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Op-Ed

Five Eyes wide shut

FOREIGN AND DEFENSE POLICY ASIA

q Zack Cooper
B B =
October 4, 2021

Should South Korea join the Five Eyes intelligence sharing network? A proposal put forward by
legislators in the U.S. House of Representatives is triggering a discussion about that possibility. An
amendment to the National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2022 would require that the U.S.
Director of National Intelligence provide a report to the armed services and intelligence committees on

expanding intelligence sharing with South Korea as well as Japan, India, and Germany.

Adding countries to existing multinational groupings has been popular of late. The United Kingdom has
tried to expand the G-7 into the D-10 by including South Korea, India, and Australia. Experts from the
Quad countries—Australia, India, Japan, and the United States—have pubilicly discussed turning the
Quad into a quint, potentially including South Korea, the United Kingdom, or others depending on the
issue. Facing growing concern about the future of the region and international orders, it is only natural for

countries to look for opportunities to tie themselves more closely together.

But leaders in Washington and Seoul must be realistic that adding South Korea {or others) to Five Eyes is

ultimatelv unlikelv. Yes — South Korea and the United States are close allies with manv interests and values

https://www.aei.org/op-eds/five-eyes-wide-shut/
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in common. And yes, they do already have robust bilateral (and sometimes trilateral) intelligence sharing
efforts. But there are at least five major challenges that make South Korean membership in Five Eyes hard

to imagine in the near-term.

First, the Five Eyes countries benefit from a common language and a shared historical connection rooted
in British rule. South Korea and other potential additions to Five Eyes do not share these characteristics,
which raises the bar for their efforts to join the group. The Five Eyes governments all operate in English
(although not all exclusively), so adding Korea could complicate interoperability and potentially slow day-
to-day cooperation. Overcoming this barrier might be relatively easy for the United States, but harder for

other partners with less of a presence in Korea.

Second, the Five Eyes countries are all maritime powers, with the United Kingdom, Australia, and New
Zealand being islands while Canada and the United States are sometimes described as surrounded by
“friends and fish.” Thus, Five Eyes is largely focused on long-distance intelligence collection, effectively
gathering intelligence from offshore and overhead on targets that are far away and often continental
powers. On the other hand, South Korea'’s primary concern—North Korea—is much closer to home and

just across a land border, presenting a very different intelligence collection challenge.

Third, South Korea is unlikely to join Five Eyes without Japan, given that Tokyo has long expressed desire
to join the grouping and has already attracted interest from several existing members. Fixing the troubled
relationship between Seoul and Tokyo would probably be a requirement before South Korea could join
Five Eyes, and perhaps Japan as well. But with a South Korean court having just supported forced
divestment of a |apanese company’s assets in Korea, any improvement in the bilateral relationship seems

as far away as ever, which would complicate efforts to expand Five Eyes.

Fourth, the Five Eyes countries share remarkably sensitive intelligence, which requires a high degree of
trust among all the parties. South Korea has a close relationship with the United States, but ties with the
other four Five Eyes members lag behind. To justify Five Eyes membership, South Korea would need to
expand those relationships significantly. In other words, closer cooperation with the United Kingdom,

Australia, New Zealand, and Canada would likely have to come before Five Eyes membership, not after.

Fifth and finally, it remains to be seen whether the Five Eyes countries would be satisfied that South
Karean intelligence collection capabilities are sufficient to justify inclusion. Seoul would need to be
willing to share intelligence on critical targets if it were to join Five Eyes — not just North Korea, but China
as well. This could prove politically difficult, particularly given the close economic ties between China
and South Korea, and could make Seoul a target of Beijing’s ire, just as was the case with the THAAD
decision back in 2017. Many abroad would worry about Chinese pressure on Korea to accept a “fourth

no” — no minilateral intelligence sharing on China.

https://www.aei.org/op-eds/five-eyes-wide-shut/ 2/4
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For all these reasons, it is unlikely that South Korea will join the Five Eyes network in the near future. But
that does not mean that South Korea and the United States cannot do more to expand their intelligence

cooperation and information sharing with key like-minded countries. What more could be done?

The most important priority is to change mindsets by shifting from a focus on membership to a focus on
mission. Right now the Five Eyes, the Quad, and the G-7 are all named for the number of their members.
This is counterproductive. It would be better for these groups to have a fixed mission and flexible
membership rather than fixed membership and flexible missions. Why? A central virtue of coalitions is
that they can be flexible in form and function to better accomplish a specific mission. These groups are
not formal alliances, so they should stay focused on particular issues and their membership should adjust

to best meet this challenge, not vice versa.

