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Abstract 

 

The United Nations Command is the oldest and most distinguished of the 

four theater-level commands in the Republic of Korea. Authorized by the 

nascent United Nations Security Council, established by the United States 

Government, and initially commanded by General of the Army Douglas 

MacArthur, the United Nations Command had over 930,000 servicemen 

and women at the time the Armistice Agreement was signed. Sixteen UN 

member states sent combat forces and five provided humanitarian 

assistance to support the Republic of Korea in repelling North Korea’s 

attack. Over time, other commands and organizations assumed 

responsibilities from the United Nations Command, to include the defense 

of the Republic of Korea. The North Korean government has frequently 

demanded the command’s dissolution, and many within the United 

Nations question whether the command is a relic of the Cold War. This 

paper examines the United Nations Command, reviewing the 

establishment of the command and its subordinate organizations. The next 

section describes the changes that occurred as a result of the establishment 

of the Combined Forces Command in 1978, as well as the implications of 

removing South Korean troops from the United Nations Command’s 

operational control in 1994. The paper concludes with an overview of 

recent efforts to revitalize the United Nations Command, with a focus on 

the command’s relationship with the Sending States. 
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Introduction 

Crossing the border between South and North Korea on Christmas Eve 

in 1993, United Nations (UN) Secretary General Boutros Boutros-Ghali 

remarked that he didn’t authorize flying the UN Flag at Panmunjom.1 In a 

letter to the North Korean Foreign Minister six months later, the Secretary 

General further distanced his organization from the command bearing its 

name, noting that UN Security Council Resolution 84 “did not establish 

the unified command as a subsidiary organ under its control, but merely 

recommended the creation of a command, specifying that it be under the 

authority of the United States.”2 

The Secretary General’s comments highlighted the many 

misunderstandings about the United Nations Command (UNC). Of the 

four theater-level commands in the Republic of Korea (ROK)—U.S. 

Forces Korea, the Combined (ROK-U.S.) Forces Command, the UNC, and 

the ROK Joint Chiefs of Staff—none has the legacy of the UNC. 

Established during the darkest hours of the Korean War, the UNC had over 

930,000 troops from 17 nations at the time the Armistice Agreement was 

signed.3 Over time, the UNC’s mission and structure changed, particularly 

following the establishment of the CFC. However, there has been a 

renewed interest in the UNC due to recent North Korean provocations. 

This paper examines the UNC, reviewing the establishment of the 

command and its subordinate organizations. The next section describes the 

changes to the UNC resulting from the establishment of the CFC in 1978, 

as well as the implications of removing South Korean troops from the 

UNC’s operational control in 1978. The paper concludes with an overview 

of recent efforts to revitalize the UNC, with a focus on the command’s 

relationship with the Sending States. 

 

Origins of the United Nations Command 

Following North Korea’s surprise invasion of the South, the UN 

Security Council adopted a series of resolutions that led to the 

establishment of the UNC. Security Council Resolution 82 determined a 

breach of peace occurred, called for a cessation of hostilities, and branded 

the North as the aggressor. Security Council Resolution 83 called on UN 

member states to “furnish such assistance to the Republic of Korea as may 

be necessary to repel the armed attack and to restore international peace 

and security in the area.” 4  While Washington and its allies pursued 

passaged of Security Council Resolution 83, the U.S. dispatched air and 

naval forces to support the ROK. Other UN member states joined the U.S. 
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following the passage of Security Council Resolution 83, with the United 

Kingdom and Australia offering forces to the U.S. on June 28 and July 2, 

respectively.5 

Despite these commitments, the situation in South Korea was grave. 

The government fled the capital following the ROK Army’s collapse. On 

July 3, the UN Secretary General proposed that UN member states place 

their forces under a unified command to synchronize and control UN 

support.6 At that time, several UN member states’ air and naval forces 

operated under the control of the American-led Far East Command 

(FECOM). On July 7, 1950, the Security Council adopted Resolution 84, 

requesting a unified command under American leadership. The key 

paragraphs of the resolution are listed below: 

 

Recommends that all Members providing military forces and 

other assistance pursuant to the aforesaid Security Council 

resolutions make such forces and other assistance available to a 

unified command under the United States of America; 

 

Requests the United States to designate the commander of such 

forces; 

 

Authorizes the unified command at its discretion to use the 

United Nations flag in the course of operations against North 

Korean forces concurrently with the flags of the various nations 

participating; 

 

Requests the United States to provide the Security Council with 

reports as appropriate on the course of action taken under the 

unified command.7  

 

The U.S. Government rapidly accepted the responsibility to lead the 

UN’s first collective security mission. President Harry Truman appointed 

General of the Army Douglas MacArthur commander of the unified 

command on July 8.8 In addition to serving as Supreme Commander for 

the Allied Powers (SCAP), the military government for occupied Japan, 

General MacArthur was the Commander-in-Chief (CINC) FECOM. In 

June 1950, FECOM consisted of the General Headquarters (GHQ) staff, 

the Military Government of the Ryukyu Islands, a geographical 

component (Philippines) and Army, Naval, and Air Force components.  
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UN member states initially committed forces through the U.S. 

