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Abstract

This work examines the history of bilateral relations between the Russian Federation and
the Republic of Korea over three decades and their current state. Throughout this extended
period of progressive development, the parties have been able to build mutually beneficial
cooperation aimed at peace and prosperity in East Asia. After the establishment of official
diplomatic relations between the countries in 1990, Moscow hoped to receive significant
investments in its economy and the development of bilateral trade from Seoul, while Seoul
saw in it an opportunity to use Moscow's influence on Pyongyang. The absence of clear points
of intersection of interests at the initial stage led to a decrease in the dynamics of their
development by the mid-1990s. The appointment of Yevgeny Primakov as the Minister of
Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, which changed the previous approach to foreign
policy, opened a new chapter in Russian-South Korean relations. President Kim Dae-jung's
Sunshine Policy aligned with Russia's interests in the region, hence Moscow supported Seoul's
initiatives. With the beginning of the 2000s, a prolonged era of progressive development of
bilateral relations began, closely approaching strategic partnership level. Visits by leaders of the
two countries and the active development of economic and humanitarian ties opened an era of
mutually beneficial cooperation between the Russian Federation and the Republic of Korea.
However, the escalating confrontation between Russia and the West has inevitably left its
mark, leading in the last two years to increasing tension and the commencement of unilateral
withdrawal from cooperation by South Korea. Unfortunately, the level of bilateral relations
between the countries is currently at perhaps the lowest point in the past three decades, yet it
still retains its functionality. Nevertheless, cultural and scientific ties between the Russian
Federation and the Republic of Korea continue to function and develop, fostering hope for the
normalization of bilateral relations in the future, when extermnal political conditions permit.

Keywords: Russia, South Korea, Bilateral Relations, Russia—South Korea Relations

« o] wRe 17d I ES¥el UMY AU wWo AW A
(NRF-2017S1A6A3A03079318). This work was supported by the Ministry of Education of the
Republic of Korea and the National Research  Foundation of Korea
(NRF-2017S1A6A3A03079318).



Www.KcCi.go.kr



Three—Decade Overview 293

I. Introduction

Despite the fact that in 2020, Russia and the Republic of Korea celebrated
the thirtieth anniversary of their bilateral relations, the history of
Russian-Korean contacts began long before the 1990s. The first interactions
between Russians and Koreans date back to the confrontations between Russian
Cossacks and the Manchus of Qing Dynasty in the 17th century, during which
Korea inadvertently became embroiled in a series of border conflicts, in two of
which Korean musketeers, nicknamed for their distinctive headgear as
"big-headed", participated!). However, until the mid-19th century, there were no
official contacts between Russians and Koreans.

The close acquaintance of Russians with Koreans began in the mid-19th
century when Admiral Putyatin, originally dispatched with his squadron to
Japan, took the initiative to survey the eastern coast of Korea and also sent a
letter to the Korean government proposing the establishment of trade ties with
Russia. However, the realization of Putyatin's idea spanned many decades.

In 1884, a treaty of friendship and trade was signed in Seoul between the
Russian Empire and the Joseon State, marking the beginning of their official
political relations. For two decades, Korea became the arena for competition
between Russia, Japan, China, and England. A strong pro-Russian party
emerged in Korea, which was favored by King Gojong and Queen Min. After
the assassination of Queen Min in 1895, the Russian side presented evidence of
Japanese involvement in the conspiracy, and Gojong sought refuge in the
Russian mission. The leader of the pro-Russian party, one of the leading
politicians of Korea at the time, Lee Beom-jin, was appointed the first Korean
envoy to St. Petersburg. Following the signing of the Korea-Japan protectorate

treaty in 1905, all Korean diplomats were recalled from their missions, but Lee

1) Axynenxo, B.C., “O6pa3 Poccru 1 pycckux B «PealbHbIX 3ammcsx mpassimero fgoma Yocom.” Mseecmus Hpk
ymckoeo 2ocyoapemeerroeo yrusepcumema. Cepus Hemopus, Vol. 34, 2020, p. 58.
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Beom-jin remained in St. Petersburg, attempting to secure Russian support for
the Korean national movement?).

Amid the establishment of political and economic ties, a massive migration
from Korea to Russia took place, primarily driven by the poverty and famine
of Korean peasants. At the beginning of the 20th century, there were already
32 Korean settlements in Primorskaya Oblast, of which 31 were located in the
South Ussuriysk district. Moreover, 22 villages formed the independent
Yanchikhin volost3). In just 10 years (1891-1902), the number of Koreans in
Primorskaya Oblast alone increased from 12,857 to 32,3804). Koreans actively
engaged in various crafts and trade, but were particularly valued by the Russian
administration for their achievements in agriculture.

The compact settlement and, in general, Russia's friendly stance towards
Koreans resulted in a significant portion of the commanders of the
anti-Japanese Righteous armies movement settling in the Primorskaya Oblast.
Japan demanded that Russia prohibit such activities by Koreans. The Tsarist
government, interested in stability after the defeat in the Russo-Japanese War
(1904-1905), issued an order not to allow overt anti-Japanese agitation and
demonstrations. However, it effectively turned a blind eye to the covert
activities of Koreans in the Russian Far East.

During the Civil War period, some activists from the Korean community in
Primorskaya Oblast supported the Bolsheviks. After the Bolsheviks consolidated
their power, Koreans showed loyalty to them and continued to live in national
communities. With the international situation becoming tense on the eve of
World War II, the Soviet government decided to relocate the Koreans to
Central Asia, fearing that since Korea at the time was a part of the Japanese

Empire, some Koreans could collaborate with Japanese intelligence.

