CONVENTIONAL FORCE ISSUES AND A KOREA-JAPAN NWFZ
Peter Hayes and Richard Tanter
Draft Research Note For Nov 11, 2011 Workshop
23 June, 2011

The purpose of this note is to specify the requirements for four papers to be written for one panel in
the Nautilus Institute Research Workshop on Extended Deterrence and NWEFZs in East Asian
Security in Tokyo on November 11, 2011. One goal of the workshop is to assess the desirability and
viability of United States assurances of nuclear extended deterrence as a core part of the security
policies of Japan and the Republic of Korea, and, to explore and test the possible structure, viability
and problems of relying on conventional instead of nuclear extended deterrence.

Accordingly, three papers will explore and test the possible structure, viability and problems of
reliance by Japan and the Republic of Korea on United States conventional extended deterrence, in
concert with its regional allies’ capabilities, with one paper each from the perspective of Japan, the
Republic of Korea, and China.

A fourth paper will explore the related but more specific and narrow questions of the role of United
States assurances of extended nuclear deterrence to the Republic of Korea in respect of nuclear,
conventional or chemical attacks on Seoul, and the possible structure, viability and problems of
reliance on United States conventional extended deterrence, in concert with its regional allies’
capabilities.

I. BACKGROUND

As early as 1972, researchers and policy-makers in Japan and elsewhere have explored concepts of a
Northeast Asian nuclear weapons-free zone. Nautilus Institute is exploring the viability of a
particular approach to such NWFZ based on the goal of a bilateral (South) Korea-Japan NWFZ,'
with the door open for North Korean entry at the outset or at a later date.” The provision by the
United States of assurances of extended nuclear deterrence to Japan and the Republic of Korea is a
key issue in discussing such a proposal, since the governments of both countries rely on and
incorporate such an assurance into their defence policies and planning, particularly in regard to the
DPRK and China. Although it is possible, as the case of Australia shows, for a country relying on
US extended nuclear deterrence to be a party to a NWFZ, there is an inherent contradiction at the
very least in spirit, in asking nuclear weapons states to observe their commitments to not use nuclear
weapons to attack the non-nuclear parties to a NWFZ if the latter non-nuclear states are hosting
conventional forces that directly and indirectly support nuclear operations against them.

It seems likely, therefore, that a NWFZ in Northeast Asia would unfold in carefully crafted stages,
the first stage being the stabilize and align perceptions of great power relations with respect to the
DPRK nuclear weapons threat; the second stage, once the DPRK nuclear threat is removed, being
the further reduction of the role played by nuclear weapons in great power relations in the region,



leading to China’s entry into strategic nuclear disarmament talks; and the third stage, built on the
foundation of a regional NWFZ, being the creation of a regional cooperative security institution,
primarily directed to managing the Sino-Japanese relationship. Only in this third and final phase
would non-nuclear states no longer rely on US nuclear extended deterrence, although in all three
stages, US nuclear extended deterrence is only a last resort reserved for existential threats to US and
allied security. How long these stages might take (they might overlap) is unknowable—but the first
stage could easily take a decade (or much less); the second stage could easily take two decades; and
the third stage could take generational time (three plus decades). However, the strategic gains—
immediate reduction of the risk of nuclear war in Korea, the removal of the DPRK nuclear threat,
putting the lid more firmly on Japanese and South Korean nuclear weapons aspirations, and
inducing China to begin a cooperative security strategy based on partnership with Japan and Korea,
can begin from the day that a NWFZ treaty comes into force.

Before a discussion of a NWFZ and conventional versus nuclear deterrence can begin, however, it is
essential to establish a common understanding or a baseline as to the state of nuclear extended
deterrence today. The question facing the governments of Japan and South Korea (and of great
relevance to China and the DPRK) is whether US nuclear extended deterrence has been
transformed by the last two decades of change in US nuclear doctrine and forces, starting with the
removal of US nuclear weapons from Korea in February 1992, that render it unreliable and impotent
compared to the Cold War period. This shift is not due to the inherent difficulty faced by a nuclear
weapons state that extends deterrence, that is, to the incredibility of rendering itself hostage to the
situation of a nuclear protégé/ally — in the worst, clichéd imaginary case, being willing to sacrifice
Tokyo or Seoul for Los Angeles. Nor is this an issue because of any doubts about the fundamental
commitment by the United States to the defence of Japan or South Korea. Rather, the proposition
to be tested is that the US defence commitment to Japan and South Korea is more robust in
intention and capacity than ever, but in reality, is already wholly non-nuclear in character. In other
words, the governments of Japan and South Korea keep calling for, and receiving, symbolic
assurances of US intent to provide nuclear protection in the face of a nuclear attack; but US military
policy, force structure, and for the last two decades, practice, is to respond to regional threats with
massive, overwhelming, conventional force.’

