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ABSTRACT 

Stability on the Korean peninsula has been a goal of several countries. The 

Republic of Korea (ROK) depends on the United States to maintain stability on the 

Korean peninsula, but realizes greater independence from its long time ally may soon be 

inevitable, especially in the midst of a difficult reunification. Measures are required now 

to afford the ROK every opportunity to provide for its own security and stability, 

including the need to modernize the ROK Navy (ROKN). 

Present and future South Korean naval commitments for the regional and 

international maritime environment support the ROKN to transition from a brown water 

navy to a blue water navy capable of meeting future challenges. The ROK must grasp the 

concept of naval modernization to achieve a naval force capable of projecting power, 

carrying out its strategic objectives, and ultimately guaranteeing vital defense for its sea 

lanes of communication (SLOCs). Advances in technology demand prudence on the part 

of ROK officials, as short and long-term goals affecting South Korea's security and 

stability are planned, ordered, and executed. 

The ROK Navy is becoming a highly trained force capable of neutralizing 

potential opponents. Modem systems and improved training generated a talented field of 

professional warriors. ROK naval modernization is greater than many assume it to be, but 

only the South Korean political process can determine how it will proceed. 

The Korean peninsula has a vibrant maritime history. Bordering on the East Sea 

and the West Sea dictates the need for a maritime force. Modem invaders can infiltrate 

the Korean peninsula vis-his  land, sea, or air. The onus rests on South Korean leaders to 
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protect their borders, including sea-lanes of communications. The lifeblood of the South 

Korean economy is its shipping industry. Protecting these valuable sea-lanes of 

communications, in a technologically advanced era, challenges South Korean leaders to 

make some important decisions. The ROKN cannot compete against large modem 

navies, which are capable of (1) conducting sustained naval operations, and (2) 

maintaining multi-tasked naval platforms. 

An issuejhe ROKN must consider is whether or not to develop its capabilities to 

conduct sustained blue-water naval operations. The ROKN7s opportunity is ripe to 

expand its existing force into a modem blue water navy, looking several decades into the 

future. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This thesis examines the implications for the U.S. - Republic of Korea (ROK) 

alliance if the ROK modernizes and expands its navy. Certainly the relationship between 

the two countries developed into a mutual fiendship which affects security and stability 

on the Korean peninsula. Once ties were established after WWII, the United States filled 

the role of protector for a neuply divided country and exported a U.S. version of political, 

social, and economic ideas to South Korea. The two Korean countries adopted 

contrasting ideologies and onentations toward each other, culminating in the North 

Korean invasion of South Korea in the summer of 1950. After the Korean War, the 

Republic of Korea remained dependent on the United States to rebuild its devastated 

country. 

Since the Korean LVar. the United States and the Republic of Korea have nurtured 

this relationship which has been responsible for great success in the ROK. Specifically, 

the ROK is a democrat~c countn with a fiee market economy. Economic successes of the 

ROK have provided large-scale financial support to the inffastructure of the ROK's 

national programs. espcciallj 11s military. The national budget for the ROK military has 

generally favored the ROK .Arm). because the opposing North Korean Army was 

camped across the Dem~ l I tamed Zone. While ROK military branches have stood vigilant 

watch for nearly five decruics, the ROK Navy has fallen behind its Northeast Asian 

counterpart's naval pro~rams Fnendly ties forged with the United States have resulted in 

the allocation of U.S. naval forces to provide maritime protection for the Republic of 

Korea's national interests. 

... 
X l l l  



This thesis compares naval forces of the Republic of Korea (ROWSouth Korea), 

and the Democratic People's Republic of Korea (DPRWNorth Korea). The emphasis of 

both navies to rely on coastal naval forces reinforces the main thesis, which states the 

ROK is long overdue to expand its naval forces, which if done properly, could provide 

greater protection for its national maritime interests. No country should rely on another 

country to protect its national interests, and the ROK has done so for more than five 

decades. 

Although the ROK has undertaken some programs, it has yet to commit to a 

modernization program that would give it capabilities to project limited power and 

enhance its national interests. The relative calm in Northeast Asia provides the ROK with 

an opportunity to examine the implications of not taking advantage of this period. In 

addition, uncertain hture implications for the U.S.-ROK alliance should not interfere 

with the ROK's decision to restructure its naval forces into a more independent role. 

xiv 



I. INTRODUCTION 

A. OVERVIEW 

The Korean peninsula, steeped in Confucian tradition, is one of the Far East's 

strategic fulcrums. Chinese and Japanese empires used Korea as a battleground in past 

centuries. Still in a state of war from the Korean War, the Republic of Korea (ROK) and 

the Democratic People's Republic of Korea (DPRK) maintain large standing armies 

poised to counteract each other. Extending south from the People's Republic of China 

(PRC), and Russia, the Korean peninsula shares water boundaries with the East Sea (Sea 

of Japan) and the West Sea (Yellow Sea). 

