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IS IT A NUCLEAR HEDGE? WHY SOUTH KOREA SHOULD REASSURE ABOUT ITS NON-
WEAPONS NUCLEAR INTENTIONS 

Matthew Sharp, Celia McDowall, and Toby Dalton 

South Korea has launched a highly ambitious effort to advance its nuclear technologies. 
Together with the United States, South Korea announced that it will pursue civilian 
uranium enrichment, after decades of abstaining from this sensitive technology. An 
enrichment programme would help fuel its nuclear power plants and bolster its efforts to 
export them overseas. More ambitiously, also with the United States as a partner, Seoul 
has decided to procure conventionally-armed, nuclear-powered submarines (SSNs) to 
strengthen its sea defences. Both initiatives were formally outlined in the US-ROK Joint 
Fact Sheet, released on November 13, 2025, following an October presidential summit. 
These commercial, industrial, and military nuclear projects are highly consequential and 
ZLOO�VKDSH�6RXWK�.RUHD¶V�UROH�LQ�WKH�UHJLRQ�DQG�LQWHUQDWLRQDOO\�IRU�GHFDGHV�WR�FRPH��� 

Individually, pursuit of each technology would attract attention and raise concerns 
among neighbours and partners. In combination, and in the context of a well-
documented South Korean public interest in possessing nuclear weapons, these 
WHFKQRORJLHV�FRXOG�VXJJHVW�DQ�XOWHULRU�PRWLYH��EXLOGLQJ�QXFOHDU�ZHDSRQV�³ODWHQF\´�
(commonly known in the academic literature as nuclear hedging). Indeed, some former 
officials, military officers, and academics from South Korea argue that nuclear weapons 
ODWHQF\�VKRXOG�EH�WKH�FKLHI�DLP�RI�6HRXO¶V�QXFOHDU�SROLF\��6XFK�DGYRFDWHV�FRQWHQG�WKDW�
nuclear latency would produce political and deterrent effects that would bolster South 
Korea¶s security. Yet to have such deterrent power, a nuclear hedge must be premised 
RQ�DQ�LPSOLHG�WKUHDW�WR�³JR�QXFOHDU´�DQG�DQ�LPSOLFDWLRQ�WKDW�UHVWUDLQW�IURP�GRLQJ�VR�LV�
conditional.   

However, calls for nuclear weapons latency are in direct tension with the non-weapons 
objectives set out for these technologies by the Lee Jae Myung administration. For 
South Korea, the conditional nature of nuclear hedging would be in clear contradiction 
with its record as a strong champion of non-proliferation and its international 
obligations as a party to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). In fact, success in 
its commercial (in the case of enrichment) and defensive (in the case of the submarines) 
objectives depends materially on the support and cooperation of a diverse set of 
international stakeholders; generating that trust is not possible while at the same time 
posturing these activities as a nuclear weapons hedge. If South Korea chooses the path 
of hedging, it is unlikely to win long-term support for its efforts from Washington and 
may face more direct opposition from others. However, if it chooses the path of non-
proliferation, it will have to convince allies and adversaries alike that its commercial 
and defensive nuclear projects are not just hedging in disguise. Seoul will need to 
provide effective reassurances ± measures like those elaborated below ± to key 

https://www.chosun.com/english/national-en/2025/11/15/KLH4TIT74NB6PDOZGOX6LNT5G4/
https://en.yna.co.kr/view/AEN20260526007952315
https://www.whitehouse.gov/fact-sheets/2025/11/joint-fact-sheet-on-president-donald-j-trumps-meeting-with-president-lee-jae-myung/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/fact-sheets/2025/11/joint-fact-sheet-on-president-donald-j-trumps-meeting-with-president-lee-jae-myung/
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2026/08/29/asia-pacific/south-korea-nuclear-weapons-survey/
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2026/08/29/asia-pacific/south-korea-nuclear-weapons-survey/
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/book/nuclear-latency-and-hedging-concepts-history-and-issues
https://www.koreajoongangdaily.com/korea/south-korea-should-become-nuclear-threshold-state-seoul-mayor-says/12118597
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audiences that will credibly demonstrate its continued commitment to nuclear weapons 
abstinence. 