With this in mind, it may not be that important that South Korea join Five Eyes at all. In fact, what Seoul
needs most is closer cooperation with the technologically-advanced economies of East Asia. South
Korea, the United States, Japan, Taiwan, and a handful of others would benefit tremendously from
sharing information about how foreign pressure, surveillance, and theft threaten their economies and
technology. Those governments should work together to share information on economic security
concerns, in much the same way that the United States and South Korea (and ideally Japan) share

information on regional security concerns.

South Korea is one of the America’s closest allies. It shares a wide variety of interests and values with the
other Five Eyes countries as well. But the Five Eyes cannot, and should not, include everyone and do
everything. Seoul’s best opportunity for closer intelligence sharing is with its neighbors in East Asia, not
the Five Eyes countries. Coalitions should emphasize mission not membership and South Korea can lead
the way. The Five Eyes may be shut, but the opportunity to build better issue-specific coalitions remains

wide open.

Originally published in the Sejong Institute’s Karea on Paint.
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1.

Comment

Daniel Pyungse Cho(Truth Forum)

I'm in general agreement with Dr Cooper's points that South Korea's

inclusion in the Five Eyes is premature and unrealistic.

Dr Cooper's first point about the linguistic/cultural barrier between the
anglophone Five Eyes and South Korea prompts some of my personal
military experiences as an interpreter sergeant for ROK army in a
multinational coalition. The tactical difficulties of communication not merely
in language but also in culture and customs are hard to ignore in achieving
mission objectives. When dealing with sensitive information, it will be even
more difficult due to the confidential nature of intelligence and the
restricted level of clearance granted to the translators.

On a more serious note, the trust issue between the US and South Korean
government is not something to dismiss lightly. The US (and other liberal
democratic nations) must be vigilant about the very real influences of South
Korea's anti-democratic, anti-American, pro-North, pro-China
government/parties/forces in play.

- Only a week ago, President Moon appointed Park Sunwon as the
second highest-ranking officer(deputy director) at the NIS, South Korea's
chief spy agency, equivalent of the CIA. Park Sunwon was a convicted
felon for planning the arson attack against the Busan American Cultural
Center in 1985. And as recently as 2010, he claimed that North Korea
was not behind the Cheonan torpedo attack. At the time, the contending
view, or a conspiracy theory, was that the US was somehow responsible
for the attack. He had been sued by the Defense Ministry for his claims
at the time but has not retracted his claims to date. That same year, he
also claimed to have heard from a private conversation with a
high-ranking US official that the US would partition part of North Korea
and hand it over to China in the event of a Korean unification.

- The list of anti-American personnel in the current Moon Jae-in



administration is very extensive, and their ideological dispositions are not
to be taken lightly. Any intelligence sharing commitment between South
Korea and the US(and the West) must take into consideration who is in
the government, what motives it may have in contradiction to the US,
and whether they have the same missional goals and objectives,
particularly in relation to North Korea.

4. Administrational changes expected after the election next March isn't going
to fully resolve this trust issue.

- The South Korean government and politics have been too
contaminated by their ethnocentric and anti-American sentiments which is
hard to ignore. The recent appointment of NIS's first deputy director Park
Sunwon is not just a one-time incident. There are hundreds of formerly
hardcore anti-American, anti-capitalist, anti-West activists within the South
Korean political bureaucracy who previously vowed to serve the North
Korean regime and its revisionist purposes. And there is no telling
indication that many of them even changed their minds or positions.

- Former chief of staff, Lim Jongseok, is still head of the Inter-Korea
Economic and Cultural Exchange Foundation, which collects North Korea's
state media’'s royalties from South Korean media companies to wire to
the Kim's regime.

5. | also agree with Dr Cooper's point that intelligence sharing initiative should
be more mission-oriented than membership-oriented.

- But that begs the question, what is ‘our’ shared mission between the
two countries? What do the people of the US and Korea both really
want to see happen in East Asia? What are our common values that go
beyond particular administrations or regimes or political parties? In that
light, what should be our approach toward North Korea and China?

- Surely, as members of the international community we act as
nation-states, but as individuals enjoying the benefit of free democratic
republics our underlying values go and lie beyond strategic national
interests and our national identities.



- There should be greater dialogue between civil societies of the two
countries in order to look beyond national identities and envision a
common mission in East Asia.

On that note, | want to briefly highlight that next year is 140" anniversary
of the Shufeldt Treaty of 1882. This is when American missionaries began to
pour into Korea and open doors to the ‘Korean enlightenment.’

- Introduction of Christianity to the Korean people

- Role of Korean Churches in civic education of the Korean people
- Syngman Rhee

- Korean War

- Etc.