Government to FECOM. After Security Council Resolution 84 was 

adopted, member states continued to commit forces to the U.S. 

Government, which placed them under a unified command it was creating. 

FECOM continued to prosecute the war, as well as integrate UN member 

state forces. 

The largest contribution to the UNC came from a country that wasn’t 

a UN member. In a letter dated July 14, 1950, President Syngman Rhee 

notified General MacArthur that he was transferring operational command 

of the ROK Armed Forces to the American commander.9 It is widely 

recognized that President Rhee—through a combination of an error in 

translation, lack of familiarity in military affairs, and the pressing nature 

of the time—intended to transfer “operational control (less operational 

command)” instead of “operational command.” Regardless, President 

Rhee formally codified the contents of his July 14 letter in an order to the 

ROK Army Chief of Staff on July 22, 1950. “Assignment of Command 

Authority over all Korean Forces to General of the Army Douglas 

MacArthur” remained in effect throughout the war.10  

General Mac Arthur established the UNC on July 24, 1950.11 The 

UNC’s command lines extended through the U.S. Chairman of the Joint 

Chief’s of Staff, to the Secretary of Defense, and culminated with the U.S. 

President.  The Department of the Army was designated as UNC’s 

executive agent. The UNC didn’t have a direct communication channel 

with the UN. Instead, the UNC reported to the Department of the Army or 

Joint Staff, onward to the Department of Defense, and then to the 

Department of State, which communicated to the UN via the U.S. Mission 

to the UN.     

General MacArthur leveraged FECOM’s force structure to perform 

the UNC’s mission. He appointed the majority of the FECOM staff to 

similar positions on the UNC staff. Similarly, he appointed two of the three 

FECOM service component commanders as UNC component 

commanders. In place of Army Forces Far East (AFFE), FECOM’s Army 

component, General MacArthur designated Eighth U.S. Army (EUSA) to 

serve in this role in Korea.12 The UNC also included the Japan Logistics 

Command.  Figure 1 depicts the organization of the UNC at the end of 

August 1950.  
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Figure 1: United Nations Command, August 31, 1950 

 
 

Source: Created by the author from multiple sources. 

 

Thus, while the UNC was created to prosecute the conflict on the 

Korean Peninsula, FECOM did so under a new title. However, the UNC 

created a Liaison Section on September 16, 1950 for national delegations 

from UN member states.13 This Sending State Liaison Section was later 
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Figure 2: General Headquarters, United Nations Command, 

September 15, 1950 

 

 

Source: Adapted by the author from UNC General Order 14, 

October 11, 1950 
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Australian, British, Indian and New Zealand military forces occupying 

Japan.14 GHQ FECOM was “essentially an Army headquarters, staffed 

almost entirely by Army personnel, and resembling the structure of 

General MacArthur's World War II headquarters.”15  The official U.S. 

Army history notes the challenges in differentiating the roles and functions 

among the three collocated commands and staffs: 

 

“Although these three commands (UNC, FEC & SCAP) 

were organized for different purposes, their operations 

were all conducted by a single commander-in-chief 

through a joint headquarters and staff, and the activities 

of the three commands were so interdependent that they 

can not logically be separated for historical purposes.”16 

 

This arrangement continued until SCAP was dissolved in 1952. Two 

additional changes in 1952-1953 timeframe shaped the composition of 

UNC/FECOM.  First, the UNC staff lost its distinctly American character 

when the United Kingdom assigned a general officer as the deputy chief 

of staff for operations in the summer of 1952.17 In January 1953, the 

UNC/FECOM headquarters was reorganized to include navy and air force 

officers. However, the U.S. Army filled the majority of positions on the 

UNC/FECOM staff.18  The UNC/FECOM co-command continued until 

FECOM was disestablished in 1957. 

Seventeen countries provided combat forces to the UNC and five 

nations provided non-combat forces. Of these 22 nations, 20 are 

considered Sending States. Neither the ROK nor the U.S. are considered 

Sending States: the former received forces and latter established the 

unified command.19 Table 1 lists the UNC combat force troop strength at 

the time of the Armistice Agreement. 
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Table 1: UNC Troop Strength by County – July 27, 1953 

 

Country Troop Strength 

Republic of Korea 590,911 

United States 302.483 

United Kingdom 14,198 

Canada 6,146 

Turkey 5,453 

Australia 2,282 

Philippines 1,496 

New Zealand 1,385 

Ethiopia 1,271 

Greece 1,263 

Thailand 1,204 

France 1,119 

Columbia 1,068 

Belgium 900 

South Africa 826 

The Netherlands 819 

Luxembourg 44 

 

Source: U.S. Forces Korea 

 

Additionally, Denmark, India, Italy, Norway and Sweden contributed 

humanitarian aid in the form of medical assistance. Denmark provided a 

hospital ship, India dispatched a Field Ambulance and Surgical Unit, and 

Norway sent a Mobile Army Surgical Hospital. All three countries were 

UN member states and flew the UN flag throughout their service in Korea. 

Italy and Sweden operated hospitals under the auspices of their national 

Red Cross societies. Each of the countries that contributed combat troops 

or humanitarian aid maintained a representative within the UNC Liaison 

Group, with the exception of India, Sweden and the ROK.   