DIMENSIONS OF SOUTH KOREA͛S NUCLEAR ASPIRATIONS 

6RXWK�.RUHD¶V�VXEVWDQWLDO�QXFOHDU�SURJUDPme now has three dimensions to it. The first 
is civilian: South Korea is a global leader in the domestic use of nuclear power and is 
growing in prominence as an exporter to others. In support of this robust nuclear 
industry, South Korea now seeks to develop or acquire a uranium enrichment capability 
to manufacture nuclear fuel. It also wishes to proceed with a long-debated reprocessing 
programme to reduce the volume of used nuclear fuel and potentially recycle some of 
the component materials. Per the 2015 US-ROK nuclear cooperation agreement, South 
Korea needs written consent from the United States to proceed with either technology. 
Washington stated its intention to provide such consent in the November 2025 
announcement, affirming WKDW�LW�³VXSSRUWV�WKH�SURFHVV�WKDW�ZLOO�OHDG�WR�WKH�52.¶V�FLYLO�
XUDQLXP�HQULFKPHQW�DQG�VSHQW�IXHO�UHSURFHVVLQJ�IRU�SHDFHIXO�XVHV�´� 

Alongside this commercial nuclear aspect is a newer military dimension. The joint 
announcement that South Korea and the United States would pursue nuclear-propelled, 
conventionally-armed submarines for South Korea initiates a strategically important yet 
complicated project. Many unanswered questions remain about the strategic logic and 
military rationale for SSNs, as well as how the programme might be implemented, 
including the extent to which the United States would be involved in the submarine 
build and fuel provision, or whether South Korea would enrich the fuel on its own. In 
any case, South Korea appears likely to need close US support to deliver the project.  

7KH�WKLUG�GLPHQVLRQ�RI�6RXWK�.RUHD¶V�QXFOHDU�SURJUDPme, albeit not a matter of 
government policy so much as public aspiration, is about nuclear deterrence. 
Enrichment and reprocessing comprise the two primary pathways to acquire the fissile 
materials needed to fuel nuclear weapons. Nuclear-powered submarines have heretofore 
only been operated by states with nuclear weapons as part of their nuclear deterrence 
SRVWXUHV��7KXV��DGGLQJ�WKHVH�FRPPHUFLDO�DQG�GHIHQVLYH�HOHPHQWV�WR�6RXWK�.RUHD¶V�
already formidable nuclear technology mastery would significantly enhance the 
political, technical, and economic feasibility ± real or perceived ± of a hypothetical 
future nuclear weapons programme. All that would be lacking is a political decision to 
pursue one.  

6RXWK�.RUHD¶V�GHVLUHG�PLOLWDU\�DQG�FRPPHUFLDO�QXFOHDU�HIIRUWV�ZLOO�UHTXLUH�FORVH�
partnership with friends and will be watched closely by its neighbours (and adversaries). 
Both will be alert to any indication that these capabilities are being pursued for nuclear 
weapons purposes, especially given the view held by some in South Korea that 
proximity to a nuclear breakout capability is a core benefit of these projects. Key 
foreign audiences will require reassurance that this is not the case. 

https://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.php?id=44916
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2025-05-14/south-korea-nuclear-energy-is-leading-the-industry-comeback
https://www.world-nuclear-news.org/articles/us-affirms-support-for-korean-uranium-enrichment
https://foreignpolicy.com/2025/11/19/trump-nuclear-submarines-south-korea/
https://www.hani.co.kr/arti/international/america/1277157.html
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The South Korean government appears to recognise the importance of these reassurance 
steps. On 28 July ������6RXWK�.RUHD¶V�0LQLVWU\�RI�1DWLRQDO�'HIHQVH�announced that it 
ZRXOG�ZRUN�WR�³HVWDEOLVK�WKH�OHJDO�DQG�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�IRXQGDWLRQ�QHHGHG�WR�HQVXUH�WKH�
stable implementation of the nuclear-SRZHUHG�VXEPDULQH�SURJUDP�´�LQFOXGLQJ�WKURXJK�D�
draft law prohibiting diversion of nuclear submarine fuel for nuclear weapons purposes. 
That the defence ministry perceived the need to create a legal barrier between the SSN 
project and prospective nuclear weapons speaks to the broad reassurance challenge the 
country faces as it pursues new, sensitive nuclear technologies. The government appears 
to also recognise that new approaches to reassurance will be needed to augment existing 
legal and policy measures. Beyond the submarine programme, it would be useful for 
South Korea to consider other reassurances that would serve to address potential 
FRQFHUQV�WKDW�RWKHUZLVH�FRXOG�XQGHUPLQH�WKH�DFKLHYHPHQW�RI�6HRXO¶V�LQGXVWULDO��HQHUJ\��
and conventional military objectives.   

WHY ARE REASSURANCES NEEDED? 

