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Introduction

The AUKUS partnership between Australia, the United Kingdom, and the United States is one of the
most audacious defense industrial efforts to meet the challenge of China’s rising military power.! While
most attention has focused on what is called ‘Pillar 1’ to construct a fleet of nuclear-powered,
conventionally armed submarines, the three AUKUS countries are also pursuing ‘Pillar 2’ cooperation
to develop cutting-edge military technologies that complement the submarine enterprise. Three years
since it was announced, the potential expansion of Pillar 2 membership to include other U.S. allies and
partners marks a new phase in minilateral security cooperation in the Indo-Pacific.2 But should the
Republic of Korea join AUKUS Pillar 2?

This Asan Issue Brief explains what AUKUS Pillar 2 is and considers the costs and benefits of ROK
collaboration with the AUKUS enterprise. The Issue Brief proceeds as follows. First, it reviews how
the AUKUS partnership has progressed over the past three years across both the Pillar 1 nuclear
submarine enterprise as well as the Pillar 2 advanced military capabilities streams. Second, it compares
the respective cases for expanding AUKUS to include either Korea or Japan based on their relationships
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with the AUKUS countries. Third, it addresses how defense trade controls under AUKUS might affect
ROK considerations about membership. Finally, it offers five options that ROK policymakers, but also
other potential members, should consider in how to approach potential collaboration on Pillar 2,
including ‘go hard and go early,” ‘wait and see,’ 'plug and play,” ‘proposing Pillar 3,” and ‘opting out.’
The Issue Brief concludes with some observations about how the re-election of President Donald Trump
in the United States could create opportunities for naval shipbuilding cooperation in at least some parts
of the AUKUS enterprise.

1. Understanding AUKUS Pillars 1 and 2

In 2021, during the COVID-19 pandemic and Australia’s diplomatic and economic stand-off with China,
Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison and his closest advisors and ministers secretly negotiated
with British Prime Minister Boris Johnson and U.S. President Joe Biden’s National Security Council
on a trilateral partnership to help Australia acquire a fleet of nuclear-powered submarines. Announced
to the world in September 2021, the AUKUS partnership marked the first time that the United States
would transfer naval nuclear propulsion technology used to power the U.S. Navy’s attack submarines
with another country since helping the United Kingdom in the late 1950s.

The announcement was followed by an 18-month consultation period between the three governments
to determine the ‘optimal pathway’ for acquiring conventionally armed, nuclear-powered submarines
(SSN), during which time two of the original three political architects were replaced as leaders. The
optimal pathway concluded that Pillar 1 would proceed in several phases to build up Australia’s nuclear
stewardship to receive and operate nuclear-powered submarines. The first phase would be known as
Submarine Rotational Force-West (SRF-West) to bring four U.S. Virginia-class SSNs and one UK
Astute-class SSN on rotational deployments to Australia beginning in 2027. The second phase would
see the United States transfer to Australia at least three Virginia-class submarines beginning in 2032-33
at three-year intervals. The final phase would see Australia and the United Kingdom each build their
own fleets of ‘SSN-AUKUS’-class submarines with the first delivery for Australia in the early 2040s.

Alongside this so-called Pillar 1, the three countries also agreed to cooperate on cutting-edge military
technologies with relevance to undersea warfare and the objectives of nuclear-powered submarines to
provide long-range deterrence and strike capabilities. These Pillar 2 capabilities would, over time, come
to include six specific technology streams including undersea capabilities, quantum technologies,
artificial intelligence and autonomy, advanced cyber, hypersonic and counter-hypersonic capabilities,
electronic warfare, as well as cooperation on the innovation and information-sharing regimes necessary
for their implementation across three distinct defense science and technology systems.® Throughout
2022-23, the AUKUS countries conducted multiple pilot projects, including a joint exercise of undersea
drones, contracts for quantum clocks for navigation and timing, Al-enabled swarm drones, a P-8
Poseidon aircraft maritime sonobuoy ISR test, and launched the AUKUS Defense Investor Network
including 300 companies worth $265 billion.

