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As part of this research, particular attention was given to trade disputes
between Japan and Korea, from which several tentative but noteworthy findings
emerged. First, these disputes reflect the cultural, geographical, and
industrial structural proximity between the two countries. Second, although to
a limited extent, they also mirror the political climate between them. Third,
both countries have generally taken a mature and restrained approach to
handling their trade-related disputes. These findings raise further questions:
for instance, whether such characteristics are unique to the Japan-Korea
relationship or whether they can serve as a useful analytical framework for
other bilateral trade disputes, and whether they might offer insights into
designing a more effective international trade dispute settlement mechanism.

A case illustrative of these dynamics is DS590, initiated in 2020, which
concerned Japan’ s tightened export controls on three chemical substances and
related technologies essential for semiconductor production in Korea. Korea
challenged Japan’ s measures as being inconsistent with provisions of the GATT
and related WTO agreements. While the formal dispute centered on legal and
procedural issues, the background was heavily influenced by political
developments. Specifically, in 2018, Korea’ s Supreme Court rendered a judgment
holding a Japanese company liable for wartime forced labor. Subsequently, in
2019, Japan introduced the contested export measures, which were perceived by
Korea as retaliatory. At the same time, Japan expressed concern over the
effectiveness of Korea’ s export controls vis—a—-vis North Korea, particularly
regarding dual-use goods, amid improving inter—Korean relations. These
differing perceptions were clearly articulated in WTO General Council
discussions. Ultimately, the dispute did not escalate to the stage of
retaliation. In 2023, following a change in administration and improved
bilateral relations, Japan relaxed its export controls and Korea formally
suspended the WTO proceedings.

This case, along with others, reinforces the earlier—-mentioned findings. The
first and second observations—the proximity of economic structures and the
influence of political context—are evident in the facts and progression of the
disputes. Regarding the third point, it is particularly noteworthy that none
of the disputes escalated to the level of retaliation, despite the existence

of procedural mechanisms for doing so under WTO rules. The fact that both
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countries chose not to pursue retaliatory action reflects a level of restraint
and diplomatic maturity. It is also significant that these disputes were often
addressed through mechanisms short of formal dispute settlement, such as
discussion in relevant WTO committees or bilateral consultations, underscoring
both parties’ preference for maintaining a cooperative framework.

Looking ahead, it is expected that Japan and Korea will continue to manage
trade disputes within a pragmatic and depoliticized framework. In the current
geopolitical context—marked by US-China decoupling and increasing strategic
alignment among like—-minded partners—the bilateral relationship between Japan
and Korea is likely to further stabilize. Their shared position within emerging
“friend-shoring” frameworks suggests that future trade disputes will be treated
more as technical matters rather than political confrontations. This trend is
further supported by their shared participation in broader regional trade
arrangements such as the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP),
the ongoing China-Japan-Korea FTA negotiations, and Korea’ s prospective
accession to the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans—Pacific

Partnership (CPTPP).
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