Remnants of the Korean War, especially the heavily fortified Demilitarized Zone 

(DMZ), exist while the Korean peninsula remains divided. Armies of extraordinary size . 

and capabilities are present on the peninsula, making it one of the world's hotspots. 

Numerous post-Korean War lessons have been learned, including the ROK's recognition 

of the strategic value and importance of maintaining a maritime force capable of 

defending the Korean peninsula and its national objectives. The ROK Navy, regarded by 

many as a brown water navy limited previously to conducting operations against its 

northern brothers and only then a few miles offshore, is the key to the future of the 

ROK7s security. ROK naval planners have identified ROK Navy areas of deficiency and 

must undertake a naval modernization program or the ROK's security may be 
I 

jeopardized. The ROK's short-term naval threat is the DPRK, and new visions of South 

Korean security require a bold change in the role of the ROKN. Disrupting trade routes is 

a serious threat to the future security of a country frequently described as a minnow 

swimming among whales. 

1 



Stability on the Korean peninsula has been a goal of several countries. The ROK 

has depended on the United States to maintain stability on the peninsula and must realize 

greater independence from its long time ally may be inevitable, especially in the midst of 

a difficult reunification. Measures are required now to afford the ROK every opportunity 

to provide for its own security and stability, including the need for modernizing the 

ROKN. 

This thesis suggests it is time for the ROK to expand its naval forces, consistent 

with a growing desire for the ROK to become more self-sufficient. Specific questions 

concerning a R O W  expansion project include: 

What regional and international maritime implications can be expected 
vis-a-vis an expanding ROKN? 
What bearing on the U.S.-ROK alliance will an expansion program 
produce? 
How will a larger ROKN affect stability on the Korean peninsula? 

In light of a divided Korea, how will an expanded ROKN influence a future 

reunified Korea? 

B. PLAN OF THE THESIS 

Chapter I1 examines Korean naval history and demonstrates the maritime 

environment's important contributions to the Korean peninsula. Security on the Korean 

peninsula has been a byproduct of a naval force. A chronology of naval experiences will 

demonstrate its impact on national security. Korean history shows the importance of 

having a maritime force capable of protecting national interests. The ROK must expand 

its maritime force to meet the needs of the 21St century maritime environment. 

Chapter I11 examines the Republic of Korea's post-Cold War strategic situation 

including its relations with the United States, the Democratic People's Republic of Korea, 



the People's Republic of China (PRC), Japan, Russia, and multilateral organizations. 

These bilateral arrangements helped shape South Korean politics and contributed to 

stability on the Korean peninsula while limiting the need for the Republic of Korea to 

expand its maritime force. Despite many successes of these bilateral relationships, the 

ROK depended on the United States. However, the U.S.-ROK relationship is partly 

responsible for the limited roles the ROKN currently assumes. The ROK counted on the 

United States to protect the Korean peninsula, guaranteeing stability vis-A-vis military 

and diplomatic channels. A reexamination of previous US.-ROK arrangements to 

determine the course of action concerning ROK security is required. 

Chapter IV provides a review and analysis of the ROK and the DPRK naval 

(DPRKN) force structure including capabilities, limitations, threats, operational plans, 

and exercises. The DPRKN data is included for comparative purposes. South Korean 

naval commitments for the regional and international maritime environment support the 

ROKN to transition from a brown water navy to a blue water navy capable of meeting 

future challenges. The ROK must grasp the concept of naval modernization to ensure 

future strategic objectives are met. 

Chapter V outlines U.S.-ROK maritime components from a historical perspective. 

Addressing a range of issues, including a possible arms race in Northeast Asia and 

Korean peninsula security, this chapter outlines repercussions to this alliance under a 

ROKN expansion program. Change will occur but to what degree? The U.S. Navy has 

provided equipment and training to the ROKN, which although adapted to suit the needs 

of the smaller navy, cannot propel the ROKN into the role of a formidable naval power in 

Northeast Asia. Advanced ship class designs outfitted with highly technical combat 
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systems and capabilities will provide the ROKN with many answers to their expansion 

question but will the byproduct jeopardize the US.- ROK alliance? 

Chapter VI outlines several roles for the ROKN if the Korean peninsula were to 

unify. Peace and stability are common denominators in an expansive ROKN architecture. 