Assurances that global access to nuclear energy will not facilitate the spread of nuclear 
weapons have long been a cornerstone of the nuclear non-proliferation regime. Both the 
NPT and the Nuclear Suppliers Group require non-nuclear weapon states to have a 
safeguards agreement in place with the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) 
before nuclear materials, technologies, or knowledge can be transferred to them.  South 
Korea has long been a strong advocate for and implementer of this norm, adopting the 
,$($¶V�$GGLWLRQDO�3URWRFRO�DQG�UHFHLYLQJ�WKH�,$($¶V�³%URDGHU�&RQFOXVLRQ´�WKDW�DOO�LWV�
nuclear activities and materials are confined to peaceful uses. 

Particularly sensitive nuclear activities such as enrichment, reprocessing, and naval 
nuclear propulsion have been viewed as more dangerous in terms of their potential to 
open nuclear weapons pathways. Historically, with a few notable exceptions, these 
capabilities have mostly been reserved to nuclear-armed states. Where exceptions on 
enrichment and reprocessing have occurred, states recognised that traditional IAEA 
safeguards do not provide adequate assurance on non-weapons intentions; these states 
all adopted supplementary measures to bridge this gap. For instance, the United 
Kingdom, the Netherlands, and Germany operate uranium enrichment facilities within a 
multinational fuel cycle consortium that is monitored by a broader European safeguards 
institution. Brazil and Argentina pursued mutual accountability for their sensitive 
technologies through a complementary regional verification arrangement. Japan invites 
broad verification and transparency around its nuclear policies, activities, and facilities, 
including highly intrusive safeguards at its reprocessing facility. And Australia is 
negotiating a special agreement with the IAEA to safeguard the highly enriched 
uranium that will power its nuclear submarines.  

Despite these reassuring steps, international concerns over states pursuing such nuclear 
DFWLYLWLHV�UHPDLQ��-DSDQ¶V�UHSURFHVVLQJ�SURJUDPme, for instance, attracts particular 

https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/east-asia/south-korea-to-write-nuclear-nonproliferation-into-submarine-law
https://en.yna.co.kr/view/AEN20260729009800315
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/mar/15/australia-seeks-talks-with-global-nuclear-watchdog-to-allay-aukus-fears
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attention amidst broader political shifts in its security policy. At the 2026 NPT Review 
&RQIHUHQFH��WKH�&KLQHVH�GHOHJDWLRQ�EHUDWHG�-DSDQ�KDUVKO\�RQ�WKLV�EDVLV��GHVSLWH�-DSDQ¶V�
consistent efforts to proactively acknowledge and address such concerns by pursuing an 
elevated standard of safeguards on and transparency around its nuclear policies and 
programmes. In particular, Japan helped form and fund a multinational forum to 
strengthen reprocessing safeguards in 1987. This initiative followed agreement by 
Washington and Tokyo that the size and scale of operations at the Rokkasho 
Reprocessing Plant ± -DSDQ¶V�first large-scale commercial reprocessing plant, currently 
scheduled to begin operation in 2027 if it does not face further delays ± would far 
exceed the monitoring capacity of traditional IAEA safeguards. The resulting approach 
of enhanced safeguards at Rokkasho included IAEA involvement in facility design, near 
real-time accounting of nuclear materials, and a permanent in-country presence for 
IAEA inspectors. In 1994, Japan became the first country to publicly declare its national 
holdings of separated plutonium and continues to do so annually.   

7KH�VDPH�G\QDPLF�DWWHQGV�$XVWUDOLD¶V�SURJUDPme to acquire nuclear-powered 
submarines. China again has led harsh international criticism of the non-proliferation 
implications of this capability in a variety of fora. Australia and its partners have 
countered this criticism with intensive transparency through detailed working papers 
and events on the margins of international conferences to clarify the parameters of their 
cooperation and their committed approach to non-proliferation. Australia also formally 
requested to negotiate a new framework with the IAEA for safeguarding this 
programme, including additional, voluntary measures so that international inspectors 
could meet their technical objectives throughout the lifecycle of the submarines.   

