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Introduction

Earlier this year, the European Union (EU) and the Republic of Korea (ROK) signed
a landmark Digital Trade Agreement (DTA) that deepened a decade of close
cooperation. The Agreement supplements the 2010 Free Trade Agreement (FTA), the
2022 Digital Partnership Agreement, and a research affiliation with Horizon Europe.
At the core of this strategic cooperation between the EU and the ROK are shared

objectives, values, and economic interests.

Both countries are firmly committed to a digital transition that aligns with democratic
values and share complementary aspirations to enhance their technological
innovation and status as digital regulators. Additionally, considerable market sizes,
critical dependencies on foreign competitors and security imperatives also pose the

EU and the ROK as strategic diplomatic partners.

While, for now, deepening bilateral cooperation has focused on boosting trade,
researching critical technologies (such as 5G, 6G, Artificial Intelligence, quantum
computing, etc.), and promoting their safety, there is potential for more. Building on
their shared interests, the EU and the ROK should deepen their digital diplomatic
engagement and cooperate more closely on digital governance and digital skills

development, among other areas.

This contribution aims to discuss the EU's and the ROK's digital strategies and identify
key areas in which strengthened cooperation is not only mutually beneficial but also

feasible and aligned with the current strategic objectives of both partners.



The EUropean way

The EU is often regarded as a regulatory heavyweight. In the past, the Union has
been able to extend the imposition of its digital standards internationally, thanks to,
among others, its considerable market size. This phenomenon has been dubbed by

experts the “Brussels Effect.”

As of early 2025, the EU's impressive digital rulebook counted 101 laws, spanning
from data and privacy to cybersecurity, e-commerce, and competition. Despite the
different focus, all these policies have one thing in common: their vision for a human-
centric, fair, and inclusive future digital environment in which technology serves

societal well-being and democratic values.

This is thanks to the Union's overarching digital strategy, the Digital Decade, which
articulates objectives and sets targets that are instrumental to achieving the EU’s
digital ambitions by the end of the current decade. Progress on these targets
is monitored annually by the European Commission’s Directorate-General for
Communications Networks, Content, and Technology (DG CNECT) and then made

public through comprehensive overviews as well as country-specific reports.

The EU is also actively engaged in digital diplomatic relations with like-minded
partners through fora such as the G7 and G20, as well as in bilateral discussions
under the Trade and Technology Council (TTC) and digital partnerships. On June
5, 2025, the EU Commission and the European External Action Service (EEAS)
presented the EU's International Digital Strategy, which focuses on expanding the
network of partnerships, supporting like-minded countries in their digital transition,

and strengthening global digital governance.

South Korea’'s more successful approach to digitalisation?

Although often overlooked in Europe, South Korea has a strong and long-standing
tradition of digital policy development, with initiatives dating back to the 1980s.
Recently, the country has sought to establish itself as an alternative to more
traditional models of technology governance (the European, Chinese, and American
approaches). Now, the ROK can rely on open data policies, laws on information

protection, intelligent informatisation, and Al.

Overall, the South Korean approach to digitalisation combines a positive regulatory
vision with a strong focus on harnessing the benefits of open data, significant
investments in the research and development (R&D) of critical technologies, and

particular attention to international standards.

In terms of strategies, South Korea's current digital priorities include boosting R&D
investments in tech (especially in Al, semiconductors, 5G, 6G, and the metaverse),
developing widespread connectivity infrastructure, and promoting digital government
innovation. These priorities are supported by the country’s globally competitive
companies in the fields of electronics, semiconductors, and software services, to

name a few.



As per the external dimension, the ROK is actively engaged in digital diplomacy and
discussions with like-minded partners. In the last decade, the country has signed
digital partnership agreements with Singapore (the KSDPA, in 2022), the UK (in
2023), and the EU (in 2023).

EU-ROK cooperation in the years

Extending over a decade, the EU-South Korea strategic partnership boasts a
considerable number of initiatives. These have, over the years, contributed to
bringing the two economies together, created mutually beneficial interdependencies,
strengthened R&lI ties, and attempted to secure the value chains of critical and

emerging technologies.

The first instance of EU-ROK cooperation dates back to 2006 with the Agreement for
Scientific and Technological Cooperation, which laid the foundation for joint efforts in
research and innovation (R&lI). Since then, the partnership has developed to include

South Korea in Pillar Il of Horizon Europe, where it participates in nearly 60 projects.

