Hopes for Improvement in Korea-Japan Relations
By Ambassador Thomas Hubbard
[Published June 19, 2019 by Dong-A Daily]

When I visited Seoul a few weeks ago to meet with private sector leaders in my capacity as
Chairman of the Korea Society in New York, the news was dominated by international
challenges. With dialogue with North Korea at a standstill in the wake of the failed Hanoi
summit, Kim Jong-un was presiding over missile tests that threatened to take us back toward
confrontation on the Korean Peninsula. At the same time, US-China trade talks were breaking
down, threatening a prolonged trade war that would damage global prosperity. And from
Washington we were hearing rumbles of potential war with Iran.

Faced with such challenges, my Korea Society colleagues and I were somewhat surprised that
the first issue many Korean leaders raised with us was something closer to home — Korea-Japan
relations. Business leaders were deeply worried that Korea-Japan relations had fallen to a new
low, and neither government seemed to be able to do anything to stop the deterioration.

In the past, close ties between business leaders had tended to mitigate frictions at the official
level. But we were told that this year for the first time Japanese business leaders had declined to
come to Korea for their scheduled dialogue, citing discouragement by the Abe government as
well as their own frustration over Korean court cases calling for corporate compensation for
forced labor during wartime. And just as the North Koreans were threatening both South Korea
and Japan with new short-range missiles, Korean and Japanese military leaders were arguing
over who was at fault over an accidental near-miss encounter at sea by a Korean ship and a
Japanese military aircraft. The question put to us was whether there was anything Americans
could do to help our two allies in Northeast Asia resolve the tensions.

My basic response was that only Koreans and Japanese can manage their bilateral relationship.
Only they can overcome the historical and cultural issues that divide them to focus on the many
interests they have in common. But Americans have a deep stake in their success.

For America, Korea and Japan are treaty allies to whom we are deeply committed. Our trilateral
defense interests are closely linked. We all want peace and security in Northeast Asia and our
forces are directed in the first instance toward the North Korean challenge. When it comes to
security on the Korean Peninsula, we are all in this together, and it is crucial that our militaries
be able to work effectively together as we face the North Korean challenge. The Japanese
recognize that peace and stability on the Korean Peninsula is central to their security. Koreans
should also recognize that US forces based in Japan are central to the US ability to fulfill our
commitments to South Korea.

All three of us are seeking engagement with North Korea in different ways with varying degrees
of success.



More broadly, the three of us are successful democracies whose prosperity depends on free and
open markets in the Asia-Pacific region. All three countries will benefit if China can be brought
fully into the rules-based economic framework that we have worked hard to build.

Recognizing the importance of history, shouldn’t we be working together to coordinate
approaches to North Korea and fend off other global challenges rather than arguing among
ourselves?

The US has long worked to promote better communication between our two allies in Northeast
Asia. I personally spent countless hours in the 1990’s working with Korean and Japanese
colleagues on North Korea. At a higher level, President Obama worked hard to strengthen
trilateral ties, and in his first two years in office President Trump has brought the two leaders
together at a number of international meetings.

President Trump will be traveling to both Korea and Japan later this month, and President Moon
is also expected to visit Japan for the G-20 meeting in Osaka. There will be many opportunities
for direct meetings in the coming months. Friends of both countries will be greatly relieved if
some improvement in Korea-Japan relations can emerge from this process.
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