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Executive Summary

The Republic of Korea engages with a broad range of
U.S. interests, including trade, technology, and security.
With a GDP of $1.93 trillion, Korea stands as the world’s
15th-largest economy. Its R&D expenditure share of GDP
surpassed 5% for the first time in 2024 at 5.13%, the
second-highest share among OECD member states. That
commitment to research and development propelled
Korea to a fourth-place position on the World Intellectual
Property Organization’s Global Innovation Index 2025,
behind only Switzerland, Sweden, and the United States.

Korea enjoys a strong connection to the San Francisco/
Silicon Valley Bay Area through technology, innovation,
and a growing flow of startups. The closeness of these
ties mirrors the ongoing evolution of Korea's economy
from traditional manufacturing to a deeper reliance on
advanced technology in fields from semiconductors to Al.

Structural Change in
Korea's Economy

Korea's economy is built on industries such as health
(medical devices, pharmaceuticals, biotechnology),
industrial chemicals, steelmaking, advanced manufacturing
and electronics, semiconductors, automobiles, defense
and aerospace, and transportation (shipbuilding).

As an advanced industrial economy that is technology-
intensive and deeply globalized, a key question for the
future is how Korea’s economic model will adapt as global
growth becomes more tied to structural changes led by
Al-enabled systems, the transition to clean energy, and
strategically sensitive supply chains. To respond, Korea’s
economic strategy increasingly emphasizes innovation
capacity and global connectivity. It is doing this in part
by strengthening R&D in critical technologies and by
embedding Korea in global innovation ecosystems.

While Korea's innovation capacity is formidable, the
country faces a demographic challenge, with the lowest
fertility rate (0.72 in 2023) of any country in the world.
Economic growth since the pandemic has been slow.

The Bilateral Context:
Trade and Security

Korea is the United States’ eighth-largest trading
partner, with a combined goods and services two-way
trade total of $238.66 billion in 2025. The trajectory

of the commercial relationship has been strongly
upward: bilateral goods trade grew from $127.02
billion in 2020 to $194.03 billion in 2025, an increase of
approximately 53% in just five years. Korea is also one
of California’s top trading partners, with two-way trade
of approximately $38.77 billion in 2025.

In the last two decades, United States-Korea trade has
benefited from the Korea-U.S. Free Trade Agreement
that entered into force in 2012 and eliminated tariff
and non-tariff barriers between the two countries

on manufactured goods, agricultural products, and
services. In the agreement’s first five years, tariffs on
95% of bilateral trade in consumer and industrial goods
were eliminated. Recently, however, the framework for
trade between the U.S. and Korea has become more
uncertain as the Trump administration has initiated a
sweeping restructuring of global tariffs.

Defense and security are central to the U.S.-Korea
relationship, underpinned by the 1953 Mutual Defense
Treaty between the U.S. and the Republic of Korea.
More than 28,500 U.S. military personnel are currently
stationed on the peninsula as guarantors of the Korean
Armistice Agreement and a deterrent to aggression
from North Korea. In 2025, the pipeline of active
government-to-government Foreign Military Sales
transactions totaled $30 billion, with cooperation set to
extend further into cybersecurity and space. Korea’s own
defense industrial base has grown substantially.

Innovation and
Global Competitiveness

Korea ranks well across a range of global indexes
measuring competitiveness, with its best per‘formance
in the fields of innovation and startup activity. Startup
Genome ranks Korea as one of the top ten startup
ecosystems in the world.




National Technology Policy
Priorities and Initiatives

Korea's policy architecture for technology and
innovation is mainly coordinated through the Ministry
of Science and ICT (MSIT), which oversees R&D
strategy, digital infrastructure, artificial intelligence, and
telecommunications.

In March 2025, the government finalized its
implementation plan for the First Basic Plan for
Fostering National Strategic Technology (2024-2028),
targeting strategic technology fields with an emphasis
on Al, semiconductors, biotechnology, and quantum
computing. The government is making a strategic bet
that artificial intelligence will be the enabling technology
for the next phase of Korea’s economic growth. For

its part, MSIT received a record-high 2026 budget
focused on four key areas: Al transformation efforts;
expanded investment in core technologies; supporting
basic research expansion, development of national
scientists, increased national scholarships and research
stipends, and global talent attraction; and strengthening
region-led R&D, expanding science activities and digital
inclusion initiatives for the public, and closing regional
digital divides.

Semiconductor policy is an area of bipartisan consensus,
with large tax credits available for large, medium-sized
and small enterprises for R&D and facility investments.
Backed by planned government and private investment,
Korea's National Quantum Strategy aims to make the
country a top-four quantum power by the 2030s.

In May 2024, Korea hosted the Al Seoul Summit, which
broadened the global Al governance agenda beyond
safety to include innovation and inclusivity—themes
that align with Korea’s own regulatory philosophy,
which prioritizes enabling technology development
alongside responsible use. Korea’s Framework Act

on the Development of Artificial Intelligence and
Establishment of Trust (Al Basic Act), which took effect
on January 22, 2026, makes it the second jurisdiction
after the European Union to adopt a comprehensive Al
regulatory framework.
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Advanced R&D in Critical and
Emerging Technologies

South Korea's R&D infrastructure is among the most
intensive in the world, and the scale of investment—both
public and private—underpins the country’s position as a
top-tier innovator. At 5.13% of GDP in 2024, Korea's R&D
spending as a share of economic output is second only
to Israel's on a global basis and substantially exceeds the
OECD average. The private sector funds 78.8% of total
domestic R&D expenditure, a proportion that reflects the
central role of Korea’s large industrial conglomerates in
driving applied research and commercialization.

Korea’s public research ecosystem is anchored by a
network of government-funded research institutes and
national universities that have served as foundations for
the country’s technology-led development, including
KIST (Korea Institute of Science and Technology), KAIST
(Korea Advanced Institute of Science and Technology),
and ETRI (Electronics and Telecommunications Research
Institute). These broad institutions are complemented
by sector-specific institutes.

Korea was one of the first major countries to fully
embrace the digital economy, a move it hopes to
repeat with Al. As the expected source for a new wave
of growth, success in that transition is seen as being
critical to Korea's future competitiveness. Both the
government and the private sector are committing
substantial resources toward that objective. The
government is deploying over 50,000 NVIDIA GPUs
across the National Al Computing Center and Korean
cloud providers, including NHN Cloud, Kakao Corp,
and NAVER Cloud, with Samsung Electronics separately
building an Al factory with an additional 50,000 GPUs.
The Korean LLM ecosystem is maturing rapidly.

The semiconductor industry is Korea’s most important
technology sector, accounting for 7-8% of national
GDP in 2025 and 24.4% of total exports. Korea is a
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global leader in memory chip fabrication: as of the first
quarter of 2026, Samsung Electronics and SK Hynix
together held approximately 67% of the global DRAM
market and 47% of the NAND Flash market. Also
significant for the current era of Al-driven demand is
Korea’s dominance in high bandwidth memory (HBM),
the critical component for Al training accelerators. In
Q1 2026, SK Hynix and Samsung jointly held 79% of
the global HBM market. In 2025, Korean companies
purchased $25.75 billion in semiconductor equipment,
which accounted for 19% of the global semiconductor
equipment market.

Batteries: Korean companies were early leaders in
the global EV battery market but have lost ground to
Chinese companies, which held more than half the
global market in 2025. Korea's role in Western supply
chains is likely to grow as geopolitical considerations
increasingly shape procurement decisions.

Biotechnology: Korea is positioning itself as a global
biotechnology hub, with the government targeting
$149 billion in biotech output by 2035, up from

$43 billion in 2020.

Space: Korea'’s space program entered a new phase
with the establishment of KASA (Korea AeroSpace
Administration) in May 2024, consolidating governance
and pushing the national ambition beyond low-Earth
orbit. Korea's space program has seen a rapidly
expanding budget and a strategic shift from state-led

R&D toward private-sector-led commercial development.

Korea is the seventh nation in the world to develop
launch capacity based entirely on domestic technology.

Defense: South Korea's defense sector is growing

in both capability and international reach. With a

fiscal year 2025 defense budget of $44.3 billion,
representing 2.32% of GDP, Korea ranks 13th globally
in military spending. The government has committed
to raising defense spending to 3.5% of GDP and as
part of a bilateral agreement with the United States
has committed to purchasing $25 billion in U.S. military
equipment by 2030, including unmanned aerial vehicle
technology, reconnaissance systems, and ground

robotics. The Defense Al Center opened in April 2024
to accelerate the integration of artificial intelligence into
military applications.

Nuclear Energy and Small Modular Reactors: Korea's
nuclear sector, which provides nearly one-third of the
country’s electricity, is positioning itself for growth
driven by small modular reactor (SMR) technology.
The government has plans for an SMR industrial
complex in Gyeongju.

6G Communications: Under the 6G Commercialization
Technology R&D Program unveiled in November 2023,
Korea is investing approximately $319 million from 2024
to 2028 across wireless communications, mobile core
networks, wired infrastructure, and standardization.
Having led the global deployment of 5G in 2019, the
government aims to maintain its first-mover position

in the next generation of wireless technology. Korean
teams have already successfully demonstrated pre-6G
service and the first commercial 6G networks are
targeted for achievement by 2028-2030.

Quantum Computing: Korea's National Quantum Strategy
aims to make the country a top-four quantum power by
the 2030s, supported by total planned investment of
$2.3 billion.

Startup Ecosystem

South Korea has built one of Asia’s strongest startup
ecosystems, combining public investment with an
increasingly dynamic private sector. As documented by
accelerator Mind the Bridge in 2025,

m Korea was home to 2,127 scaleups, which had
collectively raised $71.6 billion, placing it fourth in
the Asia-Pacific region after much larger countries
such as China and India, and only slightly behind
Japan (with 2,268 scaleups). The capital raised by
Korea's scaleups has substantially exceeded the
scaleup capital raised in Japan.

B The scale of Korea's scaleup system was comparable
to Germany's (2,184 companies raising $78.8 billion)
and surpassed other European systems except for the
United Kingdom and France.




B Among capital cities globally, Seoul ranked number
four in concentration of scaleups, after only London,
Paris, and Tokyo, and ahead of scaleup hotspots such
as Stockholm.

The institutional architecture underpinning Korea'’s
startup ecosystem is anchored by the Ministry of SMEs
and Startups (MSS), which in 2025 allocated roughly
$2.38 billion across 429 startup support programs—a
scale of government intervention that has few parallels
outside China. The 2026 budget went further, committing
approximately $2.5 billion to startup development.

The Korean Innovation Foundation supports
INNOPOLIS, Korea’s R&D-led innovation cluster, which
concentrates public R&D in alignment with regional
and national economic development goals. Its structure
revolves around six regional centers that concentrate
industry-specific capabilities.

Korea’s leading research universities have developed
entrepreneurship programs that complement the
government's institutional infrastructure, though they
remain at an earlier stage of maturity than their U.S.
counterparts. KAIST, the Korea Advanced Institute of
Science and Technology, has been particularly active.
Seoul National University operates SNU Campus Town,
an Al-based deep-tech startup ecosystem. Other
significant programs are offered by Pohang University
of Science and Technology (POSTECH) and the Yonsei
University School of Business.

The government plays a major role in supporting
accelerators. It's rare for accelerators, including those
that are university-sponsored, not to have government
funding. A tier of private-sector accelerators, however,
is emerging.
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Korea’s venture capital market is growing, though

it remains modest by global standards. Venture
investment reached roughly $9.83 billion in 2025,

a 14% increase over 2024 and the second highest
figure ever, with total deal count the highest on record
at 8,542. Korean governments, regardless of party,
have consistently supported startup development,
and budgets in the field have continued to grow. The
government has pushed funds into the system through
the TIPS program in the Ministry of SMEs and Startups
and fund-of-funds KVIC (Korea Venture Investment
Corporation), the government's venture capital arm.
Currently, approximately 20% of investment in Korea's
venture system comes from government sources,

with 80% of new commitments coming from private
sources, a shift that aligns with the government’s

goal of reducing role. Large venture investments are
increasingly concentrated in deep-tech startups.

Korea-Bay Area Bridges

For Korean firms and policymakers, engagement with
Silicon Valley offers benefits as an extension of their
innovation system—an external node where ideas,
talent, and capital can be sourced and then integrated
with Korea's industrial base. At the core of this
alignment are semiconductors and Al, which together
form an enabling layer for a broad set of downstream
applications. Korea’s strength in memory, advanced
fabrication, materials, and manufacturing parallels
Silicon Valley's strength in Al models, software platforms,
chip design, and venture-backed commercialization. In
the field of renewable energy and climate, Korea brings
scale in batteries, energy storage, advanced materials,
and manufacturing, while the Bay Area has strength

in software, Al-enabled applications, grid intelligence,
carbon management, and new financial models.

South Korea is the third-largest source of international
students in the United States, with 42,293 students
enrolled in American universities during the 2024-25
academic year. The Bay Area’s concentration of elite
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research universities, particularly UC Berkeley and
Stanford, makes it a primary node in the flow of Korean
talent to the United States.

The Korean American community in the Bay Area,
numbering more than 100,000, serves as a bridge
between the two innovation ecosystems. The community
includes a significant concentration of technology
professionals, many of whom arrived during the 1990s
high-skilled immigration wave and the 2000s. A number
have launched major companies from the Bay Area.

Technology Partnerships and
Foreign Direct Investment

Building on strength in the semiconductor sector,
Apple is working with Samsung’s chip manufacturing
facility in Austin, Texas, as part of its program to bring
more of its advanced manufacturing supply chain to
the U.S. Further strengthening its U.S. base and its
leadership in semiconductor innovation, by the end of
2026, Samsung is planning to both launch production
at a new Taylor, Texas, chip manufacturing facility
(which will produce next-generation Al chips for Tesla)
and break ground at the Taylor site for a second
semiconductor fabrication plant.

Korean foreign direct investment in the United States
has grown rapidly, with the Bureau of Economic Analysis
(BEA) reporting a U.S. FDI stock in Korea of $95.2 billion
in 2025, a figure that grew more than 70% between
2019 and 2025. The California Chamber of Commerce
reports that in 2025, 475 Korean foreign-owned
enterprises were operating in California, supporting
21,160 jobs amounting to $2.25 billion in wages,
placing Korea as the state’s 11th largest source of FDI.

Data from fDi Markets for projects shows 77 investments
from Bay Area companies into Korea totaling over $10.1
billion between 2015 and 2025. Bay Area companies
have particularly invested in the ICT and Electronics
sector (58.4%).

A number of Bay Area companies, including Bloom
Energy and Visa, have built major Korean operations.

NVIDIA has become one of the most visible Bay

Area companies in the Korean market. More than
260,000 NVIDIA GPUs will be deployed across Korean
sovereign clouds and Al factories. The deployment
spans Korea'’s largest industrial groups and the Korean
government through its national Al data center. Hyundai
Motor Group and NVIDIA will be co-developing Al
capabilities, leading to $3 billion in investment to
advance physical Al in Korea. SK Hynix is a key supplier
of high-bandwidth memory products used in NVIDIA's
Al accelerators.

Apple has maintained a presence in Korea since 1998
and has steadily expanded its retail footprint, with 1,276
employees as of 2026 and seven retail stores. Google
Korea, which has 639 employees, has announced a
collaboration with Korea's science ministry to build a
first-of-its-kind Google Al campus in Seoul to support
cooperation between Google and local engineers and
startups. Bay Area semiconductor equipment makers
Applied Materials, Lam Research, and KLA Corporation
are essential suppliers to Samsung and SK Hynix
fabrication facilities.

Korea's largest conglomerates have established R&D
centers, Al research labs, venture capital arms, and
innovation platforms in Silicon Valley and San Francisco,
treating the region as an integral extension of their own
innovation systems.

Samsung supports several thousand employees in
the Bay Area across multiple business units: Samsung
Research America (SRA), the Samsung Al Center-
Mountain View (AIC-MV), and Samsung Device
Solutions America. Samsung NEXT, the company’s
corporate venture arm in the United States, is an
active investor in startups, looking at more than 1,000
companies each year and investing in 50.