Pillars 1 and 2 of the AUKUS enterprise ultimately seek to increase the collective military power of the
three countries in the Indo-Pacific maritime theater to deter China’s rapidly growing naval capabilities.
Unlike other minilateral partnerships such as the Quad which try to avoid overt military connotations,
AUKUS is, by design, a defense industrial effort to build specific military capabilities. This is
demonstrated by the leading role of the Australian Department of Defence in publishing the guiding
policy documents that inform the strategy and implementation of both pillars of the AUKUS enterprise,
including the 2023 Defense Strategic Review, 2023 Defense Industry Development Strategy, 2024
National Defense Strategy and Integrated Investment Plan, and 2024 Defense Innovation, Science and
Technology Strategy. The U.S. and UK counterparts have similarly articulated the policy process for
achieving the AUKUS enterprise.
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Table 1. AUKUS Pillars 1 and 2

Pillar 1 (SSN-AUKUS submarines) Pillar 2 (Advanced capabilities)
e Phase 1: Submarine Rotational Force-West (SRF-West) | 1. Undersea capabilities

to bring 4 U.S. SSNs and 1 UK SSN to HMAS Stirling | 2. Quantum technologies

starting in 2027 3. Artificial intelligence and autonomy
e  Phase 2: U.S. transfer of Virginia SSNs in 2032 & 2035 4.  Advanced cyber

and new-build Virginia SSN in 2038 5. Hypersonic and counter-hypersonic

capabilities

e Phase 3: Australian construction of 5 SSN-AUKUS | 6. Electronic warfare

with first delivery in 2040s 7. Innovation

8. Information-sharing

2. Expanding AUKUS Pillar 2

Throughout late 2023 and early 2024, the AUKUS countries began to note their desire to broaden
cooperation on Pillar 2 capabilities with key allies and partners. At the AUKUS Defense Ministers’ Joint
Statement in April 2024, the ministers outlined five criteria for consideration: technological innovation,
financing, industrial strengths, ability to adequately protect sensitive data and information, and impact
on promoting peace and stability in the Indo-Pacific region.* On the third anniversary of AUKUS in
September 2024, the AUKUS leaders further added, “Recognizing these countries' close bilateral
defense partnerships with each member of AUKUS, we are consulting with Canada, New Zealand, and
the Republic of Korea to identify possibilities for collaboration on advanced capabilities under AUKUS
Pillar 2.

ROK commentary has been rife with misinformation about what AUKUS is. Some have framed it as a
purely civilian science and technology partnership, a defense industry export opportunity, or even a tool
to deter North Korean military threats.® ROK interest in collaborating with the AUKUS partnership, not
to mention other minilateral partnerships, is subject to changing threat perceptions of China. Meanwhile,
the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs has condemned any expansion of AUKUS as “stoking bloc
confrontation.”” While the progressive-leaning Democratic Party has not given a position regarding
collaboration with the AUKUS partnership, it will likely be more cautious and sensitive to this
impression. Meanwhile, the Yoon administration’s interest in Pillar 2 is part of a wider effort to re-
engage nascent minilateral partnerships.®

The AUKUS debate thus parallels similar discussions in the ROK about the merits of participating in
other U.S.-led minilaterals, such as the Five Eyes intelligence sharing partnership, the Quadrilateral
Security Dialogue, and the Camp David ROK-U.S.-Japan security partnership. Former Minister of
Defense Shin Won-sik stated during the ROK-Australia 2+2 Foreign and Defense Ministers’ Meeting
on May 2024, “The Korean government, to enhance the regional peace, we support the AUKUS Pillar
2 activities,” adding that “Korea's defense science and technology capabilities will contribute to the
peace and stability of the development of AUKUS Pillar 2 and the regional peace.”®

