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Introduction 
The international security order in recent years has become increasingly unstable. The United 
Nations, which has been a symbol of collective security since World War II, seems to have lost 
control and credibility in the international community. The United States, the sole superpower and 
international policeman since the Cold War, is facing the rise of China, Russia's coercive wars of 
aggression, and a return to isolationism driven by domestic demands, raising many concerns about 
its future behavior. 

 
Meanwhile, North Korea has gone beyond simply possessing nuclear weapons and continues to 
develop and deploy various nuclear warheads and launch systems that can be used on the 
battlefield. In addition, North Korea is further strengthening its alliance-level military cooperation 
with Russia beyond its existing alliance with China, thereby escalating the security crisis on the 
Korean Peninsula. 
 
In such situations, there are fundamental questions. Would the U.S. launch an immediate nuclear 
retaliatory strike in favor of South Korea in the event of a nuclear war on the Korean Peninsula? And 
second, would it be willing to accept the risk of “giving up Los Angeles for Seoul”, given the possibility 
of Chinese and Russian intervention? 
 
To address these ongoing concerns, the ROK-U.S. alliance has implemented a variety of measures. 
On April 26, 2023, the leaders of the ROK and the U.S. adopted the Washington Declaration to affirm 
the principle of extended deterrence. Further, they sought to establish the Nuclear Consultative 
Group  (NCG) as a follow-up measure. In addition, on October 1, 2024, the ROK Strategic Command 
was established, and an advanced conventional-nuclear integration (CNI) operational concept 
became the military foundation of extended deterrence. Thus, it is critical for the ROK Strategic 
Command to establish an effective CNI plan with the United States to deter and respond to nuclear 
war on the Korean Peninsula. 
 
However, the concept of CNI is not clearly defined. Under the overarching concept of integrated 
conventional and nuclear forces, nuclear weapons states have developed and applied CNI in 
different ways. It is also important to understand that CNI is not a concept that only applies to the 
United States and its allies but has long been adopted and developed by nuclear-armed adversarial 
states. 
 
More importantly, CNI's methods and objectives should contribute to U.S. extended deterrence and, 
by extension, deterrence strategy. Many U.S. allies have demands that reduce the deterrent effect on 
adversaries by emphasizing assurance for domestic needs or to prevent short-term military losses. 
This includes developing their own nuclear weapon or deploying tactical nuclear weapons in the 
region in peacetime. 
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Deterrence against adversaries and assurance to allies should be synergistic, not mutually reducing 
each other's effectiveness. Thus, it is crucial to establish the relationship between U.S. deterrence 
strategy, extended deterrence, and CNI, and then to broaden allies' understanding and build 
consensus on the specific implementation of CNI.  
 
With this understanding, I will analyze the various CNI options currently on the table, weighing their 
pros and cons, to identify effective CNI options that can simultaneously deter adversaries and 
provide greater assurance to allies. The figure below is a “frame of analysis” to help you understand 
the overall story.  

Figure 1.  Frame of analysis 
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Deterrence 

(Deterrence≈Assurance) 
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* Extended deterrence consists of deterrence against enemies and assurances to allies. 
These two components are like two sides of a coin, and it is difficult to achieve a harmonious 
balance between them. 
If deterrence and assurance are balanced, it will ultimately contribute to the success  
of the U.S. deterrence strategy, but if they are not balanced, the deterrence strategy is  
likely to fail. 

Balancing deterrence and assurance 

Unbalancing deterrence and assurance 
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What is CNI? 

Definition and objectives of CNI 
As a military term, conventional-nuclear integration (CNI) has no clearly defined basis. However, as 
a broader concept, CNI has been interpreted to relate to the following characteristics. 
 
First, it is a subset of the broader phenomenon of nuclear and conventional “entanglement,” the ways 
and means by which conventional and nuclear forces intersect, interconnect, and overlap.1  Second, 
it is part of a broader approach to integrated deterrence, a solution to the use of theater-nuclear 
weapons that adversaries increasingly consider important to win regional conflicts.2 Third, a state 
actor makes a deliberate and calculated decision to combine conventional and nuclear capabilities 
to accomplish strategic, operational, or tactical objectives that it believes cannot be achieved with 
conventional forces alone.3 Fourth, close integration between conventional and nuclear operations 
to reduce the likelihood of adversary nuclear use and maintain an appropriately high U.S. nuclear use 
threshold.4 
 
Based on these various interpretations, I define CNI in the ROK-US alliance as “the integrated 
operation of advanced conventional forces of the ROK and the United States and nuclear forces of 
the U.S. to reduce the likelihood of adversary nuclear use under a growing global nuclear threat and 
to achieve the military objectives of the alliance from throughout peacetime, crisis, and wartime.”  
 
There are several objectives. CNI must operate continuously and effectively across all phases, from 
peacetime throughout to wartime. When dealing with a nuclear-armed adversary, there is an inherent 
and unavoidable linkage between the conventional and nuclear domains. Crisis management 
between each phase is essential. In this regard, CNI should accomplish two objectives.5  First, it 
should aim to strengthen our ability to deter adversaries from choosing nuclear weapons in 
conventional conflict, both in peacetime and wartime. Second, it must increase the ability of the 
United States and its allies to achieve their objectives in the event of deterrence failure and ensure 

 
1 Justin Anderson and James R. McCue, “Deterring, Countering, and Defeating Conventional –Nuclear  

Integration,” Strategic Studies Quarterly (Spring, 2021), pp. 31.  
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/SSQ/documents/Volume-15_Issue-1/Anderson.pdf. Accessed  
March 26, 2025. 

2 Doreen Horschig and Nicholas Adamopoulos, “Conventional-Nuclear Integration to Strengthen Deterrence,”  
Center for Strategic & International Studies (October 4, 2023). https://www.csis.org/analysis/conventional-
nuclear-integration-strengthen-deterrence. Accessed March 26, 2025. 

3 Justin Anderson and James R. McCue (Spring, 2021), ibid., pp. 31 
4 Vince A. Manzo and Aaron R. Miles, Integration of Conventional and Nuclear; What does it mean? LLNL-

JRNL-700837 (August 18, 2016), pp. 1. https://www.osti.gov/servlets/purl/1334726.  Accessed March 26, 
2025. 

5 Ibid., pp. 2-3. 

 

https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/SSQ/documents/Volume-15_Issue-1/Anderson.pdf
https://www.csis.org/analysis/conventional-nuclear-integration-strengthen-deterrence
https://www.csis.org/analysis/conventional-nuclear-integration-strengthen-deterrence
https://www.osti.gov/servlets/purl/1334726
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that an adversary's first nuclear use does not lead to a deterrence failure against a second nuclear 
use.  
 
Many allies may require that an adversary be neutralized through immediate nuclear retaliation in the 
event of deterrence failure, such as an enemy's preemptive nuclear strike. However, the concept of 
deterrence does not only apply before an adversary's nuclear attack, but must continue during the 
war, which is called intra-war deterrence. Intra-war deterrence addresses a particular part of the 
continuum of conflict: that segment  that begins with the first failure of deterrence when an adversary 
steps onto the road to war with the United States and ends with the last failure of deterrence, a full 
nuclear exchange.6  As many countries are actively developing low-yield tactical nuclear weapons 
that could be used on the battlefield, the concept is being studied in the United States.7 
 
Furthermore, relying solely on a large-scale nuclear response option, while effective in deterring an 
attack on the U.S. homeland, is likely to be seen as an empty bluff by both allies and adversaries. 
Therefore, having a range of effective options available through CNI while maintaining ambiguity 
about nuclear use will improve deterrence credibility with adversaries and allies alike. 