Through its SK Hynix America divisions, the SK Group's
presence spans multiple subsidiaries across the
semiconductor and Al landscape. LG Electronics has

a presence through LG NOVA, its Silicon Valley-based
innovation center.

Hyundai CRADLE, the venture capital arm of Hyundai
Motor Group, established its first open innovation
center in Silicon Valley in 2017 and currently has 32
companies in its 2026 portfolio. The Hanwha Al Center
(HAC),opened in San Francisco in December 2024,

is a joint initiative of Hanwha Life, Hanwha General
Insurance, and Hanwha Asset Management and has

an affiliation with Stanford University’s Institute for
Human-Centered Artificial Intelligence (HAI) through
the Hanwha Life Al Research Center, connecting Korean
financial services Al applications to Bay Area research
leadership. Coupang, often described as “Korea’s
Amazon,” was founded in 2010 by Korean-American
Bom Kim, a Harvard dropout who raised early funding
from Silicon Valley investors.

Korean companies are developing major partnerships
with Bay Area Al companies. Most notably, Samsung,
SK Group, and OpenAl have announced a strategic
partnership based on OpenAl’s Stargate initiative, the
company’s overarching Al infrastructure platform, to
focus on increasing the supply of advanced memory
chips required for next-generation Al and on expanding
data center capacity in Korea.

The Startup Bridge Between
the Bay Area and Korea

The flow of Korean startups to Silicon Valley and of
Silicon Valley capital and institutional support to Korean
entrepreneurs represents one of the more dynamic

dimensions of the Bay Area-Korea economic relationship.

A 2026 survey by the Startup Alliance of 165 Korean-
founded startups headquartered in the U.S. found
that 44.8% are located in Silicon Valley, followed by
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Southern California at 20.6% and New York at 16.4%.
Notably, 85.5% of these companies were founded in
the United States rather than Korea, suggesting that
the Korean entrepreneurial presence in Silicon Valley

is rooted in the region’s ecosystem. Several Korean-
founded companies have achieved significant scale in
Silicon Valley, including Moloco, Sendbird, Twelvelabs,
and Rebellions.

The venture capital connection between the Bay
Area and Korea has deepened, with Korean VC firms
establishing offices in Silicon Valley and Silicon Valley
firms investing in Korean-founded startups with a Bay
Area presence as well as in companies in Korea.

Altos Ventures is the longest-established regional
investor in Korea. Other VCs committed to investing
in Korea include Khosla Ventures, Lightspeed Venture
Partners, New Enterprise Associates (NEA), Sequoia
Capital, General Catalyst, and Andreessen Horowitz
(a16z). Acceleration platforms Plug and Play (PnP)
and Y Combinator (YC) also connect Korean startups
with capital.

Korean venture firms that have followed Korean startups
to Silicon Valley include SK Telecom Americas, NAVER
Ventures, Smilegate Investment US, and CRIT Ventures.

Government-supported and private programs
provide institutional infrastructure for the Korean
startup connection to the Bay Area. The Korea
Innovation Center (KIC) Silicon Valley, a government-
supported accelerator in San Jose founded in 2014,
provides market entry support for more than 150
member tech startups.

Government-backed fund of funds KVIC has operated
in Silicon Valley since 2013. As of early 2026, capital
deployed across 45 venture funds has supported 569
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Korean startups through investment deals. The
Ministry of SMEs and Startups expanded Korea’s
footprint in the Bay Area in 2026 with the launch of
the Korea Startup Venture Campus (KSVC) in Menlo
Park, which functions as a joint platform to introduce
Korean startup companies coming to the Bay Area.
KVIC U.S.A. serves as the bridge to venture capital,
while the Korea SMEs and Startup Agency (KOSME),
the Korea Institute of Startup and Entrepreneurship
Development (KISED), and the Korean Technology
Finance Corporation (KOTEC) provide office space,
connections, and advisory support.

Enabling Infrastructure and
Initiatives

Korea's Al ambitions are generating significant
demand for data center capacity and the energy
infrastructure required to support it. In February
2025, Silicon Valley-based investment firm Fir Hills
Inc., part of the Stock Farm Road investment group
and co-founded by LG Electronics scion Brian Koo,
announced plans to build one of the world’s largest
Al data centers in Jeollanam-do in Korea's Honam
region.

The Pax Silica initiative, launched by the United
States in December 2025, brings together allies and
partners to build secure supply chains for critical
minerals, semiconductors, and Al technologies.

An April 2026 agreement was signed by the
American Chamber of Commerce (AmCham) in
Korea and the City of San Francisco to advance
cooperation in Al and innovation-driven industries.

Conclusions

The relationship between the Bay Area and Korea operates
at multiple levels—trade, investment, talent circulation,
R&D, and startup networks. Across each dimension, the
trajectory is one of deepening ties.

Alliance as economic infrastructure: The U.S.-Korea
relationship is distinctive among U.S. bilateral partnerships
in combining a 70-year military alliance, a comprehensive
free trade agreement, and deep technology interdependencies.
The focal points of the economic agreements reached in 2025—
covering trade, Al, semiconductors, 6G, biotech, space, and
quantum cooperation, and Korea's participation in the Pax
Silica initiative—suggest an alliance evolving from a primarily
military focus toward a broader techno-economic partnership.

Complementary innovation models: Korea brings
manufacturing depth, memory chip leadership, and the
world’s second-highest R&D intensity. The Bay Area brings
frontier software, Al depth, venture financing, and platform
distribution. These are complementary strengths that, when
connected, can create value for both.

Silicon Valley as Korea's innovation outpost: Korean
conglomerates and startups increasingly treat Silicon Valley as
an extension of their innovation systems. Their presence takes
the form of R&D centers and venture arms that source ideas,
talent, and investment opportunities for their Korean parents.
Bay Area and Korean venture firms create a financial bridge
that moves deal flow in both directions. This reflects a multi-
layered engagement that is accelerating, particularly in Al.

The Al-semiconductor nexus as strategic alignment: The
most consequential point of Bay Area-Korea alignment

is at the intersection of Al and semiconductors. Korea’s
semiconductor mega-cluster commitment and its national Al
computing investments create an environment conducive to
Bay Area investment.

The startup bridge: Korea has emerged as a leading
Asian and global startup and innovation hub that is closely
connected to the Bay Area. Nearly 45% of all Korean-
founded startups in the United States are in Silicon Valley,
and Korean venture firms have a growing presence in the
Bay Area. Success stories of Korean startups operating in
the region demonstrate the value of the bridge.




1. Artificial Intelligence: With broad alignment
between Korea and the United States on Al strategy,
underpinned by shared interest in the development
of secure semiconductor supply chains, opportunities
are growing for collaboration on Al development,
deployment, and governance.

2. Data center and energy partnerships: Korea's
accelerating Al adoption is generating demand for
data center and energy infrastructure, suggesting the
potential for partnerships with Bay Area data center
and energy technology companies, particularly through
scalable and sustainable power.

3. The startup bridge. With Korea emerging as one
of the world’s top startup ecosystems, entrepreneurship
is a promising bridge. Visa policies should facilitate the
movement of entrepreneurs in both directions.

4. University and other research collaboration:
Given the depth of the bilateral relationship, university
research collaboration between Korea and the Bay
Area could be stronger. The combination of Korea's
commitment to scientific research and the Bay Area’s
concentration of top research universities and research
institutions points to room for expansion.
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5. Sector opportunities: In addition to semiconduc-
tors and Al, capabilities and markets between the Bay
Area and Korea particularly align around biotechnology,
energy, 6G, defense, space, and quantum, as well as
shipbuilding if plans advance to develop a major U.S.
shipyard in the region. While not a prescription, the
U.S.-Republic of Korea Technology Prosperity Deal can
serve as a roadmap.

6. Pax Silica and the institutional architecture of
cooperation: Korea's inclusion in the Pax Silica initiative
reflects a strategic recognition that the semiconductor
and Al supply chains running between the Bay Area
and Korea are not only commercial relationships but
infrastructure for national and allied security. Korea's
participation as a founding signatory deepens the
institutional scaffolding within which the bilateral
technology partnership operates and opens pathways
for coordinated investment, export control alignment,
and joint technology development.




The Republic of Korea engages with a broad range
of U.S. interests, including trade, technology,

and security. With a GDP of $1.93 trillion, Korea
stands as the world's 15th-largest economy." Its
R&D expenditure share of GDP surpassed 5%

for the first time in 2024 at 5.13%,? the second-
highest share among OECD member states.? That
strong commitment to research and development
propelled Korea to a fourth-place position on the
World Intellectual Property Organization’s Global
Innovation Index 2025, behind only Switzerland,
Sweden, and the United States.*

As a key ally in the Indo-Pacific region, Korea plays
a pivotal role in assuring stability and security,
underpinned by the 1953 Mutual Defense Treaty
between the U.S. and the Republic of Korea and
the presence of approximately 28,500 U.S. military
personnel stationed on the peninsula.® As the
United States’ eighth-largest trading partner for
goods,® and with bilateral goods and services trade
totaling $238.66 billion in 2025, its markets are
deeply connected with those of the United States.

Korea enjoys a strong connection to the San
Francisco/Silicon Valley Bay Area through
technology, innovation, and a growing flow of
startups: Seoul’s startup ecosystem now ranks #9
globally.® California’s two-way trade with Korea
reached approximately $38.7 billion in 2025,
making Korea one of California’s top trading
partners.” The closeness of these ties mirrors

the ongoing evolution of Korea's economy from
traditional manufacturing to a deeper reliance on
advanced technology in fields from semiconductors
to Al. This report examines the breadth and
depth of that connection, its importance to both
economies, and opportunities to deepen the
relationship further.




Structural Change in the Korean Economy

Korea's economy, the world’s 15th-largest by GDP' and an
export leader, is built on industries such as health (medical
devices, pharmaceuticals, biotechnology),? industrial
chemicals, steelmaking,® advanced manufacturing and
electronics, semiconductors, automobiles, environmental
technology,* defense and aerospace, and transportation
(shipbuilding).® Its recovery from the global pandemic has
been slow, with GDP growth of 2.0% in 2024 and 1.0%

in 2025, a challenge complicated by the demographic
headwind of historically low birth rates.”

A mid-2025 survey of economic and management experts
by the Korea Chamber of Commerce and Industry (KCCI)
showed a general expectation of declining growth over

the next five years, with the possibility of modest growth

of 1.5-2% in the 2030s if structural economic reforms are
adopted. Priorities identified by the respondents included
the nurturing of advanced industries, Al adoption, policies
leveraging innovative technology and the elderly workforce,
as well as regulatory reform.® Per capita GDP in 2025 stood
at $36,230.°

As an advanced industrial economy that is technology-
intensive and deeply globalized, a key question for the
future is how Korea’s economic model will adapt as global
growth becomes more tied to structural changes led by
Al-enabled systems, the transition to clean energy, and
strategically sensitive supply chains. To respond, Korea's
economic strategy increasingly emphasizes innovation

capacity and global connectivity. It is doing this in
part by strengthening R&D in critical technologies
and by embedding Korea in global innovation
ecosystems. As the world’s leading center for
entrepreneurial development and technology
innovation, the San Francisco/Silicon Valley region is
playing a pivotal role.

Korea's transformation from one of the world’s
poorest countries in the early 1950s to a high-
income, technology-driven economy today ranks
among the most remarkable development stories of
the twentieth century. In the aftermath of the Korean
War, which left the peninsula devastated, successive
governments pursued an aggressive, state-led
industrial policy centered on large family-controlled
conglomerates known as chaebols—among them
Samsung, Hyundai, LG, SK Group, and Lotte.™
These conglomerates, supported by directed credit,
protective tariffs, and export incentives, drove an
export-oriented growth model that delivered annual
GDP growth rates of 8.7-9.5% through the 1980s
and into the early 1990s."

While this model produced extraordinary
results, it also created structural vulnerabilities.
The chaebols accumulated high corporate
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debt-to-equity ratios, banking relationships were
concentrated and opaque, and the broader
financial system lacked the transparency and
regulatory oversight that characterized more
mature market economies. These weaknesses
were exposed during the 1997 Asian Financial
Crisis, when capital flight triggered a liquidity
crisis. Eight of the country’s thirty largest
chaebols went bankrupt,'? and the government
was forced to accept a $55 billion rescue
package from the International Monetary Fund,
the World Bank, the Asian Development Bank,
the United States, and several other nations.™
The restructuring that followed was painful but
transformative: austerity measures, financial
reform, trade liberalization, and a decisive
opening of the economy to foreign investment
improved corporate governance and laid

the foundation for the knowledge-intensive
economy Korea has since become.

While Korea's innovation capacity is formidable (its total
research and development expenditure reached 5.13%

of GDP in 2024, the second-highest share among nations
by OECD standards'), the country faces a demographic
challenge. After eight years of consecutive declines, Korea's
fertility rate fell to 0.72 in 2023, the lowest of any country in
the world, then began a slight rebound, reaching 0.75

in 2024 and 0.80 in 2025." Korea’s current population is
approximately 51.67 million' but is expected to decline to
between 33 and 34 million by 2070, according to United
Nations projections." This has major implications for the
labor force: a working-age population of 36.57 million in
2023 is projected to shrink to just 16.58 million by 2072,
while the share of the population aged 65 and older is
expected to reach 47.7% in the same year.” This poses a
fundamental challenge to Korea's growth model, the fiscal
capacity of its welfare systems, and the size and composition
of the domestic market available to support its industries.

A workday view of the intersection and bus transit zone in front of Seoul Station rail terminal
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The Bilateral Context: Trade and Security

Korea is the United States’ eighth-largest trading
partner,’ with bilateral goods trade totaling $194.03
billion in 2025 ($68.81 billion in U.S. exports and
$125.22 billion in U.S. imports) and 2025 bilateral
services trade totaling $44.63 billion ($27.97 billion

in U.S. exports and $16.66 billion in U.S. imports), for

a combined goods and services two-way trade total

of $238.66 billion.? The trajectory of the commercial
relationship has been strongly upward: bilateral goods
trade grew from $127.02 billion in 20203 to $194.03
billion in 2025, an increase of approximately 53% in just
five years. Korea is also one of California’s top trading
partners, with two-way trade of approximately $38.77
billion in 2025, including imports of $29.48 billion and
exports of $9.29 billion. California is one of the top U.S.
states exporting to Korea, accounting for approximately
13.5% of U.S. exports in 2025, with non-electrical
machinery ($1.80 billion), computers and electronics
($2.07 billion), and processed foods ($1.20 billion) as
top export categories. California is also the largest
importing state for Korean products, with computer and
electronic products ($10.57 billion) and transportation
equipment ($6.37 billion) as the top import categories.*

In the last two decades, United States-Korea trade has
benefited from the Korea-U.S. Free Trade Agreement,
signed in June 2007 and entered into force in March
2012,°> which eliminated tariff and non-tariff barriers
between the two countries on manufactured goods,

agricultural products, and services.® In the agreement’s
first five years, tariffs on 95% of bilateral trade in
consumer and industrial goods were eliminated.’

More recently, however, the framework for trade
between the U.S. and Korea has become more uncertain
as the United States initiated a sweeping restructuring
of global tariffs in 2025. In July, President Trump
announced the Korea Strategic Trade and Investment
Deal under which country-specific U.S. tariffs on Korean
imports under I[EEPA (the International Emergency
Economic Powers Act) were set at 15% and Korea, for its
part, agreed to make substantial investments in the U.S.®
This announcement was reinforced by pledges made

in an August 2025 meeting at which Trump welcomed
South Korean President Lee Jae Myung to the White
House:” South Korean companies pledged $150 billion
in U.S. investments in areas such as Al, semiconductors,
biotech, shipbuilding, and nuclear power, and the two
countries agreed to establish a non-binding agreement
for Korea to direct $350 billion into investments in the
U.S. as part of the July deal for the lowered 15% tariffs.™

The commitments for investment are substantial,'" such
as the Samsung Electronics commitment of $17 billion
to expansion of a semiconductor fabrication facility in
Taylor, Texas,'? as well as Hanwha's $5 billion conversion
of the Philly Shipyard into a digitally-enabled, high-
efficiency shipyard with automation and smart yard
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technology.” In shipbuilding—a sector in which Korean
firms are global leaders but the United States has seen
its capacity atrophy—Korean commitments have been
especially ambitious: a $150 billion investment package
includes a partnership between HD Hyundai and
Huntington Ingalls Industries to build U.S. Navy logistics
ships.’ Additionally, as part of a broader U.S.-Korea
semiconductor cooperation framework,'® semiconductor
company SK Hynix has announced a $15 billion High
Bandwidth Memory advanced packaging facility in
Indiana.’ These investments represent a significant
flow of capital but also a strategic intertwining of
Korean industrial capability with American defense and
technology priorities.