2) Koanos, JLE., “Vcropuueckuii (JOH COBPEMEHHBIX POCCHHCKO-KOPEIiCKUX OTHOIIEHHUH. ™ Axmyansibie 60npochl
obwecmsentbIx HayK- coyuonoeust, nomumonoeus, gunocogus, ucmopusi, No. 12 (52), 2015, p. 33.

3) Hak, b.J, Kopeiyor 6 Poccutickoti umnepuu. Hpxymek: Hpkymckutl 20cyoapemeenHbiti nedazoauyeckutl yHusep
cumem, 1994, p. 76.

4) Tax, B.J., Tbid., p. 74.



Three—Decade Overview 295D

After the end of World War II, Koreans already living in the USSR were
joined by those who had been relocated to the south of Sakhalin, which, like
the Korean Peninsula, was under Japanese rule until Japan's surrender in 1945.
Furthermore, in the 1950s, a significant number of migrants from the DPRK
came to the Soviet Far East. As a result, by the time the USSR collapsed,
about 600,000 Koreans lived within its bordersS) .

After the proclamation of two independent states in the North and South of
the Korean Peninsula, the USSR established diplomatic relations only with the
DPRK. The USSR did not maintain official relations with South Korea and did
not recognize the sovereignty of the “Seoul regime”. Nevertheless, it should be
noted that the South Korean intelligentsia had some understanding of Russian
culture through Japanese translations, and in the 1960s and 1970s, departments
of the Russian language were established in South Korea, and works of
Russian literature were published in Korean®).

During the period of perestroika, Mikhail Gorbachev recognized the
potential for relations with South Korea. The Seoul Olympics in 1988 served as

a convenient occasion for establishing diplomatic relations.

II. Establishment and Development of Bilateral Relations
Prior to “Primakov's Loop”

After the dissolution of the USSR in 1991, the foundation of Russia's
foreign policy became the establishment of new relationships with former Soviet
republics and foreign states, as well as integration into the system of
international relations. On April 23, 1993, Russian President Boris Yeltsin
approved the "Fundamental Provisions of the Foreign Policy Concept of the

Russian Federation" by decree 7). The document emphasized that Russia's

5) Bu, Comr Xs, “Poccus u Pecriybmika Kopes: Bsrman ws Ceyma." Mewdynapoonas scusis, No. 3, 2012,
https:/interaffairs.rw/jauthor/material/628 (7 414:2023.11.30.).
6) Koo, JLE., Op. cit.,, p. 34.
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foreign policy orientation should stem not from ideological premises but from
"fundamental national interests." A policy was declared to develop special
relations with three groups of countries: the near abroad states, "economically
powerful and technologically advanced" Western countries, and "new industrial
countries in various regions." In the first half of the 1990s, Russia sought to
maximize rapprochement with the West, severing ties not only with former
socialist countries but also with many states with which the USSR had
established military-political cooperation. However, this course gradually began
to change in the latter half of the 1990s after the appointment of Foreign
Minister Yevgeny Primakov, who, with his famous "loop" maneuver on March
24, 1999, effectively marked the beginning of a new period in Russian foreign
policy.

The relations between the USSR and the Republic of Korea were
normalized in September 1990 at a meeting of foreign ministers in New York
after a challenging period of preliminary contacts that lasted almost two
decades.

During the first half of the 1990s, Moscow hoped that Seoul would either
provide significant material support to the country or actively engage in
investment and trade cooperation, which would help to address the complex
domestic economic situation. Meanwhile, South Korea primarily pursued political
objectives. An important motive for Seoul was the desire to use Soviet 's
connections with Pyongyang as a tool to influence the DPRK, as well as to
reduce Soviet support for the North.

By the time Kim Young-sam came to power in 1993, Russian-South
Korean cooperation was generally in decline. Seoul was hesitant to take risks
and move towards further rapprochement. This also reflected in the dynamics of

high-level communication: the new president visited Russia only in June 1994.

7) Bobpos, A. et al., “DBoIOLWS IOKTPHHATBHBIX OCHOB BHEIIHEH MOMMTHKH Poccun.”  MedcoyHapooHas owcush
b, No. 2, 2022, https://interaffairs.ru/jauthor/material/2611(7 21 :2023.11.30.).
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Following the negotiations, a rather extensive joint declaration was signed.
Despite maintaining an overall positive tone, it was evident from the press
conference after the Moscow negotiations that both sides were not entirely
satisfied. Boris Yeltsin emphasized the need not to summarize the work done,
but to make efforts to ensure that the already made progress "does not wane".
The Korean side did not fully share this enthusiasm. During the 1994 visit and
afterwards, Seoul persistently requested a final abandonment of the Soviet-North
Korean treaty of 1961, hinting that the development of bilateral relations
depended on it).

The situation began to change with the appointment of Yevgeny Primakov
as the Minister of Foreign Affairs in 1996. Russia abandoned its unilateral
focus on the South and began to restore relations with the North, in particular,
attempting to negotiate a mutually acceptable revision of the 1961 treaty.
Pyongyang initially received the new policy with mistrust, Seoul with
disappointment.

Both the North and the South soon found it easier to accept Moscow's new
course due to a change in leadership. Kim Jong-il took the helm in the DPRK,
appearing in public only after several years of mourning for Kim Il-sung, who
passed away in 1994. In the Republic of Korea, Kim Dae-jung became the
president at the beginning of 1998. The new leader drastically changed the
approach towards Pyongyang, shifting from isolation to engagement. This new
paradigm was termed the "Sunshine Policy." It turned out that the adjusted
Russian course aligned with Seoul's interests, and Russia, in turn, supported the
South's initiatives?).