U.S. allies implementing CNI 
NATO 
After World War II, a significant number of U.S. tactical nuclear forces were dispersed across NATO 
allies to deter Soviet aggression.8 These tactical nuclear weapons have been supported by U.S. and 
NATO dual-capable aircraft (DCA). This suggests that NATO's CNI is characterized by NATO's 
conventional forces supporting forward-deployed U.S. tactical nuclear weapons. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
6  Maximilian Hoell, Escalation, Deescalation, and Intrawar Deterrence Workshop Summary,  

(Livermore, CA: Center for Global Security Research, 2024), pp. 1.  
https://cgsr.llnl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2024-08/Intrawar-Deterrence-Workshop-Summary.pdf. 
Accessed March 26, 2025. 

7  Reja Younis, “A New Nuclear Age,” Center for Strategic & International Studies (August 20, 2024). 
https://www.csis.org/analysis/new-nuclear-age. Accessed March 26, 2025. 

8  Center for Arms Control and Non-proliferation, Fact Sheet: U.S. Nuclear Weapons in Europe (August, 2021), pp. 1. 
Fact Sheet: U.S. Nuclear Weapons in Europe - Center for Arms Control and Non-Proliferation. Accessed March 
26, 2025. 

 
 

https://cgsr.llnl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2024-08/Intrawar-Deterrence-Workshop-Summary.pdf
https://www.csis.org/analysis/new-nuclear-age
https://armscontrolcenter.org/fact-sheet-u-s-nuclear-weapons-in-europe/
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Figure 2.  Conventional support for Nuclear Operations9 

 

 
In addition, the Nuclear Planning Group (NPG), established in December 1966, provides a forum for 
NATO member states to exchange information on nuclear forces and planning. The NPG, which 
meets at the ministerial level, is the highest authority within NATO on nuclear policy matters.10 NATO 
countries, with the exception of France, periodically discuss planning and procedures for the use of 
nuclear weapons through the NPG.11 
 
However, NATO's CNI has not always been stable. After the end of the Cold War in 1992, most of the 
U.S. tactical nuclear weapons deployed abroad were brought home and dismantled. Since then, 
NATO countries have also significantly reduced defense spending in their budgets in the name of the 
peace dividend. 12  Since then, some countries have continued to debate whether they should 
continue to deploy U.S. tactical nuclear weapons on their territory. However, in 2012, NATO’s DDPR 
(Deterrence and Defense Posture Review) reaffirmed the importance of a deterrent based on an 
appropriate integration of nuclear and conventional capabilities and its commitment to a nuclear 
alliance with NATO.13  Russia's renewed belligerence has further reinforced the need for CNI.  
 
The use of nuclear weapons within NATO is the sole authority of the three nuclear powers (U.S., U.K., 
and France). However, because they work together to best ensure the security of their allies, and 

 
9  James Stokes, “NATO’s Nuclear adaptation,” CGSR Seminar (November 14, 2024). 
10  Office of the Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense, The Nuclear Matters Handbook 2020(Revised), pp. 118. 

https://www.acq.osd.mil/ncbdp/nm/NMHB2020rev/.  Accessed March 26, 2025. 
11 NATO, Nuclear Planning Group, (May 9, 2022), https://www.nato.int/cps/em/natohq/topics_50069.htm.  

Accessed March 26, 2025. 
12 Brad Roberts, The Case for U.S. Nuclear Weapons in the 21st century (Stanford, CA : Stanford University Press, 

2015), pp. 183.  
13 NATO, Deterrence and Defense Posture Review, (May 20, 2012),  

https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_87597.htm. Accessed March 26, 2025. 

https://www.acq.osd.mil/ncbdp/nm/NMHB2020rev/
https://www.nato.int/cps/em/natohq/topics_50069.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_87597.htm
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because U.S. nuclear weapons are operated through a DCA between the U.S. and NATO, the 
credibility of extended deterrence through CNI in NATO remains strong.  
 

Figure 3.  U.S., U.K., and French nuclear forces in support of NATO14 
 

 

East Asia (ROK, Japan) 
The situation in East Asia is quite different from NATO because there are no U.S. tactical nuclear 
forces forward deployed in the region.15 East Asia did not have a nuclear sharing agreement with the 
U.S. during the Cold War, nor did it have elaborate agreements on how and when to use nuclear 
weapons.16 The reason for this is that, unlike NATO, there was no direct nuclear threat from a nuclear 
power like Russia and Japan had a strong reluctance to deploy nuclear weapons in their own territory.  
 
However, interest in extended deterrence has begun to increase as the security environment 
continues to evolve.  First, North Korea continues to make progress in developing long-range missiles 
and nuclear weapons. This is developing into a direct threat not only to the Korean Peninsula, but 
also to Japan and eventually the United States. Second, China's military modernization continues to 
drive its aggressive behavior. The U.S. now perceives China as an actual competitor rather than a 
potential challenger, and there is growing concern that the United States might abandon active 
defense of the alliance in the event of a crisis in order to protect its mainland from a nuclear threat. 
This is not a new phenomenon, as the ROK has already experienced the potential defense 
disengagement in the 1960s and 1970s. 17  In this security environment, Japan and ROK have 
undertaken various efforts to protect their security from nuclear threats. 

  
 

14  James Stokes, “NATO’s Nuclear adaptation,” CGSR Seminar (November 14, 2024). 
15 Susan J. Koch, The Presidential Nuclear initiatives of 1991-1992, WMD Case Study #5 (Washington, DC: 

National Defense University, 2012). 
https://ndupress.ndu.edu/portals/68/documents/casestudies/cswmd_casestudy-5.pdf. Accessed March 
26, 2025. 

16 Brad Roberts, “The Case for U.S. Nuclear Weapons in the 21st century,” pp. 197. 
17 Ibid., pp. 198-199. 

https://ndupress.ndu.edu/portals/68/documents/casestudies/cswmd_casestudy-5.pdf


  

 ` 

Document Name 
 

10 

 
Republic of Korea 
Unlike CNI in NATO, ROK, which does not deploy tactical nuclear forces, has a concept of extended 
deterrence that integrates ROK conventional forces with U.S. nuclear and conventional forces. ROK 
has its own concept of responding to North Korea's nuclear and WMD provocations through a three-
axis system (Kill chain, Korea Air and Missile Defense (KAMD), Korea Massive Punishment and 
Retaliation (KMPR)), but interest in extended deterrence continues to grow as the North Korean 
nuclear threat has shifted from abstract to existential. The Washington Declaration and the NCG 
were established in 2023 to enhance the credibility of extended deterrence, and the establishment 
of the STRATCOM in 2024 continues to develop specific CNI options.  
 
The problem is that even if there is high-level consultation on nuclear planning at the NCG level, there 
is no clear avenue to integrate the two countries' nuclear and conventional forces militarily. Since 
ROK does not have forward-deployed U.S. tactical nuclear weapons and has no plans to acquire 
DCAs, there is nothing new in the CNI other than the two countries operating their respective forces 
separately while sharing information in the event of a nuclear war.  
 
Of course, the most important part of achieving the objective of extended deterrence is trust 
between allies. However, if there is no proper integration of forces, CNI will simply be a new name 
for the old nuclear and WMD countermeasure operations. Therefore, if concrete measures are 
taken to integrate the forces of the ROK and the U.S. in a nuclear situation, it will not only enhance 
the credibility of the U.S. extended deterrence but will also enable the alliance to continue to make 
progress in terms of integrated deterrence.  
 
Japan 
There is no official declaratory position of CNI in Japan. This is because Japan cannot officially have 
a standing military under the “Renunciation of War” clause in Chapter 2, Article 9 of the post-war 
peace constitution. Further, discussing nuclear issues domestically tends to be taboo under the 
long-standing “Three Non-Nuclear Principles” policy.  Japan does not possess or manufacture 
nuclear weapons and does not allow the deployment of nuclear weapons on its territory. Recently, 
however, interest in extended deterrence has continued to grow. Why is this the case? 
 
