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Figure 3. Characterization of Bilateral Relations'* (%)
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However, we do not expect to see a sustained rise in the level of positive sentiments
about Korea-China relations for two reasons. One is that the public is quite support-
ive of the Park administration’s balanced approach to its foreign policy with respect to

the US and China, which necessarily implies some ceiling on public tolerance for strength-

Figure 4. South Korea’s Foreign Policy Approach'® (%)
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ened relations with China. This is more the case in 2015 than 2014. When we look into
the source of this increase in support for a balancing approach to relations with China
and the US, we notice a visible increase in bias among the 50s and older by about 17-

21 percent (Figure 4).

Second is that the percentage of those surveyed expressing the need for strengthening
cooperation with China has consistently been half that of those individuals who sup-
port greater cooperation with the United States (Figure 5). The significant finding here
is that these trends are apparent in the wake of President Park’s recent visits to Beijing
and Washington.

Figure 5. Country with Which to Strengthen Cooperation14 (%)
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With regards to regional security, an overwhelming majority agree that it should be
based on the Korea-US-Japan trilateral cooperation (58.7%) rather than the Korea-
China bilateral framework (32.5%). Both figures are an increase from March 2014
(Figure 06).
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Figure 6. Framework for Security Cooperation'® (%)
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This is less than surprising given that the majority (52%) supports the Obama admin-
istration’s the Asia Re-balance and also views the necessity of the US-ROK alliance
(95%) even after reunification (82%). Part of this trend may be motivated by the per-

ception that China is seen more as a future economic and/or security threat to South

Figure 7. Perceptions about Future Threat to South Korea'® (%)
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Korea than any other countries in the region. It is also worth noting that this is also more

likely to be the case among under-50 year olds by a factor of about 22%.
Potential Areas of Improvement

The survey results also indicate some potential areas of improvement. Taking a look at
the present and future threat perception, Japan looms large as a continuing source of
worry for the South Korean public (Figures 7 and 8). The threat perception has actually
increased from last year and this may correspond to the recent passage of new legisla-
tion in Japan enabling the military to pursue collective self-defense. Whatever may be
driving these patterns, an increase in the Korean public’s perception about the Japanese
threat will remain as a significant obstacle for US foreign policy and security posture in

the region given the centrality of its alliances with both South Korea and Japan.

Figure 8. Perceptions about Present Threat to South Korea'” (%)
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An interesting within-sample variation is the threat perception among different age
groups. Comparison of the difference in the perceived future versus present threat sug-
gests that individuals aged 50 and older tend to view Japan as more of a future (rather
than present) threat by a factor of 9.3% while those 40 and under tend to see Japan as
more of a present (than future) threat by a factor of 3.3%.
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On the issue of North Korea’s nuclear problem, the plurality of those surveyed sees
China as a major obstacle but an increasing number of people also see the US as a con-
tributing factor. As we can see from Figure 9, the percentage of individuals identifying
the US as an obstacle to solving the North Korean problem has increased from about
16% to 21% over the past year. While the recent Joint Statement on North Korea may
have addressed some of these concerns, the fact that there has not been any significant
progress on this issue suggests that the two countries must find some way to break
through the impasse on the talks or get the Kim Jong-un regime to change its calculus

on this issue.

Figure 9. Main Obstacle to Solving North Korea’s Nuclear Problem'® (%)
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Although expert opinion is that the recent summit will not lead to major changes in
North Korea’s behavior, there is hope among the public at least that there may be an

improvement in inter-Korean relations (Figure 10)."
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Figure 10. Influence of the Summit on inter Korean Relations*® (%)
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Finally, there is also strong public support for South Korea’s membership in the TPP
for the time being (Figure 11). Given that South Korea has yet to finish its bilateral
consultations with the inaugural members and the agreement has yet to be ratified in
the respective member countries, this issue will remain as something that requires con-

tinuing dialogue in the future.

Figure 11. Opinions about South Korea’s Membership in the TPP?! (%)
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Conclusion

In general, the recent Obama-Park summit can be summarized as a glass half-full or

half-empty in the sense that there were notable accomplishments but no important
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milestones. On the one hand, the overall mood and state of the alliance are as strong
as ever. The two leaders have cultivated good relations and deepened the level of coop-
eration among the two countries. From this standpoint, the most recent summit can be
deemed a success. However, the two countries must not lose sight of the difficult chal-
lenges that remain as the backdrop of this alliance — namely the North Korean nuclear
program, Korea-Japan relations, and an emboldened China. The difficulty here is that
these problems are deeply rooted in the structural foundation of the region. Undoing
this Gordian knot will not be easy. This explains the lack of major breakthroughs.

For the time being, the approach that both leaders seem to favor is one that seeks to
sharpen the message to China that friendly engagement, while favored, must occur with-
in the broader context of acceptable international norms and laws. With respect to North
Korea, the joint statement is unequivocal: both the US and ROK are ready to support
and assist North Korea’s economic development under the condition that North Ko-
rea must demonstrate a genuine willingness to abandon its nuclear and ballistic missile
programs. On Japan, the US would like Japan and South Korea to find a way forward.
While it is unclear what this “way” may be, one thing is certain: Prime Minister Abe’s
last statement on this matter has been less than satisfactory from South Korea’s point
of view. The crux of the problem lies less in what South Korea will require in order to
be made whole on this issue than in the political willingness and courage of the lead-
ers to take the necessary steps to begin the next chapter in their history.** Finally, as the
two leaders have shown, the inability to make significant progress on these age old prob-

— lems does not mean that there are no areas of measurable achievements moving for-

ward. Both countries seek to continue deepening involvement in those areas of converg-
ing interests while looking for the opportune moment to move ahead on more chal-

lenging policy problems.

The views expressed herein do not necessarily reflect the views of the Asan Institute for Policy Studies.
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Survey Methodology
Asan Poll

Sample size: 1,000 respondents over the age of 19
Margin of error: +3.1% at the 95% confidence level
Survey method: RDD for mobile and landline telephones
Period: See report for specific dates of surveys cited

Organization: Research & Research
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Appendix
Media Content Analysis

Methodology

All major print media reports and articles on the ROK-US summit were collected dur-
ing October 16-20, 2015. While we could have surveyed and collected more articles
after October 20™, our analysis indicate that much of this data would have a strong bias
towards more negative reporting. Clearly, as the time horizon gets further away from

the summit, we see a strong negative bias in the data that we show below.

Our scoring or valuation of these articles depend largely on at least two readings of the
same article with a third reading by a second reader if it was not clear whether article
can be categorized as negative, positive, or neutral. The article was categorized as positive
if the writing provided an overtly favorable interpretation of the summit or included
quotes from individuals that only supported favorable interpretation of the summit.
Word choice that hinted positive interpretation, such as “success” or “gain,” was also de-
termined to be a positive reporting. Newutral reporting used quotes from official gov-
ernment statements or simple reporting of the facts without any interpretation. For
instance, if the summit was determined to be a success according to the Blue House
Press Secretary with the usage of quotes from the Blue House or Ministry of Foreign
Affairs without any value bias in the choice of words or presentation of an opinion, we
categorized it as neutral. Articles that used quotes which do not suggest a bias towards
either the positive or negative interpretation of the summit was also determined to be
neutral. Negative reporting depended on usage of both words and quotes as well as
opinion editorials. We list below the articles by outlets and titles as we have categorized

them in chronological order.
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