Simultaneously with these events, Russia's foreign policy landmarks began

to change significantly. The commencement of the bombing of Yugoslavia and

8) 3abposckast, JLB., Poccus u Pecnybiuka Kopes: om konghpornmayuu x compyonusecmey (1970-1990-e 22.), B
namBoctok: Msnatenscto UMAD JIBO PAH, 1996, p. 28.

9) Tomopas, I'JI,, “Poccust 1 npobnembr Kopelickoro momyoctpoBa Ha coBpeMeHHOM tane.” Becmuux MIHMO-
Vuusepcumema, No. 4(37), 2014, p. 87.



258 S2ord 394 15(2024)

the famous "Primakov's loop" marked an end to the previous principles of
building relations between Russia and Western countries. However, the cooling
of relations with Europe and the USA during these years did not affect the
development of relations with South Korea. In my view, a significant role in
this was played by the independent stance of President Kim Dae-jung.

The wisdom and equity of President Kim Dae-jung in Russian-South
Korean relations became evident during his visit to Moscow in May 1999. At
that time, the Russian side persuaded the South Koreans that for the "Sunshine
Policy" to be effective, they needed to gain the trust of the DPRK, which
could not be based solely on declarations and gestures. As a result, the South

increased its active support for the North.

III. Bilateral Relations After the Start of Russia-West

Confrontation

After Vladimir Putin became the President of Russia, the changes that had
begun in Russian foreign policy were formalized within the framework of the
new Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation, adopted on June 28,
200019). During this period, relations with the United States and the European
Union started to gradually deteriorate. Concurrently, Russia became increasingly
active on the international stage, rebuilding the positions it had lost in the
1990s and developing existing relationships, including those with South Korea.

Vladimir Putin outlined the fundamental principles of Russian policy on the
Korean Peninsula: non-interference in inter-Korean dialogue, a peaceful

diplomatic approach to resolving emerging issues, and a nuclear-free status for

10) “Komnenmus sremmeii nommtikn Poccuiickoit ®eneparman ot 28 mons 2000 1.” Arexrpormsii gora akt
VallbHBIX IPABOBBIX " HOPMATHBHO —TEXHHYECKHX JJOKYMEHTOB, https://docs.cntd.ru/
document/901764263(3141%:2023.11.30.).
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the Korean Peninsula. The Russian president also emphasized the importance of
joint economic projects between Russia, South Korea, and North Korea.

The most attention was drawn to the project extending the Trans-Siberian
Railway southwards onto the Korean Peninsula and the project connecting the
Trans-Siberian and Trans-Korean Railways. Discussions also revolved around
energy issues, prospects for laying a gas pipeline to the southern Korean
Peninsula through ChinalD).

A new momentum in relations was provided by Vladimir Putin's visit to
Seoul in 2002. The countries agreed to cooperate on the Korean settlement and
reached agreements on debt repayment through the supply of Russian goods. A
tangible manifestation of the new level of relations was Seoul's demand for
Moscow's mediating role in the Inter-Korean relations. For instance, in July
2002, it was precisely due to the trip of Russian Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov
to Seoul and Pyongyang that the tension in inter-Korean relations was
alleviated after the incident with the battle between the North and South ships
in the waters off the western coast of Korea.

Kim Dae-jung's foreign policy course was succeeded and continued by Roh
Moo-hyun, who held the presidential post from 2002 to 2007. During this
period, the development of relations between Russia and the Republic of Korea
gained new momentum, which was largely associated with Russia's active
involvement in resolving the situation surrounding the DPRK's nuclear program.
Participation in the six-party talks, a soft stance towards the North, and the
general trend towards revitalizing Russian policy in Asia all aligned with Roh
Moo-hyun's overall policy of peace and prosperity.

In September 2004, the South Korean president visited Moscow, and as a
result of the meeting, a Joint Russian-Korean Declaration was adopted. In the
document, the parties recorded their aspiration to develop constructive and

mutually beneficial cooperation in various fields, primarily in political,

11)"Poccuiicko—KOpeHcKoe  COBMECTHOE sasienne.”  Opunransrsie ceressie pecypesl Ilpesuaenta Poccni,
2001.02.26., http://special.kremlin.ru/supplement/3304 (74 %:2023.11.30.).
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military-technical, aerospace, energy, and economic areas. An agreement was
also signed on cooperation in the exploration and peaceful use of outer space,
which opened up new prospects for the development of interaction between the
two countries!2).

In 2005, President Roh Moo-hyun visited Moscow to participate in the
ceremonial events marking the 60th anniversary of the Victory in the Great
Patriotic War.

In the fall of 2005, President Vladimir Putin took part in the APEC
Economic Leaders' forum held in the South Korean city of Busan. During the
meeting of the two presidents, a joint action plan in the field of trade and
economic cooperation was signed, aimed at further development of bilateral ties.

Economic cooperation between Russia and South Korea was successfully
developing, but overall remained at a relatively low level. Russia's share in
South Korea's trade turnover was about 1%, while South Korea's share in
Russian trade was less than 2%. Positive aspects included a reduction in the
trade balance deficit and a trend towards a positive balance for Russia. The
Korean side exported machinery, equipment, vehicles, and chemical industry
products. Russia traditionally supplied South Korea mainly with hydrocarbons.
In the investment sphere, a positive trend was also observed; however, even in
this area, cooperation was not at a sufficiently high levell3).