First, it is important to consider progress in North Korea's development of long-range missiles and 
nuclear weapons. North Korea is attempting to separate South Korea and Japan from the United 
States as it advances its nuclear capabilities and is directly and continuously threatening Japan. In 
2013, Kim Jong-un made clear his threat that “Japan is always in the cross-hairs of our revolutionary 
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army and if Japan makes the slightest move, the spark of war will touch Japan first,” in the event of a 
war breaking out on the Korean Peninsula.18 
 
The second factor to note is China's military modernization in all areas, including nuclear and 
conventional. With rising confidence in its strategic deterrence, China is increasingly assertive and 
aggressive in pursuing territorial disputes in the surrounding waters and expanding its regional 
influence. This factor raises fundamental questions for Japan as to whether the U.S. can now “choose 
to defend a narrower set of vital interests.”19 
 
Third, another key factor is Russia's ongoing aggressive war in Europe and the threat of tactical 
nuclear use on the battlefield. At the beginning of the war in Ukraine, former Prime Minister Abe said, 
“We need to break the taboo. What protects world peace?” and suggested the need to adopt the 
NATO model of nuclear sharing and revise the Three Non-Nuclear Principles.20  
 
Finally, it is important to note that ROK’s strong extended deterrence posture with the U.S. through 
the Washington Declaration (2023), ballistic missile submarines (SSBN)/nuclear carrier 
deployments, and periodic nuclear-related table-top exercises (TTXs) have resonated domestically 
in Japan.21  
 
In response, former Prime Minister Kishida said that while nuclear sharing should be discussed, “it 
is not permissible to bring U.S. tactical nuclear weapons into Japanese territory for self-defense in 
wartime and peacetime,”22 and these discussions were suspended. As a result, while excluding the 
option of bringing nuclear weapons into Japan, the three countries are discussing how to share 
nuclear intelligence of North Korea and how Japanese conventional forces can support U.S. strategic 
assets in the event U.S. strategic assets are deployed on the Korean Peninsula.23 

Other countries implementing CNI (China, Russia, North Korea) 

As mentioned earlier, CNI is not the sole preserve of the United States and its allies. Rather, countries 
that oppose the U.S.-led international order, such as Russia, China, and North Korea, are developing 
more sophisticated CNI. In particular, Russia's evolving strategic deterrence concept relies primarily 
on an integration of conventional precision weapons and nuclear weapons, collectively referred to 

 
18  Charlotte Meredith, “North Korea States 'Nuclear War Is Unavoidable' As It Declares First Target Will Be 

Japan,” Express (April 12, 2013). https://www.express.co.uk/news/world/391376/North-Korea-states-
nuclear-war-is-unavoidable-as-it-declares-first-target-will-be-Japan. Accessed March 26, 2025. 

19 Brad Roberts, “The Case for U.S. Nuclear Weapons in the 21st century,” pp. 199. 
20  Center for Strategic & International Studies, “CSIS-Sasakawa Peace Foundation Conference on Extended 

Deterrence in Asia” (October 16, 2024). https://www.csis.org/events/csis-sasakawa-peace-foundation-
conference-extended-deterrence-asia. Accessed March 26, 2025. 

21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. 

https://www.express.co.uk/news/world/391376/North-Korea-states-nuclear-war-is-unavoidable-as-it-declares-first-target-will-be-Japan
https://www.express.co.uk/news/world/391376/North-Korea-states-nuclear-war-is-unavoidable-as-it-declares-first-target-will-be-Japan
https://www.csis.org/events/csis-sasakawa-peace-foundation-conference-extended-deterrence-asia
https://www.csis.org/events/csis-sasakawa-peace-foundation-conference-extended-deterrence-asia
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as "strategic weapons," whose role appears to have been enhanced in the 2014 revision of Russian 
military doctrine.24  
 
These countries, which are vastly inferior in conventional power to the United States and its allies, 
use CNI to foment political divisions between the United States and its allies. They also seek to 
exploit gaps in allied defenses by developing options to attack military targets below the strategic 
nuclear threshold.25  
 
One of the most effective ways to accomplish this is through the use of dual-capable missiles. All 
three countries have long-range nuclear ballistic missiles and short/intermediate-range ballistic and 
cruise missiles capable of carrying a mix of nuclear and conventional warheads. They believe that 
CNI allow them to realize some or all of their military objectives in a potential regional conflict with 
the U.S. and its allies.26  The table below summarizes the various dual-capable missiles in each 
country have. 
 

Table 1. China, Russia, and North Korea’s dual-capable missiles 

Country Type Range  Class Dual Capable 
Missile 

China27 

DF-11 600km SRBM △ 

DF-15 600~900km SRBM O 

DF-16 800~1,000km SRBM △ 

DF-17 1,800~2,500km IRBM(HGV) △ 

DF-21 2,150km IRBM O 

DF-26 4,000km IRBM O 

AS-15 2,500km ALCM O 

SS-N-30A 1,500~2,500km SLCM △ 

 
24 Dave Johnson, “Russia’s Conventional Precision Strike Capabilities, Regional Crises, and Nuclear 

Thresholds” (Livermore, CA: Center for Global Security Research, 2018), pp. 24. 
https://cgsr.llnl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2024-08/Precision-Strike-Capabilities-report-v3-7.pdf.  Accessed 
March 26, 2025. 

25  Justin Anderson and James R. McCue, “Deterring, Countering, and Defeating Conventional-Nuclear 
Integration,” pp. 29. 

26 Ibid., pp. 34. 
27 Maj. Christopher J. Mihal, “Understanding the People’s Liberation Army Rocket Force,” Military Review 
(July-August, 2021), https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journals/Military-Review/English-Edition-

Archives/July-August-2021/Mihal-PLA-Rocket-Force/, pp. 225-226. Accessed March 26, 2025. 

https://cgsr.llnl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2024-08/Precision-Strike-Capabilities-report-v3-7.pdf
https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journals/Military-Review/English-Edition-Archives/July-August-2021/Mihal-PLA-Rocket-Force/
https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journals/Military-Review/English-Edition-Archives/July-August-2021/Mihal-PLA-Rocket-Force/
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Russia28 

SS-N-21 2,400~3,000km SLCM O 

SS-21 120km SRBM O 

SS-1 190~550km SRBM O 

Kh-101 2,500~2,800km ALCM O 

Kh-47M2 1,500~2,000km ALBM O 

North 

Korea29 

KN-15 1,200~2,000km MRBM O 

KN-23 900km SRBM O 

KN-24 410km SRBM O 

 
These countries can gain a number of military advantages from CNI. First, by complicating target 
identification on the battlefield, they can force the United States and its allies to gather greater 
amounts of information before acting, which can delay or paralyze military action. Second, by 
complicating the rules of engagement between the U.S. and its allies, these disruptive behaviors can 
foster alliance fractures and reduce operational effectiveness. In the future, dual-capable missiles 
from adversaries will pose a significant military threat to the U.S. and its allies, both offensively and 
defensively. 