When President Donald Trump and Korean President
Lee Jae Myung met again in October 2025 at the
APEC (Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation) summit in
Korea, they reaffirmed the outlines of the July Korea
Strategic Trade and Investment Deal."” The sectors
targeted for investment provide a template for future
technology investment and development between

the two countries. The joint statement also committed
the United States and Korea to ensuring that U.S.
companies don't face unnecessary barriers in laws and
policies concerning digital services, such as network
usage fees and online platform regulations or the cross-
border transfer of data.’® The framework was formalized
in a Federal Register notice in December 2025."

While this framework appeared to stabilize the trade
relationship, tensions resurfaced in January 2026

when President Trump threatened to impose 25%
tariffs on Korean automobiles and pharmaceuticals,
citing delays by Korea’s National Assembly in ratifying
elements of the October agreement®—a reminder that
the trade framework, resting on executive authority
rather than treaty ratification, remains subject to
political dynamics. As with other countries, the U.S.
Supreme Court's decision in February 2026 invalidating
the tariffs imposed under IEEPA?" introduced new
uncertainty around tariff levels and investments under
the deal with Korea.

The tariff landscape shifted again when the U.S. Trade
Representative announced a new wave of 10% or 12.5%

tariffs levied on 60 countries effective July 24, 2026,
to replace expiring temporary administration-imposed
tariffs of 10% that had been in place since February. A
12.5% tariff was imposed on South Korea under this
decision, which the Trump administration issued under
Section 301 of the Trade Act of 1974 that allows the
president to levy tariffs on countries the administration
deems to have improperly complied with forced labor
laws.? That claim was rejected by Korea?® and many
of the affected trading partners, and American small
businesses immediately filed a lawsuit challenging the
tariffs’ legality.?*

Defense and security are central to the U.S.-Korea
relationship, underpinned by the 1953 Mutual Defense
Treaty. The agreement is also a lynchpin of the United
States' greater Indo-Pacific strategy. More than 28,500
U.S. military personnel are currently stationed in the
Republic of Korea as guarantors of the Korean Armistice
Agreement and a deterrent to aggression from North
Korea. The relationship includes a combined command
structure, combined exercises, and military sales. In
2025, the pipeline of active government-to-government
Foreign Military Sales transactions totaled $30 billion,
encompassing platforms such as the F-35 Joint Strike
Fighter, P-8A Poseidon maritime patrol aircraft, Patriot
Advanced Capability-3 missile systems, and Global
Hawk unmanned aerial vehicles.?

Korea's own defense industrial base has grown
substantially, with the country emerging as a significant
arms exporter in its own right. According to the
Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI),
Korea's arms exports roughly doubled between the
2010-2014 and 2023-2024 periods,* driven by sales
of K9 self-propelled howitzers, FA-50 military aircraft,?’
and Redback Infantry Fighting Vehicles® to partners

in Europe, the Middle East, and the Asia-Pacific. With
the Korean government planning to increase defense
spending to 3.5% of GDP,?? security cooperation with
the U.S. is set to extend further into cybersecurity and
space—domains where Korea's technology capabilities
and the Bay Area’s innovation ecosystem intersect.
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Innovation and Global Competitiveness

Korea ranks well across a range of global indexes
measuring competitiveness, with its highest rankings in
the fields of innovation and startup activity.

The IMD World Competitiveness Index 2026 ranks Korea
21st out of 70 economies studied, based on economic
performance, government efficiency, business efficiency,
and infrastructure, placing it in the middle tier. While

the assessments of government efficiency and business
efficiency position it in the middle of the pack, its #14
ranking for economic performance and #15 ranking for
infrastructure put it among the top 25%. And within the 5
infrastructure sub-categories, its impressive #2 ranking for
scientific infrastructure makes it a global leader.’

The Global Innovation Index 2025, published by the
World Intellectual Property Organization and released
each year in autumn, ranks Korea #4 in the world for
innovation, behind Switzerland, Sweden, and the United
States.? Criteria include institutions, human capital and
research, infrastructure, market sophistication, business
sophistication, knowledge and technology outputs, and
creative outputs.® Korea leads globally in the category
of human capital and research, ranking #2 in the world
for researchers, #1 for R&D performed by business,

#1 for researchers in business, and #3 for PCT (Patent
Cooperation Treaty) patents by inventor origin.*

The Startup Genome Global Startup Ecosystem Report
2026, which assesses startup ecosystems by criteria such
as performance, funding, talent, Al native cluster, and

R&D (research and patent activity),® ranks Seoul #9 out
of more than 350 global ecosystems analyzed, giving
it a top-10 position for the third consecutive year—
behind only Silicon Valley, New York, London, Tel Aviv,
Boston, Los Angeles, Beijing, and Singapore, and
ahead of Seattle, Shanghai, Tokyo, Paris, Bengaluru-
Karnataka, and Chicago. Seoul scores a perfect 10 out
of 10 for both the Funding and R&D Engine factors.
As a measure of economic impact, Startup Genome
has calculated Seoul’s startup ecosystem value (a
composite of the value of exits and startup valuations
including all active unicorns) at $116 billion for the
period from H2 2023-2025, a 38% increase from the
H2 2018-2020 period.’

The Belfer Center for Science and International
Affairs Critical and Emerging Technologies Index
2025 ranks Korea 5th of 25 countries plus Europe
as a whole,® based on an assessment covering

Al, semiconductors, biotechnology, space, and
quantum,’ and reflecting Korea’s strong performance
in semiconductor manufacturing. Korea's ranking
places it behind only the U.S., China, Europe, and
Japan and is driven by the country’s cutting-edge
ICT infrastructure, world-class internet speeds,
government digital transformation efforts, leading
tech companies, and tech-savvy population.™

On a more sobering note, the INSEAD Global Talent
Competitiveness Index 2025 shows Korea dropping
out of the top 25, having entered that tier for the
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first time only in 2023'>—a signal that talent attraction
and retention remains a structural vulnerability even as
innovation outputs strengthen.™

This divergence across indices—a top-four innovator
and top-ten startup ecosystem that nonetheless ranks
in the middle tier for competitiveness and has fallen
behind on talent—points to a structural pattern. Korea
excels at innovation inputs and outputs, driven by
extraordinary R&D intensity and corporate commitment,
but faces persistent challenges in governance, business
environment flexibility, and the ability to attract and
retain global talent. At 5.13% of GDP in 2024, Korea's

R&D intensity is second only to Israel’s globally and well
ahead of the next OECD competitor, according to data
released in December 2025 by South Korea’s Ministry
of Science and ICT. Total domestic R&D expenditure
reached approximately KRW 131 trillion (~$94.7

billion) in 2024, a 10% increase from the previous

year, with private and foreign funding accounting for
78.8% of the total—a proportion that reflects the
central role of business in driving applied research and
commercialization. Closing the gap between Korea's
innovation performance and its broader competitiveness
will be critical to translating its R&D strength into
sustained economic leadership.

Northward view over Seoul districts Seongbuk-gu and parts of Dongdaemun-gu, with the tree-lined
Jeongneungcheon Stream cutting through the cityscape
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National Technology Policy Priorities

and Initiatives

Korea's policy architecture for technology and
innovation is mainly coordinated through the Ministry
of Science and ICT (MSIT), which oversees R&D
strategy, digital infrastructure, artificial intelligence, and
telecommunications. The Ministry of Trade, Industry and
Resources (MOTIR) is the principal government agency
responsible for supporting industrial development

and expanding trade and international cooperation.’
Launched in October 2025,2 the Ministry of Climate,
Energy and Environment (MCEE) now handles climate,
energy, and environmental matters within a new single
framework designed to streamline the pursuit of national
strategic goals such as carbon neutrality and the
expansion of renewable energy.? KISTEP (Korea Institute
of Science and Technology Evaluation and Planning)
coordinates R&D budget allocation and evaluation
across the full cycle of the national R&D system,* while
the National Research Foundation of Korea (NRF) funds
basic and applied research across all disciplines® under
MSIT and Ministry of Education budgets.

Korea’s 2025 government and fund management plan
assigned to MSIT a total budget of KRW 19 trillion
(~$14 billion) for the year, an increase of 5.9% from its
2024 allocation.® MSIT’s 2025 spending plan focused
on four key areas: (1) investing in R&D in support

of Al semiconductors, advanced biotech, quantum
technologies, innovative and challenge-driven R&D,

national strategic technologies, and government-
funded research institutes; (2) expanding Al computing
infrastructure and promoting the adoption of Al and
digital technologies to create a “warm and safe”
Al-powered digital world; (3) expanding basic research
and nurturing core talent (including establishing new
research stipends for graduate students in science and
engineering); and (4) expanding international joint
research with major advanced nations, participating

in multilateral research programs like Horizon Europe,
and supporting scientist exchanges in conjunction
with APEC.”

On March 12, 2025, the government finalized its
implementation plan for the First Basic Plan for
Fostering National Strategic Technology (2024-2028),
which directed KRW 6.8 trillion (~$4.9 billion) in 2025 to
strategic technology fields with the majority earmarked
for R&D across 12 strategic technologies, with emphasis
on Al, semiconductors, biotechnology, and quantum
computing.® The 2026 budget has gone even further:
In August 2025, South Korea's cabinet approved a plan
to boost total national spending to a record KRW 738
trillion (~$534 billion) that includes KRW 10.1 trillion
(~$7.3 billion) in Al-related spending—more than triple
the 2025 level—reflecting a strategic bet that artificial
intelligence will be the enabling technology for the

next phase of Korea’s economic growth.? For its part,
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MSIT received a record-high 2026 budget of KRW 23.7
trillion (~$17.1 billion), focused on a slightly revised
set of four key areas: (1) Al transformation efforts
(including Al technologies and talent development,

Al adoption promotion, Al-readiness across society,
and Al integration across the full spectrum of R&D
activities); (2) expanded investment in core technologies
(e.g., semiconductors, advanced biotech, quantum
technologies) and financial structural improvement of
government-funded research institutes; (3) supporting
basic research expansion, development of national
scientists, increased national scholarships and

research stipends, and global talent attraction; and

(4) strengthening region-led R&D, expanding science
activities and digital inclusion initiatives for the pubilic,
and closing regional digital divides.

Semiconductor policy is a rare area of bipartisan
consensus. The 2025 K-Chips Act amendment to the
Special Tax Treatment Control Law (STTCL) provides
tax credits of 20% for large firms and 30% for small
and medium-sized enterprises on semiconductor

R&D and facility investments.” Also under the STTCL
category of national strategic technologies, R&D
expenditures in the secondary battery, vaccine, display,
hydrogen, biopharma, and future mobility (electric
vehicles) sectors qualify for similar tax credits. R&D
tax credits apply to national strategic technologies
expenditures incurred through 2029 and specifically
to semiconductor expenditures through 2031."2 More
ambitiously, the government and private companies
have committed to supply KRW 622 trillion (~$450
billion) through 2047 and to provide key electricity
and water infrastructure to develop a semiconductor
megacluster in Gyeonggi province capable of
producing 7.7 million wafers per month by 2030."

In late January 2026, the National Assembly passed

a bipartisan bill’* enabling direct state subsidies and
infrastructure support for chipmakers'>—a legislative
step that underscores the strategic priority both major
parties assign to maintaining Korea's position in global
semiconductor supply chains.

Announced in 2023, Korea's National Quantum
Strategy aims to make the country a top-four quantum
power by the 2030s, including development of a

1,000-qubit universal quantum computer,"” with total
planned government and private investment of KRW 3
trillion (~$2.2 billion) by 2035." The dedicated quantum
science and technology budget grew 54.1% between
2024 and 2025," and the flagship Quantum Project

was slated to invest $46 million over eight years in
superconducting and neutral-atom quantum processors.
The 2025 five-year national plan for quantum
technologies also includes the investment of $2.3

billion to train 10,000 quantum researchers and industry
professionals,®® and the government also announced

a new KRW 1 trillion (~$723 million) Science and
Technology Innovation Fund, which includes dedicated
annual allocations for quantum startups amounting

to KRW 80 billion (~$58 million) over four years.?'
International cooperation is central to the quantum
strategy, and the government has established regional
centers in Washington, D.C., and Belgium.?

Under the 6G Commercialization Technology R&D
Program unveiled in November 2023, Korea is
investing KRW 440.7 billion (~$318.6 million) from
2024 to 2028 in wireless communications, mobile core
infrastructure, wired networks, and standardization,
with a target of demonstrating pre-6G services by
2026 and launching commercial 6G networks by
2028-2030.% The pre-6G goal was achieved in January
2025 when the government-funded Electronics

and Telecommunications Research Institute (ETRI)
announced that it had developed a 6G proof-of-concept
system and demonstrated a 200 Gbps-class wireless
connection for the first time in the world.?* Samsung
Electronics is a leading participant in international 6G
standardization, focusing on Al integration, energy
efficiency, and non-terrestrial networks.?

In May 2024, Korea hosted the Al Seoul Summit,

the second global Al summit following the United
Kingdom's Al Safety Summit in 2023. The summit
produced the Seoul Declaration, in which 27 countries
and the European Union agreed to collaborate on

Al risk thresholds and governance frameworks, as

well as the Frontier Al Safety Commitments signed

by 16 companies,? including Korea’s NAVER and
Samsung.?’ The United States and the United Kingdom
each announced the creation of Al safety institutes
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and, following the summit, Japan, South Korea, and

Canada announced the establishment of their own

Al safety institutes. The Summit notably broadened

the global Al governance agenda beyond safety ;

to include innovation and inclusivity?®®—themes

that align with Korea’s own regulatory philosophy, -
which prioritizes enabling technology development

alongside responsible use.?

That philosophy is codified in the Framework Act

on the Development of Artificial Intelligence and
Establishment of Trust (Al Basic Act), which took

effect on January 22, 2026, making Korea the second
jurisdiction after the European Union to adopt a
comprehensive Al regulatory framework. The Act takes

a notably lighter approach than the EU Al Act, with a i
scope that sets forth requirements in three categories:
high-impact Al, defined as Al that significantly affects

human life, safety, or fundamental rights; high-

performance Al, defined as Al systems trained with

a cumulative compute of at least 10% floating point
operations (FLOPs), which are currently relatively rare;

and generative Al, defined as that which mimics the LA
input data’s structure and features to produce outputs e sy —
such as text, image, sound, and video. Penalties are T
noticeably modest, with fines capped at KRW 30 million _ —
(~$22 thousand) and imposed only after corrective . - - H‘; —
orders are ignored. The Act also creates a National AL
Al Committee chaired by the president to oversee —
national policy and an Al Safety Research Institute : r
to evaluate Al risk and develop standards,* and it . 5
frames support initiatives for R&D, data infrastructure, -

talent development, startup assistance, and overseas
expansion.® This compliance-based rather than

punitive approach is closer to California’s emerging .
Al governance model than to the European Union’s,

creating potential for regulatory interoperability

between Korea and California.*

South Korea's sixth tallest skyscraper, Posco Tower-
Songdo, in the Incheon Free Economic Zone




Advanced R&D in Critical and Emerging

Technologies

South Korea's R&D infrastructure is among the most
intensive in the world, and the scale of investment—
both public and private—underpins the country’s
position as a top-tier innovator. At 5.13% of GDP in
2024, Korea's R&D spending as a share of economic
output is second only to Israel’s on a global basis' and
substantially exceeds the OECD average.? Korea's
total domestic R&D expenditure reached KRW 131
trillion (~$94.7 billion) in 2024 (a 10% increase from
the previous year). The private sector funded 78.8% of
this total,® a proportion that reflects the central role of
Korea’s large industrial conglomerates in driving applied
research and commercialization. In 2025, Samsung
Electronics alone spent KRW 37.7 trillion (~$27 billion)
on R&D,* placing it among the top ten corporate R&D
spenders globally.®

Korea’s public research ecosystem is anchored by a
network of government-funded research institutes and
national universities that have served as foundations for
the country’s technology-led development. KIST (Korea
Institute of Science and Technology), founded in 1966
as Korea'’s first multidisciplinary research institute, has
over 1,800 research staff and plays a central role in
basic and applied science.® KAIST (Korea Advanced
Institute of Science and Technology), established in
1971 as the nation’s first research-oriented science and

engineering university,” has campuses in Daejon and
Seoul and is a significant source of both technology
transfer and entrepreneurial talent.® ETRI (Electronics
and Telecommunications Research Institute) leads
R&D and distribution of industrial core technologies in
Al, telecommunications, convergence technologies, and
ICT materials and components.? These broad institutions
are complemented by sector-specific institutes,
including KAERI (Korea Atomic Energy Research
Institute) for nuclear technology,’® ADD (Agency for
Defense Development) for defense technologies,

and the research organizations for aerospace

now consolidated under KASA (Korea Aerospace
Administration).” Together, these institutions provide
the research backbone that Korean industry draws upon
for commercialization.