3. KAUKUS vs. JAUKUS: Unpacking Relations

This section compares the relative merits of the ROK and Japan’s potential to join an expanded AUKUS
Pillar 2 partnership. It focuses on the three bilateral relationships that will underpin any collective
cooperation, with Australia, the United States, and the United Kingdom. First, Japan is widely
considered the frontrunner candidate for any expansion of AUKUS. The White House released a joint
statement stating that “AUKUS partners and Japan are exploring opportunities to improve
interoperability of their maritime autonomous systems as an initial area of cooperation.”** U.S.-Japan
defense industry cooperation is being upgraded since the signing of a Reciprocal Defense Procurement
agreement (RDP) in 2016 and Japan is now able to facilitate co-development and co-production of
advanced missiles, missile defense, and U.S. naval maintenance, repair, and overhaul (MRO) support.
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Japan is also a strategic partner of Australia through the Australia-Japan Joint Declaration on Security
Cooperation of 2007 and the Special Strategic Partnership (SSP) established in 2014.1% Also, the
Australia-Japan Reciprocal Access Agreement (RAA) was signed in January 2022 to further promote
bilateral security and defense cooperation. This agreement was Japan’s first such treaty aside from with
the United States.® Japan and the United Kingdom are also close partners, most recently signing the
Hiroshima Accord in 2023, defined by both countries as “an enhanced UK-Japan global strategic
partnership.”* The two countries also signed an RAA in 2023.% Australia, the United States, and Japan
started the Trilateral Strategic Dialogue (TSD) in 2002, which first began at the level of senior officials,
but is now elevated to the level of foreign ministers.

On the other hand, the ROK’s relationship with the AUKUS countries has been more uneven compared
to Japan. Building on the momentum of the 2023 Washington Declaration and Camp David Summit,
the ROK-U.S. Defense Vision outlined a way forward for the security and defense of the two countries
and they affirmed to play a more active role in contributing to regional security.'® Yet despite significant
effort by the Yoon administration to upgrade defense industry cooperation with the United States,
including signing a Security of Supply Arrangement (SOSA) in late 2023, the two countries have not
yet signed an RDP due to U.S. Congressional pushback.!” At the 2024 ROK-U.S. Security Consultative
Meeting (SCM) in October 2024, the two countries agreed to establish a vice-minister level defense
science and technology executive committee to “explore the application of cutting-edge science and
technology in the defense sector, as well as cooperation on AUKUS Pillar 2. Meanwhile, ROK-
Australia relations have increased significantly since the 2021 Comprehensive Strategic Partnership
(CSP) was announced.!® Bilateral defense industry cooperation has also begun with acquisitions for
self-propelled howitzers and infantry fighting vehicles. Relations between the ROK and the United
Kingdom were strengthened through signing the Downing Street Accord in 2023, becoming a ‘global
strategic partnership’ and agreed to launch a 2+2 ministerial meeting on foreign affairs and defense.?

The comparison between South Korea and Japan’s relations with the AUKUS countries is outlined in
Table 2. What it demonstrates is that the scope of South Korea’s security cooperation with Australia and
the United Kingdom continues to lag behind that of Japan. This partly explains why the AUKUS
partnership as a collective has been keener to consider Japan as an initial partner. However, it also shows
that there are opportunities for ROK officials to upgrade and fill in the gaps, something that the Yoon
administration has made a clear priority.

Table 2. ROK and Japan Relations with AUKUS Countries

Korea “K-AUKUS” Japan “J-AUKUS”
Defense =  Share of global arms f:xportsz 2.0% =  Share of global arms §:xp0rts: N/A
Industry =  Share of global arms imports: 3.1% =  Share of global arms imports: 4.1%
Profile?! = 2023 Military spending: $47.9 b = 2023 Military spending: $50.2 b
»  Arms export restrictions: Yes? = Arms export restrictions: Yes®®
= 2021 Comprehensive Strategic Partnership = 2014 Special Strategic Partnership
Australia = 242 Foreign and Defense Ministerial = 242 Foreign and Defense Ministerial
®  No Reciprocal Access Agreement = 2022 Reciprocal Access Agreement
* 1953 Mutual Defense Treaty = 1951 Mutual Defense Treaty
=  Hosts 28,500 U.S. forces =  Hosts 55,000 U.S. forces
United =  Status of Forces Agreement =  Status of Forces Agreement
States = 242 Foreign and Defense Ministerial = 2+2 Foreign and Defense Ministerial
= No Reciprocal Defense Procurement = 2016 Reciprocal Defense Procurement
Agreement Agreement
United ] Novembqr 2023 Downing SF Accord = May 2023 Hiroshima Accorq o
Kingdom = 242 Foreign and Defense Ministerial = 2+2 Foreign and Defense Ministerial
»  No Reciprocal Access Agreement = 2023 Reciprocal Access Agreement
Defense » ROK-Australia LAND 8116 self-propelled | =  Japan-UK-Italy Global Combat Air
Industry howitzers and LAND 400 Phase 3 infantry Programme (GCAP)
Projects fighting vehicles
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4. Defense Trade Control Considerations