The UNC later selected Sweden and Switzerland to represent the 

command in the Neutral Nations Supervisory Commission (NNSC). The 

KPA and CPV recommended Poland and Czechoslovakia as its sponsored 

members.  The NNSC was established to conduct the reciprocal 

supervision, observation, inspection, and investigation functions 

stipulated in the Armistice Agreement.20   
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Sixty-six days after the Armistice Agreement was implemented, 

Washington and Seoul concluded a Mutual Defense Treaty (MDT). The 

ROK National Assembly and the U.S. Senate ratified the MDT on January 

15 and 26, 1954, respectively.21 The MDT serves as the foundation for the 

bilateral security relationship and provides the ROK Government the legal 

justification for stationing of American forces in Korea.   

Although both countries ratified the MDT in January 1954, it did not 

enter into force until November 17, 1954 due to concerns raised within the 

U.S. Senate during the ratification debate. Following ratification, an 

exchange of notes occurred to clarify Article III. A July 1954 summit led 

both parties to conclude the “Agreed Minutes Relating to Continued 

Cooperation in Economic and Military Matters” on November 17, 1954. 

The Agreed Minutes not only clarified key articles of the MDT, but also 

codified the UNC’s operational control of the ROK Armed Forces. 

 

Military Armistice Commission 

The Armistice Agreement established a MAC to “supervise the 

implementation of this Armistice Agreement and to settle through 

negotiations any violations of this Armistice Agreement.”22 The Armistice 

Agreement defined the composition of the MAC as  

 

 . . . composed of ten (10) senior officers, five of whom 

shall be appointed by the Commander-in-Chief, United 

Nations Command, and five (5) of whom shall be 

appointed jointly by the Supreme Commander of the 

Korean People’s Army and the Commander of the 

Chinese People’s Volunteers. Of the ten members, three 

(3) from each side shall be of general or flag rank. The 

two (2) remaining members on each side may be major 

generals, brigadier generals, colonels, or their 

equivalents.23 

 

The U.S. and North Korea appointed senior members to lead their 

respective sides. The United Kingdom posted a brigadier general to the 

ROK, who led its UNC Liaison Group in addition to serving as the 

Commonwealth representative to the MAC. The UNC rotated senior 

members from the UNC Liaison Group every six months to serve on the 

MAC. China appointed a major general to the MAC. However, his 

influence declined following the withdrawal of CPV forces form North 
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Korea in 1958. Internal politics and periodic disputes between Beijing and 

Pyongyang led to frequent CPV absences from MAC meetings, the longest 

being from 1966-1971.24 

In addition to MAC members using personal staff assistants, a 

Secretariat supported the Commission. Each side posted a colonel to serve 

as its Secretary. Each Secretary assisted their MAC delegation in “record-

keeping, secretarial, interpreting, and such other functions as the 

Commission may assign to it.”25 Secretariat meetings were routinely held 

to set the agenda for MAC meetings and handle day-to-day business. 

Figure 3 depicts the composition of the MAC from 1953 to 1991: 

 

Figure 3: Military Armistice Commission, 1953-1991 

 

Source: Created by the author from multiple sources. 
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deadlocks other than through negotiation, an always difficult process. 
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difficult and highly sensitive issues while maintaining a valuable channel 

of communication between the parties where no other official government-
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United Nations Command – Rear 

At the time General MacArthur established GHQ UNC in Tokyo, he 

leveraged his authority as SCAP to use Allied bases within occupied Japan 

to support the UNC’s operations in and around Korea. General 

MacArthur’s successor, General Matthew B. Ridgway, continued this 

practice.   

Japanese Prime Minister Shigeru Yoshida and Secretary of State Dean 

Acheson addressed the UNC’s continued use of the bases in Japan in an 

Exchange of Notes at the signing of the Treaty of San Francisco on 

September 8, 1951. In the Notes, Japan agreed to permit the continued use 

of facilities supporting forces engaged in UN action in the Far East. When 

the Treaty of San Francisco came into force on April 28, 1952, Japan 

regained its sovereignty and SCAP was dissolved. GHQ-UNC continued 

to operate from UN-designated bases in Japan to support the UN actions 

authorized by UN Security Council Resolutions 83 and 84. 

The Notes were the basis for the “Agreement regarding the Status of 

United Nations Forces in Japan” more commonly referred to as the UN-

GOJ SOFA. Representatives of the Government of Japan, the Government 

of the U.S. acting on behalf of the Unified Command, and Governments 

of the States sending forces to Korea pursuant to the United Nations 

Resolutions signed the Agreement in Tokyo on February 19, 1954. The 

Agreement defined a ‘Sending State’ as “any State which has sent or may 

hereafter send forces to Korea pursuant to the United Nations Resolutions 

and whose Government is a Party to this Agreement as the Government of 

a State sending forces to Korea pursuant to United Nations Resolutions.” 

