RAPPROCHEMENT DESPITE
STRATEGIC DIVERGENCE:
THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE 2024
JAPAN-CHINA-SOUTH KOREA
SUMMIT

After four and a half years of interruption,
Japan, China, and South Korea finally held their
trilateral summit. Initiated in 2008 and planned
to be held annually, the summit has promoted
three-way economic, trade, and cross-sectoral
cooperation. Over the vyears, historical
grievances, territorial disputes, and strategic
divergencies between the three neighbours
often derailed mutual engagement, thus
disrupting the trilateral framework. In 2024, the
timing was ripe for the leaders to meet again. As
was expected, the summit did not lead to major
breakthroughs on sensitive matters. At the same
time, taking into consideration the continuing
divisions over security issues, the strategic
significance of restored high-level dialogue
among three highly interdependent economies
and key geopolitical players in the Indo-Pacific
region should not be underestimated.

On 26-27 May 2024, the long-awaited 9" summit
between Japan, the People’s Republic of China
(PRC), and the Republic of Korea (ROK or South
Korea) finally took place in Seoul. This was the
first trilateral summit since 2019. The summit
was attended by Japanese Prime Minister
Kishida Fumio, Chinese Premier Li Qiang, and
ROK President Yoon Suk-Yeol. Leaders
also held a series of bilateral talks on the
sidelines of the summit.

The summit focused on a few specific areas
of cooperation that were expected to have
a direct impact on the publics in the three
countries, including economy and trade,
people-to-people exchanges, and sustainable
development.! The outcomes of the discussions
were included in a joint statement, in which the
leaders pledged to institutionalise three-way
cooperation by regularly holding the trilateral
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summit and ministerial meetings, as well as to
resume negotiations on a trilateral free-trade
agreement.?

The overall tone of the trilateral talks was future-
oriented with an emphasis on deliverables in
key areas of common interest. This reflected
the existing political will in the three capitals to
try and set aside current geopolitical divisions
and focus on cooperation where it was both
desirable and feasible. As Prime Minister Kishida
pointed out before the start of the summit, it
was of “great significance for the region that the
leaders of the three countries, who have a great
responsibility for regional peace and prosperity,
gather together to discuss the direction of
cooperation.”?

Seeking rapprochement in times of a deepening
Sino-US rivalry, growing tensions on the Korean
Peninsula, and the ongoing war in Ukraine is
certainly a challenge for Japan, China, and South
Korea, as they hold diverging perspectives on
many of these issues. Therefore, the significance
of the summit for the future three-way
cooperation, which is instrumental for regional
stability in the Indo-Pacific region, should not

The significance of the summit should not be

measured against the resolution of sensitive matters

be measured against the resolution of sensitive
matters. Instead, the summit should be placed
within the overall context of the uncertain
strategic environment in the Indo-Pacific, in
which regional players seek to pursue their core
national security interests while simultaneously
engaging in strategic diversification and
repositioning in order to minimise conflict and
maximise the benefits of cooperation.
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EVOLUTION OF THE
TRILATERAL SUMMIT

The Japan-China-ROK summit was established in
2008 and initially planned to be held annually.
Prior to that, the three neighbours had
collaborated since 1997 in the framework of the
ASEAN+3 grouping. The decision to create an
independent (from ASEAN) platform was driven
by the need to boost Northeast Asian economic
and cross-sectoral cooperation, as the economic
and trade interdependence between the three
neighbours was deepening. Together, Japan,
China, and the ROK account for approximately 25
percent of global GDP and 20 percent of global
trade.* Trade among them has been growing,
having reached $780 billion by 2022.5 Three-
way cooperation has delivered some concrete
results, including in the areas of earthquake
disaster mitigation, nuclear power safety, and
environmental protection. Yet, on the diplomatic
and security front, Japan-China-ROK relations
have been fraught with tensions.