Korea was one of the first major countries to fully
embrace the digital economy, a move it hopes to repeat
with Al. As the expected source for a new wave of
growth, success in that transition is seen as being critical
to Korea's future competitiveness. As in the Bay Area,
adoption rates for Al are high, and the government

and business are looking to where the ball is moving,
enabling data centers and advances in machine learning
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and physical Al while strategically connecting Al with
Korea's advanced manufacturing base. This approach

is informed by a view among policy leaders that with

Al growth in the United States and China surging, to
remain competitive, Korea requires its own base in the
development of Al models (sovereign Al). In that vision,
Al-enabled prosperity should extend beyond just large
companies developing models, to include societal
engagement and benefits on a large scale.

As South Korea aims to position itself as a global leader
in artificial intelligence, both the government and the
private sector are committing substantial resources
toward that objective. The government has been
building a policy architecture for Al since 2019, when

it announced its first national Al strategy focusing on
investment in Al infrastructure and greater use of Al
across all industries." In 2022, it released the Digital
Strategy of Korea, a national framework for digital
transformation.' Recognizing the need for skilled Al
talent, by 2023 it had designated 15 local universities as
Al engineering schools and four national universities as
Al research centers.' The 2026 budget allocated KRW
10.1 trillion (~$7.3 billion) for Al-related spending, more
than triple the 2025 level.'

Korea's sovereign large language model (LLM) program,
announced by MSIT in 2025, allocates KRW 240 billion
(~$174 million) to selected consortia teams to develop
domestic LLM capabilities, with approximately 63% of
the funds going to GPU support, 26% to data support,
and 11% to talent recruitment. Each competing team
must design and train models that achieve at least
95% of global benchmark performance within limited
time and GPU resources. The August 2025 initial round
of the selection competition narrowed the field of

15 competitors down to five consortia led by NAVER
Cloud, SK Telecom, Upstage, LG Al Research Institute,
and NC Al, with each receiving the title K-Al Model

or K-Al Company—highly-valued official government
certifications.” The second round in January 2026
eliminated two consortia, leaving SK Telecom, LG,

and Upstage to compete in the next round, which
culminates in the final evaluation in December 2026.
The success of Upstage in the second round is the
first time a startup-led consortium has outperformed
conglomerates in a government-led Al competition,

Advanced R&D in Critical and Emerging Technologies

underscoring how Korea’s deep-tech ecosystem is
moving away from hardware-heavy dependence toward
talent-driven execution.®

The government is deploying over 50,000 NVIDIA GPUs
across the National Al Computing Center and Korean
cloud providers, including NHN Cloud, Kakao Corp.,
and NAVER Cloud, with Samsung Electronics separately
building an Al factory with an additional 50,000 GPUs."?
The Korean LLM ecosystem is maturing rapidly: NAVER's
HyperClova X, trained on 6,500 times more Korean-
language data than GPT-4, excels in Korean-language
capabilities; Kakao’s Kanana lineup spans from 2.1 billion
to 32.5 billion parameters and multimodal capability; and
SK Telecom’s A.X 3.1 and A.X 4.0 have demonstrated
world-class ability in understanding Korean language
with cultural nuance and knowledge.?’ The Korean LLM
market is forecast to reach revenue of $3.5 billion by
2033, up from $243.6 million in 2025, with a compound
annual growth rate of 40.7% between 2026 and 2033.2"

Leading electronics companies such as Samsung and
LG Electronics, prominent internet companies such

as Kakao and NAVER, and telecom giants such as SK
Telecom and KT Corporation have been investing
heavily for years, establishing Al assets around the
world as they develop large language models and
their applications.?? Samsung Research America,
headquartered in Mountain View, leads the company’s
Al and robotics research in North America,? operating
seven Al Centers across five countries,? and growing
its Silicon Valley investment in Al-powered robotics to
compensate for talent shortages in Korea. Al startups
are also growing rapidly, supported by venture investors
and government-backed incubation programs.

The semiconductor industry is Korea’s most important
technology sector, accounting for 7-8% of national GDP
in 2025 and 24.4% of total exports.?® Korea is a global
leader in memory chip fabrication: as of the first quarter
of 2026, Samsung Electronics and SK Hynix together
held approximately 67% of the global DRAM market
(Samsung 38%, SK Hynix 29%) and 47% of the NAND
Flash market (Samsung 29%, SK Hynix 18%), according
to Counterpoint research.?¢ Samsung Electronics (#14)
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and SK Hynix (#21) rank among the 25 most valuable
companies in the world by market value,? and #2

and #3 globally within the semiconductor industry as
measured by revenue in 2025.2% In May 2026, Samsung
Electronics joined the small group of global companies
valued at $1 trillion.?

More significant for the current era of Al-driven demand
is Korea's dominance in high-bandwidth memory (HBM),
the critical component for Al training accelerators. In

Q1 2026, SK Hynix and Samsung jointly held 79% of the
global HBM market (SK Hynix 58%, Samsung 29%). SK
Hynix has emerged as the primary beneficiary of the Al
memory boom: it overtook Samsung in global DRAM
market share in the first quarter of 2025 (although
Samsung regained the lead in Q4)* and surpassed
Samsung in operating profit for the full year 2025,
driven by surging demand for HBM chips used in Al
processors and servers. The competitive dynamics
within Korea's semiconductor sector are shifting as Al
reshapes the memory market, with SK Hynix’s early
investment in HBM technology paying substantial
dividends, while Samsung is expected to make progress
in increasing its HBM4 (the latest 6th generation HBM
technology) market share.®'

Growing Al and cloud computing markets are driving
growth in global semiconductor demand, which in turn
is supporting demand for the equipment, materials,

and services that underpin semiconductor fabrication

in Korea. In 2023, Korean companies purchased $19.94
billion in semiconductor equipment, which accounted
for 18.7% of the global semiconductor equipment
market. That spending increased to $20.47 (17.5% of
the global market) in 202432 and then rose again in 2025
to $25.75 billion (19% of the global market).®

Samsung operates Device Solutions America,
headquartered in San Jose, California,** with Samsung
Semiconductor (a subsidiary of Samsung Electronics,
Ltd.) also headquartered there at a state-of-the-art
campus on North First Street.** Samsung Semiconductor
carries out R&D lab operations in Silicon Valley, with
work focusing on AGI (Artificial General Intelligence)
computing;* development of new technologies for
next-generation displays;* incubation for cutting-edge
technologies through SAIT (Samsung Advanced Institute

of Technology);*® OPC (Optical Proximity Correction)

to provide a complete in-house solution to drive chip
scaling;* development of TCAD (Technology Computer
Aided Design) models and simulation software for the
materials, fabrication, and advanced manufacturing
processes for future cutting-edge memory and logic
products;* and engineering cellular modem-RF system,
application processor, and multimedia solutions for
future generations of mobile devices.*' These Bay Area
operations position Samsung at the intersection of
Korea's fabrication strength and Silicon Valley’s design
and software ecosystem.

Korean government policy is rooted in a commitment
to greenhouse gas reduction and carbon neutrality by
2050.%2 Korean companies were early leaders in the
electric vehicle battery market, but face intensifying
competition from Chinese manufacturers. In 2024, the
combined global market share of LG Energy Solution,
SK On, and Samsung SDI fell to 18.4%, down nearly
five percentage points from approximately 23% in

2023, according to SNE Research.® In 2025, LG Energy
Solution remained the third-largest EV battery maker
globally with 108.8 GWh of production and a 9.9%
market share. SK On ranked sixth at 44.5 GWh and a
3.7% market share, and Samsung SDI ranked ninth at
29.9 GWh and a 2.4% market share. Chinese companies
CATL and BYD alone hold approximately 55.6% of the
global market in 2025 (a 33.2% increase from 2024),
and their continued expansion is compressing the space
available to Korean and other non-Chinese producers.*

While Korean battery makers are losing global share,
they remain critical suppliers in Western markets where
Chinese companies face growing trade barriers. The
U.S. Inflation Reduction Act's sourcing requirements,
European de-risking strategies, and broader supply
chain diversification efforts all create structural demand
for non-Chinese battery production—a dynamic

that benefits Korean manufacturers with established
operations and customer relationships in the United
States and Europe. LG Energy Solution, Samsung

SDI, and SK On all supply Bay Area electric vehicle
manufacturers and energy storage system (ESS) projects,
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and their role in Western supply chains is likely to
grow as geopolitical considerations increasingly shape
procurement decisions.

Korea is positioning itself as a global biotechnology
hub, with the government targeting $149 billion in
biotech output by 2035, up from $43 billion in 2020.4°
The ambition is anchored by two companies that have
achieved global scale in contract development and
manufacturing and in biosimilars.

Samsung Biologics, headquartered in the Songdo

Bio Cluster in Incheon, one of the world’s largest
contract development and manufacturing organizations
(CDMOs), posted a record high $1.88 billion in sales

in the first half of 2025, up 21.3% from a year earlier.
Celltrion, also based in the Songdo Bio Cluster,
reported $1.31 billion in first-half 2025 revenue, up

11.9% year-over-year.* Both companies serve major U.S.

and European pharmaceutical firms, and their growth
reflects Korea's success in building manufacturing
capabilities that meet the stringent quality requirements
of Western regulators.

The U.S. BIOSECURE Act, which restricts federal
contracts with certain Chinese biotechnology
companies, creates additional opportunities for Korean
CDMOs and biosimilar manufacturers to capture
redirected demand from American pharmaceutical
companies seeking reliable non-Chinese partners.*’
For Bay Area pharmaceutical and biotech firms in
particular, Korean CDMOs offer production scale,
regulatory compliance, and geographic diversification
at a time when supply chain resilience has become a
strategic priority.

Korea’s space program entered a new phase with the
establishment of KASA (Korea AeroSpace Administration)
in May 2024, consolidating governance and pushing the
national ambition beyond low-Earth orbit. Framed by
the Fourth Space Development Promotion Basic Plan,

Advanced R&D in Critical and Emerging Technologies

the program has seen a rapidly expanding budget and a
strategic shift from state-led R&D toward private-sector-
led commercial development.*

Korea is the seventh nation in the world to develop
launch capacity based entirely on domestic technology.
Following the successful launch of the homegrown Nuri
space rocket in 2022* and the deployment that same
year of the Korea Pathfinder Lunar Orbiter (KPLO) in
Korea's first moon mission,° the third Nuri mission in
May 2023 successfully placed eight satellites into orbit.*!
The fourth Nuri launch in November 2025 deployed

13 satellites, including the CAS500-3 Earth observation
satellite and 12 cubesats.® Full launch vehicle technology
has been transferred to Hanwha Aerospace, marking
the transition from government-led development to

a private-sector-led launch era, with additional Nuri
missions planned for late 2026, and for 20273

Korea’s strategic space plans include the development
of reusable launch vehicles and orbital transfer vehicles,
ultra-high-resolution and very-low-Earth orbit satellites,
a space observatory at the Sun-Earth L4 Lagrange point,
and launching a Korean-made moon lander by 2032.%4
Space development is organized through an industrial
cluster strategy with three principal hubs: Sacheon for
satellite manufacturing, Daejeon for research and talent
development, and Goheung for launch operations.

The dual-use nature of space technology—commercial
satellite applications alongside defense reconnaissance
and micro-satellites—opens the window wider for
technology partnerships with Silicon Valley that go
beyond traditional defense technology procurement

to focus on co-development of new capabilities. The
United States remains the key supplier of imported
products and services for Korea's space industry.>®

South Korea's defense sector is growing in both
capability and international reach, driven by a
strategic environment that demands advanced military
technology and a government looking to translate
defense investment into export competitiveness.

With a fiscal year 2025 defense budget of KRW 61.27
trillion (~$44.3 billion, representing 2.32% of GDP),*
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Korea ranked 13th globally in military spending.’” For
fiscal year 2026, the government raised the defense
budget to KRW 65.86 trillion (~$47.6 billion), a 7.5%
increase from the previous year and the sharpest rise
in seven years. This increase aligns with President Lee's
aim for South Korea to “take on a more leading role
in safeguarding its own security” through advanced
technologies. The government has committed to
raising defense spending to 3.5% of GDP and, as part
of a bilateral agreement with the United States, has
committed to purchasing $25 billion in U.S. military
equipment by 2030, with particular demand for
unmanned aerial vehicle technology, reconnaissance
systems, and ground robotics.%

Korea’s defense export profile has expanded
significantly. SIPRI data for 2020-2024 rank Korea as the
10th largest arms exporter globally,’® and the second-
largest arms exporter to NATO members, tied with
France at a 6.5% share.®’ Military equipment exports
have been identified as a strategic priority to reduce
unit costs through economies of scale in domestic
production and to deepen ties with partners in Europe,
Southeast Asia, and the Middle East.®? The government
aims to become a top-four global defense exporter

by 2027, with a 5% market share®*—an ambitious
target that reflects both the quality of Korean defense
platforms and the growing demand from allies seeking
alternatives to longer-lead-time Western suppliers.

The Defense Innovation 4.0 initiative, announced in
March 2023, focuses on force modernization, including
combat technology based on Al-based manned and
unmanned systems.®* The Defense Al Center opened

in April 2024, established by the Ministry of National
Defense (MND) in collaboration with KAIST and private-
sector firms to accelerate the integration of artificial
intelligence into military applications.®® Korea's emphasis
on autonomous systems, Al, and dual-use technologies
aligns closely with the profile of Bay Area defense
technology companies, where firms such as Anduril,
Shield Al, and Palantir are developing capabilities that
parallel Korea's modernization priorities. The $30 billion
pipeline of active government-to-government military
sales transactions between the United States and
Korea® creates procurement channels through which
these technology partnerships can deepen.

Korea's nuclear sector, which provides nearly one-

third of the country’s electricity,*’ is positioning itself
for growth driven by small modular reactor (SMR)
technology and the rising electricity demands of Al
data centers. The SMART100 SMR received standard
design approval in 2024, and Samsung Heavy Industries
received Approval in Principle from the American
Bureau of Shipping for a floating marine nuclear power
platform using two SMART100 reactors—making it
one of the most advanced SMR designs globally.®®

The SMART100 is set to become the first SMR to
formally submit a Safeguards Technical Report to the
International Atomic Energy Agency, an important
milestone for international deployment.®’

The government has plans for an SMR industrial
complex in Gyeongju valued at KRW 300 billion
(~$216.9 million),”® and its national electricity supply
policy for 2024-2038 includes construction of two new
large-scale reactors planned between 2037 and 2038
and the deployment of the country’s first commercial
SMR in 2035.7" Nuclear energy is increasingly relevant as
both Korea and the United States grapple with surging
electricity demand from Al data centers, where the need
for reliable, carbon-free baseload power has renewed
interest in nuclear generation.

