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Introduction

Since Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine began 

in February 2022, South Korea has emerged as one 

of the key sources of military equipment for NATO’s 

European members. According to IISS data, the total 

value of defence contracts awarded to South Korean 

firms by NATO’s European members rose by 198.59% 

from the period 2018–21 (USD95.89 million) to that 

of 2022 to end-August 2025 (USD24.26 billion).1 As 

NATO member states embark on a historic expansion 

of defence spending, South Korean military systems 

are emerging as a vital resource for allies seeking to  

rapidly upgrade.2

The long-term future of South Korea’s defence coop-

eration with Europe is uncertain, however, not least 

because of growing competition from Europe’s more 

established defence companies, including those in 

Germany, France, Sweden and the United Kingdom.3 

Moreover, as South Korean defence equipment 

becomes more prominent in Europe, critical political 

questions will arise: whether the country can be seen 

as a long-term trusted core political partner, (notably 

in relation to supporting NATO’s and the EU’s posture 

towards Russia); whether South Korean firms are will-

ing to make significant defence-related investments 

in Europe for greater localisation; and how far South 

Korea and NATO can both benefit from joint research 

and development (R&D) and from the March 2025 

announcement that South Korea had joined the NATO 

Science and Technology Enhanced Partnership.4 But if 

both sides are able to maximise opportunities, espe-

cially with the United States less inclined to continue 

playing the leading role in defending Europe, South 

Korea can forge a mutually beneficial and sustainable 

defence relationship with Europe, focused on jointly 

building more dependable military supply chains.5

This report examines three aspects of South Korea’s 

growing defence-export ambitions. Firstly, driving 

factors behind these ambitions, including the Lee Jae 

Myung administration’s desire to make South Korea 

a top four global defence exporter by 2030 and key 

defence-industrial advantages, such as shipbuilding. 

Secondly, key challenges that will arise, including the 

revamping of European defence industries and supply 

chains and stiffer competition in the European market, 

as well as the need for South Korea to put into place 

more comprehensive security and defence policies that 

foster greater trust among key global partners such as 

those in the EU and NATO. Thirdly, an assessment of 

prospects for Europe–South Korea defence-industrial 

relations and cooperative measures, particularly as 

artificial intelligence (AI) disrupts the world’s major 

defence ecosystems.
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1. South Korea’s Rise as a Major  
Defence Exporter

The Russia–Ukraine war was a major trigger for South 

Korea’s growing defence exports, but Seoul had targeted 

military sales from the early 2000s. From 2015–19, by one 

measure, South Korea’s share of global arms exports was 

2.1%, rising slightly to 2.2% in 2020–24, though this is 

still considerably smaller than the top five exporters (US 

43%, France 9.6%, Russia 7.8%, China 5.9%, and Germany 

5.6%).67 Three factors were important in fostering South 

Korea’s defence industry over the past several decades. 

Firstly, while the US remains highly important for 

Korea’s defence, as evinced by the stationing of just under 

30,000 US Forces Korea (USFK) troops, South Korea’s 

desire for greater strategic autonomy, including reducing 

its dependence on US-made weapons systems, goes back 

to the early to mid-1970s. In 1971, US president Richard 

Nixon withdrew the US 7th Infantry Division without full 

pre-consultations with Seoul, and Jimmy Carter came into 

office in 1977 promising to withdraw USFK (which he later 

dropped).8 Even as South Korea continued to depend on 

the US for a full range of weapons systems, Washington 

limited key technologies even into the 2010s. In October 

2015, for example, the US denied South Korea’s request for 

an active electronically scanned array (AESA) radar for its 

indigenous fighter programme (now known as the KF-21 

Boramae). Seoul opted to develop its own, and Hanwha 

Aerospace began to export AESA radar systems in August 

2023.9 In October 2025, the US Navy rejected South Korea’s 

request for US assistance in procuring the Cooperative 

Engagement Capability for its Jeongjo the Great-class (KDD-

III Batch II) Aegis cruisers, despite providing the system to 

Australia and Japan.10 Even as South Korea maintains one 

of the closest military alliances with the US through the 

Combined Forces Command, the US has been cautious in 

transferring crucial military technologies.