At the end of 2007, in the presidential elections in South Korea, the
candidate from conservative political forces, Lee Myung-bak, emerged
victorious. Meanwhile, in early 2008 in Russia, Dmitry Medvedev succeeded
Vladimir Putin as president. The foreign policy direction of the new South
Korean president suggested a change in the nature of relations with several

states. Russia became the country with which the Republic of Korea's relations

12) “Poccuiicko—kopeiickass CoBMectHas newnapaunst. Ofuunamsasie ceresie pecypesl Tpesizerta Poccn,
2004.09.21., http://kremlin.ru/supplement/2038 (14 €:2023.11.30.).

13) Jlanuoa, M1.C., “Opomorms otHowenuit Poccuiickoii ®enepaym u PecryOnmku Kopest: 0T mepBbIX KOHTAakTo
B K HHTEIPALMOHHBIM TIpoeKTaM.” Eepasutickas umnmezpayus: KoHoMuxa, npaeo, nomumuxa, No. 18, 2015,
p. 143.



Three—Decade Overview 201

evolved into strategic partnership. In September 2008, talks between Lee
Myung-bak and Dmitry Medvedev were held in Moscow, during which the
parties discussed the outcomes of cooperation since the establishment of
diplomatic relations in 1990. The final document indicated that bilateral
cooperation should be elevated to the level of a strategic partnership!4).

A significant initiative in shaping a new level of relations between the two
countries was the implementation of the "Russia-South Korea Dialogue" project,
based on the interaction of the civil societies of both nations. This project
aimed to foster the development of strategic partnership between Russia and
South Korea, as well as to enhance public, academic, and business contacts.
The idea to create such a format was first voiced within the walls of St.
Petersburg State University and received support from Dmitry Medvedev!3). In
2009, the main concept of the forum was formulated, coordination committees,
working groups, and a secretariat were established. The first "Russia - Republic
of Korea Dialogue" forum took place in Seoul in the fall of 2010,
commemorating the 20th anniversary of the establishment of diplomatic relations
between the two countries.

In 2010, Dmitry Medvedev made an official visit to Seoul, which coincided
with his participation in the G20 summit held in the capital of South Korea
during the same period. The parties agreed to give concrete content to the
agreement on strategic partnership, announced back in 2008. During the
meeting, a number of documents were signed, including agreements on
temporary labor activities, cooperation in the fields of communication, transport,

and fisheries!6).

14) “CosmectHoe 3asmnenne Poccuiickoii ®enepaunn u Pecniyonuxu Kopes.” Oguumansusie ceressie pecypcst
Ipesngenra Poccam, 2008.09.29., http://news.kremlin.ru/ref_notes/237 (74 %:2023.11.30.).

15)  [luanoe Poccus - PecnyGnuxa Kopes, http://drrkru (4121:2023.11.30.).

16) “Odummansueii BusuT B Pecry6muky Kopes.” Ogunramsusie ceressie pecypcsr Tpesngenta Poccnmn,
2010.11.10., http://www.kremlin.ru/news/9474 (74 2:2023.11.30.).
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IV. Bilateral Relations in the Era of Integration Initiatives

In 2012, both Russia and South Korea held presidential elections. In Russia,
Vladimir Putin returned to the presidential post, while in South Korea, Park
Geun-hye was elected as president. The change in political leaders of the two
countries occurred against the backdrop of intensified integration processes in
the Asia-Pacific region and Eurasia. On the initiative of the President of the
Russian Federation, the formation of the Customs Union was accelerated, which
laid the groundwork for the Eurasian Economic Union that began its operations
on January 1, 2015. Meanwhile, China proposed the "economic belt of the new
Silk Road" concept. South Korea also sought to access markets beyond the
Pacific Basin. Hence, in October 2013, Park Geun-hye introduced her Furasian
initiative for the so-called "Silk Road Express", spanning through the inland of
Eurasia from the South Korean port of Busan to Western Europe. The proposal
involves creating a unified system of power lines, oil and gas pipelines, and
joint development of China's and East Siberia's energy resources. In the same
context, South Korea's interest in using the Northern Sea Route was expressed.
Vladimir Putin supported Park Geun-hye's Eurasian initiative. Moreover, this
initiative aligned with projects previously proposed and supported by Russia,
particularly plans to connect the Trans-Siberian and Trans-Korean railways.

However, not everything was smooth in the relations between the two
countries in the 2000s. One example of such disagreements can be the
difficulties in bilateral relations in the field of fisheries. These accumulated
issues led to a genuine bilateral crisis in this field in 2013 when the Russian
side refrained from granting South Korean fishermen quotas for harvesting an
essential fishery resource — pollock, for an extended period of time. The reason
was South Korea's failure to fully comply with the terms of a previously
signed agreement to counteract illegal, unreported, and unregulated fishing. The

Russian side demanded that South Korean authorities stop the illegal import of
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illicit crab caught in Russian waters. However, the issue was eventually
resolved, and both parties continued their mutually beneficial cooperation!?).

Following the well-known events of 2017, a new president, Moon Jae-in,
came to power in South Korea. One of the pillars of his diplomatic course was
a focus on improving relations with Russia. In part, this step was necessary to
reinforce the new policy toward the DPRK aimed at restoring ties with
Pyongyang. A boost in contacts between Russia and South Korea occurred
immediately after the new leader took office. For instance, in 2017, Moon
Jae-in attended the Eastern Economic Forum in Vladivostok and also frequently
communicated with the Russian leader before that (at the G20 meeting in
Hamburg and on multiple phone calls). Such intensity was also explained by
Seoul's promotion of a new format for resolving the nuclear issue on the
Korean Peninsula. In June 2018, the South Korean leader visited Moscow on
an official visit, and several rather general documents were signed.

