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Mr. Goldberg noted that he was speaking in a personal capacity and his comments do not represent the official 
views of the INR.

QI. Over the past decade, how has U.S. Indo-Pacific strategy evolved in balancing security 
commitments with economic and trade policy? And what implications does this shift have 
for South Korea’s national interests?
Dr. Searight: U.S. strategy in the Indo-Pacific has long combined security commitments with 

economic engagement. This is not new. It goes back to the early Cold War, when the United States 

maintained forward-deployed forces while simultaneously shaping the region’s economic 

architecture. You can see this continuity through the Clinton administration’s elevation of APEC, 

the Bush administration’s free trade agenda, and the Obama administration’s push for TPP. What 

has changed is the economic pillar. The bipartisan consensus began eroding around the 2016 

election, when both presidential candidates opposed TPP, and since then the United States has not 

put forward a meaningful economic strategy. IPEF is an effort to fill that gap, but it’s a weak 

substitute for trade agreements. The current Trump administration is relying heavily on tariffs in a 
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The discussion explored shifts in U.S. Indo-Pacific strategy, China’s regional strategy, emerging 

realignments among key Indo-Pacific actors, and the implications for South Korea’s security and 

diplomatic strategy. This report summarizes the key points raised during the session.
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The ROK-U.S. Alliance Adapting to a Changing Security Environment in the 
Indo-Pacific
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On December 4, the Korea Inter-

Parliamentary Exchange Center

(KIPEC) hosted a roundtable to

assess how the ROK-U.S.

alliance should adapt to a rapidly

evolving Indo-Pacific strategic

environment. The discussion

featured Dr. Amy Searight,
Senior Advisor at Vriens &

Partners and former U.S. Deputy

Assistant Secretary of Defense

for South and Southeast Asia,

and Mr. Benjamin Goldberg,
Senior Foreign Affairs Analyst at the U.S. Department of State’s Bureau of Intelligence and 
Research (INR).1
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On the security side, we have also seen continuity over several administrations. Both Democrats 

and Republicans view China as the primary long-term competitor, and the Indo-Pacific remains 

the United States’ priority theater. There is a broad recognition in Washington that the old hub- 

and-spoke model—where the United States is the hub and its allies are separate spokes—needs to 

evolve into a more networked security architecture. The Trump administration shares a focus on 

China, but without a published National Security Strategy or National Defense Strategy, we don’t 

know for sure how its priorities will be organized. It also tends to prefer bilateral, transactional 

diplomacy, which introduces additional uncertainty about long-term planning.

Q3. As the Indo-Pacific security architecture evolves, how should the ROK-U.S. alliance 
adapt and expand its role? And how do rising U.S. expectations for burden-sharing fit into 
that picture?

very transactional, short-term way. That is a sharp departure from past practice and creates 

uncertainty about where the United States wants to lead economically.

For South Korea, this means two things. First, there is an opportunity to strengthen the alliance’s 

strategic relevance by expanding South Korea’s regional role and contributions in the Indo-Pacific. 

Korea is already moving in that direction through its Indo-Pacific Strategy, growing defense 

capabilities, and preparation for OPCON transition, all of which enhance deterrence and alliance 

flexibility. Second, South Korea will also want to think about diversifying economic and security 

partnerships to ensure resilience amid U.S. policy unpredictability. This is not about choosing 

between options but about expanding Korea’s diplomatic and strategic space. South Korea has 

already taken meaningful steps in this direction, and these efforts can continue to develop going 

forward.

Q2. We are seeing Southeast Asian governments diversify their security and economic 
partnerships, with some tilting more toward China. How significant is this shift? And how7 
can South Korea and the United States coordinate effectively to sustain influence and 
support broader stability in the region?
Dr. Searight: Southeast Asian countries are hedging more actively because of intensifying U.S.- 
China competition. Many want strong U.S. engagement but also rely heavily on Chinese trade and 

investment. They are unsure whether the U.S. will remain committed economically, and China is 

filling that vacuum. This matters for the ROK-U.S. alliance because it underscores the importance 

of credible and sustained engagement, especially on the economic front. It also presents 