Concept of Deterrence Strategy, Extended Deterrence and its 
Relationship with CNI 
A clear understanding of the relationship between deterrence strategy, extended deterrence, and 
CNI is critical for developing effective CNI options for the U.S.-ROK relationship. At its core, CNI 
between the U.S. and its allies must fundamentally enhance the credibility of extended deterrence 
by simultaneously enhancing deterrence to adversaries and assurance to allies. This is to achieve 
the ultimate objective of a deterrence strategy, which is to restrain adversaries from peacetime to the 
most extreme conditions of wartime.30  

 
28 Center for Strategic & International Studies, “Missile Threat” (August 10, 2021).  

https://missilethreat.csis.org/country/russia/. Accessed March 26, 2025. 
29 Mary Beth D. Nikitin, “North Korea’s Nuclear Weapons and Missile program,” Congressional Research 

Service (December 19, 2023). https://sgp.fas.org/crs/nuke/IF10472.pdf. Accessed March 26, 2025. 
30 CGSR Study Group, China’s Emergence as a Second Nuclear Peer (Livermore, CA: Center for Global 

Security Research, 2023), pp. 25.   
https://cgsr.llnl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2024-08/CGSR_Two_Peer_230314.pdf. Accessed March 26, 2025. 

https://missilethreat.csis.org/country/russia/
https://sgp.fas.org/crs/nuke/IF10472.pdf
https://cgsr.llnl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2024-08/CGSR_Two_Peer_230314.pdf
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However, allies have many doubts about the credibility of U.S. extended deterrence31 and seek to 
increase assurance through a variety of demands and sometimes blackmail tactics. However, it is 
important to know that these demands do not benefit the security of allies but may benefit 
adversaries by reducing deterrence effectiveness.  
 
This section summarizes the concepts and relationships between these three terms and analyzes 
the gap between U.S. and South Korean views of deterrence and assurance. This understanding will 
be helpful in analyzing the pros and cons of the various CNI options discussed in the following 
chapters. 

 

Deterrence Strategy 
In general, "deterrence theory", deterrence refers to “influence”. Deterrence targets three key 
adversary perceptions: the benefits, costs and risks of an action or set of actions; and the 
consequences of not acting. Deterrence is the practice of discouraging or restraining someone -in 
world politics, usually a nation state- from taking unwanted actions, such as an armed attack. 32 To 
deter an adversary threat, one must put at risk what an adversary values most, and it works across 
all phases, from peacetime to wartime. This applies equally to U.S. deterrence strategy. 
 
The deterrence strategy is rooted in the destructive power of nuclear weapons, which is 
incomparable to other weapons. The potential and destructive retaliatory power of nuclear weapons 
deter adversaries from launching nuclear attacks, and it has played a key role in maintaining 
international peace since the Cold War.  
 
The deterrence strategy is rooted in the destructive power of nuclear weapons, which is 
incomparable to other weapons. The potential and destructive retaliatory power of nuclear weapons 
deter adversaries from launching nuclear attacks, and it has played a key role in maintaining 
international peace since the Cold War.  
 
The purpose of a deterrence strategy is to deter an adversary's initial use of nuclear weapons against 
the U.S., its allies, and partners and, if that fails, to manage escalation by restoring deterrence and 
persuading the adversary to de-escalate and end the conflict on the best conditions possible. It is 
important to understand clearly that the goal is not to disarm adversaries or “win” a nuclear war.33 In 

 
31 Robert Einhorn, “South Korea’s Nuclear Options,” in Brad Roberts, ed., Deterring a Nuclear-Armed North 

Korea (Livermore, CA: Center for Global Security Research, 2023), pp. 11.  
https://cgsr.llnl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2024-08/230427_CGSR_Deterring_Nuclear_Armed_North_Korea.pdf. 
Accessed March 26, 2025. 

32 Michael  J. Mazarr, Understanding Deterrence, RAND Corporation (April 19, 2018), pp. 1. 
https://www.rand.org/pubs/perspectives/PE295.html. Accessed March 26, 2025. 

33 CGSR Study Group, “China’s emergence as a second nuclear peer”, pp. 25. 

https://cgsr.llnl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2024-08/230427_CGSR_Deterring_Nuclear_Armed_North_Korea.pdf
https://www.rand.org/pubs/perspectives/PE295.html
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this respect, the U.S. deterrence strategy is best characterized as a flexible response. This does not 
mean a large-scale nuclear response immediately upon an adversary's attack but rather providing 
the U.S. president with a range of options to confuse the adversary's calculus and make the U.S. 
response more credible. 34  In other words, the objective is to maximize the effectiveness of 
deterrence by confusing the adversary's calculations through intentional ambiguity. 
 
While this ambiguity helps strengthen deterrence against adversaries, it sometimes has the 
paradoxical effect of weakening assurances to allies. I discuss this in more detail in the next section. 

 

Extended Deterrence 
Extended deterrence is one of part of a deterrence strategy, commitment to implement deterrence 
across a range of potential nuclear and non-nuclear scenarios, and to respond, if necessary, to 
defend allies and partners. This commitment is often described as providing a “nuclear umbrella,” 
and it also acts as a proliferation role by removing the need for allies to develop or acquire their own 
nuclear weapons.35  
 
Extended deterrence consists of "deterrence" for adversaries and "assurance" for allies. Deterrence 
is about influencing adversary decision-making, while assurance is about mitigating the fears and 
sensitivities of allies and partners.36 Huth defines the purpose of extended deterrence as “to prevent 
aggression and coercion by hostile countries (deterrence) and to assure allies that their vital interests 
will not be jeopardized (assurance).”37 These two components are like two sides of the same coin, 
and it's very difficult to balance them at the same time. 
 
Thus, U.S. efforts to strengthen extended deterrence do not automatically lead to a sufficient level of 
credibility in allied assurances. The reverse is also possible. For example, ambiguity in deterrence 
strategy may be effective as a deterrent to adversaries but less assuring to allies who demand an 
obvious and visible nuclear umbrella. Conversely, the deployment of U.S. SSBNs to allied ports may 
be positive for allies in terms of assurance, but it may also significantly reduce deterrence against 
adversaries in terms of exposing the location of strategic assets. Thus, finding a way to meet the 
needs of both the U.S. and its allies to improve the credibility of extended deterrence is not easy.  

 
Deterrence strategy, Extended Deterrence and its relationship with CNI 
As we've seen above, extended deterrence is one of the parts of the deterrence strategy, and CNI can 
be seen as a way to implement the objectives of extended deterrence. 

 
34 Ibid., pp. 26.  
35 U.S. Air Force, Nuclear Operations, Air Force Doctrine Publication 3-72 (December 18, 2020), pp. 9.  

https://www.doctrine.af.mil/Portals/61/documents/AFDP_3-72/3-72-AFDP-NUCLEAR-OPS.pdf.  Accessed 
March 26, 2025. 

36 Ibid., pp.10. 
37 Brad Roberts, “The case for U.S. Nuclear Weapons in the 21st century,” pp. 177. 

https://www.doctrine.af.mil/Portals/61/documents/AFDP_3-72/3-72-AFDP-NUCLEAR-OPS.pdf
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Figure 4. Relationship between Deterrence Strategy, Extended Deterrence, and CNI 

  
 
Therefore, the specific options of CNI should not adversely affect the ultimate objective of the 
deterrence strategy, which is to effectively influence the adversary from peacetime to wartime. 

 

Gap in Perceptions of Deterrence and Assurance between ROK and the U.S. 
Since the end of the Korean War in 1953, North Korea has been ROK's primary security threat, and as 
a result, ROK has focused on building conventional forces under the ROK-US alliance. As a result, 
the nuclear threat from North Korea has been secondary, which may help explain the lack of interest 
in and understanding of extended deterrence in ROK. 
 
The United States, too, prioritized the possibility of nuclear war in Europe over nuclear war in East 
Asia, so specific nuclear planning and use were not discussed in East Asia. Time continued to pass 
with little interest or discussion of the specifics of extended deterrence in both the U.S. and ROK. 
This may contribute to widening the perception gap between the two countries. 
 
ROK's concerns 
The nuclear situation on the Korean Peninsula has been steadily deteriorating. After North Korea's 
first nuclear test in 2006, ROK began to perceive the North Korean nuclear threat as an existential 
one, and this anxiety has grown as North Korea's nuclear capabilities have advanced.  
 