The main direction of South Korean policy towards Russia unfolded within
the so-called "New Northern Policy" and Nine Bridges Initiative, which was
intended to include South Korea in the free trade zone of the Eurasian
Economic Union and to develop trilateral economic cooperation between Russia,
North and South Korea.

Korea also showed interests in the Arctic: one of the objectives of the
"New Northern Policy" was to turn the Northern Sea Route into a new logistic
route and to increase the efficiency of its commercial operation with the aim of
strengthening the position in the Arctic market. South Korea emphasized
shipbuilding and ship servicing. Foreign direct investments grew significantly
during this period. However, it should be noted that among them were many
openly unsuccessful deals (Incheon International Airport Corporation's exit from

a stake in JSC "Khabarovsk Airport", the sale of the Hyundai Motor plant in

17) Axynenxo, B.C., “Vctopusi IByCTOPOHHErO COTpY/HMYECTBA B OONAacTH phIOHOro Xossiictsa Mexay Poccuiick
oif Geneparmeit u Pecryomixoit Kopest.” Becmmux Canxm-IlemepGypeckozo yrusepcumema, Vol. 13, No. 2,
2020, pp. 174~176.
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Rimorsky Krai, and the DSME shipyard's refusal of an investment deal with
the "Zvezda" plant). This created an unfavorable background for economic
relations. There were also problems related to investment risks: Korean
companies were hesitant to invest in Russia, fearing corruption, an insufficient
legal base for investor protection, etc.

Such complexities highlight the intricate nature of economic and political
relations between countries and underscore the need for careful management

and diplomacy in ensuring the growth and development of bilateral relations!8).

V. Curent Dynamics and Future perspectives of

Russia-Republic of Korea Bilateral Relations

After the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, relations between countries
were put on an involuntary hiatus. Established supply chains were disrupted,
and humanitarian exchanges were reduced or ceased altogether. Fearing the
epidemiological situation in Russia, South Korea even temporary suspended of
the visa-free regime. Nevertheless, it can be noted that all planned contacts
along the lines of interaction between the countries were conducted with the
same intensity, though mostly through video conferences. And while trade
turnover did decrease in 2020, there were tendencies for its recovery in
following year.

In 2021, the Republic of Korea ranked 8th on the list of Russia's trading
partners, with a trade share of 3.8%, trailing behind China, the Netherlands,
Belarus, and others. Meanwhile, Russia entered the top 10 primary trading
partners of South Korea, with China leading at $301 billion, followed by the
USA at $169 billion, Japan at $84.69 billion, Vietham at $80.69 billion, and

18) Amnronos, P.P., “Kopeiicko-poccuiickue MexIyHApOHbIE TOPrOBOSKOHOMUYECKUE OTHOLICHMS B TIEPHOJ MPE3n
nenrcBa MyH Wi WHa.” Kopeegedenue ¢ Poccuu: nanpaenenue u paseumue, Vol. 4, No. 3, 2023, p. 134.
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Taiwan at $47.77 billion. Thus the start of 2022 held great promise for
bilateral economic partnership, not only in terms of trade turnover recovery but
also a resurgence of interest from South Korean investors towards Russia. After
the negative trend in 2020, which was largely due to the ongoing COVID-19
pandemic, there was an observed growth in the volume of Russo-South Korean
trade turnover. In 2021, this amounted to $29.88 billion, including Russian
exports of $16.89 billion and imports from South Korea of $12.99 billion!9).

Nevertheless, 2022 undoubtedly became a turning point in bilateral relations.
Despite the fact that the newly elected president of South Korea, Yoon
Seok-youl, neither during his election campaign nor in the initial months of his
presidency, engaged in overtly anti-Russian rhetoric, the onset of military
actions in Ukraine almost instantly made the impact of US-imposed
anti-Russian sanctions felt by the South Korean business community due to the
fact, that the majority of payments facilitating trade turnover and business
processes between Russia and South Korea are conducted in US dollars and, to
a lesser extent, in euros20).

At the same time, there are absolutely no economic prerequisites for South
Korea to wind down its partnership with Russia. The foundation laid in recent
years clearly indicates the potential in biliteral partnership and the interest of
South Korean businessmen in developing cooperation in medicine, IT, and other
sectors. Moreover, Russian suppliers have established themselves as reliable
producers of quality products, evidenced by, for instance, the growth in exports
of Russian food to South Korea. In this context, imposing sanctions against

Russia poses significant losses, and the previous South Korean administration

19) Camconopa, B. I, “ToproBo-sxoHomideckoe cotpyannuectBo Poccun u PecriyOmku Kopest B ycnoBusx cos
pemeHHBIX BbBOBOB Trade.” Cospemennmie npotuemwr Kopeiickoeo nonyocmposa 2022, Mocksa: UIKCA PAH,
2022, p. 47.

20) Usanos, K. B., “Poccuiicko-10:KHOKOpEHCKHE OTHOLICHUS B YCIOBUSX TypOYJIEHTHOCTH CHCTEMBbI MEXITyHAPOL
HBIX OTHOLUCHHWIT: BBI30BBI W TepcriekTHBbL” Poccus u Kopes 6 cospemeHHoM UHQOPMAYUOHHOM MpOCIpAHcm
6e, Upkyrck: Msnarenscteo W'Y, 2022, p. 24.
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understood this. They acted cautiously, avoiding terms like "South Korea
sanctions" and instead using phrases like "international sanctions".

