclear weapons capability. As shown in the
survey conducted after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, Italy and Germany which both host U.S.
B61 nuclear gravity bombs show higher confidence (Italy 45%, Germany 41%) compared to
Spain (31%), which does not host U.S. nuclear weapons. The three countries vary in their
proximity and level of threat perception towards Russia. This suggests that a lack of concrete
nuclear assurances in the form of B61 gravity bomb deployment plays a critical role in shaping
public confidence in U.S. assurances.

Figure 4. European Public Confidence in the U.S. Nuclear Umbrella® (%)
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Rather than a genuine desire for independent nuclear armament, we hypothesize that South
Korean public opinion may instead reflect a well-justified lack of confidence in the current U.S.
extended deterrence policy settings vis-a-vis other allies. That is, if South Korea came to have
the same level of extended deterrence arrangement as that some European allies such as
Germany or Italy enjoy, then there might be lower support for nuclear armament. This helps to
explain why South Korean opinion superficially appears like an outlier but in fact sits within
the norm of U.S. allied public sentiment.

South Koreans may only want to strengthen an allied nuclear deterrence over which they have
greater sovereign control, much like other U.S. allies in NATO. This assumption was also
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consistent with high public support for global disarmament. In 2023, 68.2% of South Koreans
said they agree with abiding by the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), implying there is
little interest in becoming an international pariah by violating international agreements.?! In
summary, South Korean support for hosting U.S. nuclear weapons and also developing their
own nuclear weapons could be because they currently lack both options, not because they
necessarily want both. We can only really know the true support for independent nuclear
armament if we conduct a survey affer the United States redeployed tactical nuclear weapons
to South Korea.

3. Policy Implications and Recommendations

The preceding analysis leads to important insights that commentators have overlooked to date.
It should be noted that this Issue Brief is primarily concerned with public confidence in U.S.
nuclear assurances, not the operational utility of tactical nuclear weapons. We acknowledge
that public support in host nations is only one factor in determining U.S. nuclear strategy and
extended deterrence commitments. But just as a coalition of allies successfully advocated
against the adoption of a ‘no first use’ policy in the 2022 U.S. Nuclear Posture Review, the elite
and public sentiments of allies do matter.?? The United States has long resisted requests to
redeploy tactical nuclear weapons in the Western Pacific on the basis that they do not make a
difference to existing U.S. commitments.?® Even if this were true from an operational
standpoint, it has not effectively convinced a majority of the South Korean public.

ROK-U.S. alliance managers need to pay attention to both extended nuclear deterrence and
credible nuclear assurances. From a public opinion standpoint, U.S. credibility ultimately
depends on deterrence measures being visible and tangible. Strategic ambiguity is no longer
effective. Current South Korean public anxiety about U.S. extended deterrence stems from a
lack of comparable and concrete assurances like those provided to European U.S. allies. ROK
and U.S. officials therefore need to explain in clearer detail the operational benefits of current
NCG activities for U.S. extended deterrence and why they believe these measures are
comparable to NATO arrangements. At the moment, these U.S. steps have the appearance of
being one-off or isolated events, such as a SSBN port visit or a B52 strategic bomber landing,
rather than incremental measures as part of a broader nuclear strategy.

The ROK and the United States also need to continue discussions on determining the
operational thresholds under which the ROK-U.S. alliance might need to adjust to a different
extended deterrence arrangement more similar to that found in Europe. Put simply, under what
conditions and threats from North Korea would the U.S. consider a SNOWCAT-style
arrangement with the ROK under which would it consider a redeployment of B61 gravity
bombs? What do policymakers in these countries consider a minimum required capability to
be assured of the U.S. extended deterrence commitment? Recent research by the Asan Institute
and RAND Corporation has postulated a minimum force of eight to 12 B-61 nuclear bombs
redeployed to the ROK would be sufficient.?



Conclusion

Nuclear-armed authoritarian regimes are testing the credibility of U.S. extended nuclear
deterrence commitments to its allies in the Indo-Pacific and Euro-Atlantic regions, not just on
the Korean Peninsula. In response, the Biden administration has taken major steps to strengthen
extended deterrence as part of its 2022 Nuclear Posture Review.?® This includes modernizing
the nuclear strategic triad to the cost of $US 1.5 trillion.?® It also involves the construction of a
new B61-13 variant of its existing nuclear gravity bombs.?” The Washington Declaration is an
important if overdue step in reconciling the U.S. prioritization of operational effectiveness and
the ROK desire for more tangible control. As North Korean nuclear capabilities advance, the
South Korean public nonetheless needs more visible and concrete reassurance measures from
the United States. U.S. allies need some element of control over the nuclear weapons that are
meant to ensure their survival. The United States should consider calibrating its operational
nuclear force posture to achieve a better equilibrium across regions and fit with current public
sentiment.
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