Secondly, South Korea’s export-driven economic 

growth from the 1970s led to the creation of advanced 

manufacturing capabilities in shipbuilding, automobiles, 

semiconductors, electronics, and maintenance, repair, and 

overhaul technologies that converged to push defence 

exports.11 While many advanced arms-manufacturing 

states decreased their weapons production after the end 

of the Cold War, South Korea continued to develop more 

advanced systems given the continual military threat from 

North Korea (including nuclear weapons from 2006) and, 

from the 2010s, more aggressive probing by China. In 

addition, the need to replace decades-old armaments in 

key Asia Pacific, European and Middle Eastern countries, 

starting in the early 2000s but intensifying in the 2010s, 

created new markets for South Korean defence exports.12 

More recently, South Korea has been actively contribut-

ing to the development of global rules for military AI use, 

energetically shaping the international conditions for its AI 

industry,13 while late 2024 saw shipbuilder Hanwha Ocean 

acquire its US counterpart Philly Shipyard to gain access to 

the US naval market.14

Thirdly, unlike other national-security issues such 

as approaches to North Korea, ties with Japan, and rela-

tions with the great powers, defence exports are a rela-

tively bipartisan issue. When US President Donald Trump 

approved South Korea’s construction of nuclear-powered 

submarines (SSNs), most members of the opposition People 

Power Party supported the Lee government’s efforts.15 In 

November 2024, the then-opposition Democratic Party (DP) 

had argued that defence exports must receive approval 

from the National Assembly, in part to dissuade South 

Korea’s indirect defence exports to support Ukraine.16 But 

after Lee came into power in June 2025 and began to stress 

the importance of boosting South Korea’s defence exports, 

the DP lined up behind the president’s goal of making the 

country the fourth-largest defence exporter by 2030. At the 

2025 Seoul International Aerospace & Defense Exhibition, 

Lee stated that ‘the goal of becoming one of the four lead-

ing countries in the defense industry is not an impossible 

dream…[and] our nation, which once relied on surplus 

foreign weapons, now stands among the world’s top five 

defense powers and has ushered in an era of USD10 billion 

in annual defense exports’.17 Although this will face stiff 

competition, the ROK’s top-seven defence firms received 

a total of USD73.1bn of defence-export contracts through 

the end of 2024.18
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2. Key Milestones and Looming Tasks

South Korea has exported a wide range of weapons sys-

tems, including the Cheongung II air-defence system to 

the United Arab Emirates in 2022, K2 Black Panther main 

battle tank (MBT) and K9 Thunder self-propelled how-

itzers to Poland in 2022 and 2023, and FA-50 Fighting 

Eagle light-combat aircraft to Malaysia, the Philippines 

and Poland from 2015 onwards.19 South Korean defence 

exports offer several advantages, including in-time or 

earlier delivery upon signing of the contract; exten-

sive maintenance and case-by-case technology trans-

fers, including the establishment of joint ventures in 

recipient countries; and cost-effectiveness compared 

to more-established US and European defence firms. 

Equally important, however, is interoperability with 

diverse US, and, increasingly, NATO platforms, such 

that turn-key operations are possible from the onset of 

deliveries. Moreover, while China and Russia are major 

arms exporters, the political costs of buying Russian 

or Chinese arms (such as Turkiye’s decision to buy 

Russian-made S-400 air-defence systems) make South 

Korean exports a more acceptable option. This increased 

defence export profile was again in evidence in October 

2025, as two of South Korea’s leading defence contrac-

tors and top shipbuilding companies, Hanwha Ocean 

and HD Hyundai Heavy Industries, formed a consor-

tium to compete with German shipbuilder TKMS and 

Norway’s Sandvik consortium to provide Canada with 

12 next-generation diesel submarines worth CAD40.9 

bn (USD29.35bn).20 

Nevertheless, and regardless of the outcome of the 

Canadian competition, South Korea must address a num-

ber of hurdles and challenges if it hopes to achieve its 

stated goal of becoming the world’s fourth-largest defence 

exporter by 2030. It must demonstrate its long-term com-

mitment to Europe, including through significantly 

increasing defence-infrastructure investments there, 

closer policy alignment on key issues (such as assessing 

longer-term threats from Russia even after the war in 

Ukraine comes to a close), and maximising joint R&D on 

emerging technologies and AI-driven defence platforms.