The United Kingdom, South Africa, Australia, the Philippines, France, 

Italy, Canada, New Zealand, and Thailand signed the Agreement.26 

The UNC-GOJ SOFA permitted vessels and aircraft operated by UN 

forces—defined as the “land, sea or air armed services of the Sending 

States”—to access designated ports and airports in Japan.27 The UNC-

GOJ SOFA established a two-member Joint Board, one representing the 

GOJ and one representing the other parties. The Joint Board determined 

which facilities UN forces could use, including those used by American 

forces under the U.S.-Japan Security. 28  The UN-GOJ SOFA not only 

provides the signatories base access, but serves as the legal basis for their 

armed forces to operate in and through Japan. The SOFA specifies the 

privileges and immunities the GOJ grants to those service members while 

in Japan.29   
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When UNC HQ moved to Korea in 1957, the GOJ agreed that it would 

continue to support the UN-GOJ SOFA if UNC complied with the 

following: 

 

1) The UNC must maintain a presence in Japan 

2) UNC Rear must be multinational 

3) The U.S. and Japan must mutually designate U.S. bases for 

co-use by UNC Sending States 

4) The designated UN bases must fly the UN flag  

5) UNC must exercise the use of those bases by UN-GOJ 

SOFA signatories30 

 

At the time, the Joint Board designated five bases for UNC use: Yokosuka 

Naval Base; Sasebo Naval Base; Tachikawa Air Base, Fuchu Air Station, 

and Camp Zama. A small headquarters element was established at Camp 

Zama to serve as caretaker of the UN bases. The headquarters was later 

designated UNC-Rear.31  

 

Sending State Disinterest  

By the end of 1956, the majority of the Sending States had withdrawn 

their combat forces from the Korean Peninsula. The United Kingdom was 

one of the last countries to maintain a sizable contingent of combat forces, 

keeping a battalion battle group in the ROK until in 1957.32 Thereafter, 

four Sending States kept company-sized units in Korea. Turkey, Ethiopia 

and France withdrew their units in the 1960s followed by Thailand in 

1971.33  

Sending State interest in the UNC waned following the withdrawal of 

combat forces. Although they maintained resident ambassadors and small 

liaison delegations to demonstrate their commitment to the command, 

some Sending States concluded their interests were no longer served by 

remaining active in a military command whose primary mission ended 

with the signing of the Armistice Agreement. Beginning in the 1960s, 

many of the original Sending States began to withdraw their liaison 

delegations, ceasing active participation in the UNC. By January 1975, 

only six Sending States—Australia, Canada, the Philippines, Thailand, 

Turkey, and the United Kingdom—retained accredited liaison groups in 

Korea.  

The last Sending State military forces were withdrawn from Japan in 

1976 when Thailand’s aviation detachment left the country. When the 
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aircraft departed, only a caretaker headquarters remained at UNC-Rear.34 

Eight Sending States—Australia, Canada, France, New Zealand, the 

Philippines, Thailand, Turkey, and the United Kingdom—retained 

accredited liaison groups in Japan through the UNC Rear.35  The low-point 

in Sending State involvement occurred in 1978, when Turkey withdrew its 

Liaison from the UNC HQ and France withdrew its liaison from UNC-

Rear.36   

In the UN General Assembly, the rise of the post-colonial, non-aligned 

movement led countries to pressure the U.S.to disestablish the UNC. In 

1975, Washington even proposed to the KPA and CPV, through the UN 

Security Council, to transfer the UNC’s Armistice responsibilities to the 

U.S. and ROK as “successors in command.” The KPA refused the 

American proposal.37   

 

Changes to the U.S. Command Structure in Korea 

Over the next four decades, changes to the American and South 

Korean security relationship, particularly the command structure on the 

Korean Peninsula, would significantly influence UNC missions, roles, 

structure, and manning. The establishment of USFK and relocation of the 

UNC to South Korea increased the command’s influence with the ROK 

Government. The bilateral CFC significantly changed the UNC’s mission 

on the Korean Peninsula. This has led many to question whether the UNC 

is still necessary.        

 

Reorganization of the Far East and the Establishment of U.S. 

Forces Korea 

In 1957, American defense planners realigned military forces across 

the globe, establishing functional, regional and sub-regional commands.38 

The U.S. Pacific Command assumed FECOM’s responsibilities. HQ 

FECOM was disestablished. Two subordinate unified commands were 

created within USPACOM, USFK and U.S. Forces Japan (USFJ). HQ 

UNC moved from Tokyo to Seoul, completing a fundamental realignment 

within the Indo-Pacific region.39   

HQ UNC acted as the operational theater headquarters for American, 

South Korean and Sending State forces on the Korean Peninsula; the 

command also enforced friendly force compliance to the terms of the 

Armistice Agreement. USFK focused on administrative and logistical 

issues to support to American forces.40 While legally distinct commands, 
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the UNC and USFK headquarters were collocated, shared much of the 

same staff, and operated under the command of a four-star Army general.   

 

Establishment of ROK-U.S. Combined Forces Command  

Beginning in the latter half of the 1960s, the U.S. and ROK 

Governments embarked on a series of independent yet ultimately iterative 

efforts that fundamentally reshaped the bilateral security relationship. The 

two allies’ efforts ranged from combined planning forums such as the 

ROK / U.S. Operational Planning Staff and the Security Consultative 

Meeting (SCM), a senior consultative body co-chaired by the American 

Secretary of Defense and the South Korean Minister of National Defense. 