Over the years, historical grievances, territorial
disputes, strategic divergencies, and power
politics came to increasingly define interactions
among the three Northeast Asian neighbours.
Shifting domestic politics in the three countries
since the 2000s, as well as rising nationalist
sentiments in relation to questions of sovereignty
and territorial integrity, have added further
complexity to the trilateral interactions. This led
to a “stop-and-go” mode of cooperation whereby
joint progress on some issues, typically in the
economic and trade areas, and in tackling non-
traditional security challenges, was derailed due
to frequent diplomatic spats over historical and
geopolitical differences.® As a result, no summits
were held between 2013-14 and 2016-17.

The last summit took place in 2019 in a very
different political and strategic context compared
to 2024. Back then, South Korea was pursuing
rapprochement with China, while Japan-ROK
diplomatic relations were experiencing a major
deterioration due to historical issues that were
negatively affecting their trade ties. The onset
of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, and the
growing Sino-US rivalry disrupted the trilateral
interactions over the next four and a half years.

CURRENT DRIVERS OF
RAPPROCHEMENT

Admittedly, some of the long-standing issues
that used to derail relations among the three
neighbours in the past remain unresolved. At the
same time, changes in domestic politics in Japan
and South Korea, on the one hand, and China’s
altered strategic calculations and positioning, on
the other, have created favourable conditions for
the summit to take place.

Putting their historical grievances aside, over
the past two years Japan and the ROK under the
leadership of Kishida and Yoon have achieved
political rapprochement that was unthinkable
just a few years ago. This has been paralleled by
a deepening of US-ROK-Japan trilateral security
ties, especially, to counter the military threat
posed by the Democratic People’s Republic
of Korea (DPRK or North Korea) nuclear and
missile programmes. The prospect of a possible
formalisation of this minilateral in the form of a
trilateral US-led alliance has become a serious
concern for the PRC.” Showing its displeasure
with what it perceives as anti-China policies of
this three-way security cooperation, Beijing
resisted Seoul’s calls for a trilateral summit with
Tokyo.® However, China’s own tense relations
with Japan, South Korea’s clear tilt to the US
under Yoon, and the increasingly antagonistic
US-China relationship have placed the PRC in a
strategically disadvantageous position relative
to Japan and the ROK. As a result, Beijing finally
agreed to hold the trilateral summit.

For their part, Tokyo and Seoul have perceived
with uneasiness the growing Sino-Russian
alignment and, especially, the PRC’s support for
Moscow following Russia’s full-scale invasion of
Ukraine in 2022. Tensions in the Taiwan Strait
and on the Korean Peninsula are on the rise.
North Korea’s provision of ammunition to Russia
that is used by Moscow in the Ukraine war has
led to the formation of a more clearly defined
Russia-China-DPRK coalition. At the same time,
the uncertainties over the outcome of the US
presidential election in November 2024, and
hence Washington’s future commitments in
Asia, mean that both Tokyo and Seoul have the
incentive to engage in strategic manoeuvring
between the US and China.® Furthermore, while
geopolitical and strategic differences between
Japan and the ROK, on the one hand, and
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The three neighbours realised that a lack of dialogue
and regional fragmentation would be detrimental

to the economic and strategic interests of all and to
regional stability, in general

China, on the other, are deepening, what has
not changed is that the PRC remains the largest
trading partner of both countries.

The timing of the summit was thus dictated
by the urgent need to bring Japan-ROK-China
relations back on track, as the three neighbours
increasingly realised that a continuing lack of
dialogue and further regional fragmentation
would be detrimental to the economic and
strategic interests of all three nations, and to
regional stability, in general.

KEY ACHIEVEMENTS

The day before the three-way summit took place
leaders held a series of bilateral meetings, which
provided the direction of what might and might
not be feasible to achieve at a trilateral level.