Arguably the most important outcome of AUKUS over the past three years has not been in producing a
military capability to deter China, but rather the transformation of the defense export control regime
among the three countries. There has been enormous progress in the AUKUS enterprise streamlining
the three countries’ defense trade controls and export control regimes. Despite their longstanding
military cooperation as part of the Five Eyes intelligence sharing partnership and membership in the
U.S. National Technology and Industrial Base (NTIB), many Australian experts and officials had long
been frustrated by the onerous restrictions on closer defense industrial cooperation and integration.

In the months following the AUKUS announcements, legislatures in all three countries moved to reform
export control policies. The 2024 U.S. Congress National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) legalized
Australian MRO of U.S. SSNs, Australian workforce training in the United States, and wide-ranging
reforms to defense trade controls. Together, these initiatives are expected to result in license-free trade
for 70 percent of defense exports from the United States to Australia, and over 80 percent from Australia
to the United States.?* Also, the U.S. Department of State published an interim final rule to amend the
International Traffic in Arms Regulations (ITAR) and implemented an export licensing exemption for
Australia and the United Kingdom, which became effective from September 1, 2024.%

In the coming years, Pillar 2 cooperation will produce common military technologies only shared
among the AUKUS countries. There will be onerous data and information security protections and strict
controls over any proliferation or export, let alone commercial sale, of such capabilities. Any decision
by Korea to join AUKUS must therefore carefully consider how it might affect its own defense
industrial export ambitions. At the same time, if the ROK’s ultimate goal is closer integration in the
emerging common defense industrial ecosystem led by the United States, then AUKUS reforms offer a
valuable learning model. Many ROK defense firms have long sought to break into the large U.S. and
so-called Five Eyes defense market given their own longstanding sharing of technologies and integrated
supply chains.? The ROK-U.S. alliance itself is responding to these cues. For example, the 23 ROK-
U.S. Integrated Defense Dialogue emphasized “strengthening the connection between U.S. and ROK
defense industrial bases to enhance interoperability and interchangeability within the Alliance defense
architecture.”?’

5. Five Options for ROK Consideration

Whether or not South Korea is ultimately invited to join the AUKUS partnership is a matter for the
governments of Australia, the United States, and the United Kingdom. Rather, this Issue Brief has
outlined the trajectory of this trilateral partnership to enable ROK officials to better weigh the potential
benefits and costs of membership. Should such an invitation be extended to Seoul, the ROK can then
consider how it might respond. This Issue Brief concludes by examining five options, including ‘go
hard and go early,” ‘wait and see,’ the 'plug and play' approach, building a ‘Pillar 3’ line of effort, and
staying out. These options also apply to the other prospective member countries of Japan, Canada, New
Zealand, and potentially others in the near future.

Option 1 is to ‘go hard and go early.” Being a latecomer to minilateral partnerships has been a recurring
challenge for ROK foreign policy.?? The most obvious example of this has been ROK engagement with
the Quad, which Seoul declined to join out of fear of antagonizing China, only to later express interest
in joining the partnership after it had developed a complex bureaucratic architecture.?® In the case of
AUKUS, the ROK can be a first mover to shape the agenda from within and it could participate in the
still early stages of Pillar 2 cooperation. The risk of such a strategy would, however, be that the ROK
would need to be able to credibly offer something of value to the AUKUS partnership that is not already
possessed.
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Option 2 would be to take a ‘wait and see’ approach that adopts strategic patience to join at the last
possible moment when there has been significant progress across some or all of the Pillar 2 capabilities
of interest to ROK defense scientists. The risk of such a strategy would be that trying to join at such a
late stage would require major regulatory reforms and legal changes that the AUKUS countries had
spent many years implementing. As such, the entry costs would grow over time.