By 1968, the ROK JCS assumed responsibility for the counter-infiltration 

mission. In 1975, the ROK JCS’s mobilization exercise (Ulchi) was 

merged with the UNC’s command post exercise (Focus Lens). 41 

Commanders experimented with combined units and staffs, including the 

I Corps (ROK/U.S.) Group, as well as developing a Combined Battle Staff 

test concept as part of the newly merged Ulchi Focus Lens exercises.42  

At the 10th Security Consultative Meeting, the U.S. and ROK agreed 

to formally establish a Military Committee to address security and military 

relationship issues between the two allies. 43   On July 27, 1978, the 

American and South Korean civilian defense leaders signed the Terms of 

Reference for the Military Committee and ROK-U.S. Combined Forces 

Command. The Terms of Reference directed the establishment of a 

combined military headquarters and provided guidance to the Military 

Committee and the to-be-formed combined command. The next day, the 

Military Committee met for the first time and issued Strategic Directive 

Number 1, tasking the CFC commander with the defense of the ROK and 

providing him standing orders and guidance.44   

CFC was established on November 7, 1978, assuming responsibility 

for the defense of the ROK from the UNC. 45  The ROK Government 

paralleled this action by transferring operational control of South Korean 

forces to the CFC.46  While these Korean forces moved from UNC to CFC 

control, American forces did not follow.  Instead, U.S. forces forward 

stationed in the ROK were placed under varying degrees of control under 

USFK.47  

The CINC UNC, who also commanded USFK and EUSA, was 

appointed CINC CFC and CFC’s ground component commander. About 

two-thirds of the UNC designated staff, which also functioned as the 

USFK and EUSA staff, was reassigned to the CFC as the U.S. contribution 
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to the combined staff. The remaining Americans largely focused on USFK 

and EUSA matters.48 Despite the lack of a dedicated staff, CINC UNC 

maintained separate subordinate commands and organizations to fulfill his 

UNC duties. These included the UNC MAC Delegation, UNC MAC 

Secretariat, the Sending State Liaison Group, the UNC Rear Headquarters, 

the UNC Honor Guard, and the Joint Security Area forces vicinity 

Panmunjom. Additionally, the UNC would continue to lead the response 

to North Korean aggression under certain situations that required 

concurrence from the U.S. and the ROK Governments. At such times, the 

UNC would be temporarily granted an operational, supported command 

role, to include operational control over additional, select forces.   

Although there was no formal UNC staff, senior military leaders 

recognized the need to ensure that UNC’s interests were addressed within 

the CFC staff.49 Shortly after the establishment of CFC, nine members of 

the CFC staff were selected to advise CINC UNC on UNC issues. The 

original post-1978 staff cadre included three ROK officers: the Assistant 

Chief of Staff, Intelligence, the Deputy Assistant Chief of Staff, 

Operations, and the Deputy Assistant Chief of Staff, Plans.50 These nine 

officers weren’t assigned to specific “U-staff” positions, but were 

considered a pool of experts. They were authorized to use the CFC staff to 

assist the CINC UNC in fulfilling his Armistice and unified command 

duties.  

As envisioned, the UNC’s Armistice affairs would be synchronized 

with CFC plans and operations. In practice, there was little interest by the 

staff in the UNC after CFC was established. For the most part, UNC 

“work” was assigned to the UNC MAC’s supporting Secretariat, with 

appointed UNC headquarters staff members focused almost exclusively 

on their CFC duties.51 

Successive UNC Commanders recognized the UNC mission and 

functions lacked focus and resources. In February 1979, the 1978 staff 

appointment letter that created the pool of experts assigned the Judge 

Advocate, Special Advisor, Executive Officers, and Aide-de-Camp to the 

UNC Staff; all personnel had been working for CINC UNC and CFC in 

his role as the SUSMOAK.52  The 1987 UNC staff appointment letter 

revision added one officer to the UNC staff and formally codified the 1979 

addition of the SUSMOAK’s personal staff. 53  The 1992 UNC staff 

appointment letter revision, for the first time, added officers whose 

primary duties were with the USFK staff - the USFK Deputy Commander 

and the USFK Deputy Chief of Staff.54 
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In 1999, General John H. Tilelli, Jr. appointed officers from the CFC 

and USFK staffs to specific positions within the UNC Staff to perform 

specific staff functions; e.g., U-1 (Personnel), U-2, (Intelligence), U-3 

(Operations), etc. This change increased the UNC’s staff to 27 appointed 

officers. 55   In 2004, UNC Commander 56  General Leon J. LaPorte 

increased the size of the UNC staff by assigning 128 members of the CFC 

and USFK staffs to additional duties within the UNC Staff. This included 

47 ROK military personnel assigned to CFC and two South Korean civil 

servants working for the U.S. military at CFC and USFK.57     

The composition of the MAC fundamentally changed in March 1991 

when CINCUNC appointed a ROK Army major general as the UNC 

delegation’s senior member. The KPA delegates took offense and refused 

to attend formal MAC meetings. Although the ten-member MAC never 

met again after 1991, the two sides continued to hold Secretariat-level 

meetings. In 1994, the KPA disbanded its compenent of the MAC and 

replaced it with the “KPA Mission to Panmunjom”, consisting of former 

KPAMAC personnel who continued to meet with the UNCMAC staff on 

a routine basis to discuss a variety of issues.  Shortly afterwards, the PRC 

withdrew the CPV component of MAC from Panmunjom, but also 

continued to meet informally with UNCMAC, utilizing former CPV 

personnel serving in the Defense Attaché Office at the PRC embassy in 

Seoul.  Despite the self-removal of the five KPA/CPV members of the 

MAC, the UNC and KPA agreed to establish a separate, senior-level 

consultative forum to handle Armistice Agreement-related issues in 1998. 