The strategic alignment between Japan and the
ROK was on full display during the talks between
Prime Minister Kishida and President Yoon. The
leaders vowed to strengthen further bilateral,
as well as trilateral (with the US), security
engagement in order to deter the DPRK’s nuclear
and missile threats. They also discussed ways to
expand practical cooperation in various fields,
such as energy, technology, and supply chains.®

The talks between Prime Minister Kishida and
Premier Li revealed the existing divide between
Japan and China on key strategic issues,
including Taiwan and the situation in the East
China Sea. Despite this, the leaders sought to
adopt a more forward-looking approach and
build “constructive and stable” ties, as pointed
out by Kishida, while being able “to manage
their differences,” as stated by Li.!' The fields
of scientific and technological innovation,
digital economy, and green development were
singled out as providing potential for bilateral
cooperation.

For their part, President Yoon and Premier Li
agreed to establish a diplomatic security dialogue
between the ROK and China, as well as boost
trade and investment. The importance for the
ROK of working with China to promote peace in

the context of the DPRK’s nuclear development
and growing military cooperation with Russia
was also stressed by Yoon.*?

The trilateral summit focused on
functional cooperation. Six key areas
were prioritised, namely economy
and trade; sustainable development;
public health; science and technology;
disaster relief and safety management;
and people-to-people exchanges.’* While peace
and security matters were not excluded from
the discussions, their relative weight in the talks
was limited due to the extant differences over
national and regional security issues. The joint
statement did refer to the “denuclearisation of
the Korean Peninsula” as a shared agreement
among the three nations but did not mention
the DPRK by name, nor did it address the wars in
the Gaza Strip or Ukraine.'

It is clear that the leaders tried to minimise
the exposure of their differences at a trilateral
level, not least to prevent bilateral divisions
from disrupting the summit and planned
future cooperation. No doubt, these were
important lessons learned from the past. The
summit, therefore, sought to boost three-way
collaboration in key sectors, such as economy,
technology, and health, that are perceived to
bring the most benefits of closer cooperation
and where the neighbours share the most
commonalities in terms of approaches to global
challenges.

SIGNIFICANCE AND
FUTURE OUTLOOK

The 9™ summit has succeeded in restoring
communication among Japan, China, and the
ROK and in softening somewhat the rough edges
of the trilateral framework. The emphasis on
forward-looking, practical cooperation that is
expected to bring benefits to the people of the
three countries is likely to pave the way to more
regularised trilateral interactions. This approach
reflects the shared understanding in Tokyo,
Beijing, and Seoul that common challenges and
goals, including ageing societies and enhanced
connectivity of supply chains, require joint
responses. The resumption of the trilateral
cooperation will also have a positive impact on
the bilateral diplomatic engagement, helping
to stabilise Japan-China relations and improve
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ROK-China ties. Finally, as the other regional
players in the wider Indo-Pacific, especially the
smaller Southeast Asian nations, navigate an
increasingly unpredictable strategic environment
driven by major power rivalries, the restoration
of dialogue among the three Northeast Asian
heavyweights sends a positive signal to
the whole region.

To be sure, future cooperation between
Japan, China, and South Korea will likely
remain limited to the economic and non-
traditional security domains, not crossing over
to the more sensitive geopolitical, territorial,
and national security issues. Strategic division
over North Korea, Taiwan, and Russia’s war in
Ukraine may deepen. Power politics associated
with the US-China rivalry and Washington’s
strengthened alliances in the Indo-Pacific, as
well as the deepening Sino-Russian alignment,
will continue to place limitations on Japan-
China-ROK relations. In the short term, trilateral

ENDNOTES

interactions will also be greatly impacted by the
forthcoming US presidential elections.

At the same time, regularised three-way
summits will help the three nations manage their
differences better and reduce confrontations in

Although the summit did not lead to breakthroughs
on sensitive issues, the very fact that the three

neighbours succeeded in realising it is a positive sign

the future. From this perspective, although the
summit did not lead to major breakthroughs
on sensitive issues, the very fact that the three
neighbours succeeded in realising the 9" summit
despite (or possibly, because of) the existing
divisions is a positive sign. Trying to bring
diplomatic stability to an increasingly volatile
strategic environment seems to be a shared
objective by Japan, China, and the ROK, and this,
in itself, is an achievement.
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