Under the 6G Commercialization Technology R&D
Program unveiled in November 2023, Korea is
investing KRW 440.7 billion (~$318.6 million) from
2024 to 2028 across wireless communications,
mobile core networks, wired infrastructure, and
standardization.”? Having led the global deployment
of 5G in 2019,”® the government announced its
aim to maintain its first-mover position in the

next generation of wireless technology, targeting
pre-6G service demonstrations by 2026 and the
first commercial 6G networks by 2028-2030.7* The
first goal has been achieved, with ETRI (Electronics
and Telecommunications Research Institute)’> and
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Samsung Electronics in collaboration with Korean carrier
KT Corporation’¢ separately conducting successful

6G demonstrations in 2025 and early 2026. Samsung
Electronics is a lead participant in international 6G
standardization, focusing on Al integration, energy
efficiency, and non-terrestrial networks.”” Korea
participated in the Joint Statement Endorsing Principles
for 6G Principles published at the Mobile World
Congress 2024 alongside 9 other countries, including
the United States,’® signaling alignment on technical
standards that will shape next-generation wireless
infrastructure globally.

Korea's National Quantum Strategy targets making
the country a top-four quantum power by the 2030s,
supported by total planned investment of $2.3

Advanced R&D in Critical and Emerging Technologies

billion—with the quantum budget slated to grow
from $140 million in 2024 to over $250 million in
2025. The flagship Quantum Project will invest $46
million over eight years in superconducting and
neutral-atom quantum processing units,”® and the
strategy has targeted the development of a 1,000-
qubit quantum computer by 2035.8° In 2025, the
government announced the allocation of KRW

20 billion (~$14.4 million) annually for quantum
startups over four years,®" and it plans to train 10,000
quantum researchers and industry professionals
over five years.?? International cooperation centers
that have been established in Washington, D.C. and
Belgium® signal Korea’s intent to develop quantum
technology through international collaboration
rather than in isolation—an approach that creates
partnership opportunities with Bay Area quantum
computing companies.

Nighttime traffic on Daejeon’s Hanbat Bridge and overpass network connecting Dunsan-dong with the city’s northern
tech hubs

25



Startup Ecosystem

South Korea has built one of Asia’s strongest startup ecosystems, combining substantial public investment and an
increasingly dynamic private sector.

South Korea'’s Startup Ecosystem Coming of Age: Growth Trajectories
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Scaleup Korea Ranking Among APAC Countries
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Bay Area global accelerator Mind the Bridge has documented
Korea's rise to prominence as a regional and global innovation
and scaleup center (scaleup referring to technology companies
that have raised more than $1 million in funding).! Korea's
growth builds on national support for frontier technologies such
as Al and robotics and on hard tech more broadly, strategically
linked to advanced manufacturing and data infrastructure.
Significantly, reflecting data as of mid-2025,

m Korea was home to 2,127 scaleups, which had collectively
raised $71.6 billion. That placed it fourth in the Asia-Pacific
region after much larger countries such as China and
India, only slightly behind Japan (with 2,268 scaleups),
and well ahead of Singapore (1,638) and Australia (1,567).
The capital raised by Korea’s scaleups has substantially
exceeded the scaleup capital raised in Japan ($46 billion).

B The scale of Korea’s scaleup system was comparable to
Germany’s (2,184 companies raising $78.8 billion) and
surpassed other European systems except for the United
Kingdom and France.

B This put Korea on the threshold of becoming a
fully mature global innovation hub.

B Activity was concentrated in Seoul, with
intensity rivaling U.S. locations such as Texas
(1,767 scaleups) and the Boston-Cambridge
area (1,840). The Gyeonggi region immediately
adjacent to Seoul was roughly on a par with
European cities such as Madrid and emerging
hubs such as Dubai. Other Korean regions with
substantial scaleup activity were Deajeon (62),
Busan (36), and Incheon (31).

B Among capital cities globally, Seoul ranked
number four in its concentration of scaleups,
after only London, Paris, and Tokyo, and ahead
of scaleup hotspots such as Stockholm.

B As of mid 2025,107 Korean scaleups had gone
public, all domestically with the exception of
Coupang, which listed on the NYSE.?
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Main Korean Innovation Ecosystems
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Startup Ecosystem

National Programs Supporting Entrepreneurs

The institutional architecture underpinning Korea’s
startup ecosystem is anchored by the Ministry of SMEs
and Startups (MSS), which in 2025 allocated KRW
3.294 trillion (~$2.38 billion) across 429 startup support
programs administered by 101 organizations*—a

scale of government intervention that has few parallels
outside China. The 2026 budget went even further,
committing KRW 3.4645 trillion (~$2.5 billion), the
largest startup support budget in Korean history. The
strategic direction has also shifted from the previous
focus on maximizing the number of startups funded to
an emphasis on quality and scalability. This includes
greater focus on (1) performance-linked funding with
grants tied to milestones; (2) prioritizing deeptech, with
40% of new funding going to science-based ventures;
(3) global competitiveness via support for startups with
international revenue potential; and (4) sustainability
by incorporating environmental, social responsibility,
and governance criteria into funding decisions. This
strategic shift also reflects Korea’s specific commitment
to positioning itself as a global leader in Al, robotics,
biotech, and clean energy.*

The flagship startup acceleration initiative is TIPS
(Tech Incubator Program for Startups),® which since

its inception in 2013 has supported approximately
5,000 startups and attracted KRW 21.3 trillion (~$15.4
billion) in follow-on private investment.® For 2026, the
government has announced a significantly revamped
TIPS framework, merging its sector-specific tracks into
a unified system organized by growth stage rather
than industry category and raising the maximum

R&D grant from KRW 500 million to KRW 800 million
(~$578,400)'—reflecting a recognition that deep-tech
startups require larger initial capital commitments than
the program’s original design anticipated.

Complementary programs extend the government’s
reach across the startup lifecycle. Now in its 11th year,
the K-Startup Grand Challenge, an annual competitive
accelerator program for foreign entrepreneurs, in 2026
is awarding KRW 380 million in equity-free prize money
to the top 20 teams and an additional KRW 250 million
in scale-up grants to the top 8,8 positioning Korea as a
destination for global entrepreneurial talent. Established

under MSIT in 2013 as a non-profit foundation, the
Global Digital Innovation Network (formerly the
Born2Global Centre) has assisted 2,962 startups

with global market entry, facilitated 118 overseas
incorporations, and attracted more than $3.25 billion
in investment for its member startups.” Looking ahead,
MSS has restructured its Startup Package Program to
shift from first organizing support according to startup
maturity phase (preparing to establish a business,

early startups established within 3 years, and scale-up
startups 3-10 years old) to first targeting support
according to three specialized startup types: Deep Tech-
Specialized (focusing on high-tech ventures), General
(startups across industries), and Investment-Linked
(startups with verified fundraising records). The Deep
Tech-Specialized Startup Package launched in 2026,
initially targeting 100 early deep tech startups, each
eligible to receive up to KRW 150 million (~$108,450),
plus 75 scale-up startups, each eligible to receive up to
KRW 300 million (~$216,900).1°

Korea’s leading research universities have developed
entrepreneurship programs that complement the
government's institutional infrastructure, though they
remain at an earlier stage of maturity than their U.S.
counterparts. KAIST, the Korea Advanced Institute of
Science and Technology, has been particularly active
through its Startup KAIST initiative'’ and Kschool
entrepreneurship program, which offers a graduate
minor in Entrepreneurship and Innovation,'? plus its
Institute of Technology Value Creation focused on
commercializing research.’ Seoul National University,
which operates SNU Campus Town (an Al-based deep-
tech startup ecosystem that hosts 1,066 startups as
of early 2026), is building the campus as a one-stop
support system to nurture companies from startup to
global expansion, aiming to foster 10 baby unicorns,
100 deep-tech corporations, 300 global startups, and
1,000 Al “talents.”™ POSTECH (Pohang University

of Science and Technology) has an Innovation and
Entrepreneurship Team that assists students, faculty
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members, and researchers in starting technology-based
ventures, connecting academic research to commercial
application.”™ The Yonsei Venture, Innovation and
Startup Program (YVIP) at the Yonsei University
School of Business (YSB) offers a concentration course
in Entrepreneurship and Innovation that provides
practical education both in the classroom and through
partnerships in the business world. In addition, YVIP
incubates startups, hosting the gateway YSB Startup
Competition, providing incubation spaces in the
Business Building for selected startups, and offering
both global and domestic startup internships.'

A tier of private-sector accelerators has emerged
alongside the government programs, several with
explicit orientations toward international expansion.
SparkLabs, founded in 2012, has invested in more
than 320 startups globally, operating a placement
program annually that fosters early-stage startups,

as well as serving as a private manager for the MSS
TIPS initiative."” FuturePlay, founded in 2014 as a
deep-tech specialist,’ has an incubation process
designed to foster companies from early R&D through
commercialization and is an early-stage selection
operator for TIPS. As of 2025, FuturePlay has invested
in 281 startups, with 89.9% being early-stage, and

has KRW 2.7 trillion (~$2 billion) in assets under
management.’” Bluepoint Partners, a deep-tech
accelerator also founded in 2014, brought its total
number of invested startups to 392 in 2025, with half of
the year's new investments in the Al and clean energy
sectors,?’ supporting deep-tech startup growth through
programs that facilitate collaboration and innovation
between corporations and startups as well as early-
stage technology commercialization.?? Primer, Korea's
first startup accelerator, focuses on seed funding and
mentorship in mobile, software, and internet services.?
Korea Investment Accelerator (KAIC) was launched
in 2022 as a subsidiary of Korea Investment Holdings,*
one of the country’s largest independent financial
groups. KAIC's growth platform for early-stage startups
includes investments, incubation centers,? and the
Barun Donghaeng (Right Journey) support program.#
Lotte Ventures, an arm of the conglomerate Lotte
Group,? supports the private L-Camp accelerator, which

over the last decade has invested in 34 startups in
Korea's southern Busan region.?

Korea’s venture capital market is growing, though it
remains modest by global standards. The Ministry of
SMEs and Startups (MSS) reports that total venture
investment reached KRW 13.6 trillion (~$9.83 billion) in
2025, a 14% increase over 2024 and the second highest
figure ever, with a total deal count of 8,542, the highest
on record.?? After many years when government funds
accounted for a majority of venture investment in Korea,
private limited partners now account for more than 80%
of all new venture fund commitments,® a structural

shift that aligns with the government'’s stated goal of
reducing its share of investment and increasing the
proportion of private funds.?’

Looking at venture investment in Al, at $1.57 billion,
Korea ranked 9th globally in 2025, behind the United
States, the UK, China, France, Germany, Israel,

Canada, and India, and ahead of Singapore, Spain,

and Japan. Regulation, ambiguous Al liability laws,

and unpredictable regulatory enforcement are factors
believed to be holding back high levels of Al investment
from outside Korea.®

Depending on the measurement methodology, Korea
has produced between 13 and 33 unicorns,* ranking
11th globally according to CB Insights, with Korean
startups averaging nearly nine years to reach unicorn
status—significantly longer than peers in the U.S. or
China.?* As of mid 2026, the most prominent Korean
startup exit remains Coupang'’s 2021 NYSE IPO, which
raised $4.6 billion and was at the time the largest U.S.
listing by a foreign company since Alibaba, signaling
to global investors the potential of Korea’s consumer
technology sector.®

Notwithstanding these milestones, the ecosystem faces
a structural challenge in capital recycling. The lack of
large-scale exits since Coupang’s U.S. IPO means that
venture capital firms cannot easily redeploy committed
capital, constraining new fund creation and compressing
the flow of investment to early-stage companies.

The impact is already visible: the share of venture
investment directed to early-stage startups dropped
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from 38.3% in 2024 to 26.7% in 2025,% a trajectory that,
if sustained, could weaken the ecosystem’s pipeline of
new ventures. The government responded by easing
venture certification rules for foreign VC firms® and
selecting 13 global venture capital firms to lead a KRW
2.4 trillion (~$1.74 billion) investment drive in 2025,3®
but the underlying tension between Korea's historically
government-intermediated venture model and the
more market-driven Silicon Valley approach continues to
shape the ecosystem.

The prominent role played by government is a
noteworthy characteristic of Korea's innovation system.
Successive Korean governments, regardless of party,
have consistently supported startup development, and
budgets in the field have continued to grow. Korea's
current government has sustained this direction through
a National Growth Fund that will allocate KRW 150
trillion (~$108 billion) over five years to accelerate
investments in advanced strategic industries. The
initiative’s core Advanced Strategic Industries Fund
targets large and mid-sized enterprises, while its Fund of
Funds (Mother Fund) is used by the Ministry of SMEs and
Startups to support early-stage venture development.*

Korea's venture ecosystem has grown substantially
over the past decade, with more than 400 venture
capital firms, nearly 100 corporate venture capital
funds, and close to 500 accelerators actively investing
across all stages. Ten venture firms have AUM (assets
under management) over $1 billion. Approximately
30 accelerators operate at a significant scale. Large
corporations such as Samsung, Hyundai, LG, SK
Group, NAVER, and Kakao also play an active role
through venture funds, accelerators, and open
innovation initiatives that enable collaboration with
startups. A growing share of large venture investments
is concentrated in deep tech startups rather than
consumer internet companies.

Early-stage investing began in Korea in the early 2010s,
with firms such as K Cube Ventures, Fast Investment,
BonAngels, and FuturePlay. Since then, the government
has pushed funds into the system through the TIPS
program in the Ministry of SMEs and Startups and fund-
of-funds KVIC (Korea Venture Investment Corporation),
the venture capital arm of the government. Currently,
approximately 20% of investment in Korea’s venture

Startup Ecosystem

system comes from government sources.® If KVIC isn't
participating in a fund, it can be more difficult for a fund
to raise private capital, as investors look for an anchor
government partner. Its funding draws on a number of
government departments (for example, the Ministry

of SMEs and Startups, the Ministry of Education, and
the Ministry of Science and ICT) that each have their
own institutional priorities, so strategies can differ over
time. Investment criteria may also include job creation,
geographical distribution, and assistance to provincial
governments to start their own funds of funds.

The government plays a similar role in supporting
accelerators as it does in venture investment, providing
major support. It's rare for accelerators, including
university-sponsored ones, not to have government
participation in their funding, making it a differentiating
point if an accelerator can fully operate through its own
LP network without government resources. For startups,
ample government support may serve as a disincentive
to compete more aggressively for overseas venture
funding. A case can be made that the government’s very
hands-on approach to Korea's startup and innovation
ecosystem makes it overly reliant on public resources.
Recognizing this, the current government plans to
make Korea's venture and accelerator system more
independent over time.