The ROKN's difficult task will be convincing regional powers and the international 

community the purposes of an expansion of naval forces. With reunification uncertain, 

the ROK navy must now take measures to prepare itself for the inevitable monumental 

task which may lead the Korean peninsula to its full naval potential. Several courses of 

action are assessed to address integration of the two Korean navies if unification occurs. 

Chapter VII will offer some concluding observations. 



11. KOREAN NAVAL HISTORY 

A. PRE-ROK NAVAL EXPERIENCES 

Northern expansionists and invaders frequently threatened Korea's national 

security. Whether they were Chinese, Mongol, or Manchurian tribes invading Korea, 

Korean rulers devoted more attention to these invaders on their northern borders than 

threats on their southern coast. Korea's location attracted invaders. 

During the first century BC, the southeast area of the Korean peninsula consisted 

of a federation of several tribes. One of the smallest tribes, Kaya, found friends in the 

Paekche Kingdom to the west, and had constant conflict with the larger Silla Kingdom. 

Kaya sought to expand and built large ships to satisfy this endeavor. According to 

Kenneth Lee, "Archaeological findings of ancient ships unearthed in Kaya, Southern 

Silla, and northern Kyushu of Japan, resemble the Viking ships of Europe in size and 

shape. Using these ships, the Kaya established settlements on the Japanese islands of 

Tsushima, northern Kyushu, and the southern tip of Honshu."l 

Chinese empires and the Korean kingdoms employed land forces as well as 

maritime forces in their wars. In the second war between T'ang China and the Three 

Kingdoms of Korea, forces transported across water played important and critical roles. 

In 660 AD, Paekche, the weakest Korean kingdom, became the target for T'ang China 

and the Silla Kingdom. Kenneth Lee states "T'ang Kao-tsung sent 130,000 troops over 

the Yellow Sea and landed them on the western coast of Paekche, while 50,000 Silla 

1 Lee, Kenneth B., Korea and East Asia: The Story of a Phoenix, Praeger 
Publishers, 1997, page 14. 



forces crossed the Paekche border from the east."2 Water transport allowed troops to 

strategically land at important locations and strike enemy's center of gravity. Paekche 

was stricken by its 6th century invaders and never recovered. 

During the 1 SO'S, Japan's Hideyoshi aspired to conquer China with Korean 

assistance. Hideyoshi's letter to the Korean King, according to Weems declared, "I will 

make a leap, land in China, and lay my laws upon her. I shall go by way of Korea and if 

your soldiers will join me in this invasion, you will have shown your neighborly spirit. I 

am determined that my namc shall pervade the three Kingdoms."3 

Korea rejected Hideyoshi's invitation to form an alliance against China. A 

Japanese invasion of Korea from the sea was expected by the Korean court. The Korean 

King ordered preparations to strengthen his coasts and appointed Yi Sun-shin admiral of 

all the Korean naval forces. 

Hideyoshi7s invad~ng forces were enormous. According to Weems, "the best 

Japanese accounts make the total 250,000 while the Korean records say 241,500.'74 

Japan's army utilized firearms on Korean garrisons likened to the destruction Cortez 

subjected to the ancient Xlen~can empire. Korea fell behind Japan's military superiority; 

Korea was an easy prey for the invading Japanese. 

Japan crushed the Korean spirit as its march to Seoul proved Korea was unable to 

stop the dominating Japanese military onslaught. When the Japanese achieved a victory, 

Ibid, page 17. 

3 Weems, Clarence N., Hulbert 's History of Korea, Volume I, Hillary House 
Publishers LTD, New York. 1962, page 347. 

4 Ibid, page 350. 



they would rest, take up stations at gamsons and cities captured rather than continuing to 

China. These Japanese miscalculations provided Korea the time to regroup, resist, and 

fight back. When discussions to abolish the Korean naval fleets developed, Admiral Yi 

believed a naval force was the best deterrent to prevent further Japanese invasions. His 

opinion was that neither the Korean army nor the Korean navy should be abolished.5 

Japan's army advanced across the Korean peninsula with a limited amount of 

supplies and relied on foraging. Japanese ships, loaded with crucial supplies and 

personnel reinforcements, provided Korea with a strategic opportunity. A fleet of 

Japanese boats, with men and supplies, anchored off one of the Korean islands. The 

admiral responsible for the Kyung-sang Province saw the advancing Japanese fleet and 

sought the assistance of Yi Sun-shin. Koreans assembled a small fleet to oppose the 

Japanese boats, and sailed to meet the hostile Japanese fleet. Admiral Yi Sun-shin had the 

wind at his back and shot arrows at the Japanese ships, engulfing twenty-six of them in 

flarnes.6 

Admiral Yi Sun-shin conducted a series of operations in the South Sea, destroying 

many Japanese ships. The centerpiece of his force was the ironclad Kobukson (turtle 

ships), which Admiral Yi had plated with armor to protect his sailors and marines.7 

Park, Yune-Hee, Admiral Yi Sun-Shin and His Turtleboat Armada, The Hanjin 
Publishing Company, Seoul, Korea, 1978, page 71. 

