Nation Building in South Korea
Should the USFK Withdraw From Korea Peninsula or Just Realign
The United States military troops stationed in Korean Peninsula had been in place since the 1950 Korea war which it fought on the side of Korea. Shortly thereafter a joint military army between United States-Republic of Korea (U.S-ROK) was established under Combined Forces Command (CFC) (Bush, 2006). This force will later give rise to the present United States Forces Korea (USFK) as is known today. The current USFK is comprised of Army, Navy, Marines, and the Air force. It has 43 bases established bases in the country and military troops numbering 37,000 (Bush, 2006).

In order to fully appreciate the context in which USFK operate in South Korea, let us briefly review the historically occurrences that made the USFK vital force in the region. Korea Peninsula and specifically South Korea is a strategic place that America has always historically been committed to protect (Chay, 1990). The relationship between United States and South Korea is one that dates back before the country become independent in 1945. Just after the Second World War ended when the first American forces troops put up a base there. Four years later after South Korea become sovereign country American forces left the country. But not for long, in the following year, 1950 the Korean War broke out and Washington committed to the country democracy ordered the United States military force back to the country (Chay, 1999). Since then no major military withdrawal has occurred to this date.

But the issues underlying the United States forces withdrawal from the Korea peninsula and military alignment does not arise now.

It is one rooted in history between the two countries that has come up again and again. Since 1945 when the United States Forces has been in the country after the Second World War. There have been several attempts that U.S has undertaken to limit and withdraw the number of military troops from the country (Clough, 1976). Besides military withdrawals major military alignments of the USFK have also been done several times as well that have seen majority of the USFK troops based at the demilitarized zone (DMZ). However attempts to have the USFK withdraw from the country all together over the years have never been achieved, and for good reasons.

The military challenge presented by the Korean peninsula is one of international significance. Major global countries such as china, Russia and Japan have vested interests in the region that dates back to the Korean war of 1950 that lasted for three years. These global powers have since taken sides in the Korea peninsula conflict. During the war the Chinese and Russians provided military assistance to North Korea to help fight South Korea which was at the time being backed by United States (Clough, 1976). With Chinese and Russia in the picture the United States have to tread a thin line in order that would prevent another world war from happening.

Since 1970 when 20, 000 United States military troops were first withdrawn from South Korea, America has over the years sought to reduce these numbers even more (Chay, 1999). With the realization that USFK forces can never be based there forever, Washington option has since then leaned on gradually reduction through troop withdrawals. More so the logistics associated with maintaining and sustaining a functional military force abroad was increasingly enormous in terms of cost.

This was in light of other equally pressing matters back at home. But the risk associated with withdrawal of even minimal numbers of USFK usually caused ripple effect across the region, as it happened in 1970. And also during the second attempt of Washington in 1977 to withdraw a whole USFK army division (Chang-hee, 2003).

The question that faces United States in its efforts to reduce the USFK troops to minimal levels is very much like what the Seoul government itself must finally address as well. It's a classic catch 22 where there is no clear better option for any of the two allies to commit without suffering consequences. This is the question that Washington has many times sought to put to rest through its various attempted USFK Withdrawal and realignment (Chang-hee, 2003). And which now confronts Seoul as a result of growing dissidents from it backyards that is now increasingly exerting more pressure to have USFK troops start withdrawing from the region. What is common this time however is that both countries seem to finally realize the need to initiate USFK withdrawal from South Korea, in what is becoming increasingly more like a choice that must be forced.

Back in 1977 the American Administration in Washington announced intention to withdraws and further reduce USFK forces in South Korea. The political temperatures triggered by the plan in Washington and Seoul saw the decision postponed indefinitely. Seoul at the time was objecting to the idea of USFK withdrawal from South Korea citing the risk that North Korea still presented.

But this has never been a choice that any country has ever chosen without a pinch of salt. It would even be trickier now when the regions politics have increasingly become polarized by the North Korea recent series of provocation to the allies.