Questions have grown about the ability of the existing joint defense posture to effectively deter North 
Korea's nuclear capabilities and defeat it in the event of a nuclear crisis. In response, the ROK and 
the U.S. have made many efforts to resolve the North Korean nuclear issue through engagement, 
coercion, and strategic patience with North Korea, but, according to many experts, all have failed. In 



  

  

 
 

 
17 

addition, it is thought that the inconsistency of ROK’s North Korea policy has acted as a negative 
factor in resolving the North Korean nuclear issue. 
 
For ROK, meanwhile, U.S. extended deterrence was a black box. While the U.S. has worked closely 
with ROK in developing the conventional operation plan (OPLAN), it has shared little information 
about U.S. nuclear policy and planning procedures. For decades, the United States told the ROK not 
to worry about its role in deterring North Korea's nuclear program, saying it would take care of itself.38 
This was tolerable, not sufficient. But the North Korean nuclear threat has now risen to unacceptable 
levels. 
 
Of particular concern to ROK is that the nuclear threat on the Korean Peninsula is not limited from 
North Korea. In recent years, North Korea has increased its military cooperation with Russia to the 
point of alliance and has taken unconventional measures such as sending special warfare troops to 
fight in Ukraine. China also maintains close ties with North Korea and is increasing the level of threat 
by developing its own nuclear capabilities that can directly threaten the United States. 
 
In the event of a war on the Korean Peninsula, with such close cooperation between these three 
countries (North Korea, China, and Russia), there are uncomfortable but necessary questions that 
need to be addressed. First, will North Korea not use nuclear weapons first? Second, if North Korea 
does use nuclear weapons, will China and Russia remain neutral and not support North Korea 
militarily? Third, will the United States do everything, including using nuclear weapons, to help South 
Korea at the risk of nuclear retaliation against the U.S. mainland?  
 
The answers to these three questions are concerning to many Koreans. This is largely because 
everything has changed. The withdrawal of U.S. troops from Iraq and Afghanistan, as well as the 
failure to deter Russia's invasion of Ukraine two times, has begun to erode the image of the United 
States as the world's sole superpower and international policeman. Furthermore, I think that there 
are growing doubts in ROK that the U.S. would be able to stand with its allies in a potential war with 
China, Russia and DPRK both countries have nuclear capabilities that could directly threaten the 
U.S. mainland. The ROK wants immediate U.S. nuclear retaliation if North Korea uses nuclear 
weapons, and they want to eliminate the North Korean regime leadership and nuclear facilities by 
U.S. nuclear and conventional weapons to prevent a second nuclear attack. These ideas are 
inconsistent with U.S. deterrence strategy objectives.  
 
In addition, the extended deterrence commitments currently offered by the U.S. are not sufficient to 
address South Korea's anxieties and suspicions. I argue that the lack of a specific nuclear plan based 
on ambiguity, the absence of a C4I system capable of sharing critical nuclear information in real time, 

 
38 Robert Einhorn, “South Korea’s Nuclear Options,” in Brad Roberts, ed., Deterring a Nuclear-Armed North  

Korea, pp. 15. 
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and the diminishing variety of warheads available on the battlefield are key factors that undermine 
allies' assurances, especially in the ROK.  
 
In this regard, ROK's ongoing ideas of developing its own nuclear weapons and deploying tactical 
nuclear weapons have been both a blackmail strategy and an act of desperation in terms of 
demanding more U.S. attention and contributions. In other words, ROK's approach to extended 
deterrence is more about assurance to allies than deterrence against adversaries.  

 
United States' concerns 
“For decades, the United States had unrivaled dominance across all domains of operations. We 
could deploy our forces whenever and wherever we wanted and conduct operations the way we 
wanted. Today, however, we face competition in every domain: air, land, sea, space, and 
cyberspace.”39 This is understood to be an expression of the fact that the United States can no longer 
maintain hegemonic influence versus multiple adversaries in all areas. 
 
After the end of the Cold War, U.S. nuclear forces began to decline rapidly. From a peak of 31,255 
warheads, the U.S. nuclear arsenal was down to 3,822 as of 2017.40 This is the result of a prolonged 
period of nuclear reductions in a peaceful atmosphere; both the number of warheads, but also a 
reduction in the types of warheads and delivery systems.  
 
Since 1991, the United States has not produced any more nuclear warheads, and the existing 
strategic nuclear triad (ICBMs, SLBMs, and nuclear bombers) have extended their life-expectancy to 
support the deterrence strategy. By the early 2040s, it is estimated that 100% of the current U.S. 
nuclear delivery systems will have reached the end of their service life.41  
 
Meanwhile, while the U.S. has been embroiled in a war in the Middle East, Russia and China have 
continued to modernize and increase their nuclear forces. They have developed warheads, delivery 
systems, and military doctrine that go beyond defense and into warfare and are expected to reach 
parity with the U.S. in terms of nuclear power alone in the near future. 

 
 

 
 

 
39 Manseok Lee, “China’s Rise and Nuclear Debate in South Korea,” in Brad Roberts, ed., Deterring a Nuclear-

Armed North Korea (Livermore, CA: Center for Global Security Research, 2023), pp. 45. 
https://cgsr.llnl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2024-08/230427_CGSR_Deterring_Nuclear_Armed_North_Korea.pdf. 
Accessed March 26, 2025. 

40 Office of the Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense, “The Nuclear Matters Handbook 2020(Revised),” pp. 5. 
41 Ibid., pp. 6. 

https://cgsr.llnl.gov/sites/cgsr/files/2024-08/230427_CGSR_Deterring_Nuclear_Armed_North_Korea.pdf
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Figure 5. U.S., Russia, and China nuclear delivery system42 

 
 
The United States is taking the current situation seriously. In 2018, the bipartisan U.S. National 
Defense Strategy Commission predicted that “if the United States were forced to fight a regional war 
simultaneously with a nuclear-armed rival, the United States could lose.” 43  As such, the United 
States is urgently seeking to modernize its nuclear forces, but is faced with constraints of budget, 
infrastructure, and personnel. The ROK considers North Korea's use of nuclear weapons during the 
wartime to be a failure of deterrence and wants the United States to retaliate with immediate nuclear 
strikes. ROK also wants to strike North Korea's leadership, nuclear facilities, and nuclear weapons to 
deter further nuclear aggression including by nuclear means. The U.S. has pronounced that any 
nuclear strike would result and end of regime, which implies a decisive military response. But U.S. 
employment guidance also states that U.S. would seek to restore deterrence. Therefore, South 
Koreans are concerned that the United States will not sufficiently neutralize North Korea with nuclear 
weapons in the event of an emergency. 
 
Despite this gap of perception, the U.S. and its allies have done much to improve the credibility of 
extended deterrence. Extended Deterrence Policy Committee (EDPC) and Extended Deterrence 
Dialogue (EDD), established in 2010, have been helpful in ensuring bilateral nuclear policy 
development between ROK-U.S, and U.S.-Japan. Through the EDPC, ROK and U.S. have created 
tailored deterrence strategy to maximize deterrence effectiveness. Japan, meanwhile, has made 
clear through the EDD that it intends to play an active role in the U.S. extended deterrence rather than 
simply relying on it. The United States also provided the two allies with the opportunity to visit nuclear 
bases and facilities, allowing them to experience the capabilities of extended deterrence.44 

 
42 Office of the Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense, “The Nuclear Matters Handbook 2020(Revised),” pp. 2. 
43 CGSR Study Group, “China’s emergence as a second nuclear peer.” pp. 22.  
44 Brad Roberts, “The Case for U.S. Nuclear Weapons in the 21st century,” pp. 203. 
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Extended deterrence is no longer something that the U.S. provides unilaterally, but if it is something 
that two countries together provide through a strong alliance supported by the United States. In this 
context, it is important for allies to prepare for the most integrated and effective options possible, 
rather than demanding ineffective guarantees stemming from anxiety. So how should ROK-U.S. CNI 
evolve to improve extended deterrence credibility?  