Weems, Clarence N., Hulbert's History of Korea, Volume I, Hillary House 
Publishers LTD, New York, 1962, page 375. 

The Korean Overseas Culture and InformationService, -A Handbook of Korea, 
1998, page 69. 



Admiral Yi Sun-shin's naval forces negated Japan's ability to re-supply their 

army. Korean naval superiority provided freedom of the seas, which strangled Japan's 

war fighting capabilities. According to Eckert, "Admiral Yi's successes gave complete 

control of the sea lanes to the Korean forces, with three important results: the Japanese 

were unable to move north by sea and effect a link with their land armies; Japanese 

supply routes were cut; and the grain-rich region of Cholla province remained safely in 

Korea's hands."g 

Korean developments made naval history. The first was the ironclad battleship, 

and the second was a battle formation. The battle formation, known as the crane 

formation due to the similar shape and size of a crane in flight, was designed so the main 

body of the attack force was aimed at the center of the enemy fleet. This tactic enabled 

the Korean naval forces to punch through the enemy line and scatter the enemy.9 

Japan launched another unsuccessful campaign in 1597 and, again, Admiral Yi's 

ships denied Japan a naval victory. Ironically, the Japanese mortally wounded Admiral Yi 

as Korean forces were expelling Japanese forces off the Korean peninsula. Korea lost a 

naval hero but remained loyal to its seclusion policy. 

According to Roger Tennant, "Nineteenth-century western maps of Korea show a 

coastline littered with names of European princes, politicians and seamen, evidence that, 

Eckert, C.J., et al, Korea Old and New: A History, Korea Institute, 1990, page 
146. 

9 Lee, K.B., Korea and East Asia: The Story of a Phoenix, Praeger Publishers, 
1997, page 101. 



largely unknown to its inhabitants, had been charting its waters: the Great powers were 

sizing-up their prey."lO 

Western nations, eager to conduct trade with Korea, sent ships to establish 

contact. English ships appeared off the coast in 1832. Later, in 1846, several French 

warships anchored off the Korean coast. In 1854, two Russian vessels sailed along the 

Hamgyong coast, causing some deaths, and injuries among the Koreans they 

encountered. In August 1866, an American trading ship, the General Sherman, sailed up 

the Taedong River to P'yongyang, only to be set afire by a mob of local residents and 

soldiers, killing all twenty-four crewmen on board.1 

The destruction of the General Sherman demonstrated Korea's attempt to remain 

isolated. The ship's captain ignored the warning issued by the Taewongun and under a 

flood tide, proceeded to sail to the city walls. When the tide receded, the General 

Sherman was stuck on a shoal. According to Tennant, "The Taewongun sent orders that it 

was to depart at once or be destroyed. The official who had been acting as intermediary 

was seized as a hostage by the frightened crew and shots were exchanged. The ship's 

powerful guns and the crew's modem rifles terrified the townspeople and kept their 

attackers at bay for several days, and a number of people being killed."l2 

Trading with Korea under the threat of using armed force prompted Korea to 

close her doors, fall deeper into a policy of seclusion, and persecute Catholics deemed 

10 Tennant, Roger, A History of Korea, Kegan Paul International, London and 
New York, 1996, page 198. 

1 1 Ibid, page 194. 

l2  Ibid, page 204. 



responsible for Korea's problems. Catholic persecution caused the French Disturbance in 

1866, initiated by a French missionary who escaped persecution and later persuaded the 

French Asiatic Squadron to take punitive measures against Korea. The French Admiral 

entered Korean waters in October 1866 with a flotilla of 7 warships and seized the 

administration center of Kanghwa Island.13 Eventually the French Squadron was 

overwhelmed, unable to complete its mission and retreated. 