Option 3 would be to take a ‘plug and play’ approach that sought to isolate cooperation in specific Pillar
2 streams, such as joining information-sharing, quantum, and cyber while negotiating ‘K-defense’
carveouts for hypersonics, undersea drones, and Al and autonomy where ROK companies may have
commercial export ambitions. This would preserve the defense industry export angle while offering
cooperation on a case-by-case basis. For example, the ROK and AUKUS countries could trial start a
test on P-8A Poseidon aircraft ISR information-sharing recently conducted since the ROK Navy
recently acquired its fleet of six P-8A Poseidon aircraft. The risk of such a strategy is that, given the
preceding discussion of defense trade controls, it remains unclear if emerging Pillar 2 streams can be
siloed for legal purposes.

Option 4 would be to pursue what some experts have called ‘Pillar 3’ cooperation on existing military
capabilities in short supply.*® For example, the ROK could work with AUKUS and non-AUKUS
partners to scale up co-production of munitions and weapons systems, which the United States is
struggling to replace, such as 155 mm artillery shells, Stinger anti-aircraft systems, Javelin anti-armor
systems, and multiple launch rocket systems.*! The ROK’s recent arms deals to ‘backfill” European
arsenals could be expanded into a wider initiative that combines commercial and strategic partnerships
with the AUKUS countries.*? This would allow the ROK to cooperate with the AUKUS countries while
avoiding much of the complex legal and export control changes occurring in Pillars 1 and 2.

Finally, option 5 would be ‘opt-out’ and decline any invitation for defense industrial cooperation. In
doing so, the ROK can preserve its ‘K-defense’ export agenda, not antagonize China in terms of strategic
signaling, avoid any perceived competition with Japan, and potentially even develop its own Pillar 1
SSN pathway independently. It could also pursue civilian, non-military science and technology
cooperation such as on drones and Al through alternative minilateral partnerships. The risk of such a
strategy would be that the ROK is eventually relegated to a different tier of alliance cooperation.

Conclusion

This Asan Issue Brief has examined the case for whether Korea should join the AUKUS Pillar 2
partnership. For U.S. allies looking to join the AUKUS enterprise or build similar arrangements of their
own, there are important lessons in terms of how to design the ‘optimal pathway’ to be suitably favorable
to the United States and earn its trust and support. Yet, in many respects, the Pillar 2 debate sidesteps
the bigger question about why the United States has chosen to share its naval nuclear propulsion
technology with Australia in a ‘one-off” deal. It is worth recalling that when the AUKUS partnership
was first announced in 2021, prominent Korean experts lamented that the United States had long
resisted any such arrangement with the ROK.® In the years to come, as North Korea, China, and
Russia’s nuclear-powered and nuclear-armed submarine capabilities increase, the U.S. position may
change, as already hinted by senior U.S. military commanders.*

In the meantime, the expansion of AUKUS Pillar 2 represents an important new phase in strengthening
defense industrial collaboration between the United States, Australia, the United Kingdom, and U.S.
allies and partners. Option 1 (‘go hard and go early’) or Option 3 (‘plug and play’) should be the
foremost considerations based on an assessment of ROK defense science and technology strengths and
weaknesses across the Pillar 2 capabilities. Option 4 (‘Pillar 3”) should be actively pursued regardless
of whether the ROK ultimately joins the AUKUS partnership. Options 2 (‘wait and see’) and 5 (‘opt-
out’) should be considered if there is no possibility of building and maintaining bipartisan support for
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cooperation and efforts should then be focused on purely bilateral alliance defense science and
technology cooperation with the United States exclusively to deal with North Korean military
technologies.

The re-election of President Trump to the White House adds a new variable to the AUKUS debate.
There is a strong case to suggest that the AUKUS arrangement as envisioned over the next four years
is sufficiently favorable to the Trump administration for it to continue the partnership. Australia will
transfer $3 billion investment directly to the United States over the next three years to support the U.S.
submarine industrial base. The United States will begin to forward deploy its Virginia-class attack
submarines to Australia’s naval facilities in 2027, the third year of his term. And the crucial date for the
transfer of the first Virginia-class submarine will only take place after he leaves office so he is unlikely
to concern him. It remains to be seen whether President Trump and his advisors will judge the current
financial and industrial integration arrangements as benefitting the United States, but the near-term
outlook is good. President Trump has focused on greater ROK-U.S. troop cost-sharing and tariff policy
re-balancing but he has also expressed a desire to cooperate with the ROK on shipbuilding. This
suggests that there is scope for closer defense industrial cooperation in at least some parts of the AUKUS
enterprise.*®
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