Now that we have examined the underlying factors that are critical to influencing the decision that should be made, and which have always informed the previous USFK withdrawals from the country. Let us now critically analyze why the current proposal by the United States to further reduce the USFK troops should not be implemented.

Despite the political benefits that will come with USFK troop withdrawal to minimal numbers; I believe that the threat of destabilizing the peninsula region is very high. Since the end of the Korea war in 1953 which lasted for three years, North Korea and South Korea has never to date signed any form of treaty that binds the parties to a peace agreement (Brazinsky, 2007). In fact the 1953 Korea war ended as ceasefire. North Korea has never hidden it desire to restart the war and thereby reunite the two countries. Without a peace agreement between the two countries for five decades the possibility of an all blown out war is not farfetched. For all intents and purpose North Korea seems that they have been binding their time waiting for the right moment.

Knowing that the logistics and costs of maintaining USFK military in South Korea cannot be undertaken indefinitely, There is no doubt in telling the right moment for North Korea at least in their minds, will be when the USFK has been reduced to a number that offers military advantage. Pyongyang is aware of the strategic advantage that USFK troops presents by being in South Korea. Being at close proximity any military operation could be undertaken within minutes should it attack South Korea. Hence USFK presence is considered one of the major deterrence that prevents North Korea from attacking. But the military advantage in Korea peninsula is not only in favor of USFK. Particularly the reason Pyongyang has never felt threatened by the imposing presence of USFK which at time has numbered close to 100, 000 troops is because it considers itself to have some form of gambling chips in the high stake military game that plays out in Korea peninsula.

In the event of war between the North and South Korea the 15,000 USFK troops that have their base in the demilitarized zone which borders North Korea would effectively be North Korea hostages. A scenario that Washington is aware and which it lets pass as form of guarantee to Pyongyang that it is not in United States interest to provoke war in the region. Over the years since ceasefire North Korea have been increasing and refining their military power (Levkowitz, 2008). When United States has been fighting a myriad of wars in Iraq, Iran and Afghanistan over the last decade, where it is still actively engaged in Afghanistan with operation to combat terrorism related activities. This has taxed and strained the United States military resources, it is at such times that Pyongyang has been seen to provoke war in the region by openly acquiring and testing a nuclear weapons.

But the USFK presence in the region does not only serve to deter the invasion of South Korea by North Korea. Korea peninsula offers strategic military advantage to the United States Army in other four major ways unrelated to South and North Korea (Chay, 1990). One it consolidates other U.S troops in the region and Asia in general. This increases it base numbers of troops available for military action within the greater region at short notice.

Number two, the U.S forces in this region are also meant to provide distinct advantage that might require military intervention with countries such as China and Russia which are global powers that can destabilize the region. More importantly the current military policy is to have a military army that is amorphous and has presence and bases in every continent and as many regions as possible.

Finally the presence of large United States force in the region is a consolation to the American allies in the region such as Japan. And there are many ways that America can provide support to the regional allies. An example is humanitarian relief to the region in times of disaster. Which are prone to the region and humanitarian relief of the region in general.

United States as a global power is more likely to use it military might and policy in the region to affirm the countries commitment to continue supporting the initiatives that are in its own best interest. And South Korea is a country that America has committed to protect. Therefore complete withdrawal of the USFK from the region would send the wrong message to the present United States other allies worldwide that America cannot be trusted to provide military support in times of need. This would harm America efforts since it actively relies on its allies for the most military operations it undertakes. An example is the current Afghanistan military operation targeting terrorist. In this operation America has put a joint force of allies from not less than five countries that have committed their troops for the cause.

In light of these advantages that the United States has by virtue of occupying the Korean Peninsula it is highly unlikely that the current Washington's administration would consider implementing a complete withdrawal of USFK forces from the region. Lest history repeats itself as it happened in 1949 when United States withdrew completely their military troops thereby triggering North Korea attack on South Korea and the start of Korea war.
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