-DSDQ�DQG�$XVWUDOLD¶V�H[WHQVLYH�HIIRUWV�WR�DXJPHQW�WUDQVSDUHQF\�DQG�PRQLWRULQJ�EH\RQG�
existing international requirements for peaceful uses reflect a recognition that 
reassurance is integral to the achievement of their respective aims. Noting ongoing 
LQWHUQDWLRQDO�³VXVSLFLRQ�WKDW�-DSDQ�LQWHQGV�WR�GHYHORS�QXFOHDU�ZHDSRQV�´�IRU�LQVWDQFH��DQ�
internal report by the Japan Atomic Energy Commission published in 2000 recommends 
WKDW�-DSDQ�VKRXOG�³QRW�RQO\�VWULFWO\�PDLQWDLQ�WKH�SULQFLSOH�RI�SHDFHIXO�XVH��EXW�DOVR�PDNH�
FRQWLQXHG�HIIRUWV�WR�REWDLQ�WKH�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�DQG�WUXVW�RI�WKH�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�FRPPXQLW\�´�
The approaches taken by Australia and Japan are tailored to their specific nuclear 
activities and will not be directly applicable to South Korea. Nevertheless, they 
highlight the need for states pursuing advanced nuclear programmes to exceed existing 
standards to build confidence.  

WHO NEEDS REASSURANCE, AND OF WHAT? 

There are multiple audiences of relevance as South Korea seeks to strike the right 
balance between its near- and long-term economic and security needs. Central to these 
audiences is concern that South Korea could in the future decide to use technology and 

https://asia.nikkei.com/business/energy/japan-nuclear-fuel-reprocessing-plant-at-risk-of-28th-delay
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/aukus-submarine-deal-nuclear-proliferation-risks-china-rcna74805
https://www.iaea.org/newscenter/pressreleases/director-general-statement-in-relation-to-aukus-announcement
https://www.iaea.org/newscenter/pressreleases/director-general-statement-in-relation-to-aukus-announcement
https://www.nrc.gov/docs/ML0101/ML010190056.pdf
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materials accrued for non-ZHDSRQV�SXUSRVHV�WR�³EUHDN�RXW´�RI�LWV�QRQ-proliferation 
commitments and quickly acquire nuclear weapons. Key audiences include: 

x United States: South Korean industrial and military nuclear efforts both depend 
on long-term cooperation from the United States, for which non-proliferation 
requirements are a matter of US law. Failure to incorporate durable assurances to 
future US administrations and Congressional stakeholders that US-ROK 
cooperation will not contribute directly or indirectly to a South Korean nuclear 
weapons programme could jeopardise the ongoing support needed for successful 
cooperation. 

x International Community: South Korea¶V� VWURQJ� LQWHUQDWLRQDO� UHSXWDWLRQ� DV� D�
non-proliferation champion contributes both to its reputation as a reliable nuclear 
power supplier and its security interests with respect to North Korea. Maintaining 
this reputation as a non-proliferation leader will be important, for example, in 
navigating IAEA Board of Governors approval of safeguards measures regarding 
6RXWK�.RUHD¶V�QXFOHDU�SURSXOVLRQ�HIIRUWV�DQG�FRPSHWLQJ�LQWHUQDWLRQDOO\�LQ�QXFOHDU�
FRPPHUFH��)XUWKHU��LI�6RXWK�.RUHD¶V�FRPPLtment to non-proliferation falls into 
TXHVWLRQ�� HIIRUWV� WR� FRQWDLQ� DQG� SUHVVXUH� 1RUWK� .RUHD¶V� QXFOHDU� ZHDSRQV�
possession could be impaired. 

x China: Beijing has falsely asserted that the United States plans to implement 
nuclear weapons sharing in South Korea and will likely view new South Korean 
nuclear capabilities through this prism. Beijing may also be sensitive to a potential 
Korean Peninsula arms competition driving more extensive North Korean nuclear 
weapons development. To avoid Chinese retributive actions such as the sanctions 
OHYLHG�LQ�WKH�ZDNH�RI�WKH�7+$$'�GHSOR\PHQW��LW�LV�LQ�6HRXO¶V�VHFXULW\�LQWHUHVW�WR�
reassure Beijing that South Korean enrichment and naval propulsion programmes 
do not conceal a nuclear weapons programme or hedging effort somehow tied to 
US regional nuclear posture. 

x North Korea: South Korean enrichment and reprocessing capabilities will break 
6HRXO¶V� ORQJ-standing commitment to the 1992 Joint Declaration on the 
Denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula with North Korea, under which the two 
JRYHUQPHQWV�DJUHHG�WR�³XVH�QXFOHDU�HQHUJ\�VROHO\�IRU�SHDFHIXO�SXUSRVHV´�DQG�QRW�
WR� ³SRVVHVV� QXFOHDU� UHSURFHVVLQJ� DQG� HQULFKPHQW� IDFLOLWLHV�´� 2I� FRXUVH�� 1RUWK�
Korea violated the Joint Declaration years ago, yet new South Korean nuclear 
capabilities inevitably will drive false propaganda and potentially escalatory 
dynamics with Pyongyang. Assurances pertaining to either nuclear fuel cycle 
capabilities or SSNs will not stop that propaganda but will be important in 
undercutting its effectiveness among foreign audiences. 