Korea's 1866 destruction of the U.S. ship General Sherman forced the United 

States to resort to gunboat diplomacy. Five warships from the U.S. Asiatic Squadron 

sailed from Chinese bases into Korean waters. Korea answered the approaching vessels 

with shore batteries. According to Eckert, "It became apparent that the Korean 

government would not yield to a show of force. Accordingly, the U.S. fleet withdrew and 

returned to its stations in China."l4 

Korean neighbors were insistent upon conducting trade and, like western powers, 

resorted to armed force to accomplish their objectives. Korean leaders resisted Japan and 

refused to accept the credentials of the envoys they sent in 1870, as they were not 

presented in the traditional way. The Japanese returned in 1872 in two British-built 

warships, but were not allowed to proceed to Seoul. After a long wait, the Japanese 

returned to their home waters fhstrated.15 

Japan was determined to establish ties with Korea. According to Tennant, "When 

a further request for trade was rebuffed in 1875, the Japanese decided to do what the 

13 Eckert, page 195. 

14 Ibid, page 197. 

15 Tennant, page 207. 



Americans had done to them, they sent warships, one of which landed troops and 

bombarded a fort on Kanghwa, and on the way home they also made an attack on the 

harbor at Pusan, after which they issued a report that accused the Koreans of firing on 

peaceful ships."l6 

Japan's accusations resulted in the Treaty of Kanghwa, Korea's first treaty signed 

in February 1876, which forced the opening of Korea. Korea slipped from China's 

suzerainty, exploited first by Japan while others followed. Challenging former Sino- 

Korean relationships, Japan raised the bar in Korea. China sought to restore their position 

in Korea, undermined by armed Japanese. Russia decided their influence in Korea was 

required and built inroads to satisfy that endeavor. 

Chinese and Japancsc troops in Korea lead to the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese 

war in 1894. According to Eckert. "The Sino-Japanese war began with Japan's sudden 

seizure of the royal res~dcncc. Kyongbok Palace, on July 23, 1894. Japanese troops then 

engaged Chinese forces in a scnes of land and naval battles in and around Korea from 

late July, scoring  impress^\ e v~ctones at Pyongyang and in a naval battle on the Yellow 

Sea in mid-September. Thc uar ended in total Japanese victory on April 17, 1895, with 

the conclusion of a peace treaty at Shimonoseki."l7 

China acquiesced to Japan and acknowledged Korea's full independence from 

China as Japan firmly d~ctatcd policy to Korea. Japan's policies extended across Korea 

and into Manchuria. Russ~a. qually interested in Manchuria, entered into negotiations 

with Japan over Manchuna. Japan resorted to a surprise attack on the Russian installation 

16 bid, page 208. 

17 Eckert, page 223. 



at Port Arthur, culminating in the Russo-Japanese war. Japan soundly defeated Russia. 

The Treaty of Portsmouth outlined international recognition of Japan's supremacy in 

Korea, legitimately allowing Japan to colonize Korea. 

Korean experiences during 1900 to 1945 began with harsh Japanese rule and 

ended with involvement in the Second World War. Japan's war machine was stretched 

thin and resorted to mass conscription of Koreans. Many Koreans volunteered in the 

Japanese army and navy, but Japan's defeat in World War I1 provided Koreans with 

false-illusions of independence. Korea would not experience independence as the United 

States and Russia had other goals for the Korean peninsula. According to Bruce 

Curnings, "In the days just before Koreans heard the voice of Emperor Hirohito for the 

first time, broadcasting Japan's surrender and Korea's liberation on August 15, 1945, 

John J. McCloy of the State-War-Navy Coordinating Committee (SWNCC) directed two 

young Colonels, Dean Rusk and Charles H. Bonesteel, to withdraw to an adjoining room 

and find a place to divide Korea."18 

Dividing Korea created more than a fracture of the Korean peninsula. Designed to 

provide a tutelage period for no more than five years, the United States and the Soviet 

Union quickly designed de facto policies, challenging every prospect of a unified 

provisional govemment in Korea. Koreans did not experience independence, instead they 

were confronted with territorial division. The United States and the Soviet Union, whose 

decisive WWII roles defeated the Japanese forces, separately occupied the territories 

l8 Cumings, Bruce, Korea's Place in the Sun: A Modem History. W.W. Norton 
and Company, New York, 1997, page 187. 



south and north of the 38th parallel in Korea for the purpose of disarming the Japanese 

Army.'9 

August 15, 1948, marks the creation of the Republic of Korea, south of the 38th 

parallel. Syngrnan Rhee was elected President, with a westem-style constitution that 

mixed parliamentary and presidential forms. North Korea's communist election resulted 

in the proclamation of the Democratic People's Republic of Korea the following month, 

headed by Kim I1 Sung under a Soviet-style constitution. North Korea and South Korea 

did not recognize one another, and both claimed exclusive sovereignty over all of 

Korea.20 

Captain George McCabe, United States Coast Guard, dispatched a small 

contingency to organize and train a South Korean Coast Guard per United States Army's 

request. CAPT McCabe arrived late August 1946 in the ROK, met his ROK counterpart 

LCDR Sohn Won Yi, and established the Chinhae Naval Officer Candidate S ~ h o o l . ~ ~  

The U.S. Coast Guard provided essential support to the ROK while training their 

maritime forces. The U.S. Coast Guard's primary missions in Korea during the Korean 

War included maintaining port security, conducting maritime and safety inspections, 

search and rescue, and ocean patrols. 