 

Analyze the Pros and Cons of Various CNI options 

As noted, the gap in perceptions of extended deterrence between ROK and the United States has led 
to various options for dealing with the North Korean nuclear threat. Due to the unique domestic and 
international factors of both countries, it is considered difficult to develop and apply the most 
suitable CNI option radically. Therefore, I will first discuss the CNI options that are feasible under the 
current conditions and then discuss the options that are still under debate. 

Building C4I system for Nuclear Information Sharing 
In the event of a nuclear-related situation in wartime, it needs to be more realistic and detailed to 
ensure that the strategic objectives of the two countries do not conflict. This requires close nuclear 
intelligence sharing between the two countries on a daily basis. It is necessary to move away from 
the existent role (where the United States provides information and the ROK receives it), and work on 
sharing mutually sensitive nuclear information. 
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Table 2: Pros and Cons of Building C4I system for nuclear information sharing 
 

Pros Cons (need to overcome) 

•  Enhancement of extended deterrence     
 credibility through real-time sharing of  
nuclear-related information (targets,   
deployment status of nuclear strategic  
assets, asset allocation by target, threat 
level, status of intervention by the third 
countries, etc.) 
 

• Enabling rapid decision-making between ROK 
 and U.S. decision makers in times of 
 emergency 
* Minister of National Defense, Chairman of  

the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Commander of 
the Strategic Command, etc. 

• Need for judgment by U.S. policymakers 
 on real-time sharing of U.S. domestic 
secrets with other countries 
 

• Need to establish a thorough security 
system for sensitive information sharing 
* Significant time and procedures 

 expected to be required until final 
 establishment 

 
 
A Command, Control, Communications, Computers and Intelligence (C4I) system capable of 
sharing nuclear information with the U.S. would enable joint development and integrated weapons 
allocation of key peacetime adversary nuclear targets to improve operational effectiveness. In 
addition, real-time sharing of sensitive information, such as the deployment locations and nuclear 
posture of U.S. nuclear strategic assets, real-time enemy nuclear posture, and intelligence 
judgments on Chinese and Russian involvement, will greatly enhance the credibility of extended 
deterrence. In addition, a C4I system that can instantly communicate with the U.S. Secretary of 
Defense, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, U.S. Pacific Command, and U.S. Strategic Command 
could shorten the time it takes for the U.S. President to decide to use nuclear weapons through rapid 
decision-making among allies in the event of a nuclear situation. 
 
However, nuclear information in the United States is managed jointly by the Department of Defense 
(DoD) and the Department of Energy (DoE), both of which have special systems in place to manage 
nuclear information.45 Most nuclear information exchanges must be authorized on a case-by-case 
basis, although comprehensive authorization may be granted if the type of information is predictable 
and repetitive. Methods of information sharing between the U.S. and foreign governments are called 
channels, and the opening of channels with foreign governments is kept to a minimum based on 
operational and security requirements.46  

 
45 Office of the Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense, “The Nuclear Matters Handbook 2020 (Revised),” pp. 
232. 
46 Ibid., pp. 122. 
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ROK wants to share nuclear-related information with the U.S., it needs to identify the types of 
information it wants to share and check in detail whether it can be resolved at the defense ministry 
level or whether it needs permission from the U.S. government. In addition, the establishment of a 
C4I system is essential for real-time information sharing, but even if the two countries mutually agree, 
it will take a considerable amount of time to meet the necessary security requirements, so 
overcoming this will be an important challenge.  

 

Strengthen the BMD system 
In a war between nuclear powers, the balance between offensive and defensive capabilities is very 
important. Even a country with a powerful offensive capability will have difficulty exerting effective 
deterrence against an enemy if it has insufficient defensive capability.  
 
This also applies to wars on the Korean Peninsula. If the most important region, such as Seoul, is 
vulnerable, it will be difficult to win a war, no matter how strong the ROK-US alliance is. In particular, 
in the case of North Korea, which has little to lose from war, and the ROK-US alliance, which has 
much to lose from war, even if the ROK-US alliance wins the war, it will suffer a lot of damage as a 
result, which can be used as a major strategic bargaining chip by the enemy. 
 
In this regard, the United States has consistently sought to reduce mutual vulnerability in its relations 
with adversaries. In 1972, the U.S. and the Soviet Union signed the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty, 
which was premised on mutual vulnerability. This allowed the U.S. and the Soviet Union to de-
escalate the ongoing, overheated nuclear race by exposing mutual vulnerability with mutually 
assured destruction. However, in June 2002, in response to Russia and China's continued violations 
of nuclear agreements, the United States withdrew from the AMB Treaty to pursue a ballistic missile 
defense (BMD) program.  
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Figure 6. U.S. Layered Homeland Missile Defense47 
 

 

ㆍ The First Layer: GMD and NGI 
① GMD (Ground-based Midcourse Defense) system defends the U.S. against long range ballistic 

missile threats using 44 Ground Based Interceptors (GBIs) to intercept adversary warheads 
during their mid-course of flight.  

② NGI (Next Generation Interceptor) is a new interceptor design which will incorporate the latest 
technology starting in 2028 to defeat more advanced rogue state ballistic missile threats.  

 

ㆍ The Second Layer: Aegis BMD, SM-3 Block IIA, and THAAD  
① The Aegis BMD (Ballistic Missile Defense) system was designed to defeat short to intermediate 

range missiles, using the Standard Missile (SM) family of interceptors.  
② The SM-3 Block IIA was originally designed to intercept medium to intermediate range ballistic 

missile threats but, with modifications, it may have a capability to intercept an ICBM warhead in 
the late mid-course phase.  

③ THAAD (Terminal High Altitude Area Defense) is designed to intercept ballistic missiles in the 
terminal phase of flight. 

 
 
What about the ROK? Seoul is the center of ROK's economy, politics, population, and 
communications. However, Seoul has no adequate defense system against North Korea's 

 
47“Layered Homeland Missile Defense,” media.defense.gov (June 22, 2020),  

https://media.defense.gov/2020/Jun/22/2002319425/-1/-1/1/LAYERED-HOMELAND-MISSILE-DEFENSE-
FINAL.pdf. Accessed March 26, 2025. 

https://media.defense.gov/2020/Jun/22/2002319425/-1/-1/1/LAYERED-HOMELAND-MISSILE-DEFENSE-FINAL.pdf
https://media.defense.gov/2020/Jun/22/2002319425/-1/-1/1/LAYERED-HOMELAND-MISSILE-DEFENSE-FINAL.pdf
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conventional artillery threat. In the event of a North Korean nuclear attack, how would we defend 
against a first-, second-, or third-strike nuclear attack on ROK's key military and industrial facilities? 
 
The U.S., which must integrate the power with allies to achieve its strategic objectives with the least 
amount of damage in wartime, would be forced to expend effort defending and caring for the 
heartland of ROK if Seoul remained exposed to nuclear threats. This would increase uncertainty and 
alliance conflict in the making and execution of an operational plan. 
 