While South Korea has shown its ability to provide 

critical weapons systems such as ammunition, artil-

lery and MBTs to key frontline NATO states (espe-

cially Poland), it must ensure that its security, defence, 

and foreign policies align more closely with NATO’s. 

Driven partly by US pressure and partly by the need 

to boost their own defence capabilities, NATO mem-

bers agreed in June 2025 to increase defence spend-

ing to 5% of GDP by 2035 (with 3.5% devoted to core 

defence systems and 1.5% to related infrastructure and 

innovation).21 The European Union is also committed 

to ensuring that the bulk of its member states’  future 

weapons needs are supplied by EU firms. The EU’s 

2025 Security Action for Europe (SAFE) instrument 

makes €150bn of loans available to member states for 

joint defence procurement. Its rules stipulates that 

in order to qualify for the loans, ‘a minimum of 65% 

of the value of the weapon system being acquired 

has to be made in an EU member state, Ukraine, or 

in a European Economic Area/European Free Trade 

Association country’.22 SAFE is part of the European 

Commission’s ReArm Europe Plan/Readiness 2030 

that seeks to mobilise EUR800bn (USD903.64bn) in 

funds for EU member states’ defence requirements.23 

However, while SAFE allows non-EU product con-

tent of up to 35%, some have argued that ‘behind this 

openness [limited access to EU defence programmes 

for third countries], one can discern the outlines of a 

strategy aimed at placing the Union at the centre of a 

new regulatory pole in the defence industry sector’.24

If South Korea plans to be a major non-NATO part-

ner for the long haul, it has to significantly increase the 

‘Europeanisation’ of its defence exports, such that they 

meet EU and NATO defence and interoperability stand-

ards; come with direct foreign investment in EU mem-

bers’ defence sectors, including relevant technology 

transfers and offset requirements; and support more 

fully Europe’s defence R&D, becoming an ‘embedded 

partner’ in European defence rather than just a major 

arms exporter to NATO. As one Polish analyst noted, 
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‘European producers will push to keep the market for 

themselves’ meaning Korean defence firms may need 

to become ‘partly’ European.25 Seoul is heading in 

that direction, as shown by the launching of a Digital 

Partnership Council between the EU and South Korea 

that will stress ‘joint work on research and innovation 

on emerging technologies, such as semiconductors, 

6G, AI and quantum technologies. This cooperation is 

designed to boost future competitiveness and techno-

logical leadership while building stronger economic 

security through greater resilience in critical technolo-

gies, including cybersecurity.’26 But for South Korea 

to be perceived as a key security and defence partner, 

and not just an out-of-area partner that exports arms to 

NATO, it must participate more actively in supporting 

or participating in NATO readiness exercises (within 

the confines of its military capacity) and ensure that 

its weapons systems are fully aligned with the require-

ments set by the NATO Standardization Office.27

At the same time, European countries should also 

understand that a ‘Europeanisation’ of European 

defence will be less effective if it excludes technologi-

cally, economically, and militarily advanced partners 

such as South Korea and Japan. The EU’s and NATO’s 

renewed efforts to significantly bolster defence capabili-

ties will bear fruit given the disruptions triggered by the 

war in Ukraine and growing uncertainty of US depend-

ence, and as one analyst has noted:

Structural criticalities that have persisted since the 

1990s continue to constrain the EU defence-industrial  

base. The new policy has not created a suprana-

tional defence-industrial base as ideally conceived: 

a unified, centrally governed ecosystem free from 

economic barriers. Instead, the EU defence industry 

remains composed of 27 national markets, each with 

its own procurement authorities, regulatory regimes 

and industrial interests, cooperating only sporadically 

under the Commission’s limited influence. Achieving 

EU defence-industrial autonomy must therefore be 

understood as a means, rather than an end: a tool to 

strengthen Europe’s security within NATO and to 

enable a partnership with the US on equal terms.28

Notwithstanding Europe’s own defence challenges, 

South Korea’s window into Europe’s expanding defence 

market will only remain open if it significantly enhances 

the Europeanisation of its ‘Look NATO’ defence rela-

tionships. Korean firms have begun this process, as 

Europe seeks to enhance so-called ‘techno-democratic 

partnerships’. While Europe has some of the world’s 

most advanced defence companies, it lags behind the 

US and China in key defence areas ‘including autono-

mous unmanned vehicles, cyber and space systems, and 

AI-enabled systems’.29 Given South Korea’s leading-

edge in these and other critical defence technologies, 

as well as a range of dual-use technologies, partnering 

with Europe is a natural and business-savvy example 

of deepening ‘techno-democratic partnerships’. If the 

South Korean government provides and creates a viable 

defence eco-system with the EU and NATO, it will be 

perceived not just as a dependable and quick supplier 

of weapons systems, but as a like-minded security part-

ner in Europe’s long-term struggle with Russia, revi-

talising European defence industries, and maximising 

opportunities for joint AI-driven defence platforms.



8    The International Institute for Strategic Studies

3. Lessons for the Future

While South Korea deserves credit for building up its 

defence industries for the past half-century, and espe-

cially since the 2010s, there is no doubt that it faces an 

expanded threat envelope stemming from more aggres-

sive Chinese power-projection capabilities around the 

Korean Peninsula, the East China Sea, and the South 

China Sea that could severely disrupt South Korea’s 

own anti-access/area denial capabilities. Moreover, just 

as South Korea’s defence exports to Europe have surged 

since Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, in late 2024 

North Korea sent thousands of troops to fight alongside 

Russian forces. This was North Korea’s largest mili-

tary deployment to a foreign conflict, and it has gained 

invaluable combat experience for the first time since the 

1950–53 Korean War. Long-time observer of the North 

Korean military Joseph S. Bermudez noted in February 

2025 that North Korean troops ‘as individuals, are more 

skilled as soldiers, more disciplined as soldiers, more 

willing to fight as soldiers than some sources had pre-

sumed when they were first being sent there’.30 

The US State Department noted in July 2025 that the 

US had ‘detailed evidence of North Korea’s arms and 

material transfers to Russia, Russia’s transfers of mili-

tary technology to North Korea, and Russia’s training 

of North Korean troops in Russia’. Russia may in return 

transfer critically needed platforms to North Korea, 

such as replacing its ageing MiG-29 Fulcrum fighters 

(the most advanced combat aircraft in North Korea’s 

air force).31 The fact that North Korea is at the epicentre 

of the deadliest war in Europe since the Second World 

War indicates the importance of the war in Ukraine to 

South Korea, alongside the importance of supporting 

NATO’s efforts to help Ukraine defend itself. 

How South Korea is going to meet an ever-growing 

menu of defence threats, and growing pressure from 

the US to assume a greater role in co-defending the First 

Island Chains, remains to be seen, but partnering with 

NATO will offer key dividends. Direct European mili-

tary assistance to South Korea in the event of a major 

conflict or even war is not impossible, but it is less likely 

given South Korea’s alliance with the US and its own 

increasingly sophisticated military arsenal. Nor is South 

Korea going to play a central role in helping to revital-

ise European defence modernisation. But at the mar-

gins, South Korean firms can play a key role in boosting 

European defence capabilities through joint R&D, 

European-based manufacturing of mid- to high-level 

weapons systems, and strengthening military supply 

chains. In turn, Europe’s growing defence expenditures 

and innovation resources cannot help but address South 

Korea’s own deepening defence challenges, such as the 

need to operationalise crewed-uncrewed systems due 

to falling military manpower and through joint defence- 

technology partnerships with key NATO states and 

companies. In the end, ‘marginal boosts’ are likely to 

become increasingly valuable in the rapidly approach-

ing AI-driven battlespace, especially between techno-

democratic partners like NATO and South Korea.
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