'9 Radio Korea International: History of Korea, "The Development of the 
Republic of Korea and Modem Culture", 
http://rki.kbs.co.kr/english/historylhok~s9 1 .html 

20 MacDonald, Donald Stone, The Koreans: Contempora y Politics and Society, 
Westview Press, 1990, page 47. 

21 Winkler, David, 172e Birth of the South Korean Navy, Navy League of the 
United States; www.navyleague.org/seapower/august2000lhistoric.htm 



B. 1948-KOREAN WAR 

Korea was divided into (a), the DPRK, north of the thirty-eighth parallel; and (b) 

the ROK, south of the thirty-eighth parallel. The Korean peninsula created a power 

vacuum pitting the DPRK against the ROK. These two conflicting countries collided with 

increased nationalism, leading to the Korean War. 

During 1948, DPRK and ROK naval assets were extremely limited. When U.S. 

occupation forces withdrew from the Republic of Korea in July 1949,79 vessels, mainly 

U.S. Navy types: Yard Minesweepers, Landing Craft Infantry, and Picket Boats were 

transferred to the Korean Security Forces.22 

U.S. Secretary of State Dean Acheson's National Press Club speech in January 

1950 reaffirmed existing U.S. policy on defense of the Pacific area, but interpreted as a 

signal that Korea would not be defended by the United States. 23 

When the DPRK's army swept into South Korea, the United Nations Security 

Council passed a resolution ordering the communists to withdraw to the thirty-eighth 

parallel and actively encouraged fellow U.N. member nations to support South Korea. 

US. troops flowed into South Korea followed by troops from Britain, France, Canada, 

Australia, the Philippines, and Turkey. 

The Korean War saw South Korea's use of naval force. According to Han Woo- 

Keun, "Under the command of General Douglas MacArthur, the UN coalition took the 

22 Jane's Fighting Ships, 1954-55, Jane's Fighting Ships Publishing Company, 
1955, page 255. 

23 MacDonald, Donald Stone, The Koreans: Contemporary Politics and Society, 
Westview Press, 1990, page 50. 
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initiative, and after the surprise landing at Inch'on, pushed the communists out of South 

Korea, advancing into the north."24 

The Inch'on landing demonstrated the strategic value of naval capabilities and 

assets. On September 15, 1950, Task Force Seven, with more than 320 warships 

including four aircraft carriers, canied 70,000 troops of X Corps into the dangerous tides 

of Inch'on harbor. Under heavy naval bombardment and a blanket of fighting aircraft, 

elements of the lSt Marine Division landed 100 miles behind North Korean lines and took 

Seoul by September 25, 1950.25 

North Korea was strangling the South Korean coalition forces before the Inch'on 

landing. If North Korea had a naval force capable of providing support to its ground 

troops the outcome of the Korean War could have been different. The U.S. Navy, 

strategically used during the Korean War, altered the course and outcome of the Korean 

War. 

Indigenous South Korean naval vessels were sparse. One of the ROK7s first naval 

vessels was the patrol craft Bak Du San. A former US. Merchant Marine Academy 

training ship, she was acquired by the South Korean Navy in September 1949 at a cost of 

$1 8,000 and fitted with guns at Pearl Harbor January 1950. Three converted patrol craft 

24 Han, Woo-Keun, n e  Histov of Korea, East-West Center Press, Honolulu, 
1971, page 506. 

25 Kortegaard,B.L. "Inchon: Operation CHROMITE, Available at 
http://m.kmike.comlinchon.htm 



boats for the South Korean Navy were also berthed at Honolulu on the outbreak of war in 

Korea.26 

The ROK planned to establish a navy and funded the purchase of ships and 

training. Untimely events, namely the Korean War, coincided with the naval buildup in 

South Korea, and rendered the ROK Navy virtually useless. According to Jane's Fighting 

Ships, "About thirty other ships were acquired before hostilities, including a few ex-U.S. 

minesweepers, a flotilla of ten former Japanese minelayers, and some picket boats. At the 

time of the outbreak of the Korean War, the Commander-in-Chief was Admiral Sohn 

Won Yil and the Navy headquarters were at Seou1."27 

C. POST KOREAN WAR-PRESENT 

ROK naval forces emerged at the end of the Korean War. South Korea assumed 

all responsibility for its sea defense on March 5, 1955. The United States Far East Naval 

Command relinquished coastal defense, blockade, convoy escort, and patrol duties to the 

Republic of Korea Navy.28 The fledgling ROK Navy, outfitted with decommissioned 

U.S. and Japanese warships, was initially authorized 15,000 personnel.29 As of May 

2001, the ROK Navy has doubled its personnel size in the hopes of establishing a stand- 

alone credible defense program. 

