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For over half a century, Japan and the Republic of Korea (ROK) have relied on US extended 
deterrence, including its “nuclear umbrella,” for their security. However, their confidence in 
America’s commitment to its bilateral alliances has been shaken in recent years as the two 
countries face increasing threats from nuclear-armed neighbors, China, Russia, and North Korea, 
formally the People’s Democratic Republic of Korea (DPRK). Despite Washington’s repeated 
attempts to denuclearize the DPRK through offers of economic assistance and diplomatic 
rapprochement, the DPRK continues to build up an arsenal of ballistic missiles and nuclear 
weapons. Similarly, China, which now possesses approximately 500 nuclear warheads, has 
accelerated the modernization of its nuclear force and will likely have over 1,000 warheads by 
2030. Russia’s nuclear coercion in its invasion of Ukraine has further exacerbated the security 
environment in the Indo-Pacific. Given these ever-growing strategic challenges, it is imperative 
that the US-Japan and US-ROK alliances coordinate extended deterrence policy by optimizing and 
“trilateralizing” existing bilateral consultative bodies on extended deterrence. 

Currently, Japan and the ROK discuss extended nuclear deterrence with the United States through 
bilateral consultative bodies at multiple levels. Co-chaired by US deputy assistant secretaries and 
Japanese deputy directors-general from the defense and foreign affairs agencies, the US-Japan 
Extended Deterrence Dialogue (EDD) has been a venue for Japanese defense officials to engage 
with the United States on extended deterrence, including concepts associated with the US nuclear 
force and has been held biannually since 2010. As Japan “fundamentally reinforces” its defense 
capabilities, bilateral discussion on extended deterrence has never been more critical to the 
alliance. To this point, Japan and the United States recently held the first ministerial-level meeting 
on extended deterrence in July 2024. 

US-ROK extended deterrence efforts were recently enhanced by the establishment of the Nuclear 
Consultative Group (NCG), as agreed upon in the 2023 Washington Declaration. Designed to allay 
Seoul’s interest in nuclear armament by providing more transparency on US nuclear decision-
making, the NCG compliments the Extended Deterrence Strategy and Consultation Group (EDSCG), 
a forum for broader deterrence discussions. While the majority of the Korean public supports 
developing an indigenous nuclear weapons program, Seoul reaffirmed its commitment to remain a 
nonnuclear weapon state in exchange for an expanded role in nuclear discussions and planning. 
Unlike the US arrangement with Japan under the EDD, the NCG allows for the coordination of ROK 
conventional forces to support US nuclear operations. As both the EDD and NCG have differing 
comparative advantages, creating a new extended nuclear deterrence trilateral consultative body 
would improve force readiness for the two alliances across different regional contingencies. It 
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would also commit Japan and the ROK to remain non-nuclear weapons states and, thereby, stem 
the tide of potential global nuclear proliferation. 

To the implementation of a trilateral extended deterrence forum, the three countries should 
engage in a series of one-year-long track 1.5 dialogues involving defense officials, policy experts, 
and legislators from the three countries. Engaging lawmakers in this dialogue would be essential, 
as they often lack a deep understanding of extended nuclear deterrence and significantly influence 
public opinion on nuclear armament, especially in Japan and the ROK. 

Additionally, conducting trilateral nuclear exercises that include US nuclear-capable assets would 
be beneficial for Japan and the ROK to have a better understanding of and increased involvement 
in US nuclear operations in the region. Although not explicitly nuclear, the three countries have 
already conducted multiple aerial exercises involving US B-52 strategic bombers.  Air and sea 
versions of this type of exercise should be conducted more frequently—on a schedule akin to 
NATO’s Support of Nuclear Operations with Conventional Air Tactics (SNOWCAT) program. In 
regularizing these exercises, Japan and the ROK remain non-nuclear weapon states but secure 
greater involvement for their conventional forces in nuclear operational planning. 

Public opinion in the ROK and Japan has recently shifted to create a more favorable political 
environment for the idea of a trilateral extended deterrence dialogue. For over 50 years, the ROK 
has shown interest in indigenous nuclear weapons, largely due to constant threats from North 
Korea. According to opinion polls conducted between September 2017 and December 2023, 
Korean support for nuclearization averages 61%. Even in Japan, where anti-nuclear sentiment 
remains strong, 63% of respondents to a 2022 survey felt that Nuclear sharing should be discussed 
but not implemented. Although the level of support for nuclearization differs between the ROK 
and Japan, a trilateral extended deterrence dialogue would provide a platform for the two 
countries to openly discuss the role of nuclear weapons in their security. At the same time, it 
would give the United States a platform to advocate for nuclear nonproliferation. 

Despite a long-standing history of antagonistic relations, both the ROK and Japan have shown 
support for strengthening trilateral security cooperation with the United States and one another. 
Polls show that a majority of Koreans have persistently affirmed positive views of trilateral security 
cooperation. Similarly, an overwhelming majority of the Japanese population responded favorably 
toward bolstering trilateral security cooperation in 2024. 

One year after the Camp David Summit, the United States, Japan, and the ROK have made 
remarkable progress in trilateral cooperation, reaching levels unimaginable just a few years ago. 
Moving from the first trilateral multi-domain exercise to over 60 trilateral official meetings, the 
trilateral partnership has never been in a better position to further institutionalize security 
cooperation. For Washington, Tokyo, and Seoul, “trilateralizing” the extended deterrence 
consultative bodies is a prerequisite to tackle the ever-growing security threats from nuclear-
armed states and to remain committed to nuclear nonproliferation. 

 
During the US-ROK-Japan Trilateral Global Leadership Youth Summit, young leaders from the United States, South 
Korea, and Japan, with representation from Southeast Asia and the Pacific Islands, candidly debated a Roadmap 
for the Trilateral Partnership via a Camp David simulation and worked in teams to pitch ideas and projects to 
strengthen the trilateral partnership. Delegates can be contacted via Abbigail Hull at hulla@eastwestcenter.org. 
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