Up to this point, few global venture firms have been
active in Korea, with the country’s venture community
being highly local in terms of capital and exits. Most
exits are through IPOs done in Korea, with Coupang
(which went public on the NYSE) being an exception.
Bay Area investors include Sequoia Capital, Altos
Ventures, and Han River Partners.*'

Looking outward, some founders are targeting
global markets from day one and are starting to
raise capital from international investors. Many are
building companies in the United States. The Korean
advocacy group Startup Alliance has identified 193
U.S.-headquartered Korean-founded startups, with
the largest concentrations in Silicon Valley, followed
by Southern California, New York, Boston/Cambridge,
Texas, Seattle, and a handful in other regions.*? This
is happening as founders with global ambitions
either launch companies directly in the U.S. or move
their headquarters to the U.S. through restructuring
processes known as “flips.”*?
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SPOTLIGHT

INNOPOLIS

The Korean Innovation Foundation supports
INNOPOLIS, Korea’'s R&D-led innovation cluster, which
concentrates public R&D in alignment with regional
and national economic development goals. Its structure
revolves around six regional centers that concentrate
industry-specific capabilities:

B Daedeok: IT convergence, biomedical, nanotech,
precision instruments

B Gwangju: medical and healthcare, smart energy,
future mobility, intelligent appliances

B Busan: shipbuilding and offshore plants, marine
resources and biotech, ICT machinery and systems,
smart components and materials

B Daegu: future mobility and robotics, materials and
components, medical and healthcare

B Jeonbuk: agriculture and bio convergence, future
mobility, materials and components

B Gangwon: bio-based advanced materials, digital
healthcare, materials and components for
semiconductor sensors

Collectively the centers encompass 150 research
institutes, 50 universities, and 15,671 companies.*
Daedeok is the oldest and largest and a hub for
advanced industrial technologies.** Of the top ten
companies listed in June 2026 on KOSDAQ (Korea's
equivalent of Nasdagq), seven are located in or
originated from R&D performed in an INNOPOLIS
center (one in Busan and one in Gwangju) or one
of the International Science Business Belt districts
adjacent to Daedeok (two each in Daejeon and
Cheongju and one in Sejong).* The system also
includes 13 INNOTOWNSs focusing on Biohealth

(Gimhae, Hongneung), Future Vehicles (Cheonan-
Asan, Gunsan, Cheongju), Advanced Materials (Jinju,
Pohang, Changwon), and Smart Cities (Incheon, Ulju,
Naju, Gumi, Ansan).” INNOTOWNSs are smaller than
INNOPOLIS hubs and respond to the interest of local
governments in spurring regional economic growth
through their own innovation clusters.*®

An INNOPOLIS can host both companies that

are established and seeking to commercialize the
technologies resulting from public research, and
commercial tenants that produce and sell products

in technology-intensive fields. Residents benefit from
lower corporate and income tax at the national level
and reduced property tax at the local level. With

a primary focus on deep tech commercialization,

the INNOPOLIS formula combines investment

in R&D, industry-academia collaboration, and
entrepreneurial support.*’ That support mirrors twelve
national strategic technology priorities: advanced
biotechnology, Al, semiconductors, secondary
batteries, aerospace and marine technology, next-
gen communications, advanced mobility, hydrogen,
advanced robotics and manufacturing, next-gen nuclear
power, cybersecurity, and quantum technology.>®

Full-cycle support is delivered from the startup to the
exit stage, including funding through the INNOPOLIS
Fund, as well as a regulatory sandbox that provides
exemptions or deferrals for demonstration projects
and, at a more advanced stage, assistance with
global market entry through cooperation with global
innovation hubs and innovation centers.>' By early
2026, INNOPOLIS had amassed approximately KRW
197 trillion (~$142.4 billion) in public technology
transfer outcomes and more than KRW 13.6 trillion
(~$9.8 billion) in annual R&D investment.>?
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Seoul concentrates the overwhelming majority of
Korea’s startup activity, but the innovation geography
extends beyond the capital. Pangyo Techno Valley, a
661,000-square-meter innovation district located just
south of Seoul in Gyeonggi province, has developed

as Korea's answer to Silicon Valley, hosting more than
1,800 startups, research centers, and technology firms,
including digital platform companies NAVER and Kakao;
gaming powerhouses Nexon and NCSoft; cybersecurity
pioneer AhnlLab; electronics and semiconductor

giants Samsung Electronics and SK Hynix; alongside
shipbuilder HD Hyundai and Hyundai’s autonomous
vehicle division 42dot. While Pangyo shines as Korea's

Startup Ecosystem

most concentrated software, gaming, and Al hub, it

has also drawn comparisons that underscore the gap
between aspiration and reality. Pangyo's ability to attract
talent and capital has been waning in recent years, as
Gangnam (in Seoul) has become a more diverse hotspot
with a high concentration of venture capital, active
startup infrastructure, and stronger global initiatives—
more like the kind of dense, organically evolved startup
ecosystem that characterizes the Bay Area. The view
from inside Pangyo suggests that its challenge now is
less about local growth and more about proving global
success in producing unicorns, cross-border exits, and
steady inflows of talent.%

View of the northern half of Pangyo Techno Valley
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Bay Area-Korea Bridges

The San Francisco/Silicon Valley Bay Area plays a
distinct role in Korea's economic strategy because

it concentrates assets that are difficult for Korea to
replicate domestically. It is the world's leading center
for frontier software innovation and artificial intelligence
and serves as the leading global hub for venture capital
and growth finance, offering risk tolerance and scale-up
expertise. Equally significant, the region is home to the
world’'s most powerful digital platforms, cloud providers,
and enterprise technology buyers. Its unique role lies in
its ability to integrate venture capital, entrepreneurial
innovation, research commercialization, and platform
technologies at speed and scale—capabilities that
complement Korea’s industrial strengths.

Those strengths are considerable. Historically,

Korea's role in the global economy was defined by
manufacturing excellence, export competitiveness, and
global scale. While these strengths remain foundational,
they may be no longer sufficient on their own in an era
increasingly defined by artificial intelligence, software-
hardware convergence, and capital-intensive innovation
cycles. For Korean firms and policymakers, engagement
with Silicon Valley offers several strategic benefits. It
provides early visibility into emerging technologies
(particularly in Al), semiconductor design, robotics, and
biotechnology, enabling partnerships and acquisitions
that accelerate learning and shorten innovation cycles.
It also serves as a gateway to global markets, especially

in enterprise software and platform-mediated services.
In this sense, engagement with the Bay Area isn't a
substitute for domestic innovation but a complement
to it. Korean actors often view the Bay Area as an
extension of their innovation system—an external node
where ideas, talent, and capital can be sourced and
then integrated with Korea’s industrial base.

At the core of this alignment are semiconductors and Al,
which together form an enabling layer for a broad set of
downstream applications. Korea's strength in memory,
advanced fabrication, materials, and manufacturing
parallels Silicon Valley’s strength in Al models,

software platforms, chip design, and venture-backed
commercialization. In the field of renewable energy and
climate, Korea brings scale in batteries, energy storage,
advanced materials, and manufacturing, while the Bay
Area has strength in software, Al-enabled applications,
grid intelligence, carbon management, and new
financial models. The intersection of these capabilities
positions Silicon Valley and Korea to address the next
generation of climate solutions.

South Korea is the third-largest source of international
students in the United States, with 42,293 students
enrolled in American universities during the 2024-25
academic year according to the Institute of International
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Education’s 2025 Open Doors report—trailing only
India and China. While that figure declined modestly
(-2.0% from the previous year), Korea has maintained

its position in the top three for decades,’ reflecting
deep and durable educational ties between the two
countries. California is the leading destination state for
international students,? and the Bay Area’s concentration
of elite research universities makes it a primary node

in the flow of Korean talent to the United States. The
human capital channel between the Bay Area and Korea
operates in both directions, but with a pronounced tilt
toward the United States.

UC Berkeley had 769 Korean students enrolled in

Fall 2025,® making Korea the university’s third-largest
international student population after China and India,*
while the Korean Students Association at Stanford
(KSAS) represents more than 400 members.® These
numbers reflect a broader pattern in which Bay Area
universities function as training grounds for Korean
engineers, scientists, and business leaders who go on to
careers in technology and finance on both sides of the
Pacific Ocean. The institutional connections extend well
beyond enrollment.

The Stanford Korea Program at APARC (the Walter H.
Shorenstein Asia-Pacific Research Center), founded in
2001 under the directorship of Professor Gi-Wook Shin
(the William J. Perry Professor of Contemporary Korea),
has produced influential policy-relevant research on
the Korean Peninsula, US-Korea relations, and Korean
society and development for more than two decades,
and is one of several research programs housed in the
Freeman Spogli Institute for International Studies.® Shin,
who served as APARC director from 2005 to 2025, also
launched the Stanford Next Asia Policy Lab (SNAPL)
in 2023, addressing emergent social, economic, and
political challenges across Asia,” while the Korea
Program’s Koret Workshop® and affiliated publications,

Bay Area-Korea Bridges

including the Journal of Korean Studies, have deepened
the academic infrastructure connecting the two
countries. The UC Berkeley Center for Korean Studies,
a unit of the Institute of East Asian Studies, sponsors
colloquia, conferences, and seminars and has built ties
between Korean and U.S. higher education institutions,
research institutes, and government and business
organizations, with major financial support from the
Academy of Korean Studies and Samsung for visiting
scholars, student fellowships, faculty research, and
publications.” A distinctive program of the Center is the
$10,000 Hong Yung Lee Book Award in Korean Studies,
given annually to the author(s) of an outstanding
nonfiction English-language academic monograph that
advances Korean Studies in an area such as humanities,
arts and media, and social sciences, but may also
engage the Korean diaspora and/or comparative
approaches—a contribution that strengthens cultural as
well as academic ties.™

The Korean American community in the Bay Area,
numbering more than 100,000 across the nine
counties according to 2020 census data reported by
the Korean American Grassroots Conference, serves
as a bridge between the two innovation ecosystems.
California is home to 557,491 Korean Americans, 35%
of the approximately 1.5 million Korean Americans
nationally,” with Bay Area concentrations in the Silicon
Valley cities of Mountain View, Sunnyvale, Santa Clara,
and Cupertino, as well as San Francisco’s Sunset and
Richmond districts.'? The San Francisco & Bay Area
Korea Center provides a civic connection through
cultural and other programs.

The community includes a significant concentration

of technology professionals, many of whom arrived
during the 1990s high-skilled immigration wave and
the 2000s. A number have launched major companies
from the Bay Area. James Park founded Fitbit in San
Francisco in 2007, creating a consumer electronics
company that pioneered the wearable fitness category
before its acquisition by Google. Dug Song co-founded
Duo Security, a cybersecurity firm acquired by Cisco

for $2.35 billion in 2018." David Lee, one of Google's
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first 200 employees, went on to co-found XG Ventures,
investing in 40 startups that were subsequently acquired
by Google, Apple, and Intel.® These entrepreneurial
trajectories illustrate a pattern in which Korean American
founders draw on both technical training and cross-
cultural fluency to build companies that operate at the
intersection of Korean engineering talent and Silicon
Valley's market-making infrastructure.

A network of professional and civic organizations
connects the Korean-American community to the
broader Bay Area technology ecosystem.

Started 15 years ago, the Bay Area K Group brings
together approximately 7,000 Bay Area Koreans

as a scientific, technological, and entrepreneurial
community. Participants break down into roughly 30
functional and subject-matter sub-groups, including
one on Mobility and Physical Al with 70 members.

Its topics include autonomous driving and, more
recently, drones, batteries, and robots. Monthly K
Group discussions focus on business networking and
market and technology developments. Most members
are long-term Bay Area residents, though some are
rotated through the region by their companies for
shorter periods. In addition to seminars, workshops, and
conferences. the K Group hosts an annual K Night gala
attended by 400-500 guests."

The Korean-American Scientists and Engineers
Association (KSEA), founded in 1971 and with more
than 7,000 members across 70 chapters nationally,
maintains an active Silicon Valley chapter that includes a
student presence at UC Berkeley.”

The human capital flow between Korea and the

Bay Area carries a structural asymmetry that Korean
policymakers are working to address. Approximately
24,000 South Koreans renounced citizenship or secured
permanent residency abroad in 2023, a 20% increase

from 2020, with 72% choosing the United States as

their destination. The outflow is heavily concentrated
among STEM professionals, Al researchers, and medical
experts.?’ Korea ranked 35th out of 38 OECD countries
in Al talent retention in 2024, recording a net loss of
0.36 Al experts per 10,000 people—a deficit that places
it near the bottom of the advanced economies.?’

A salary disparity lies in the background: U.S. Al PhD
holders can expect starting salaries of $114,000 to
$139,000 or more, while Korean doctoral researchers
in the private sector average roughly $30,000
(approximately KRW 41 million).?? Seoul National
University alone has lost 56 professors to overseas
positions between 2021 and 2025, a figure that
underscores the challenge Korean research institutions
face in competing with U.S. compensation packages
and research infrastructure. The United States issued
5,684 high-skilled EB-1 and EB-2 visas to Korean
nationals in 2023 —a rate of 11 per 100,000 population,
far exceeding China (0.94) and Japan (0.86).2

Silicon Valley benefits from a steady inflow of highly
educated Korean engineers and scientists. Korean
policymakers have responded with calls for “brain
circulation” rather than simply preventing brain
drain—creating ecosystems that encourage overseas
Koreans to maintain productive ties with Korean
institutions even while based abroad, and developing
return pathways for those who have acquired skills
and networks in the United States.? In this context,
institutional initiatives such as the partnership between
[IE (the Institute of International Education) and Korea's
KIAT (Korea Institute for Advancement of Technology)
to launch a STEM enrichment program for Korean
students studying in the United States? represent an
effort to deepen the bilateral talent pipeline while
building connections that may facilitate their eventual
return or sustained engagement.

The question is whether Korea can transform what has
been a largely one-directional talent outflow into the
kind of productive circulation that has characterized
the evolution of other diaspora communities—notably
India’s and China's—where professionals who built
careers in Silicon Valley eventually became bridges for
investment, knowledge transfer, and entrepreneurial
collaboration flowing back to their countries of origin.
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Technology Partnerships

and Foreign Direct Investment

Deep corporate partnerships are being developed between
leading Korean and Bay Area technology companies.

Apple is working with Samsung’s chip manufacturing
facility in Austin, Texas, as part of its American
Manufacturing Program to bring more of its supply

chain and advanced manufacturing to the U.S." The two
companies have been both rivals and collaborators in the
past, with Samsung providing Apple with key components
such as NAND flash storage, DRAM, and OLED displays,?
a portfolio of technologies now expanding under a 3-year
agreement announced in April 2026 for Apple to source
exclusively from Samsung the OLED (organic light-emitting
diode) panels for its forthcoming foldable smartphone.?
Further strengthening its U.S. base and its leadership in
semiconductor innovation, by the end of 2026, Samsung
is planning to both launch production at a new Taylor,
Texas, chip manufacturing facility (which will produce next-
generation Al chips for Tesla) and break ground at the
Taylor site for a second semiconductor fabrication plant.*

As its leading companies globalize, Korea has become a
major investor overseas. Analysis by the Financial Times
of investment from 2020 to 2025 shows that among the
leading non-traditional companies investing overseas
(i.e., companies that are not headquartered in the G7,
western Europe, Australia, and New Zealand), three
Korean companies—Hyundai Motor (#6), Samsung Group
(#7), and LG (#9)—rank in the top ten. Three other Korean

companies—SK Group (#14), Hanwha (#16), and
POSCO (#24)—rank in the top 25. Rankings are based
on a weighted index score of announced foreign direct
investment (FDI) projects (40%), capital expenditure
plans (40%), and expected job creation (20%), and
companies need at least 10 FDI projects in the six-
year period to be considered. Among the top 100
global investors in this same time period, G7-based
companies accounted for 23% of total capital
expenditure, while capex from parent companies
based in China, Gulf countries, Hong Kong, Singapore,
South Korea, and Taiwan together accounted for
19.1%—a smaller figure but one that's growing faster.®

Foreign direct investment flows between the United
States and Korea reflect the depth of complementary
strengths that undergird the broader economic
relationship—Korean capital seeking proximity to
frontier technology and market access, and American
companies building on Korea'’s advanced manufacturing
base, digital infrastructure, and government-supported
industrial strategy. While the bilateral trade in goods

is well documented, the investment dimension reveals

a relationship that is increasingly structural, with

Korean conglomerates embedding R&D and venture
operations in Silicon Valley and Bay Area companies
building Korea into a core market for products ranging
from semiconductor equipment to clean energy systems
and digital payments.
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Korean foreign direct investment in the United States
has grown rapidly, with the Bureau of Economic Analysis
(BEA) reporting a U.S. FDI stock in Korea of $95.2 billion
in 2025, a figure that grew more than 70% between
2019 and 2025.¢ Measured by greenfield investment
(expenditures to establish a new U.S. business or expand
an existing foreign-owned U.S. business), countries

from Asia and the Pacific were the leading investors,
with Korea in second place at $2.2 billion in 2025, after
Australia at $3.0 billion and ahead of Japan at $1.7
billion.” Hyundai Motor Group alone has committed to
investing $21 billion in the U.S. between 2025 and 2028
with a strategic focus on expanding its manufacturing
capabilities, advancing future technologies, and
enhancing energy infrastructure.® The California

Chamber of Commerce reports that in 2025, 475 Korean
foreign-owned enterprises were operating in California,
supporting 21,160 jobs amounting to $2.25 billion in
wages, placing Korea as the state’s 11th-largest foreign
direct investment source.’