The UNC-KPA General Officer Talks were similar in form and function 

to the original MAC. Although there are fewer members, each has a 

speaking role. Figure 4 depicts the composition of the General Officer 

Talks: 
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Figure 4: UNC-KPA General Officer Dialogue, 1998-Present 

 

 
 

Source: Created by the author from multiple sources.58 

 

Renewed Sending State Interest and UNC Revitalization   

Sending State interest in UNC matters has grown appreciably since 

the late 1990s. Concurrent with the expansion of its headquarters staff in 

2004, the UNC opened 16 positions within the UNC MAC Secretariat for 

Sending States, as well as the ROK. By 2006, four Sending States were 

supporting the UNC MAC Secretariat.59 The ROK Ministry of National 

Defense approved arrangements to staff the UNC MAC Secretariat, but 

appointed officers already serving on the CFC Staff to additional duties 

with the secretariat.60 

While the 2004 efforts to bolster UNC were viewed positively, the 

absence of Sending State personnel within the core staff was viewed as a 

major shortcoming.  In 2010, Australia posted a senior field grade officer 

to command the UNC Rear in Japan, the first instance of a Sending State 

officer posted to a command position within UNC Rear since its founding 

in 1957. 61  Additionally, the Canadian Armed Forces assigned three 

officers to the UNC Headquarters staff and one officer into the UNC Rear 

Headquarters detachment in a 2011 pilot program known as the Canadian 

Force Initiative (CFI).62 The CFI was the first time that Sending State 
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Member 

  Brigadier General, ROK 
Member 

  Colonel, UNC Sending State 
Member 

United Nations Command 

    Lieutenant General,*DPRK 
Head of Delegation 

  Senior Colonel*, DPRK 
Member 

  Major General,* DPRK 
Member 

  Not Filled 

Korean People’s Army  

* The KPA Officer rank titles differ from those held by the 

UNC- affiliated nations.  However, they are equivalent grades. 



18 

 

personnel served on the UNC Staff since the United Kingdom’s departure 

in 1956.  

Based on the success of the CFI, Australia and the United Kingdom 

assigned officers to the UNC Headquarters staff. 63   

Regardless, the UNC’s “work” remained limited in scope. UNC 

Headquarters staff appointed from the CFC’s rolls tended to focus on their 

CFC duties and were often described by those serving in the command at 

the time as having little interest in UNC issues. For the most part, the UNC 

MAC Secretariat continued to play an outsized role in UNC affairs. The 

UNC Headquarters staff periodically became energized on its Armistice 

responsibilities during crisis. The UNC Headquarters staff also assisted 

with multinational integration during CFC exercises when those events 

exceeded the Secretariat’s capacity.64 

By 2014, U.S. leaders elected to pursue a more formal multinational 

staffing arrangement for augmenting the UNC headquarters staff. The 

Sending States’ renewed interest in the UNC has led to an American-led 

effort to better integrate international military support to the ROK and the 

U.S.-ROK Alliance. Successive UNC commanders recognized the 

Sending States’ latent, niche military capabilities, as well as their 

diplomatic, informational and economic influence. Leveraging this 

resource could significantly influence the outcome of a major crisis, prove 

invaluable in a conflict, and support post-conflict resolution. To this end, 

UNC commanders have incorporated Sending States’ armed forces into 

CFC military exercises, including Exercises Key Resolve, Ulchi Freedom 

Guardian, and Foal Eagle. 

Parallel efforts occurred at the UNC-Rear. In 2009, the UNC 

Commander proposed assigning an Australian officer as commander of 

the UNC-Rear Headquarters.65 Although Australian, Canadian, Thai and 

Philippine officers rotated through the staff, Americans had commanded 

the UNC-Rear Headquarters since 1957.66 Beginning in 2010, a Royal 

Australian Air Force group captain has commanded the UNC-Rear 

Headquarters at Yokota Air Base.67 Separately, Sending States that are a 

party to the UN-GOJ SOFA have rotated forces on a more frequent basis 

through the seven designated UN bases in Japan.68   

 

UNC Revitalization  

In 2015, General Curtis M. Scaparrotti, UNC commander, initiated a 

deliberate effort to “revitalize” the UNC. 69  The UNC Commander’s 

initiative followed several years in which the UNC’s primary staff was 
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increasingly used in to perform UNC headquarters functions.70 Prior to 

this, the UNC MAC Secretariat performed most UNC headquarters 

functions and staffing actions, with some support by the Assistant Chief 

of Staff for Plans and Policies, U-5.  The American-led effort sought to 

reestablish the UNC’s primary staff as a supporting, but independent staff 

among the other theater-level headquarters. In addition to demonstrating 

the relevancy of the UNC staff, a primary objective of revitalization was 

to better harness and leverage the command’s potential during crisis and 

should active hostilities resume. 