Throughout his presidency, Yoon Seok-yeol has been keen to demonstrate
his commitment to the US foreign policy course, which in the context of
confrontation between Russia and Western countries inevitably leads to conflicts.
Undoubtedly, South Korea's imposition of sanctions against the Russian
Federation has significantly damaged Russo-South Korean relations. For three
decades since their official establishment in 1990, these relations have
consistently been based on the principles of good neighborliness, mutual
respect, and mutually beneficial cooperation. However, South Korea, unlike its
Western partners, have sought to pursue a more balanced and pragmatic
approach towards Russia, refraining from getting involved in the "Ukrainian
conflict", not joining the efforts of the "buyers' cartel" to set a "price cap" on
Russian oil and oil products. This demonstrated the Republic of Korea's interest
in preserving the bilateral cooperation architecture built by joint efforts and
further realizing the potential of cooperation between the two countries.

The continuity of political dialogues, exchanges at the highest and high
levels, and maintaining bilateral contacts are indeed commendable. They signify
that, even in the face of political turbulence, diplomatic channels remain open.
This is particularly significant considering the geopolitical dynamics of the
region, where both Russia and South Korea play pivotal roles.2)

However, South Korea's recent actions under President Yoon Seok-yeol's
leadership have raised concerns in Moscow. Firstly, Yoon's statements regarding
the potential assistance with lethal weapons reflect a significant shift in Seoul's
position. Such remarks, even if made in a hypothetical context, can send
alarming signals to neighboring nations. Additionally, Yoon's visit to Ukraine,
amid the ongoing conflict, could be perceived by Moscow as a direct challenge

or even an intervention in a matter that Russia views as a regional concern.

21) “Angpeit Kymix: Mocksa rotoBa Bo3oGHOBHTh mnonHo(opMatubii auanor ¢ Ceyiom.” PHA Hosocrs,
2023.02.10., https://ria.ru/20230210/kulik—1851052566.html (341 2:2023.11.30.).
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The escalation in South Korea's arms exports, particularly the controversial
transfer of ammunition to the US - which was perceived in Russia as an
indirect supply to Ukraine - further intensified suspicions and mistrust.

The introduction of additional sanctions against the export of goods to the
Russian Federation by South Korea is another step that underscores the growing
rift between the two nations. Such measures not only impact bilateral trade but
can also have repercussions on the broader geopolitical landscape, influencing
alliances, and regional stability.

It's evident that the recent actions and policies of the South Korean
leadership have added layers of complexity to the Moscow-Seoul relationship.
For both nations to coexist peacefully and cooperatively in the region, it's
crucial to prioritize diplomatic dialogues, mutual respect, and understanding over
unilateral actions that can potentially escalate tensions. Overall, at the current
juncture, it can be asserted that official bilateral relations are at one of the
lowest points in their history.

However, not all is bleak in light of the ongoing robust development of
people-to-people diplomacy and cultural exchanges. Mutual visits continue to be
reinstated following the lifting of epidemiological restrictions. For instance, just
two weeks ago Seoul welcomed a delegation of Russian writers. The ensembles
of both countries persist in conducting performances, introducing citizens of
each nation to their respective cultures and traditions. The number of Russian
students studying the Korean language continues to surge. For example, at the
Far FEastern Federal University (FEFU), the annual intake reaches 100,
comparable to the intake for Chinese studies and considerably surpassing the
number eager to study Japan or Southeast Asian countries.

In this context, regarding the prospects of Russian-Korean collaboration, I
maintain an optimistic perspective. Undoubtedly, much will hinge on the stance
of the South Korean side. I believe that the majority of countries are inclined
towards an equitable dialogue, mutually beneficial cooperation, and joint efforts

to forge an inclusive and democratic international relations system grounded in
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the respect for the interests of all nations. Russia consistently sends signals
about resuming full-fledged dialogue and cooperation with the Republic of
Korea, jointly seeking avenues for continuing mutually beneficial collaboration
in the new international milieu.

In this vein, I can cite an example from the fisheries. While the dialogue
with the Japanese side was disrupted earlier this year, resulting in Japanese
fishermen losing the opportunity to fish off the shores of the Southern Kurils
in 2023, South Korean fishermen maintained the capacity to harvest quotas in
Russian waters.

Certainly, destructive actions also find their response at the highest levels.
The current state of affairs stands as a testament to this. An unwillingness to
acknowledge the interests of a partner, particularly the red lines that have been
repeatedly articulated by the Russian leadership, leads to a gradual decline in
bilateral relations, which is indeed regrettable.

The current state of relations between the countries, as it seems to me, is
well illustrated by the events of late 2023. While Georgy Zinoviev, appointed
as ambassador in December, in an interview with the newspaper 'Kommersant,
called South Korea 'one of the most friendly among the unfriendly countries'
and expressed hope for improvements in bilateral relations??), it became known
about the intention of the South Korean government to almost double the list
of goods banned for export to the Russian market?3), which not only harms the
South Korean economy itself, but also cannot fail to provoke a proportional
response from the other side.

Making predictions is always a challenging task. However, at present, two
trends can be discerned: a deterioration in official bilateral relations while

maintaining their functional essence, and continued development in the

22) ‘IOwkuas Kopes — onoHa M3 caMbIX JpY/KECTBGHHBIX CDEIH HEJPY/KECTBEHHBIX cTpaH. Kommepcar,
2023.12.18., https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/6410748(7 41 ¥:2023.12.30.).