26 Jane 's Fighting Ships, 1950-51, The McGraw Hill Book Company, 1 95 1, page 
262. 

27 Ibid, page 262. 

28 Jane 's Fighting Ships, 1955-56, Jane's Fighting Ships Publishing Company, 
1956, page 257. 

29 Jane's Fighting Ships 2000-2001, edited by Captain Richard Sharpe, RN, One 
Hundred and Third Edition, Jane's Information Group Limited, Sentinel House, 2000, 
page 406. 
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Despite the Armistice Agreement, the ROK kept up its guard against the DPRK, 

and designed its military strategy to deter their northern neighbors. A perceived threat 

fiom North Korea propelled the ROK into action, officially toward self-sufficiency. 

Admiral Son Won 11, ROK Defense Minister, and the ROK Chief of Naval Operations, 

Vice Admiral Jeung Kuk-Mo, charted the ROK Navy's course. The ROKN was 

equipped with 2 ex-U.S. Bostwick destroyer escorts, 4 ex-U.S. frigates, 4 ex-U.S. escort 

vessels, 12 ex-U.S. patrol vessels, 13 ex-U.S. coastal minesweepers, 3 ex-U.S. motor 

torpedo boats, 2 exJapanese auxiliary minelayers, and 3 exJapanese gunboats. In 1955, 

ROK Naval planning boards stated a goal to include 76 ships in its augmentation 

program.30 

North Korea's armed forces expansion continued throughout the 1960s, while 

South Korean President Syngrnan Rhee's government depended on the United States for 

defense and training. In 1963, newly elected South Korean President Park Chung Hee 

directed efforts to manipulate South Korea's institutions to solve their national problems. 

The ROK continued to pursue its goals of modernization and national security in the 

1960s, and became aware of the importance of political stability. 31 

President Park launched South Korean awareness toward required institutional 

change in the Yushin Reforms. According to President Park, "The reforms enabled us to 

30 Jane's Fighting Ships, 1957-1958, Jane's Fighting Ships Publishing Company, 
1957, page 264. 

31 Park Chung Hee, Korea Reborn: A Model for Development, Prentice-Hall Inc, 
1979, page 47. 



react actively to the changing international environment so that we could ensure our 

survival and preserve our affluence."32 

Several reforms, most notably a modernization program for the ROK armed 

forces, with one third of all government expenditures dedicated to defense in 1965, 

instilled confidence in the South Korean government. The Defense Industry Bureau 

within the Ministry of Defense was established, and weapon assembly at state-owned 

plants began as the ROK's naval shipbuilding industry started building warships under 

the Force Improvement Plan. 

Threatened by the communists in North Korea, who could unleash another war on 

the South Koreans, fuelled a South Korean interest to build up the South Korean defense 

program. Strengthening its forces became a top priority for South Korea. The ROKN, 

operating with outdated platforms and systems, benefited from the modernization 

program. In the 1980s. the ROK modernization program flourished with several new 

classes of indigenously constructed diesel electric submarines, frigates, fast attack craft, 

and patrol boats.33 

Infrastructure chanyes were required to allow the ROKN to operate with its 

international counterparts. In 1936, the ROKN reorganized into three fleets. Changes 

introduced in 1987 n.ithm the R O W  recognized the ROK Marines as an independent 

service component, no lonyer an extension of the ROKN. Military preparedness is one of 

the Republic of Korea's defense objectives. Each branch of the ROK military performs 

32 Ibid, page 1 4. 

33 Foxwell, David, "Fleet Review: South Korea's Naval Forces Still Look North", 
Jane's Navy International, Sept. 1, 1998, Vol. 103, Issue 7, page 29. 



independently and the ROK Army played the leading role for the majority of the ROK's 

existence. 