THE SUBSTANCE AND MEASURES OF SOUTH KOREA͛S REASSURANCE 

Through additional reassurance measures, South Korea should aim to bolster confidence 
that it does not seek a nuclear weapon or nuclear weapons option, and that its new 

https://www.voanews.com/a/china-us-nuclear-weapons-in-south-korea-would-undermine-its-security-/7643297.html
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/china-retaliates-south-korea-us-thaad-missile-defense-lotte-and-k-pop/
https://2001-2009.state.gov/t/ac/rls/or/2004/31011.htm
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advanced nuclear programmes will not facilitate that outcome. To this end, Seoul would 
need to clearly communicate and demonstrate that enrichment and reprocessing 
activities and their products are entirely for peaceful and/or commercial purposes. For 
effective reassurance, key audiences must feel confident not only that South Korea 
remains politically committed to the nuclear non-proliferation regime but that it is 
implementing (and continuously updating) the highest standards of safeguards, security, 
and technology controls associated with its nuclear activities. This would necessitate 
concrete measures to prevent materials and facilities associated with South Korean 
nuclear energy and propulsion programmes from being utilised in any scenario leading 
to nuclear weapons.  

Conveying the right reassurances to the right audiences will require a portfolio of 
specific steps. These could range from legally binding initiatives (more assuring but 
harder to achieve) to voluntary steps or transparency measures (easier to implement but 
less reassuring). A comprehensive reassurance strategy might draw on a mixture of 
GLIIHUHQW�HOHPHQWV��GHSHQGLQJ�RQ�KRZ�6RXWK�.RUHD¶V�QXFOHDU�DPELWLRQV�HYROYH��� 

Measures that cannot be easily reversed, such as those encoded in national law or a 
binding, bilateral cooperation agreement, would likely have the strongest reassurance 
effects. These could include laws to prohibit and criminalise activities enabling the 
manufacture of a nuclear weapon, for example, or to prohibit the transfer of enriched 
nuclear material from civilian to military programmes. Mandated, enhanced cooperation 
with the IAEA could also fall into this category, as could limitations on specific nuclear 
activities ± such as enrichment above a certain threshold, production and use of uranium 
metal, or stockpiling of separated plutonium. Legal linkages between relevant nuclear 
activities and continued South Korean implementation of its NPT obligations would be 
helpful. 

Less permanent, but more easily tractable, options would include high-level statements 
of a policy against pursuing nuclear weapons, acknowledging a need to provide greater 
transparency to that end, and undertaking public education in support of strengthened 
non-proliferation practices. Similarly, a national policy that clearly articulates and 
justifies the commercial and defensive rationales of South Korean nuclear activities 
could counter arguments that these capabilities are intended for nuclear hedging. 
Voluntary cooperation with the IAEA to enhance the strength of its verification 
activities in South Korea and globally could support the same objective. Where 
possible, anchoring additional transparency in existing agreements with the IAEA, for 
example by voluntarily declaring additional information for verification or in the 
context of the special measures for safeguarding the submarine programme, would 
PDNH�VXFK�FRRSHUDWLRQ�PRUH�HQGXULQJ�DQG�WKXV�PRUH�UHDVVXULQJ��6RXWK�.RUHD¶V�
commitment to transparency as it initiates negotiations with the IAEA for a safeguards 
approach on its SSN programme is a first, positive step. 

https://en.yna.co.kr/view/AEN20260908002500315
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CONCLUSION 

6RXWK�.RUHD¶V�QXFOHDU�DPELWLRQV�DUH�EURDG��DQG�FRXOG�SRVLWLYHO\�LPSDFW�LWV�HFRQRPLF��
diplomatic, and security interests for decades. But they also raise legitimate questions 
and concerns from audiences alert to signs that Seoul is hedging on a future nuclear 
weapons capability. Others have walked this tightrope before, establishing the need for 
a strong package of steps to provide reassurance to multiple audiences. Measures like 
the ones suggested in this paper could help South Korea to do the same, ensuring that 
non-proliferation concerns do not undercut the success or even viability of its intended 
non-weapons nuclear objectives. 
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