23) Ak, “FA7-SUHY SEAMEY Aot £5 FA. T2 20239 129 239, hitps://
www.yna.co.kr/view/AKR20231226068600003(74 2 2:2023.12.30.).
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humanitarian field and in people-to-people diplomacy. The persistence of the
latter trend, though, is heavily dependent on the former, as we already observe
tendencies to suspend several bilateral projects in the humanitarian sphere.
Currently, the most pressing issue appears to be the joint development of
new forms of cooperation, which can be implemented without detriment to both
parties amidst sanction pressures. The participation of a proactive group of
South Koreans in this year's Eastern Economic Forum indicates the willingness,
if not of official Seoul, then of certain citizens of the country to engage in
this process. Overall, the experience accumulated over three decades of bilateral

relations provides hope for their gradual restoration in the future.

VI. Conclusion

Over the last three decades, the relationship between the Russian Federation
and the Republic of Korea has undergone significant changes. The initial
euphoria over the establishment of diplomatic relations soon gave way to the
realization that the goals of their establishment significantly differed between
the parties. Russia was generally interested in the broad development of
economic relations between the countries and attracting South Korean
investments, while South Korea pursued mainly political goals, hoping to use
Soviet- and later Russian-North Korean relations to pressure Pyongyang.

After all the dots were put over the "i" in the relationship, the parties
began to adhere to a more pragmatic approach. The change in relations
between the countries is also largely related to the change in the foreign policy
vector in Russia, which began after Primakov took office as the Minister of
Foreign Affairs, as well as the change in political leadership in both countries.

Throughout the 2000s and 2010s, relations between Russia and South Korea
continued to develop and deepen successfully, gradually moving towards

strategic partnership, as was declared at the highest level in 2008. The
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development of trade and economic relations was especially active and dynamic,
which largely corresponded to the policy of the "pivot to the East" declared by
the Russian government, aimed at strengthening Moscow's relations with the
countries of East Asia, as well as expanding Russia's economic and political
influence in the region. This Russian policy also found support in South Korea,
which sought to implement the 'Eurasian Initiative’ under Park Geun-hye and
the 'New Northern Policy' under Moon Jae-in.

However, the growing confrontation between Russia and Western countries
could not but affect bilateral relations, which, along with the change in political
leadership in South Korea, collapsed the relations between the countries,
virtually negating the progressive development of bilateral relations that had
been built over the last three decades. It should be noted that despite the
cooling of relations, their technical functionality is preserved — diplomatic staff
are present in both states, various humanitarian events are held, consultations
on various issues at the official level are conducted, and visa-free exchanges
are carried out. Meanwhile, the Russian side, forced to react to the unfriendly
steps of the South Korean leadership, seems to still hope for the preservation
of, if not friendly, then good-neighborly relations between the countries. Thus,
the future of bilateral relations at the moment seems to depend heavily on how
far the South Korean side intends to go in solidarity with Western countries.
The author of these lines hopes that South Korea, as before, will build its
relations with Russia within the framework of its fundamental national interests,
within which cooperation with the Russian side looks much more attractive

than the prospect of freezing and rolling back bilateral relations.



Three—Decade Overview 271

References

A, 27 S8AuE ] erlol £ 54 FART2y,, 20239 124 239,
https://www.yna.co.kr/view/AKR2023122 6068600003(7414:2023.12.30.).

AxyJierxo B.C., “VicTopysl OBYCTOPOHHEIO COTPYLHHUECTBA B 0GJIACTH DHIGHOIO X034
1t ctBa Mexmy Poccuit ckoifi Pemepareif u Pecrry6smxoit Kopest.” Becrrmk
Camrr-Ilerepoyprexoro yauepcrrera, Vol. 13, No. 2, 2020.

Axyirerxo B.C., “O6pas Poccum 1 pycckux B «PeaJIbHBIX 3aIHCSIX IIPABSINEro moMa Uo
cor».” HspecTrs HPKYTCKOIO IOCyAapCTBEHHOIO yHUBEPCHTETa., Cepasa Heropa
g, Vol. 34, 2020.

AHTOHOB, P. P., “Kopelf CKo—pocCHl CKHe MeXAYHAPOLHBbIE TOPrOBOSKOHOMUUECKHE OT
HOIIEHUs B IIepwof, upesuaentTcsa Myn Uxo Vma.” Kopeepegemme B Poccuu:
Hanpapjeane H passurae, Vol. 4, No. 3, 2023.

BobpoB, A. et al., “OBosmorms HOKTPUHAIBGHBIX OCHOB BHeImHel mosmTuky Poccrmt.”
Mexzgyraponras KH3HP, No. 2, 2022, https://
interaffairs.ru/jauthor/material/2611 (7*14:2023.11.30.).

Jlasor Poccrg - Pecry6mira Kopes, httpi//drrk.ru (3219:2023.11.30.).

En, Comr Xemy, “Poccmst m Pecy6imxa Kopest: Barumm ms Ceyaa.” Mexgyrapoqmad
xmzap,  No. 3, 2012,  https://interaffairs.ru/jauthor/material/628(73
21:2023.11.30)

3abpoBckast, JI.B., Poccra m Pecrmyoimra Kopes: oT KOHQDOHTAOHH K COTPYAHHUECTBY
(1970-1990-¢ rr.), BiamusocTok: MsmaresmserBo MMAD JIBO PAH, 1996.

UBanos, K.B., “Poccuil cKo—I10HOKOpeli CK¥ie OTHOIIEHHS B YCJIOBHSAX TYPOYJIEHTHOCTH
CHCTEMB] MEXIYHAPOAHBIX OTHOIICHNH  BBI3OBbI U TIEPCHEKTUBbL FoccHa o
Kopes B COBPEMEHHOM HHQOPMAI[HOHHOM IIPOCTpaHcTBe, VIDKYyTCK: M3maTelise
TBO MI'Y, 2022.