The ROKN played second fiddle, along with the ROK Air Force, to the ROK 

Army for many years. The divergence in military spending may soon change, as the ROK 

government appears to understand the importance and fragility of the ROK's maritime 

environment, resources, challenges, and responsibilities. An official navy publication 

sees four main roles for the ROKN as: 

Deterring war through sea power; 
Securing victory in war through sea control; 
Promoting and protecting national interests by protecting resources; and 
Enhancing national prestige through naval pre~ence.3~ 

The ROKN is becoming a highly trained force capable of neutralizing its 

opponent. Modem systems and an improved training syllabus have generated a talented 

field of professional warriors. The potential for ROKN modernization is greater than 

many assume it to be, but the South Korean political process will decide how the program 

will proceed. 

Short-term tasks for the ROKN include: 

Destruction of DPRK forces' infiltrationllanding attempts; 
Prevention andlor clearance of harbor mining; and 
Defeat of the North Korean People's Navy in port and at sea.35 

Extending their military presence has been a concern for ROKN officials. In 

September 1994, a small group of ROKN ships began a goodwill tour to over 16 

34 Ibid, page 37. 

35 Cloughly, Brian, "Korean Flashpoint Waits to be Ignited", International 
Defense Review, Sept. 1, 1996, Strategic and Security Issues; Vol. 29; No. 9; pg. 29. 
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countries, including Saudi Arabia, Malaysia, Sri Lanka, Italy, and Japan. The Republic of 

Korea continues to improve and expand its naval presence vis-his  the South Korean 

defense industry. A key motivator for technological development and sudden growth in 

the ROKN was the threat of conflict with North Korea. This early strategic goal has been 

subsumed within the broader objective of defense-industrial self-sufficiency.36 

ROK naval forces have prepared an operational posture to respond to a variety of 

North Korean military threats, including an all-out offensive, isolated armed incidents 

and provocations, incursions by armed perpetrators, and terrorist attacks. An improved 

early warning system and an enhanced quick-response posture forms a part of the ROKN 

strategic focus. 

North Korean provocations, directed at South Korea, originate from the Armistice 

Agreement of 1953. As the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) serves as a land border separating 

North Korea and South Korea, the Northern Limit Line (NLL), is a water boundary 

extending seaward from the western and eastern edges of the DMZ. Hijacking fishing 

boats on the East and West Sea, as well as frequent penetrations across the NLL are 

examples of North Korean provocations. Tensions across the NLL climaxed into battle 

on June 15, 1999, when North Korean gunboats fired across the NLL. According to Lee 

Sung-Yul, a staff reporter for The Korea Herald, "A North Korean Navy vessel fired 

upon the South's patrol boats operating 5 kilometers south of the sea border. South 

Korean Navy ships returned fire, sinking a North Korean torpedo boat and damaging five 

others. Seven South Korean sailors were wounded, but there were no words from 

36 "Climbing the Industrial Ladder," Jane 's Defense Weekly, July 3 1, 1993, Vol. 
20; No. 5; pg. 20. 



Pyongyang on the casualties of North Korean troops. The gun battle lasted 14 minutes, 

between 9:28 a.m. and 9:42 a.m."37 

According to ROKN officials in Seoul, more threatening to South Korean naval 

ships than the North Korean patrol boats are Silkworm missiles and 100mm shore guns 

positioned close to the sea border. "North Korea's lOOrnm gun, with a range of 21Km, 

can hit targets up to 6Km south of the NLL. Silkworm missiles, with a range of 95Km are 

also positioned close to the sea border and pose another series of threats to South Korean 

patrol boats."38 

The 15 June incident may threaten a larger scale and more overt mode of conflict 

in the West Sea. The ROKN is a small modem force, using U.S. weaponry and a 

potential blue-water capability. The DPRKN, in contrast, is outdated and built with 

Russian designs but with a larger order of battle. With more than 400 missile and 

torpedo-equipped coastal combatants, it is a force that could cause the smaller ROKN 

some long-term problems.39 

The dawn of the millennium proves the Republic of Korea can survive in a 

maritime environment. Chief of Naval Operations, Admiral Lee Soo Yong, and Vice 

Chief of Naval Operations, Rear Admiral Kim Moo Woong, constitute the top two ROK 

naval Officers. ROK Naval Fleet Command headquarters is at Chinhae, headed by 

Commander of the Naval Operations, Vice Admiral Suh Young Kil. Operational 

37 Lee, Sung-Yul, "South Korea, U.S. Keep Close Eye on North as Tension 
Persists", The Korea Herald, June 17, 1999. 

39 Hollingsbee, Trevor, "Koreans Clash in the Yellow Sea", Jane S Intelligence 
Review, July 1, 1999, section: News and Analysis: Vol. 1 1; pg. 7. 
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