As Jeffrey Lewis puts it:

“There is a widening, yawning even awesome gap between the rhetoric of traditional nuclear
extended deterrence, and the reality of targeting, delivery, detonation, and termination of nuclear war
on the Korean Peninsula.... One US Administration after the other has told allies what they wish to
hear, calculating that a little loose rhetoric is surely less harmful than an anxious ally. I believe that
this has been a short-sighted policy and, over-time, is detrimental to allied security. Allies have been
allowed to develop dramatically exaggerated notions of the role that nuclear weapons play in their
defense.”



Lewis’s argument will be examined in more detail at the workshop, including by Lewis himself.
However, it is clear that for any NWFZ proposal to be viable, the governments of Japan, South
Korea, and the United States need to be convinced on three matters:

a. That short of existential attack on these allies, assurances of US nuclear extended deterrence to
their countries in the face of nuclear attack is a chimera. Underlying this proposition is the further
assumption that any American President will view a nuclear attack on an allied city (or indeed, on
any city) as an existential threat to the United States.

b. That the United States remains completely committed to the defence of these allies, including in
the face of threat of or in the aftermath of a nuclear attack, relying on conventional capacity, in
concert with their own defence preparations and their own contribution to allied deterrent
capacities.

c. That conventional extended deterrence by the United States, together with the capacities of its
regional allies, is adequate to deter a nuclear attack, or to compel an antagonist to desist from further
use of nuclear weapons, and to limit the damage from such attack before cessation of hostilities and
for the duration of combat. In all probability, 2zy nuclear attack would lead the United States, in
concert with all its allies, to mount a conventional campaign to systematically dismember and
terminate the leadership and political system of a nuclear aggressor state.

The papers in this panel are intended to specify what force structure would be required for such a
conventional deterrence strategy, the role of US and allied forces in such a capacity, and problems
posed for a NWFZ that might arise from adoption of such a strategy.

II. SPECIFIC RESEARCH QUESTIONS FOR THE PAPERS

Nuclear weapons can have three different effects on allies, partners, neutrals, competitors,
adversaries, and enemies, viz: deterrence, compellence, or reassurance—often simultaneously in
varying ratios over time.* This note outlines how one might examine the relative impact of relying
eventually and in phased gradations only on conventional US and allied military forces in the Asia
Pacific region — specifically concerning Korea and Japan.

1. Has conventional dezerrence already, partly or wholly, replaced nuclear deterrence in
US alliances in Asia-Pacific (with respect to Korea, Japan)?

If so, then what is the current status of the evolving relationship between nuclear and conventional
forces today, compared to that of the Cold War (“As CINCPAC Admiral William Crowe stated in
1985: “U.S. forces, nuclear and non-nuclear, are indivisible.”

What, from the 2010 US Nuclear Posture Review and other statements of declaratory doctrine, is
the relationship envisioned today between conventional and nuclear forces in US nuclear extended
deterrence strategy?’



2.  Has conventional compellence already, partly or wholly, replaced nuclear compellence
in US alliances in Asia-Pacific (with respect to Korea and Japan)?

Do US nuclear forces currently have warfighting (compellence) missions that are necessarily nuclear
in nature, that is, cannot be achieved without resort to nuclear weapons and by only using
conventional forces?® If so, which ones?

Relatedly, which, if any, existing allied force structures and capacities need augmenting to function in
purely conventional, non-nuclear mode?

2. What core concept of deterrence is intended with reference to “conventional
deterrence” in the Asia Pacific region, or with respect to specific regional conflicts?

A typical post-Cold War Pentagon framing (1999) is: “The major categories of conventional forces
are land, naval, aviation, and mobility forces. It is primarily these forces that provide the United
States the ability to support the defense strategy, which focuses on shaping the international
environment and responding to a full range of crises. Toward these objectives, conventional forces
conduct forward presence missions, engage in a range of smaller-scale contingencies, and conduct

combat operations up to and including major theater wars.”’

