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3. SECURITY AND RESILIENCE

Europe Should Learn from the Efficient Use of
South Korea's Defence Budget

PhD. Jean MARSIA (Belgium)

)

Russia, whose economy is much weaker than Europe’s, has been able to wage a full-scale war in
Ukraine for more than two years, because it
has set up a war economy, thanks to an op-
pressive political and economic system. The
war in Ukraine has highlighted that Europe-
ans, despite being among the world’s big-
gest spenders on defence, do not have mili-
tary power. This is why they are struggling
to provide meaningful military support to
Ukraine'. European countries are not up to
the military challenge that Russia poses to
European security; they must find a way to *
translate their economic advantage into
military advantage. To correct this, South
Korea can offer them useful lessons®. '

75 Years of the Korean War Have -
not Harmed South Korea’s Development *

Since 1950, South Korea has faced £ :

North Korea’s aggressiveness. This one has|  §oyrce: hitps://eastasiaforum.org/2021/12/22/putting-south-

a population of 26 million inhabitants, a koreas-proactive-national-defence-strategy-in-perspective/
gross domestic product (GDP) of only 40

billion €, i.e. barely 1,800 € per capita’, but
it is the most militarised country in the world: its people’s army is said to be 1,125,000 active soldiers and 5 to
10 million reservists, equipped notably with 3,800 battle tanks and 15,000 artillery pieces, provided during the
Cold War by the Soviet Union and Communist China.

South Korea had the political will to counter this threat and to establish the economic and industrial
bases to maintain a deterrent armed force. It has steadily increased its defence budget and modernized its
armed forces even after the end of the Cold War, to be able to counter Pyongyang. The political stability due to
the consensus between conservatives and liberals has been beneficial to the sustainability of defence plans and
the ability of the defence industry to develop weapons systems in a cost-effective manner.
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At the origin not very 1ndustr1ahzed and lacking significant natural and human resources, because in
1945 78% of its population was illiterate*, it seemed doomed to underdevelopment but it benefited from
Western aid. In the 1960s and 1970s, it carrled out accelerated industrialization in the steel industry, shipbuild-
ing, and electronics. This allowed the South Korean economy to move closer to the West, but political and
trade union freedoms remained limited®. It was not until the end of the Cold War that South Korea became a
democratic country. It has remained competltlve in many sectors, as South Koreans work longer hours than
Europeans and South Korean companies invest heavily in new technologies, such as automation, to keep their
costs low’.

In 2024, the 51.6 million South Koreans generate a GDP of €1,672 billion. With a GDP per capita of
$32,418, comparable to that of Italy and Spain, they are twenty times rlcher than their northern nelghbours
South Korea is the second largest shipbuilder after Chrna with a 25% share of the global market”. It is the sec-
ond-largest producer of semiconductors after Taiwan'’ the fourth -largest exporter of electronics'!, the fifth-
largest auto producer, producing more cars than Germany and the 31xth largest steel producer, producrng
nearly twice as much steel as Germany and five times as much as France'?

A Robust and Competitive Defence and Defence Industry

South Korea’s defence budget is 2.8% of the GDP or 47 billion €. It is used ratlonally One-third of
South Korea’s active m111tary personnel, or 365,000 soldiers, including 29,000 marines'*, 70,000 sailors and
65,000 air force personnel are professionals, two-thirds are conscripts who serve for 18 to 21 months, ac-
cording to the service. They are much better equipped and have a much higher military readiness than Europe-
an armies, which spend five times as much. NATO’s largest military exer01se since the Cold War took place in
2024. It brought together 90,000 military personnel from 32 countries'®. South Korea holds annual drills that
involve about 200,000 South Korean military personnel and 10,000 to 20 000 Americans'’
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The South Korean Air Force has U.S. F-35, F-15 and F-16 combat aircrafts and indigenous FA-50s,
which make up 60 percent of the fleet. The remaining 40% are made up of F-5s and F-4s, which are being re-
placed by KF-21s. In the army, half of the equipment and weapons systems date from the 1960s and 1970s.
This makes it possible to maintain a mass significantly higher than those of the European armies, which are
struggling to give Ukraine more than a few dozen howitzers and armoured vehicles'® and a limited amount of
ammunition .

The manufacture of weapons, including the M16 rifle, began in South Korea in the early 1970s, under
US licenses, to reduce dependence on imports, reduce costs and achieve technology-intensive industrializa-
tion?’. In the 1980s and 1990s, South Korea switched to licensed production of U.S. combat aircrafts, first the
old-design F-5, then the F-16, then German Type 209 and 214 submarines and Italian CM6614 armoured in-
fantry carriers. It began research and development in the 1990s.'

In 2024, South Korea is the eighth largest arms exporter and aims to be the fourth largest by 20277, It
produces 80% of its armament. The size of an army allows economies of scale in maintenance and lowers the
unit costs of armaments, provided that the organization is efficient. The K2 main battle tank is as good as the
German Leopard 2. The K9 155 mm tracked self-propelled howitzer is equipped with an automatic loading
system for a high rate of fire. The K239 multiple launch rocket system competes with the American HIM-
ARS?. The KF-21 fighter aircraft is being developed in collaboration with Indonesia, and its serial groduction
will begin in 2024%. South Korea is becoming more and more self-sufficient in missile systems™. It builds
highly sophisticated warships, including submarines and amphibious ships’. It is capable of producing on a
large scale, quickly and cheaply, which is why the K9 howitzer, which costs less than half of its European
equivalents®, has been sold to Estonia, Finland, Norway, Poland and Turkey”. Romania is considering its pur-
chase in 2024*°. Germany will only be able to deliver a first batch of tanks and artillery systems to Poland in
the early 2030s, Seoul did it in five months®'. Poland will also purchase 48 FA-50 fighter jets, 672 K9s, 288
K239s and 180 K2 tanks, which will be delivered within three years. A further 800 K2s will be produced in
Poland before 2030
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Conclusion

South Korea has shown us the importance for a country to apply the basic principles of political science
when developing its defence policy and defence industrial policy. The sustainability of political plays a crucial
role. It is the only way to set relevant, therefore consensual, therefore stable, priorities. Only a state organiza-
tion allows this. Coalitions of states, associations of states and confederations bring together only disparate and
fluctuating wills. They do not allow the general interest to take precedence over individual interests.

Europe is prosperous enough to still maintain in 2024 an impressive mass of more than one million ac-
tive military personnel, but they absorb the bulk of defence budgets. European weapons systems are now pro-
duced in small numbers, making them more expensive to acquire, implement and maintain. Our military is
therefore for the most part poorly equipped and undertrained. NATO’s recommended resumption of invest-
ment, if sustained in the long term, will lead to economies of scale, provided that the increase in spending is
not limited to the increase in waste induced by the multiplicity of decision-makers.

The global geopolitical situation and the internal tensions between very antagonistic political tenden-
cies require Europeans to study the example of South Korea to relearn these basic principles. It is very urgent.
Europe can draw inspiration from this to finally equip itself with an efficient defence and to develop its de-
fence industry. To do this, Europe should become a federal state, capable of establishing its priorities, setting
its defence plans and its defence industrial policy.

Europe must put an end to 75 years of military weakness, but also stop its scientific, technological, and
industrial decline. It still has an industrial sector including, for example, steel, automotive and micro-
electronics activities, which will help our defence industry to keep the costs of defence products and services
low, reduce our dependence on imports, make our supply chains safer, increase our competitiveness and
achieve a technology-intensive reindustrialisation of Europe.
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