The recent Israeli-Middle East war and Ukraine-Russia war has demonstrated the enormous military 
benefits of having a reliable missile defense system for your country and its partners. Nearly 300 
missiles and drones fired from Iran into Israel have been intercepted by Israel's Iron Dome air defense 
system and the U.S. air defense system (ship-based Aegis Ballistic Missile Defense System), and 
many Russian-made ballistic missiles fired into Ukraine have been shot down by U.S. ground-based 
Patriot missiles.48 
 
Yet, the former chairman of the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff, Gen. C.Q. Brown has stated that the most 
important lesson from these two wars is to build defenses against low-cost drones. Further, former 
Assistant Secretary of Defense John Plumb has also argued that THAAD, Patriot, and other 
interceptor missiles developed to shoot down ballistic missiles are too expensive to shoot down 
drones that cost only a few thousand dollars, and that they become prohibitively expensive when 
dealing with large-scale attacks.49 
 
ROK and the U.S. are each developing their own directed energy weapons. If ROK were to build a 
missile defense system with U.S. that could defend against North Korean nuclear and conventional 
missiles and drones, it would give potential adversaries confidence that U.S. and allied forces could 
survive and operate under a potential nuclear attack. This could affect an adversary's nuclear use 
calculations, as a nuclear strike that fails to completely destroy the target would become a costly 
option with little military gain.50 
 
Over the past two decades, the United States and Japan have made significant progress in their joint 
efforts to develop, deploy, and operate ballistic missile defense systems. Due to a number of 
domestic and international factors, the ROK has not been able to participate in joint BMD 
deployments with the United States and Japan. Instead, ROK is currently systematically building a 
lower- and middle-layer missile defense system including directed energy using its own 
technologies. The ROK's future development of additional technologies and deployment of defense 

 
48 Sydney J. Freedberg Jr, “Mind-boggling’: Israel, Ukraine Are Mere Previews of A Much Larger Pacific Missile 

War, Officials Warn,” Breaking Defense INDO-PACIFIC (April 17, 2024) 
https://breakingdefense.com/2024/04/mind-boggling-israel-ukraine-are-mere-previews-of-a-much-larger-
pacific-missile-war-officials-warn/. Accessed March 26, 2025. 

49 Ibid.  
50 Brad Roberts, “The Case for U.S. Nuclear Weapons in the 21st century,” pp. 201. 

https://breakingdefense.com/2024/04/mind-boggling-israel-ukraine-are-mere-previews-of-a-much-larger-pacific-missile-war-officials-warn/
https://breakingdefense.com/2024/04/mind-boggling-israel-ukraine-are-mere-previews-of-a-much-larger-pacific-missile-war-officials-warn/
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missiles system should be based on interoperability to support integrated deterrence strategies with 
allies and partners. 

 

Enhancing cooperation in the space and cyber domains 
The lessons of Pearl Harbor and 9/11 remind us that the continued survivability of U.S. and allied 
forces cannot be taken for granted. NC3 survivability in the space/cyber domain is a cornerstone of 
a nuclear deterrence strategy, especially since much of the intelligence gathering for conventional 
and nuclear weapons operations relies on space and cyber assets.51  
 

Figure 7. Defining terms for NC2, NCCS, and NC352 

 

ㆍ NC2 (Nuclear Command and Control) : The President of the United States exercising  
authority and direction over the operation of nuclear weapons through established lines 

of  command.  
 

ㆍ NCCS (Nuclear Command and Control system) : A collection of activities, processes, 
and procedures performed by appropriate commanders and support personnel that 
ensure that high-level decisions about the use of nuclear weapons. It is made on the basis 
of relevant information and communicated to the force through the chain of command. 
 

ㆍ NC3(Nuclear Command, Control, Communication) : Facilities, equipment, 
 communications, procedures, and personnel capable of carrying out the President's 

nuclear directives.  
 

 
51 CGSR Study Group, “China’s Emergence as a Second Nuclear Peer”, pp. 52. 
52 Office of the Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense, “The Nuclear Matters Handbook 2020(Revised),” pp. 18. 
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Table 3: Pros and Cons of Enhancing cooperation in the space and cyber domain 
 

Pros Cons (need to overcome) 

•  Need to protect a variety of space assets  
for effective conventional weapons o 
perations for the Alliance 
* Information for target acquisition and 

signals for precision-guided  
weapon operations are largely 
 dependent on space assets  

 
•  Enhance resilience in NC3 areas related to  

U.S. nuclear weapons use 

•   Large defense budget required for  
space/cyber assets acquisition 

 
 
•  Need for systematic planning for  

military –civilian convergence in the  
space domain 

 
 
As shown in the table above, the ability of the U.S. President to exercise nuclear weapons authority 
is assured by the NC3. However, the threats to NC3 are evolving as more states and non-state actors 
recognize the benefits of the NC3 and pursue cyber, electronic warfare, advanced conventional 
capabilities, as well as space capabilities. In particular, strategic competitors such as Russia and 
China continue to develop anti-space capabilities, such as the deployment of nuclear weapons in 
orbit, to gain military advantage.53  
 
In addition, since the end of the Cold War, the U.S. has integrated more conventional and nuclear 
command and control assets for cost-saving reasons. This combination of command-and-control 
systems that rely heavily on space and cyber assets creates a risk that an adversary may decide to 
attack these assets in an emergency. Under these circumstances, enhanced cooperation in the 
space/cyber domain to ensure the credibility of extended deterrence is not an option or an add-on, 
but a CNI imperative.54  See Table 3 here. 
 
However, enhancing alliance cooperation in the space and cyber domains is not an easy task. First 
of all, the barriers to entry in the space domain are quite high. For Korea, which is in the early stages 
of developing relevant technologies and experience, it is necessary to start this as a national project, 
which requires the understanding and support of the entire population. In addition, a significant 
budget is required to build space power beyond a certain level55, so it requires active cooperation 
from all government ministries and political spheres. 
 

 
53 Ibid., pp. 19. 
54 CGSR Study Group, “China’s emergence as a second nuclear peer”, pp. 54. 
55 Korea Aerospace Research Institute, Space Development Trends and Forecasts, vol. 2 (December 2023), 

pp. 7-11. https://www.kari.re.kr/download/viewer/1703670233903/index.html. Accessed March 26, 2025. 

https://www.kari.re.kr/download/viewer/1703670233903/index.html
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Finally, since the space domain is used not only by the military but also by the civilian sector, it is 
necessary to establish an integrated plan for the convergence of the military and civilian sectors. In 
the future, unified alliance guidelines for space domain assets construction will be needed to ensure 
that interoperability is not disrupted by each country's own plans.  
 

DCA Operations 
Developing indigenous nuclear weapons and deploying peacetime tactical nuclear weapons are 
helpful in strengthening psychological assurances to allies. But the cons outweigh the pros in 
achieving actual deterrence. So, what CNI options can strengthen the credibility of extended 
deterrence?  
 
Through the NCG, ROK has already established a foundation for active nuclear planning and 
coordination with the United States. Even if there is no direct deployment of U.S. nuclear weapons 
on the Korean Peninsula, it is beneficial to have DCAs ready to use in the event of an emergency.  
 

Table 4:  Pros and Cons of DCA operations 
 

Pros Cons(need to overcome) 

•  More proactive nuclear planning, laying the  
groundwork for Nuclear OPLAN  

 
•  Improve South Korea's understanding of  

nuclear operations  
 

•  Strengthening interoperability and trust  
between the two countries 
 

•  Reduced some of the public's concerns  
about the North Korean nuclear threat. 

•  Increased roles and responsibilities for U.S.  
nuclear deterrence 

 
•  Aircraft modifications and pilot training  

required to implement DCA 
 

•  Anticipate backlash from neighboring  
countries (China, Russia) on DCA 

 
 

If DCA is operated as a practical option, the ROK, which has been marginalized in nuclear planning, 
could be more actively involved and have a voice. It would also enhance ROK's understanding of U.S. 
nuclear operations, which have been a black box, and strengthen the bonds of a nuclear-sharing 
alliance by directly sharing wartime U.S. tactical nuclear weapons. This would also help to alleviate 
some of the mistrust and anxiety felt by the ROK’s public.  
 