opportunities for South Korea. South Korea is well regarded in Southeast Asia, and there is 

significant potential for Seoul to expand cooperation on defense capacity building, technology, and 

economic development. Coordinated U.S.-ROK engagement in the region would reinforce 

stability and amplify both countries’ influence.
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Q4. How does Washington assess South Korea’s relations with China and Japan, and what 
are the implications for alliance policy?
Mr. Goldberg: Washington is concerned about South Korea’s economic and technological 

exposure to China. South Korea’s dependencies in semiconductors, advanced manufacturing, and 

key supply chains make it vulnerable to potential Chinese pressure. This is something the U.S. 

watches closely. On Japan, relations have improved significantly at the leadership level, which is 

encouraging. But at the working and military-to-military levels, frictions remain. For the United 

States, this is a critical issue because trilateral coordination is central to deterrence. We hope to see 

sustained, institutionalized cooperation among the United States, South Korea, and Japan.

Q5. How does the United States view South Korea’s potential participation in regional 
initiatives such as the Quad, AUKUS, IP4, or CPTPP?
Mr. Goldberg: The U.S. government views South Korea’s participation in regional initiatives 
positively, particularly when it strengthens the rules-based order. Full Quad membership is 

unlikely in the near term, but Quad-Plus cooperation is very realistic. AUKUS Pillar I is not 

accessible to South Korea, but Pillar II focused on cyber, Al, and advanced technologies could be 

a strong fit. In IP4, South Korea is already playing a constructive role. And with CPTPP, South 

Korean accession would add significant economic and strategic weight. What matters most to 

Washington is sustained engagement and clear signaling that South Korea is willing to commit 

politically and operationally not just express exploratory interest.

Q6. Given the limited U.S. appetite for traditional economic engagement, what does a 
realistic “economic security pillar” of the ROK-U.S. alliance look like today? Where can the 
two countries cooperate most effectively without overpromising?
Mr. Goldberg: Economic security now encompasses technology protection, supply chain 

resilience, and resistance to economic coercion. South Korea is a critical partner because of its 

strength in semiconductors, batteries, and advanced manufacturing. Both countries should 

prioritize supply-chain diversification, especially in sectors where dependence on China is a 

strategic risk. There is also real potential for joint responses to economic coercion, working 

Dr. Searight: We are seeing a shift toward a more networked regional security architecture like 
AUKUS, the U.S.-Japan-Philippines trilateral, and strengthened U.S.-Japan-ROK coordination. 

The United States increasingly wants allies to play broader roles beyond their immediate 

subregions. For South Korea, this doesn’t necessarily mean taking on every regional contingency. 

But it does mean contributing more to deterrence, improving interoperability, and deepening 

engagement with other Indo-Pacific partners. These steps help maintain alliance credibility and 

demonstrate that South Korea is invested in broader regional security. The Trump administration 

has not yet released its National Security Strategy or National Defense Strategy, so we will need 

to see how its priorities are articulated, but the general trend toward higher expectations from allies 

is clear.
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together to support partners facing pressure. These are practical, achievable areas where South 

Korea and the United States can make substantial progress without overextending.

- Mr. Goldberg: South Korea’s decisions in areas like supply chains, technology policy, and 
regional cooperation, especially trilateral work with Japan, will significantly shape the alliance’s 

future trajectory. Managing competing pressures will remain a core strategic challenge.

Q7. Looking ahead to 2026, what strategic considerations should South Korea prioritize?
- Dr. Searight: South Korea is navigating an increasingly complex strategic environment. It must 
strengthen deterrence on the peninsula while also broadening regional engagement. Diversifying 

diplomatic partnerships and maintaining strategic flexibility will be essential as U.S.-China 

competition intensifies and the U.S. economic approach becomes less predictable.
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ggt go g R^ong n-sgoi r^lr. srs r^roii mg- bir21 rar wgg nig >1

soi m, goi melons hsrohoiiai ggoi Aigi 1 i-ggoi sauq, oRg oimg ogoii 
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isgLiq. nRgi ahss gg vgsvis ongdm zr ion moh= roi ssmm, rlh h^i 
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