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Korea Navigates Regional Volatility:
The Beijing & Nara Summits

Source: Office of the President

President Lee Jae-myung’s diplomacy in 2026 began
against a tense regional backdrop, with an ongoing rift in
Sino-Japanese relations and renewed uncertainty caused
by U.S. tariffs casting a dark shadow. Lee’s first foreign visit
in 2026 brought the Korean delegation to Beijing. For the
first time in eight years, Chinese President Xi Jinping
invited a Korean president for a state visit. Both leaders
held a summit at the GCreat Hall of the People on the
afternoon of 5 January.

However, the diplomatic itinerary was not limited to China.
Shortly after his engagements in Beijing, President Lee
traveled to Japan to revive shuttle diplomacy and shore up
economic security, marking a significant dual-track start to
theyear.

This edition takes a closer look at what Lee’s trip and its
outcomes signal for Korea's regional relations.
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President Lee’s state visit to China

Korea and China Codifying the restoration of Korea-China relations
e.levate economic The bilateral summit culminated in the signing of fourteen
ties memoranda of understanding (MOUs) and one certificate

of donation, witnessed by both leaders. The cooperation
agreements span a broad range of sectors, including
digital technology, SME innovation, industrial complexes,
and the protection of intellectual property rights (see the
diagram for full details). The MOU discussions centered on
sectors with a direct impact on daily life, highlighting the
two leaders’ shared focus on enhancing public well-being
through closer economic cooperation.

Source: Korea Policy Briefing
The Korea-China Business Forum, held ahead of the

bilateral summit, further underscored President Lee's push
to deepen economic cooperation with South Korea's
largest trading partner. At the forum, President Lee called
for deeper economic collaboration in various areas
including beauty products, food, and cultural content.
Attendees went on to reach a broad consensus on
expanding cooperation across other key sectors, not
limited to manufacturing, gaming, and service industries.

Source: JoongAng llbo

The forum drew around 600 participants, including 416
representatives from 161 Korean companies and
approximately 200 executives from Chinese firms. It
marked the first Korea—China business forum of its kind
since December 2017, ending an eight-year hiatus. On the
Korean side, the event was attended by the heads of all
four major conglomerates: Samsung Electronics Chairman
Lee Jae-yong, SK Group Chairman Chey Tae-won, Hyundai
Motor Group Chairman Chung Eui-sun, and LG Group
Chairman Koo Kwang-mo. To put the scale of
engagement into perspective, while acknowledging
differences in format, the Korea-U.S. Business Roundtable,
held during President Lee's state visit to the United States
in August 2025, had around 50 attendees.

Laying the groundwork for sustained cooperation

Following his summit meeting with President Xi, President
Lee met in succession with Chairman Zhao Leji, Premier Li
Qiang, and Party Secretary Chen Jining. Premier Li Qiang,
often described as China's “economic tsar,” ranks second

in the country’'s power hierarchy. Zhao Leji, Chairman of
the Standing Committee of the National People's
Congress, whose role is roughly equivalent to that of South
Korea's National Assembly Speaker, ranks third.



Korea-China MOUs at a glance

14 Bilateral Memorandums of Understanding
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9 Commercial Memorandums of Understanding

)

Chinese *

Category Korean .‘g,

Shinsegae Group

Samjin Food

Alibaba International

Samjin Amook

Consumer

Goods .
Farmstaff Zhonghuan Yida
PharmaResearch Guangdong Biol
Seobuk Beijing Idou Culture

Digital

Content Helloworks Creon
Root 3 Boundary Singularity
SWM Lenovo

Supply

Chain
Geoseong BF Nano Tech

Key Cooperation

Expanding K-products via global e-platforms
Localizing retail & marketing for Samjin Amook
Establishing smart farms for K-Strawberry
Global supply of Micro-needle Therapy Systems
Developing content based on K-pop artist IPs
Co-producing short-form dramas, & films
Partnering for game licensing & localization
Developing L4 autonomous driving platforms

Building eco-friendly nano-material factories


https://www.korea.kr/news/policyNewsView.do?newsId=148957520
https://www.korea.kr/news/policyNewsView.do?newsId=148957520
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President Lee's meeting with Chen Jining, Party Secretary
of Shanghai, is also noteworthy given the symbolic weight
of the position. Historically, the Shanghai party
Secretaryship has served as a key stepping stone to
China’s central leadership. Since 1987, officeholders have
gone on to assume senior national roles ranging from Vice
Premier of the State Council to the presidency.