Then in 2010, Europe and South Korea strengthened their broader relationship
to a strategic partnership through an FTA that eliminated most import duties and
addressed non-tariff barriers to trade in key sectors, such as pharmaceuticals and
electronics. According to the Commission’s estimates, the EU-ROK FTA has resulted

in a 96% or higher increase in bilateral trade and investment over the last decade.

In November 2022, Europe and South Korea reaffirmed their commitment to their
strategic partnership by signing a Digital Partnership. The objective of the agreement
is to strengthen cooperation between technologically advanced partners in areas such

as semiconductors, 5G and beyond, Al, platforms, and cybersecurity, to name a few.

Lastly, earlier this year, the EU and the ROK announced the signing of a landmark EU-
Korea Digital Trade Agreement. The latest accord complements the 2010 FTA, further
solidifies the two digital economies, and aims to promote cooperation on mutually

beneficial digital policies.

A Stronger EU-ROK Relationship: What Should It Look Like?
Although in principle, the partnership between the EU and South Korea is a strong
one, there is room for improvement. Specifically, despite the high-level ambitions,
cooperation between the two actors is often limited by a low level of commitment
typical of international agreements (and diplomacy). The lack of concrete initiatives
for technological, industrial and infrastructure partnerships beyond research efforts
constitutes a missed opportunity for valuable EU-ROK collaboration.

Recognising the alignment between their respective economic security strategies,
shared visions for their digital transformations, and complementary strengths, the
two partners should engage in a stronger relationship. Closer cooperation could be
easily achieved in areas such as digital innovation, digital governance, and securing
digital infrastructure.



According to OECD data, South Korea leads in innovation and connectivity, is a
trailblazer country for the digitalisation of public services (e-government), and
performs well in internet usage. Additionally, the ROK has ranked first on the
Bloomberg Innovation Index for the past seven years, demonstrating its leadership in
R&D, manufacturing, high-tech companies (thanks to local giants such as Samsung,

Naver, and LG), education, research personnel, and patents.

In contrast, the latest State of the Digital Decade report reveals that the EU currently
lags in connectivity, is far from achieving its basic digital skills target, and remains
heavily dependent on foreign tech despite steady progress in digitalising key public
services. Adding to this gloomy scenario, Draghi's report on competitiveness also
highlighted an overall lack of strategic focus and an issue with diluted common
resources at the EU level, which are resulting in a weak tech sector that currently

hinders innovation and productivity in the region.

As such, if Europe wants to remain a hub for innovation, investment, and open trade,
it should strengthen its industrial partnership with the ROK. This could be achieved by
collaborating on the investment, scaling, and industrialisation of deep and emerging
technologies such as quantum computing, and by fostering closer partnerships

between leading South Korean and European companies in the field of Al.

Secondly, despite its more recent tradition as a digital regulator, the ROK was one of
the first countries in the world to adopt a comprehensive Al regulation. The Act on the
Development of Artificial Intelligence and Establishment of Trust (the “Al Basic Act”)
was passed in January 2025 and is scheduled to take effect starting from January
2026. Besides outlining requirements to comply with ethical principles, setting safety
and transparency principles, and regulating high-impact Al systems, the Act also
supports the creation of Al infrastructure. It mandates the creation of data centres,
discusses the need for training data, and promotes the fostering of SMEs, startups,

and other national Al talents.

Due to this strong innovation-friendly approach, the ROK'’s Al Basic Act has been
well-received overall by businesses. However, concerns remain surrounding the
classification of high-impact Al, which is notably distinct from the EU's “high-
risk” label in that it does not distinguish between tiers of risk. The concerns mainly
stem from arguments of legal ambiguity of the ROK'’s approach, which will make

implementing the Al Basic Act challenging.

On the contrary, the EU's approach to regulating Al has been heavily criticised by
both industry and civil society organisations (CSOs) alike. At the beginning of July,
a group of European Al champions addressed a letter to the Commission, asking
to pause the implementation of Al rules in Europe and prioritise the quality of the
rulebook over the speed of its implementation. Earlier in the year, a group of experts
had done the same, but calling for rules on General Purpose Al (GPAI) models to

serve the interests of both businesses and citizens.