Or, during the Bush Administration (2005): “Nuclear Response CONOPS [Concept of Operations]®
provides the deterrent “umbrella” under which conventional forces operate, and, should deterrence
fail, provides options for a scalable response.”9

Or, more recently, from the Obama Adminstration’s Nuclear Posture Review Report, April 2010

“+The United States will continue to strengthen conventional capabilities and reduce the role of
nuclear weapons in deterring non-nuclear attacks, with the objective of making deterrence of nuclear
attack on the United States or our allies and partners the sole purpose of U.S. nuclear weapons.
*The United States would only consider the use of nuclear weapons in extreme

circumstances to defend the vital interests of the United States or its allies and partners.

The United States will not use or threaten to use nuclear weapons against non-nuclear weapons
states that are party to the NPT and in compliance with their nuclear nonproliferation obligations.”"
Finally, most recently (2011): “We must also maintain a robust conventional deterrent. Deterrence
and assurance requires the ability to rapidly and globally project power in all domains. In turn, force
posture — both rotational and forward based — shall be geographically distributed, operationally
resilient, and politically sustainable through visible partnering efforts.”"!

Is the core, underlying concept of deterrence in all these statements one of “offensive realism,” that
is, deterrence aimed first and foremost at avoiding a blitzkrieg attack by forward-deploying forces
backed up by mobilization of massive countervailing military power?

Is avoiding a limited war the main game?



Or, is the idea to avoid having to fight a protracted war with an aggressor state relying on attrition to
force American withdrawal?

All of the above?

In terms of “shaping the environment” in ways favorable to US interests (sometimes referred to as
“dissuasion” of competitors in the context of nuclear strategy), do US conventional forces already
play a “pivotal deterrent” role in relations between allies and adversaries in the region, that is, the US
conventional deterrent force stands between two one or more actual or potential adversaries (such
as Japan-China, China-Taiwan, North-South Korea, Korea-Japan) rather being a simple, partisan
deterrent force extended only to allies (a pivotal deterrent can be extended partly to adversaries as
well) as was the case during the Cold War?

If so, is this pivot role compatible with nuclear deterrence?

Which of these concepts of deterrence, conventional deterrence, and conventional extended
deterrence, is most conducive to the establishment of a KJ-JWNFZ?

3. Is conventional deterrence sufficiently credible (or can it be made such) for it to be
the basis of extended deterrence, and how does this compare with the credibility of US
nuclear deterrence?

What indicators exist to measure the credibility of commitment to engage in conventional military

actions but not use nuclear weapons?

What does historical evidence suggest with regard whether past US resolve to fight conventional
wars is a way to define a threshold of US and allied cost below which the US has not been driven to
use nuclear weapons?'” Is there reason to believe that the United States would ever lower this
threshold and incur a lesser cost before resorting to nuclear weapons, thereby degrading the
credibility of current or future commitments?

For example, what does the history of US military campaigns in the region tell us about resolve and
nuclear escalation thresholds of cumulative casualties, rates of casualties, and costs?

4. What conventional capacities have been or might be deployed that have already or
likely would induce actual or potential US and allied competitors or enemies (DPRK, China,
Russia) to increase reliance on nuclear weapons, because they cannot match nor offset these
conventional capacities, they view such forces to be more controllable and less destructive
than nuclear weapons, and therefore, more dangerous; and as a result, they prefer retention
of nuclear weapons in what Michael Gerson calls “an asymmetric response to US

conventional superiority”?"



How does observed destabilizing impact of conventional arms competition compare with similar
impacts that can be imputed to US nuclear capacities in the region in terms of prompting nuclear
armament or proliferation, and can the effects be distinguished from those arising from
conventional superiority in relation to Chinese and DPRK nuclear weapons decisions?

Is this dynamic likely to make a NWFZ impossible because China or North Korea might find that
they are less secure facing a purely conventional allied force operating from a NWFZ that becomes
an effective sanctuary against nuclear attack in light of their likely conventional inferiority in
responding to US-allied conventional forces engaged with Chinese or North Korean forces (or

both).

(Note: Obviously, this questions interrelates with the specification of conventional capacities that
may be needed with regard to substituting conventional forces for the nuclear warfighting missions
addressed in question 2 above)
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