Meeting with China's top leaders, President Lee secured
clear support for deepening bilateral cooperation. Premier
Li Qiang reaffirmed that China places high priority on
relations with South Korea and is ready to strengthen
strategic communication and expand cooperation under
the guidance of both leaders. Chairman Zhao said that

- ) friendship and cooperation are the enduring foundation of
Source: Newsis Korea—China relations and that a stable, continuously
developing partnership benefits both peoples and regional
and global stability. Party Secretary Chen Jining
highlighted Shanghai’'s key role in bilateral ties, noting it
accounts for about 10% of total trade. He further expressed
his readiness to advance cooperation at the local
government level.

The broader scope of President Lee’s high-level
engagements underscores the exceptional nature of this
visit and signals a deliberate move by Beijing to elevate its
political importance, highlighting renewed momentum in
bilateral relations.

Structural overhang likely to stay

While both leaders have affirmed their shared desire to
reinforce bilateral relations amid the rise of nationalism, it
remains uncertain whether this will translate into
sustained long-term cooperation. If history is any guide,
South Korea's relations with China are not fully within its
control; rather, they are shaped by a broader strategic
context. Most notably, its alliance with the United States
looms as the primary variable influencing South Korea's
foreign policy toward China. President Lee is therefore
expected to tread with caution, carefully navigating
volatile geopolitical conditions in pursuit of a balanced
diplomacy driven by pragmatism rather than ideology.
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President Lee’s visit to Japan

Lee’s pragmatic diplomacy with Japan . .
A strategic reality

Following his visit to China, President Lee embarked on a check

“shuttle diplomacy” trip to Japan for a summit with Prime
Minister Sanae Takaichi in Nara on 13-14 January. Long
mired by disputes over the nations’ wartime history, the
two states have often struggled to work together even in
areas of shared interest. But the regional volatility caused
by the dynamics between and with the U.S. and China
have delivered a swift reality check that shunning
cooperation is no longer a tenable strategy. Lee's refusal to
give in to China's demands to oppose Japan during the
prior week's summit in Beijing was a beneficial outcome
for Japan that set a positive tone for the summit in Nara.

i "

Against the backdrop of Beijing’'s 5 January
announcement that it would ban the export of military- _ ERS 4 —
civilian dual-use productsto Japan, the Korea-Japan Source: Office of the President
summit's discussions were largely centered on

safeguarding economic security. Lee and Takaichi reached

a consensus to pursue rigorous discussions on protecting

industrial supply chains and to deepen cooperation on

artificial intelligence, intellectual property protection, and

combatting transnational crime. Sensing its vulnerability

to China's economic coercion (which it faced in full force

over the THAAD dispute in 2016), Seoul has recognized the

necessity to maintain balance between its regional

neighbors through pragmatic diplomacy.

Seoul’s efforts to diversify its markets were apparent at the
summit, with Korean National Security Adviser Wi Sung-
lac confirming that Korea's accession to the
Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-
Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) was a major item of
discussion. The pact currently comyprises 12 economies
(including several Asia-Pacific states and middle powers),
collectively represents about 14.5% of global GDP, and
constitutes a significant trading bloc that, notably,
excludes the United States and China. To join, Korea needs
Japan’'s approval and will likely have to ease its own trade
restrictions on Japanese seafood imports in order to gain
admittance to the pact.



Insulating Seoul from Conclusion
broader geopolitical

. Overall, President Lee appeared to compartmentalize
dynamics

Korea's relations with China and Japan, independently
engaging with each to set future-oriented trajectories
without getting embroiled in the ongoing Sino-Japanese
rift. Media analysis of the diplomatic tour emphasizes Lee's
pragmatic leadership style employed in the international
context to navigate a tense regional situation. While the
long-term efficacy of this strategy remains to be seen, it's
clear that President Lee has attempted to approach these
relationships so as to insulate Seoul from broader
geopolitical friction through diversified trade and forward-
looking relations with its like-minded neighbors.

Concrete actions at the ministerial and business levels to
follow will be the first litmus test for the efficacy of Lee's
efforts, ensuring the numerous bilateral agreements
signed move beyond declarative statements.
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