On the other hand, the alliance will be strengthened in terms of playing an active role in U.S. extended 
deterrence, such as NATO, rather than just being provided by a nuclear umbrella. This is a trade-off, 
as extended deterrence is currently characterized by the concept of integrated deterrence, which 
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integrates elements of the U.S. and its allies. DCA also requires the appropriate aircraft and pilots to 
operate it. ROK already has the F-35, which is capable of DCA, so it would not be necessary to modify 
the platform for this purpose. But the level of interoperability between the ROK and US air forces is 
very high, it should not be difficult to train pilots for DCA missions. 
 
However, since DCA is also a nuclear sharing program, strong opposition from China and Russia is 
expected. However, these countries have not only turned a blind eye to North Korea's nuclear 
development but have also continued to help the country improve its nuclear capabilities, so their 
opposition is unlikely to be persuasive.  
 

Developing Indigenous Nuclear Weapons 
The most popular option in South Korea is to develop its own nuclear weapons. In a survey conducted 
in December 2021, 71% of respondents favored South Korea developing its own nuclear weapons. 
While it is not appropriate to discuss developing its own nuclear weapons as a CNI option, the pros 
and cons from a deterrence and assurance perspective can be analyzed as follows.  
 

Table 5:  Pros and Cons of Developing indigenous nuclear weapons 
 

Pros Cons 

•  Exercise independent nuclear deterrence  
against North Korea in peacetime 

 
•  Enables immediate response to North Korean 

nuclear attack in wartime 
 
•  Addressing public anxiety about the  

North Korean nuclear threat 

•  International sanctions on withdrawal  
from the NPT  

 
•  Disrupting Alliances with the U.S. 

(What the enemy wants most) 
 
•  Facing multiple security risks during nuclear  

weapons development 
* Challenges of responding to North Korean 

provocations after U.S. troop withdrawal 
 

•  The challenges of developing, testing, storing, 
and managing nuclear weapons 
* Likely to be a major target of adversaries 

in the future and anticipate community 
backlash against the construction and  
management of nuclear facilities 
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As discussed above, the developing of its own nuclear weapons can be one of the most powerful 
assurance options in terms of reducing domestic anxiety and providing an immediate response. 
However, the cons would likely outweigh the pros in terms of deterrence, as the NPT regime would 
be disrupted, the most desired alliances would be undermined, and nuclear facilities would become 
main targets for adversaries in wartime and peacetime. 

 

U.S. Tactical nuclear weapons deployment (Peace time) 
The demand to deploy tactical nuclear weapons is the same as developing own nuclear weapons. 
Below is a table that analyzes the pros and cons of peacetime tactical nuclear weapons deployment. 
 

Table 6:  Pros and Cons of U.S. tactical nuclear weapons deployment (peace time) 
 

Pros Cons 

•  Relatively quick response to North Korea's  
nuclear attack in wartime 
* However, the final authority to use nuclear  

weapons rests with the U.S. president  
 

•  Addressing public anxiety about the North 
Korean nuclear threat 

•  Deployed tactical nuclear weapons are likely  
to be main targets for in wartime and  
peacetime 
 

•  Challenges of storing and managing nuclear 
 weapons 

 
•  Expected backlash from neighboring 

 countries (China, Russia, Japan) against 
 nuclear deployment on the Korean Peninsula 
 

•  U.S. fatigue with nuclear adversaries as  
ambiguity decreases 

 
 
As shown in the table, if U.S. tactical nuclear weapons were deployed to the Korean Peninsula, the 
U.S. DCA would allow for a relatively quick response to a nuclear attack from North Korea. The 
presence of nuclear weapons would also alleviate some of the anxiety among South Koreans about 
the North Korean nuclear threat.  
 
But there is something we need to keep in mind. As is the case with NATO, the final authority to use 
of all U.S. nuclear weapons rests with the President of the United States. No other commander, 
including the commander of CFC, U.S. Pacific Command, U.S. Strategic Command, the President of 
the ROK, or anyone else is not authorized to use nuclear weapons. Therefore, even if nuclear 
weapons were deployed on the Korean Peninsula, the time required to respond would depend on the 
U.S. President's decision, not the location of the nuclear weapons. In addition, if tactical nuclear 
weapons were deployed on the Korean Peninsula, nuclear weapons storage facilities and DCA or 
missile delivery systems would be tempting targets for a North Korean preemptive strike. In addition, 
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additional protective facilities would be needed to store and maintain nuclear weapons, and U.S. 
requires more defense budget to maintain the nuclear weapon. 
 
Of even bigger concern is the reaction of neighboring countries to the deployment of nuclear 
weapons on the Korean Peninsula. Given China's economic and political reaction to past THAAD 
deployments, a Chinese reaction to U.S. nuclear weapons in ROK would be much stronger, and 
Russia and Japan would likely oppose it as well. In addition, the U.S. would be forced into mandatory 
nuclear use in the event of deterrence failure, reducing the benefits of a flexible response based on 
ambiguity and thus reducing the deterrent effect on adversaries.  

Conclusion 
Concerns about extended deterrence credibility that are currently being debated domestically in the 
ROK have been raised in the past. In the United States, many studies are being conducted to restore 
credibility in extended deterrence among allies like “growth and threat of China and Russia as 
nuclear competitors,” "the aging of its own nuclear forces,” etc.  
 
However, due to the differences in deterrence and assurance approaches and perceptions between 
the U.S. and its allies, various measures that negatively affect deterrence, such as development own 
nuclear weapons and tactical nuclear deployment, are constantly being raised within allies. In this 
regard, it is very important to understand each other's perception and reduce its differences based 
on the deterrence strategy, extended deterrence, and CNI relationship.  
 
The options for CNI currently on the table have pros and cons in terms of achieving the objectives of 
extended deterrence. In particular, the development of South Korean nuclear weapons and tactical 
nuclear deployment in peacetime have advantages in terms of providing assurance to allies, but the 
cons outweigh the pros in terms of achieving the ultimate objective of deterrence against 
adversaries.  
 
Meanwhile, other CNI options are worthy of positive consideration. First, a C4I system capable of 
sharing nuclear information with the U.S. would allow for joint development of key enemy nuclear 
targets in peacetime and integrated weapons allocation, which could improve operational 
effectiveness. In addition, the establishment of a hotline between key policymakers in both countries 
for nuclear use decisions in peacetime would shorten the time for a U.S. president to decide to use 
nuclear weapons in the event of a crisis.  
 
Second, the ROK must build and enhance missile defense systems to protect against an adversary's 
surprise nuclear first strike. Even if the alliance's first-strike capabilities and nuclear retaliation 
capabilities are strengthened, if the defense against a surprise nuclear attack by an enemy fails, ROK 
could face an irreparable post-war situation. We have clearly seen the stark difference in warfighting 
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capabilities between countries that have a strong missile defense system for their own defense and 
those that do not.  
 
Third, enhanced cooperation in the space/cyber domain is essential given that the NC3 faces 
multiple challenges and threats from China and Russia. Only by enhancing stability and resilience in 
this area can the credibility of extended deterrence be improved.  
 
Fourth, the operation of a DCA in ROK, even if there's no deployment of U.S. tactical nuclear 
weapons, could improve ROK's nuclear understanding of the U.S. nuclear forces, enhance bilateral 
nuclear interoperability, and lay the groundwork for more proactive nuclear operation planning.  
 
Finally, and most importantly, allies must have trust and a common will to work together to solve the 
threats they face. The best objective an adversary could hope for is to undermine trust while dividing 
and weakening the bonds of cooperation between allies. The more difficult the situation, the more 
we must work together to reduce conflict through mutual understanding and demonstrate to our 
adversaries that we are a strong alliance.  

 