Kosso, JLE., "Hcropuuecknit (OH COBPeMEHHBIX DPOCCHM CKO—KOpeH CKMX OTHOIICHHN
n." ArrTyanpHple BoIpOChI OOIMECTBEHHBIX HAYK: COIHOJIOTHS, HOJIHTOJIONHS,
¢mmocogug, meropug, No. 12(52), 2015.

Jlanmosa, W.C., “OBosmorus oTHomeHuit Poccwit cxoif Pemeparim 1 Pecrry6omxu Kop
ed: OT IIePBbIX KOHTAKTOB K MHTEIDAIMOHHBIM LIPOeKTaM. EBpasHil ckad HH

Terpamasg. OKOHOMHKE, Ipaso, moJmTara, No. 18, 2015.



272 Z2ofH1 H39H 15(2024)

Tlax, B./., Kopert iipr B Poccrit crort  myvmareprr, VIDRYTCK: VIDKYTCKHE TOCYZIapcTBEHH
Pl Ilefaroruueckuii ymmBepcureT, 1994.

CamconoBa, BT, “ToproBo—3KOHOMUUECKOE COTPYHHMUECTBO Poccry u Pecrrybimkn K
opest B YCJIOBHUSX COBDEMEHHBIX BboBoB Trade.” Compemermmbie mpotirembr K
ope#t croro mouryocTpoBa 2022, Mocksa: IIKCA PAH, 2022.

Toutopas, T2, “Poccrst n 1po6iieMbl Kopei CKoro IoJIyocTpoBa Ha COBDEMEHHOM 3Tall
e.” Becrrmrx MIHUMO-YumBepcareTa, No. 4(37), 2014.

“Anzpert Kysmx: MockBa TOTOBa BO30GHOBUTD IOJIHOGOPMATHBL Auasior ¢ CeyJio
m” PHA Hopoct, 2023.02.10., https://ria.ru/20230210/kulik-
1851052566.html(33414:2023.11.30.).

“KoHIernmus BHeIHel oJMTHKH Poccwit croit ®emeparmmu ot 28 momsa 2000 r.”,
https://docs.cntd.ru/document/901764263(7 4 4:2023.11.30.).

“O¢unuaibEbIT BUsUT B Pecrrybimky Kopes.” Ogummaimmaple ceTeBbIe pecypchI 1lpe
spmerra  Poccmr,  2010.11.10.,  http://www.kremlin.ru/news/9474(71 4
9:2023.11.30.).

“Poccuit cxo—xopelt ckasg CoBMECTHasd AeKJapanus. OPHIHAIBHBIE CETEBBIE DECYPCHI
Ipesgmenra  FPoccrm,  2004.09.21.,  http://kremlin.ru/supplement/2038(7 A
9:2023.11.30.).

“Poccuit CKo—KOpEH CKoe COBMECTHOE sasBlieHue.” OQUIHAIBHBIE CeTEBbIe Pecypchl 11
pesurerTa Poccrm, 2001.02.26., http://special. kremlin.ru/supplement/3304(33 4
2:2023.11.30.).

“CoBMmecTHOe 3asgBirerme Poccrit ckoit ®emeparmm u Pectrybimxu Kopes.” Ogurriaim
HbIe ceTeBbIe DECypehI [pesrrenra Poccrn, 2008.09.29.,
http://news.kremlin.ru/ref_notes/237(34<: 2023.1 1.30).

“KOscrast Kopest — ofHa M3 caMbIX APY:KeCTBEHHDBIX CpeIy HeApyXeCTBEHHBIX cTpaH.”
Koyepcarr,  2023.12.18.,  https://www. kommersant.ru/doc/6410748(33 44
©1:2023.12.30.).



Three—Decade Overview 273

i
e
fo
L

30 7R oF-2f f= A Aetet AR FF

-+

A
:IOLI“

32
41
LD o
S o
@ 2o
—{l‘l
_l:o
14 o

=
Aokt Sgto] ojxle Je 28 Méﬂq T olge 7] @A
Qo] ol YRkshA UIstAl Srok, 1990WT FubAl = TAl) W
of F&5P Hth. EAY Zejotmast eixol Aol YRATEoR JY
Ze gl A Aze e Folcks Wi Wi %A

i)

o 9l FA WA WetE spAg] GRolct 3
2Alote] F2A ololi xS 0|2, o2 S| BATMHE Age
2 RS WS FWCL 200040 AVREE FF WAL o=
sto A =y 2F0] B2 of AVlol: FF ARAIE) &
ushion], 44 U A=A Sof WAV A Ak olelg Wat
Aat AT 7o) 45 st B A ot o 2FAA o
o} 2jAlotet Al FHE Afole] F7kshe UL §Rut 2ol Bl
IR0l Al 283F o] AL AR oleEl: opge wolth olat A
Gusos 97 7 WAL Hash] AN Aoz wan @) @-
A 52 A 304 §9F ofobs el =gce sfelo] oh

sl st 97

2
0 rlo
ln:

S &
Cooxra
é

_ﬂiﬂﬂmﬂ

L‘rzi

[e)

=)
H'IJ

W s
]

o% o
Lo 4

17
=

R ey
S
<
i)
[d
31
i
Mo
fon
o
=l
@
A
O
)
=
2
rlr
0
2
_ﬂa
L
)
N
N
_il

oh W okl W orlo of mo r|r o fu
)

FAo]: Ao, F=r, = WA, d-2 B

| Faud: 20249 1€ 1049, AAME: 20243 2€ 74, AASEAEY: 20249 29 194