As a result, the Assistant Chiefs of Staff for Operations and Logistics, 

the U-3 and U-4, took on greater roles within the UNC Staff after 2015. A 

particularly important feature of recent years was the organizational 

energy dedicated to bolstering the Multinational Coordination Center 

(MNCC) within the U-3. Prior to the revitalization initiative, the MNCC 

was organized under the USFK J3.  While the MNCC was traditionally 

active during exercise periods, it has become a key facilitator of 

multinational planning and coordination for UNC outside of exercises. 

Figure 5 shows the UNC Command and Staff Organization as organized 

in 2016, to include the MNCC. 
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Figure 5: UNC Command and Staff Organization (Armistice), 2016 

 

Source: Adapted by the author from the UNC Organization and 

Functions Manual (Final Draft), July 6, 2017 
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The UNC staff assumed many of the staff functions previously performed 

by the UNC MAC Secretariat. Table 2 depicts the staff functions 

transferred to the UNC staff. 

 

Table 2: Functions Transferred from the UNC MAC Secretariat to 

the UNC Staff 

 

UNC Staff Section Functions 

Commander’s 

Initiatives Group 
• UNC Commander-Ambassador Roundtable 

• Operations and Intelligence Updates to UNC 

Liaison Group 

Secretary Joint Staff • Distinguished Visitors 

U-1 • Liaison accreditation, identification cards, 

mail 

U-3 MNCC 

• Sending State exercise planning and 

coordination 

• UNC Liaison Group Staff Coordination 

Office in UNC HQ 

U-4 • Sending State Logistical Support and 

Accreditation, tours of UNC Rear by ROK 

personnel 

U-5 • Liaison accreditation 

Source: Compiled by the author from multiple sources71 

 

On January 16, 2018, the Canadian and American governments co-

hosted 18 Foreign Ministers at the Vancouver Foreign Ministers’ Meeting 

on Security and Stability on the Korean Peninsula.72 Among the foreign 

ministers, only India was not presently affiliated with the UNC. 73  In 

addition to Canada, fifteen active Sending States participated; Sweden 

represented the NNSC.  The U.S., ROK, and Japan attended as the 

countries establishing the command (and co-host), the host-nation for 

UNC forces, and the host-nation for the UNC-Rear, respectively.74 The 

meeting marked the first time that affiliation with the UNC became the 

basis for diplomatic consultation at the ministerial level since the end of 

the Korean War.  

In May 2018, the UNC designated a Canadian Lieutenant General to 

serve as the UNC Deputy Commander under a USFK-sponsored, U.S. 

DoD Defense Personnel Exchange Program (DPEP) agreement.  The 

appointment marked the first time the Deputy Commander position would 
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be held by a non-American officer, and the fifth foreign general officer 

since 1952 formally appointed to the UNC staff.  Canada also announced 

that it would increase the number of officers assigned to the UNC from six 

to 15.75 

These developments notwithstanding, there remain obstacles to 

greater integration of Sending State capabilities into the UNC’s plans and 

operations. From the command’s perspective, no Sending State is known 

to have offered a standing commitment of forces to the UNC in the event 

of crisis or a resumption of hostilities. Additionally, information sharing 

restrictions between the bilateral U.S.-ROK Alliance and the multinational 

UNC remain a barrier to the Sending States having a greater role in the 

command. Likewise, the revitalization efforts were unable to address 

Sending States’ two major concerns: First, unilateral American control 

over the command instead of the UN; and second, the United States 

bilateral commitment to the U.S.-ROK Alliance that relegated the UNC to 

a role of being a multi-national force provider to the bilateral combatant 

command.  In effect, the UNC has become a “coalition in support of an 

Alliance.”76  

 

South Korean Reactions to Revitalization 

Despite being the apparent beneficiary of the “revitalization” 

initiative, the ROK government officials were circumspect about the 

effort. South Korea’s lukewarm response to revitalization can be traced to 

widespread concerns about national sovereignty, perceptions of the 

command’s ineffectiveness, and negative associations of the term, 

“revitalization.”    