While U.S. FDI flows into Korea are lower than
investment in the other direction, the American
investment position in Korea is substantial, reflecting
decades of engagement by technology companies,
financial institutions, and consumer brands. BEA
reporting shows a 7-year average of $35.4 billion for the
U.S. FDI stock in Korea from 2019 to 2025, with the U.S.
position at $37.4 billion in 2025, up 6.9% from $35.0
billion in 2024.1°

Total Annual Deal Counts for FDI in Korea by Bay Area Companies
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Data from fDiMarkets for projects with listed total
amounts for both capital and job creation between 2015
and 2025 shows 77 investments from Bay Area companies
into Korea totaling over $10.1 billion. More than 90% of
projects have been expansions, accounting for more than
5 million square feet of research and development space,
office space, manufacturing facilities, educational activity
and, most recently, data centers. The peak year for deals
was 2019, just before the pandemic. Since then, foreign
direct investment has remained steady year over year with
an average of seven deals annually.

Bay Area companies have particularly invested in the

ICT and Electronics sector (58.4%), as well as Creative
Industries (14.3%) and Transport Equipment (7.8%), a

field that includes autos and aerospace.

Geographical Distribution

By geography, FDI by Bay Area companies has been
concentrated in Seoul with 46 projects (60% of the
total). However, in terms of capital expenditure, the
largest single deal is a $10 billion data center project in
the Honam region.

Technology Partnerships and Foreign Direct Investment

Large Investors

Lam Research, a leading supplier of wafer fabrication
equipment for the semiconductor industry, is an
important vendor to both Samsung and SK Hynix.

In September 2019, Lam invested $50 million for a
semiconductor research and development center in
Gyeonggi province.

Apple has made two major investments over the last
decade: $34 million for a computer manufacturing
and R&D center to support small and medium-sized
enterprises and $21 million for an education and
training project.

Stock Farm Road (SFR), a Silicon Valley-founded global
investment and innovation venture, announced in
February 2025 that its Fir Hills Inc. division will make an
initial phase investment of $10 billion in Jeollanam-do
in the Honam region, with an ultimate total investment
commitment of $35 billion, to develop what is projected
to be one of the world’s largest artificial intelligence
data center superclusters.

Bay Area FDI in Korea by Sector, 2015-2025
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Concentration of Bay Area FDI Projects in Korea, 2015-2025
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Bloom Energy: A Bay Area-Korea Clean Energy Partnership

Bloom Energy, a San Jose-headquartered producer of
solid oxide fuel cells used to produce electricity for
large commercial enterprises,'" has built South Korea
into its second-largest market globally, with more
than 682 MW of solid oxide fuel cell Energy Servers
deployed across the country.’? Its Korea operation is
anchored by a strategic partnership with SK ecoplant,
a subsidiary of SK Group and one of Korea'’s leading
energy companies, in a relationship dating to 2018
when SK ecoplant became Bloom Energy’s preferred
distributor in the Korean market."

The partnership has transformed over time. In 2021,
SK ecoplant committed to purchasing a minimum

of 500 MW of power from Bloom Energy between
2022 and 2025, an agreement expected to generate
approximately $4.5 billion in revenue over 20 years for
Bloom, and made an equity investment commitment
of approximately $500 million.' In 2023, the terms of
the 2021 Preferred Distributor Agreement between
the companies were extended through 2027, with SK
ecoplant at that point having made a roughly $566
million equity investment for a 10% ownership stake in
Bloom Energy'>—one of the largest Korean investments
in a single Bay Area company. As part of a move to

SPOTLIGHT

reorient its business portfolio to a greater focus on

Al data centers and semiconductor infrastructure, SK
ecoplant announced the sale of its ownership stake in
April and May of 2026 but stated that it was still planning
to maintain its strategic partnership with Bloom Energy.'

Bloom Energy launched another landmark Korean
collaboration in 2024 with the announcement of the
world's largest single-site fuel cell installation—an

80 MW project to power two industrial ecoparks

in North Chungcheong province—developed in
partnership with SK eternix, a newly independent
renewable energy company spun off from SK Group's
real estate unit SK D&D."” The project financing, led by
Korea Development Bank, represented the largest of
its kind for fuel cells in South Korean history." The first
of the two 40 MW high-efficiency solid oxide fuel cell
plants began commercial operation at Chungju Eco Park
in December 2025, and the second plant commenced
operation at Daesowon Ecopark in April 2026."

As Korea's data center and Al infrastructure energy
demands grow, this model of Bay Area clean energy
technology deployed at Korean industrial scale offers a
template for broader collaboration.

Visa: Digital Payments Innovation in a Cashless Economy

Visa, headquartered in San Francisco, has developed
Korea as a strategic market for digital payments
innovation, leveraging the country’s world-leading
digital infrastructure. With an internet penetration rate
of 97.9% at the end of 2025,%° cash accounting for only
7% of 2024 point-of-sale transactions, and 75% of 2024
online purchases conducted via mobile devices,?' Korea
provides an advanced testbed for the kind of payment
technologies that may later scale globally.

In September 2024, Visa announced its partnership with
KOTRA (Korea Trade-Investment Promotion Agency) to
launch the Global Trade Payment Platform (GTPP)—the
world’s first card-based platform for international trade
settlements—aimed at reducing both the cost and the
time required for Korean exporters to receive payment,
with plans to systematically extend the service to the
20 countries with the highest export volumes among
KOTRA's member companies.?? GTTP service areas

in 2026 included Taiwan, India, Japan, Mongolia, the

Philippines, Singapore, the U.S., Vietnam, Hong Kong,
Malaysia, and Thailand.?

Through its Fintech Fast Track program, operating

since 2020, Visa has partnered with Korean fintech
companies, providing access to Visa's networks and
resources to support digital payment solutions firms in
launching innovative services. In 2023, Visa initiated a
new partnership with SentBe, making it the first Korean
fintech company to introduce Visa Direct, a real-time
overseas payment service.?* In November 2024, Visa
announced the expansion of its stablecoin-based Onchain
Finance platform to the Asia-Pacific region at a press
conference in Seoul, enabling stablecoin issuance and fiat-
to-stablecoin conversions.?

Visa's Korea strategy suggests how Bay Area financial
technology companies can leverage Korea’s advanced
digital payments infrastructure not merely as a

market but as a launchpad for innovations that are
subsequently deployed across the region and beyond.
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A number of Bay Area companies have built significant
Korean operations, leveraging the country’s advanced
digital infrastructure, deep manufacturing ecosystem,
and government incentive programs.

Design and Manufacturing Interdependence

NVIDIA has become one of the most visible Bay Area
companies in the Korean market, a role that expanded
dramatically in October 2025 when CEO Jensen Huang
visited South Korea during the APEC Summit hosted

in Gyeongju. The visit produced major commitments:
more than 260,000 NVIDIA GPUs will be deployed
across Korean sovereign clouds and Al factories. The
deployment spans Korea’s largest industrial groups:
50,000 Blackwell GPUs for Hyundai Motor Group's Al
factory, 50,000 or more for Samsung Electronics’ Al
factory, a similar number for SK Group (which will host
Asia’s first industrial Al cloud), more than 60,000 for
NAVER Cloud, and approximately 50,000 for a Korean
government national Al data center. In the deepening
of an existing collaboration, Hyundai Motor Group and
NVIDIA will be co-developing Al capabilities across
mobility, smart factories, and on-device semiconductors,
working closely with government stakeholders to
accelerate ecosystem development and resulting in
approximately $3 billion in investment to advance the
physical Al landscape in Korea.?

SK Hynix is a key supplier of high-bandwidth memory
products used in NVIDIAs Al accelerators. A second

trip to Korea by NVIDIA CEO Jensen Huang in June
2026 deepened the firm'’s partnerships with companies
in the SK Group, in particular via a new separate multi-
year agreement between NVIDIA and SK Hynix to
advance next-generation memory chips and accelerate
semiconductor design and manufacturing. NAVER, which
has developed a homegrown large language model
and is playing a central role in Korea'’s efforts to advance
sovereign Al, announced that it will collaborate with
NVIDIA to build Al factories, with discussions underway
between the two companies on a road map to jointly
enter Al markets in Europe, the Middle East, and Asia.
Discussions between NVIDIA and Hyundai Motor look
to combine the carmaker’s industrial capabilities with

Al to accelerate the evolution of mobility and robotics.

Strategic ties are also being expanded between NVIDIA
and LG to combine NVIDIAs Al technologies with

LG’s manufacturing and infrastructure capabilities to
accelerate Al's adoption in daily life and industry.”

The scale of these commitments reflects the degree to
which Bay Area Al architecture and Korean industrial
infrastructure have become interdependent: NVIDIA
designs the GPUs, Samsung manufactures the advanced
chips, and SK Hynix produces the high-bandwidth
memory essential for Al training, while collaborations
with Hyundai Motor and LG expand reach deeply into
industrial manufacturing and robotics.

Bay Area semiconductor equipment makers Applied
Materials, Lam Research, and KLA Corporation are
essential suppliers to Samsung and SK Hynix fabrication
facilities.”® Applied Materials Korea (known as AMAT
Korea), which has more than 2,000 employees,?
announced in July 2026 plans to build within the supplier
support complex of the Yongin Semiconductor Cluster

in Gyeonggi province a 13,305 square meter field office
facility that will enable it to provide faster technical and
service support to customers in the surrounding area and
that will also position it to promote industry-academia
cooperation with local universities.*® Lam Research
Korea, with 157 employees in 2026, relocated its
headquarters to Yongin in July 2024 and in the following
October expanded its R&D and training facilities with
the opening of its Yongin Campus.® With its Korea
headquarters in Dongtan, Gyeonggi province,* and a
2026 Korea employee count at 895,3 KLA is likely to see
fresh demand for its control tools for fab and packaging
processes resulting from the plan announced by Samsung
and SK Hynix in June 2026 to invest $1.3 trillion in
building new chip-making and chip-packaging plants in
several locations in southwestern and central Korea.®®

Building the Digital Future for Consumers
and Enterprises

Apple has maintained a presence in Korea since 1998
and has steadily expanded its retail footprint, with 1,276
employees as of 2026* and seven retail stores, the
newest of which—Apple Hongdae in Seoul—opened

in January 2024.% Located on the POSTECH (Pohang
University of Science and Technology) campus, the
Apple Manufacturing R&D Accelerator is a first-of-its-kind
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center® that offers Korean SMEs educational
support for smart factory implementation using
breakthrough technologies.®

Google Korea, which has 639 employees in

2026 and offices in Seoul’'s Gangnam Finance
Centre,* announced in April 2026 a collaboration
with Korea’s science ministry to build a first-of-
its-kind Google Al campus in Seoul to support
cooperation between Google and local engineers
and startups.*'

Salesforce Korea employees are estimated to
number in the hundreds, with a team based in
Seoul* that has a strong focus on the company’s
Agentforce low-code builder that enables

the creation of Al agents tailored to unique
workflows.*> The company is growing its Korea
team to support the region’s rapidly growing retail
and tech brands in expanding their customer
support infrastructure through the incorporation
of agentic Al.%

Meta is present in Korea through the Seoul office
of Facebook Korea, which is estimated to have 76
employees® and is focused on promotional and
marketing activities.*® In a May 2026 move that
deepens its commitment to turn its hardware into
a mainstream consumer business, Meta launched
its Al-powered smart glasses in Korea—one of
the world’s most tech-savvy markets—and six
weeks later added real-time Korean language
translation to the list of 20 languages supported
by the devices. At the same time, the company is
widening its retail footprint by making the glasses
available through Korea's three major mobile
carriers and two large electronics retailers.*’

Korean investment in the Bay Area extends well
beyond branch offices and sales operations.
Korea’s largest conglomerates have established
R&D centers, Al research labs, venture capital
arms, and innovation platforms in Silicon Valley
and San Francisco, treating the region as an
integral extension of their own innovation systems.

SPOTLIGHT

Samsung

Samsung supports several thousand employees in
the Bay Area across multiple business units. Samsung
Research America (SRA), headquartered in Mountain
View, builds on a corporate history in the Bay Area
dating to 1988.4¢ SRA develops next-generation
software, user experiences, and services across

Al, 5G and 6G communications, digital health, and
robotics,* and its Al Center-Mountain View (AIC-
MV) (established in 2018) positions the company
within Silicon Valley’s Al talent pool and research
ecosystem.>® As Silicon Valley's role as a global center
for robotics innovation has grown, Samsung Research
America has expanded its recruiting, compensating
for research limitations and a shortage of Al robotics
experts in Korea.”' Samsung'’s Device Solutions
America division has approximately 1,200 employees
at its San Jose campus,*? where the Samsung
Advanced Institute of Technology (SAIT) operates

an Architecture Research Lab (ARL) focused on
RISC-V processor development for high-performance
computing (HPC) and Al applications,* embedding
Samsung’s semiconductor design capability in the
Bay Area'’s chip architecture community.

Samsung NEXT, the Samsung Electronics venture
capital arm based in Mountain View, is an active
investor with a focus on early-stage startups®* and
a mission to “invest opportunistically in founders
pursuing the imagined and impossible” primarily

in fields such as Al and innovative machines
revolutionizing manufacturing and services,
healthtech, consumer services, and emergent
technologies.® Recent noteworthy investments
include AMI Labs, an Al company with seed-stage
funding of $1.3 billion co-founded by Meta Platforms’
former chief artificial scientist Yann LeCun. NVIDIA,
Toyota Ventures, and Eric Schmidt are also among
AMI’s backers.*

Raymond Liao, Founding Managing Director of
Samsung NEXT, outlines the strategy this way: “The
Bay Area is the world's leading innovation hub, so

it's important to have a presence here. What we're
practicing through Samsung NEXT is open innovation
through venture investment. It's more productive to
do this than to rely on innovation in-house. We look
at more than 1,000 companies each year and invest in
50. As investors, that lets us watch and learn.”>”



Korea and the Bay Area

Innovation and Venture Capital

SK Group maintains one of the most substantial Bay
Area footprints among Korean conglomerates, spanning
multiple subsidiaries across the semiconductor and

Al landscape. SK Hynix America is headquartered in

on North First Street in San Jose. Also headquartered

at the North First Street campus,®® SK Hynix Memory
Solutions America specializes in advanced data storage
solutions, including NAND flash memory and solid-state
drives (SSDs).%” SK Telecom Americas, the Silicon Valley-
based corporate venture capital arm of SK Telecom,
focuses on strategic Al investments, with a portfolio that
includes Anthropic, Perplexity, TwelvelLabs, Together Al,
and Lambda.®°

LG NOVA, LG Electronics’ Silicon Valley-based
innovation center launched in 2021,°" has a focus on
building a collaborative ecosystem to accelerate the
creation and scaling of startups seeking to solve global
challenges: its Mission For the Future program provides
collaboration, investment, and grant funding to selected
startups, particularly in the healthtech, cleantech, and
transformational tech sectors®.

Hyundai CRADLE (Center for Robotic-Augmented
Design in Living Experiences), Hyundai Motor Group’s
venture capital and open innovation arm, established its
first open innovation center in Silicon Valley in 2017 and
followed that with five more centers in Seoul, Tel Aviv,
Berlin,®* Shanghai, and Singapore. Hyundai CRADLE’s
portfolio in 2026 is composed of 32 companies,*
including Santa Clara-based Al voice-enabled solutions
company SoundHound®® and Pleasanton-based Al
automotive retail solutions unicorn Tekion.