To reconcile these fractures, European regulators could consider the South Korean

model as an alternative. Cooperation in Al governance could, for example, inform both



the EU's future revisions of its Al Act and efforts to simplify the Union’s burdensome
rulebook through the upcoming digital omnibus. At the same time, it could be
advantageous for the two countries to collaborate more closely on advancing Al
safety beyond the existing framework of the Al Summits. This could be achieved by
having the EU's Al Office, which is the centre of European Al expertise and plays a

key role in enforcing the Al Act, working closely with the ROK's Al Policy Centre.

Lastly, amid rising geopolitical and geoeconomic tensions, both the EU and the ROK
must secure their critical digital infrastructure. An example of vulnerable infrastructure
that requires closer cooperation is subsea cables, which host the vast majority of
international data traffic and provide the high-speed backbone of the global internet
and telecommunications network. While reports indicate that the majority of the
damage can be attributed to fishing incidents, the number of malicious attacks on
subsea cables has increased in recent years and is expected to continue doing so.

Repairs are also incredibly costly, averaging several million euros per fix.

As such, partner countries sharing cables, such as the EU and the ROK (which share
the FLAG Europe-Asia), must collaborate closely to safeguard infrastructure against
vulnerabilities and attacks. Progress on “cable diplomacy"” should build upon existing
commitments to enhance the resilience of critical digital infrastructure and establish
clear strategies to prevent damage, as well as develop rapid response and repair

capabilities.

While there is clear strategic reasoning and potential behind deeper EU-ROK digital
cooperation, it is also essential to recognise the inherent challenges. To realise
tangible results, the EU and the ROK must maintain their commitment, navigate the
complexities of geopolitical balancing in the current era, and manage potentially

volatile domestic environments on both sides.

Conclusion

While most EU-ROK partnerships to date have concentrated on trade and critical
technologies, there is substantial potential for more in-depth engagement. Enhanced
cooperation could be developed in the digital domain and should strategically extend
into three key areas: digital innovation, utilising reciprocal strengths for mutual
benefit; digital governance, with the ROK's expertise in creating flexible, innovation-
friendly digital frameworks guiding the EU’'s upcoming simplification process; and
securing digital infrastructure, improving crisis management and safeguarding
vital digital assets like undersea cables. By doing so, the EU and the ROK could
start forging an alternative, resilient digital order and position themselves as leading

innovators.
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1. ObMIQH AH|A dgtut 24

OtM|IF(Association of Southeast Asian Nations, ASEAN)2 SHOFA|OtS] CHEE
(VEXPO|LIEE)oF EME(RIEHAOF, HE|T §)E ZHdt= XGHAHZEAM, 19670 ALY
HA|H oteat otEE 2HOZ AMEIQICE SX) 10742 (T HIAIOF EHZ, Lzf|o|Alot, HIEL
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20234 7|E, OFM[Q2 QI F 6 8,000Ct B3t 3x 7,000 EHa{of| Hot= ZH #EE

HIEC 2 ot=o| = il &dt= Aot AIZS Q45 ULt 199501= M7 GDPL| 2.2%0f|
SIUE OtMIQte] ZX| HIE2 2023 3.6%2 STHE|ICH, 22 7|2t HET <F 4.98%=2
[e] X

PRI MEIES QUISHRITE OLMIOHS Offet 7|t 210 2045H7HK] A7 Ach ZHI =of8
SEE, o ZHSTOR AT AR BBYS 10/ =212 N4ehn rt.

Mz [Hto2 AXZSH(ASEAN Economic

Community, EC) 7158 &3 FZISHACE O SLUXS 1992'H OtM| X RHX|CH(ASEAN

Free Trade Area, AFTA)Q| £H0|H, 0| ZAX|S¢e2 2lst H|HM2t M2r2 HAL M =33HCE
£3] 1997\ SORAO} 2|2t9|7|, =2 24, el AMEe 2%t 3

SN HE 2HH6t=E A7 |7t =UCt

Sirffi= OFAf 2o

M

2007 XHEH=I ‘ObM|ot AR HAFRI(AEC Blueprint)'2 (D THUA|R L MAL|[HE 1= @) AT
st @ 7 A%, @ MA ZHQ ETS 40 HMEFROZ MAICE AE, MH|A X} AHE,

O
=3 QA XR2R 0|52 EMZE 2EHt 352 FH| 0|28 =25t= O SHE FUCL

2015 OfA|ot2 shLte| HIH, StLte] ™MA|A, st 3 &4|(One Vision, One Identity, One
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