Foremost, the South Korean public is highly sensitive to issues 

perceived to impact their sovereignty.  Although the UNC was critical in 

young nation’s survival, elements of the public view UNC as a symbol of 

foreign control over Korean domestic and foreign affairs. Some 

progressive South Korean politicians exploit this belief for political gain, 

even disparaging the 1978 UNC to CFC transition as an incomplete step 

forward for the Korean people. They stir nationalist sentiments that the 

nation is not fully sovereign as it continues to rely on the U.S. and other 

nations for its security. More than any other issue, passionate historical 

and domestic political factors explain why ROK Government officials are 

sensitive to any discussions they perceive as potential back-sliding in the 

advances they’ve made in the security domain since 1978.   
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Second, Alliance managers have reported the ROK Government’s 

position toward UNC hardened following the March 2010 sinking of the 

ROKS Choenan, and further worsened following the November 2010 

artillery bombardment of Yeongpyeong Island.77 The South Korean media 

fueled this reaction through its near constant coverage of these attacks, 

along with detailed exposés on the victims, the families’ grief, and 

succession of funerals.78 Citizens, aided by government officials, pointed 

fingers specifically at the UNC, erroneously  accusing the command of 

hampering an effective military response.  In fact, the UNC had no role in 

defending the islands or in directing a retaliatory response, but many ROK 

citizens incorrectly believed the UNC was somehow responsible for the 

tepid reaction to the attacks and that the UNC had limited the ROK 

government’s freedom of action in the hours and days following the 

attacks. By early 2011, public opinion about the UNC was decidedly 

negative. Since then, ROK Government officials showed little enthusiasm 

toward the command or requests by the U.S. to discuss increase roles or 

responsibilities for UNC. 

Third, “revitalization” is a pejorative in South Korea, as the term has 

been associated with the Korean word yusin.  While yusin has 

connections to the seventh century Silla Dynasty with a “deep meaning 

in the ‘creation of new history’,” its contemporary usage is associated 

with darker chapters in Korean history.79 Yusin is the Korean translation 

of the Japanese iishin or “revitalization,” the same word used to describe 

the Meiji Restoration, which ultimately led to Japan’s dominance of the 

Korean Peninsula from 1895 to 1945.80  President Park’s “Yusin 

Reforms” were inspired by the Japanese Meiji Restoration in 1868 and 

Park is often referred to as a “Meiji Revolutionary.” American officers 

use of this term for the UNC initiative possibly evoked deeply held 

emotions among some ROK Government officials. 

 

Conclusion 

Established at the onset of the Korean War, the UNC continues to 

serve as the headquarters responsible for marshalling military support 

from UN member states. Sixteen of the 20 UN member states that provided 

combat and humanitarian forces during the Korean War are presently 

active in the UNC. These Sending States continue to accredit personnel to 

the UNC Liaison Group in South Korea and rotate their senior member to 

perform duties on the UNC MAC delegation.  Sending States that are a 
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party to the UN-GOJ SOFA also maintain accredited liaisons with the 

UNC-Rear Headquarters in Japan.  

While the UN Resolutions authorizing the UNC remain in effect, 

changes the American and South Korean command structure on the 

Korean Peninsula significantly affected the missions, roles, structure, and 

manning of the UNC. Dissolving FECOM and establishing U.S. Forces 

Korea USFK in 1957 changed the UNC’s relationship with the 

organizations that provided most of the UNC’s the staff. The CFC 

assumed the UNC’s missions and assigned forces in 1978. The 1994 ROK 

withdrawal of peacetime OPCON from the CFC to the ROK JCS led many 

to question the need for the UNC. 

Successive UNC Commanders, who concurrently commanded the 

CFC and USFK, recognized the UNC mission and functions lacked focus 

and resources. Beginning in late 1978, UNC Commanders started 

appointing select officers from the CFC staff to perform UNC duties; they 

added officers from the USFK staff beginning in 1992.  

Sending State interest in UNC waned following the departure of 

combat forces from the Korean Peninsula. By the mid-1970s, only six 

Sending States participated in the UNC in Korea and eight in the UNC-

Rear in Japan. However, by the early 2000s, the majority of the Sending 

States had returned to actively participating in the command. Beginning in 

2004, the Sending States augmented the UNC MAC Secretariat. The 2011 

CFI led to officers from Australia, Canada, and the United Kingdom 

serving on the UNC Headquarters Staff.  

In 2015, the UNC Commander initiated a campaign to “revitalize” the 

UNC. This effort led to more clearly defined duties within the UNC staff, 

creation of a MNCC under the U-3, and the assignment of staff officers to 

the UNC from Australia, Canada, and the United Kingdom. UNC 

affiliation was the basis for a January 2018 meeting of 20 foreign ministers 

united in their efforts to curb North Korea’s nuclear program. In May 

2018, the UNC appointed a Canadian lieutenant general to serve as Deputy 

Commander.  

Yet “revitalization” highlighted issues important to South Koreans, 

including beliefs the UNC adversely affects sovereignty and the command 

has been ineffective in responding to North Korean aggression. The fact 

that the term “revitalization” is associated by some with Imperial Japan 

and the darkest days of the Park Chung-hee era further limited the 

effectiveness of the campaign. 
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These concerns notwithstanding, the greatest obstacle to “revitalizing” 

the UNC is a reluctance of the Sending States to commit forces to the 

command in the event of a crisis or resumption of hostilities. While the 

UNC will continue to maintain friendly compliance with the Armistice 

Agreement and serve as the means to receive and integrate international 

support, the command’s effectiveness will ultimately be determined by the 

Sending States willingness to dispatch military power should the security 

situation degrade significantly. Should this occur, the ROK Government’s 

must be also be willing to accept the international contributions and the 

attendant challenges of managing public perceptions in issues related to 

sovereignty and military effectiveness. 
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