Hanwha opened its Hanwha Al Center (HAC) in San
Francisco in December 2024 —the first Al research
center in San Francisco established by a South Korean
financial firm. HAC is a joint initiative of Hanwha

Life, Hanwha General Insurance, and Hanwha Asset
Management®” and has an affiliation with Stanford
University's Institute for Human-Centered Artificial
Intelligence (HAI) through the Hanwha Life Al Research
Center, connecting Korean financial services Al
applications to Bay Area research leadership.®® Through
HAC, Hanwha aims to create a global hub designed

to forge strategic partnerships with key technology

companies and research institutions, analyze global

Al trends, and identify investment opportunities that
strengthen the competitiveness of its global businesses
through next-generation financial products. HAC also
leads discussions of the ethical and societal roles of
finance in the Al era®” in connection with the Hanwha
Life Al Research Center, which studies the long-term
impact of Al on finance and society.”® Hanwha Asset
Management (USA) also operates a venture capital
arm,”" which is an active investor in U.S. tech companies,
complementing HAC's research mission with capital
deployment capability.

Coupang, often described as “Korea's Amazon,” was
founded in 2010 by Korean-American Bom Kim, a
Harvard dropout’? who raised early funding from Silicon
Valley investors—notably Burlingame-headquartered”
Altos Ventures’®. The company, which has grown to
become one of Korea’s largest e-commerce platforms,’
opened in 2015 the Seattle office that is now its
company headquarters, listed on the New York Stock
Exchange in 2021,7¢ and debuted on the Fortune 500 in
2023.77 Coupang established its Silicon Valley presence
with the 2014 opening of a Menlo Park office and later
relocated to Mountain View,”® which is now the talent
hub for expanding its hiring of Al, cloud, big data, and
software engineers.””

Korea-Bay Area Strategic Al Partnerships

Kakao, a digital platform company that includes fintech
and Korea’s dominant messaging app, KakaoTalk,®
does not maintain any Bay Area offices but instead
partners with Silicon Valley companies to build out a
full-stack Al strategy. Kakao partnered with OpenAl in
2025 to expand its business-to-consumer Al services
with a deepening integration between KakaoTalk and
ChatGPT, gradually introducing new Al-driven features
within the messaging platform. In February 2026, Kakao
announced a partnership with Google to boost its
on-device Al capabilities for Android devices.®'

Other Korean companies are also developing major
partnerships with Bay Area Al companies. Most notably,
Samsung, SK Group, and OpenAl announced in the
autumn of 2025 a strategic partnership based on
OpenAl’'s Stargate initiative, the company’s overarching
Al infrastructure platform, to focus on increasing the
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supply of advanced memory chips required for next-
generation Al and on expanding data center capacity
in Korea. Both goals support Korea's objective to
become a top-three global Al economy. Through these
partnerships, Samsung Electronics and SK Hynix plan
to scale up the production of advanced memory chips,
targeting 90,000 wafers per month, a capacity needed
to support OpenAl’s advanced Al models.

At the same time in 2025, OpenAl signed agreements
to explore developing next-generation Al data centers
in Korea, including a memorandum of understanding
(MOU) with the Korean Ministry of Science and ICT
(MSIT) to evaluate the opportunity to build data centers
outside the Seoul metropolitan area, supporting the
government’s goal to balance economic growth across
the country. Related agreements include a separate
partnership with SK Telecom to explore building an Al
data center in Korea and an agreement with Samsung

Technology Partnerships and Foreign Direct Investment

C&T, Samsung Heavy Industries, and Samsung SDS
to assess opportunities for additional data center
development across the country.®

SK Telecom has also invested in and partnered with
Anthropic in the co-development of a large language
model that understands telecommunications network
terminology and gives accurate technical answers with
support for Korean, English, Japanese, and Spanish
so that global carriers can use one Al system across all
their markets.® In conjunction with the opening of its
Seoul office in June 2026, Anthropic signed an MOU
with MSIT to collaborate on public-sector Al adoption,
model safety testing, and Al-related cybersecurity.®
Anthropic also has strategic partnerships with
Samsung Electronics and SK Hynix, encompassing

Al semiconductors, memory, foundries, and Al
infrastructure, further strengthening the global Al
network of Korea’s memory chip industry.®®

Nighttime traffic on the Busan Harbor Bridge, spanning Busan Port and the Korea Strait
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The Startup Bridge Between the Bay Area

and Korea

The flow of Korean startups to Silicon Valley and of
Silicon Valley capital and institutional support to Korean
entrepreneurs represents one of the more dynamic
dimensions of the Bay Area-Korea economic relationship.
While the bilateral connection between the two regions
has historically been defined by trade in goods and
investment by large conglomerates, a parallel channel
has emerged in which Korean-founded startups establish
themselves in the Bay Area to access capital, talent, and
customers, and Bay Area venture firms deploy capital into
Korea's deepening Al, biotech, and deep tech sectors.

Korean startups have a growing presence at major U.S.
technology conferences, a strategy that reflects the
ecosystem'’s outward orientation. At CES 2026, 470
Korean startups exhibited—one of the largest national
contingents'—while at TechCrunch Disrupt 2025, in
the first time in history that three companies from the
same country advanced to the finals, Korean companies
Airability, Visual Shin, and Jejudu were all selected for
the Startup Battlefield 200 flagship pitch competition
and launch program.? With 2025 U.S. venture capital
deal value having reached $339.4 billion® compared

to Korea's roughly $7-9 billion, the scale gap between
Korea's venture market and Silicon Valley's is itself

a driver of engagement.* Many Korean companies
seeking later-stage growth financing, enterprise
customers, and global distribution see a Silicon Valley
presence as being critical to their expansion strategies.

A 2026 survey by the Startup Alliance of 165 Korean-
founded startups headquartered in the U.S. found that
44.8% are located in Silicon Valley, followed by Southern
California at 20.6% and New York at 16.4%, with

the western United States as a whole accounting for
65.4% of the total. Notably, 85.5% of these companies
were founded locally in the United States rather than
“flipped” from Korea,* suggesting that the Korean
entrepreneurial presence in Silicon Valley is rooted in
the region’s ecosystem rather than simply transplanted
from Seoul. The top sectors for Korean-founded startups
in Silicon Valley are work and productivity (27%) and
healthcare (17.6%),° reflecting both the enterprise
software orientation of the Bay Area market and the
growing intersection of Korean Al capabilities with
health technology applications.
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The Startup Bridge Between the Bay Area and Korea

The Landscape of Korean Startups with U.S. Headquarters

2026 US-headquartered Korean Startup Map Apr.9.2026 Updated
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Korea and the Bay Area

Several Korean-founded companies have achieved
significant scale in Silicon Valley.

Moloco, headquartered in Menlo Park,’ is the first
Korean-founded startup to achieve unicorn status
among Al startups based in Silicon Valley. Founded

in 2013 by Ahn Ik-jin, a former Google and YouTube
engineer? the company builds Al-powered advertising
technology with a real-time bidding system that
analyzes more than é million advertising opportunities
per second, generating approximately $40 billion in
gross merchandise volume annually for its clients.’

Sendbird, a communications platform based in San
Mateo, provides in-app chat and omnichannel APlIs,
has more than 300 million monthly active users,™
powers more than 7 billion interactions monthly for
4,000 applications worldwide, and is used by leading
companies including Yahoo!, Rakuten, DoorDash, and
Paytm." Founded in 2013, Sendbird became the first
unicorn founded in Korea in the B2B enterprise software
market'? in 2021 after raising more than $200 million
from investors including ICONIQ Growth, Tiger Global,
Y Combinator, and Emergence Capital.™

Twelvelabs, headquartered in San Francisco with offices
in Seoul, Pangyo, New York, and London, is building Al
systems that understand video content with high-level
comprehension. Its objective is to create multimodal
video-native Al that understands the world as humans
do." Co-founded in 2021 by Jae Lee and Korean
co-founders Soyoung Lee, Aiden Lee, Dave Chung,
and SJ Kim, the company had a July 2026 $100 million
Series B funding round co-led by NEA (New Enterprise
Associates) and NAVER Ventures,'® preceded by $30
million in strategic investment received in December
2024 from Databricks, SK Telecom, Snowflake Ventures,
HubSpot Ventures, and In-Q-Tel;' by a June 2024 $50
million Series A round co-led by NEA and NVIDIAs
NVentures;"” by $10 million in 2023 investment by
NVIDIA, Intel, Samsung Next, and local equity fund
Korean Investment Partners;'® and by a 2022 $5 million
seed funding round led by Index Ventures along with
Radical Ventures, Expa, Techstars Seattle, and several
angel investors.'” Widely recognized Al scholar Fei-Fei
Li, who teaches at Stanford, is an adviser.?

Rebellions, a Korean Al semiconductor company
making Al systems purpose-built for inference with

full-stack software,?' incorporated in the United

States in 2025 and appointed to its leadership team
Silicon Valley veterans (both formerly at Oracle and
SambaNova) Marshall Choy as Chief Business Officer
and Jennifer Glore as Executive Vice President of
Product Management.? In September 2025, Rebellions
raised $253 million in Series C funding backed by Arm,
Samsung Venture Investment, and Pegatron, with the
round subsequently expanded to include Top Tier
Capital Partners and Kindred Ventures (a San Francisco-
based fund known for backing Perplexity and Uber) in
what was Kindred’s first investment in a Korean startup.?
In March 2026, Rebellions closed a $400 million Pre-
IPO funding round led by South Korean multinational
Mirai Asset Financial Group and the Korea National
Growth Fund. Highlighting its strong position in the
global Al inference market, Rebellions ranked second
globally on CB Insights’ October 2025 Al Inference
Startups Mosaic Score chart, which evaluates a private
company’s probability of success based on market
potential, investor quality, business momentum, and
team strength.?

The venture capital connection between the Bay
Area and Korea has deepened, with Korean VC firms
establishing offices in Silicon Valley and Silicon Valley
firms investing in Korean-founded startups with a Bay
Area presence as well as in companies in Korea.

Altos Ventures, based in Burlingame,? is the longest-
established regional investor in Korea. The firm
manages more than 15 funds across three vehicles: the
Altos Ventures and Altos Hybrid funds, which invest in
U.S. and global companies, and the Korea-startups-
targeted Altos Korea Opportunity Fund,? which raised
$350 million in its seventh vintage in early 2026.%
Portfolio highlights include early-stage investments in
Coupang (Korea's largest e-commerce platform), Toss
(Korea's first fintech unicorn), Roblox, and Woowa Bros
(acquired by Delivery Hero).?®

Other Silicon Valley VCs committed to investing
in Korea include Khosla Ventures, Lightspeed
Venture Partners, New Enterprise Associates (NEA),
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Sequoia Capital, General Catalyst, and Andreessen
Horowitz (a16z). On July 25, 2026, Korean president
Lee Jae Myung hosted a San Francisco meeting with
the leaders of these six firms to forge stronger links
between Korean startups and Silicon Valley investors.
At the meeting, Korea's National Pension Service
signed separate investment cooperation memorandums
of understanding with each firm to work jointly in
identifying promising Korean startups and creating new
growth opportunities for investors while supporting
startups’ expansion into global markets. Sequoia Capital
has long-standing ties with Korea and was an early
investor in Coupang, and a16z opened an office in
Seoul in June 2026.%

Silicon Valley-headquartered innovation platform

Plug and Play (PnP) operates across more than 60
locations worldwide, helping to connect startups

with venture capital, including through its startup
acceleration programs and in-house venture capital
arm.*® PnP opened its Seoul office in 2021, aiming

to lead investments and strategic alliances through
collaboration with domestic enterprises and with VCs
in Korea to accelerate Korean fintech and smart cities
startups that target the global market.?' In 2026, PnP
partnered with the Creative Economy Innovation Center
in Busan to launch an acceleration program in that
city®? and showcased 20 Korean deeptech startups at a
Sunnyvale pitch event.®

San Francisco-based startup accelerator Y Combinator
(YC) launched its unique “batch program” model of
startup funding in 2005. Four times a year, YC invests
seed funding of $500,000 each in a select group of
startups, whose teams move to San Francisco for 3
months of intensive work in a concentrated program

to advance their startups to the best possible shape
before they present to a large audience of investors on
Demo Day. After that, support for the program’s alumni
founders continues for the life of their companies and
beyond through the extensive resources of the YC
alumni community network.3* Sendbird, the first Korea-
founded unicorn, is among YC's most notable alumni,
and nine Seoul-based startups are among the graduates
of YC batches between 2017 and 2025.%

Korean venture firms have followed Korean startups to
Silicon Valley. SK Telecom Americas, based in Silicon

The Startup Bridge Between the Bay Area and Korea

Valley, deploys corporate venture capital with a focus
on strategic Al investments, building a portfolio that
includes Anthropic, Perplexity, TwelvelLabs, Together
Al, and Lambda.* In 2025, technology giant NAVER
announced the establishment of NAVER Ventures, a
dedicated Silicon Valley investment arm focused on
promising startups in North America, with its debut
investment in Twelvelabs signaling a commitment to
the Al sector.¥” Smilegate Investment US, the venture
capital arm of leading Korean video game developer
Smilegate Group,* completed U.S. incorporation in
San Jose in 2025, targeting startups founded by Korean
entrepreneurs, including both startups established in
Korea and Korean-founded companies attempting to
expand overseas. CRIT Ventures, an affiliate of Korean
mobile gaming company Com2uS, also opened a
Silicon Valley office in Palo Alto in 2025 (its second
U.S. branch after Los Angeles) with a strategy focused
on early-stage tech startups with high global growth
potential that have been co-founded by Korean and
foreign entrepreneurs.®’

Government-supported and private programs provide
institutional infrastructure for the Korean startup
connection to the Bay Area.

The Korea Innovation Center (KIC) Silicon Valley,

a government-supported* accelerator in San Jose
founded in 2014,*' helps tech startups scale their
products and business models for the American
market. It provides support to more than 150 “K-Al"
member startups, including all-in-one infrastructure
covering U.S. incorporation, market validation, facility
access, and customized mentoring for a 2-year benefit
period.*? In addition to facilitating market entry for tech
startups, KIC also supports cooperation in science and
technology on behalf of Korea’s Ministry of Science,
Information and Future Planning. Under Korea's current
government, the KIC program has increased its focus on
measurable results, with an emphasis on Al.#

KOTRA (Korea Trade-Investment Promotion Agency)
supports a Silicon Valley office that promotes trade
and investment through targeted programming and
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operates a specialized Silicon Valley IT Business
Center—one of only three globally, alongside Tokyo
and Beijing—that focuses on helping Korean IT SMEs
establish a presence in the U.S. market.** KOTRA, in
collaboration with AIN Global and Incheon Techno
Park, sponsored the Korea Pavilion at TechCrunch
Disrupt 2025, showcasing 13 Korean startups across
sectors including Al, mobility, SaaS, XR, digital twin,
and education**—providing a concentrated platform
for Korean entrepreneurs to present to Silicon Valley
investors and partners.

Korea's Global Digital Innovation Network (GDIN),
formerly known as the Born2Global Centre, is a non-
profit foundation established under the Ministry

of Science and ICT (MSIT).* Each year it selects

more than 100 Korean startups to be member
companies, providing them with a one-stop platform
for global market expansion needs, including the
Boot-X accelerator program, product market fit and
go-to-market consulting, partnership connections,*
strategically located support centers across the world,*
and Demo Days in Silicon Valley offering opportunities
to connect with investors, corporations, accelerators,
and institutions.*

The Korea Venture Investment Corporation (KVIC),

a government-backed fund of funds, has operated

in Silicon Valley since 2013.% As of early 2026, it has
deployed $335 million as an LP in 45 venture funds that
invest in Korea's venture ecosystem. Those funds have
subsequently invested approximately $785 million in
support for 569 Korean startups through investment
deals. KVIC’s investments are sector-agnostic, with a
principal focus on supporting Korean startups coming to
the U.S. but also Korean founders already in the region.
Similarly, on the global scale, KVIC has committed

approximately $813 million across 94 venture funds.
Through these funds, a total of 702 investments
amounting to approximately $1.25 billion have been
made into Korean startups.”’

The Ministry of SMEs and Startups (MSS), part of Korea’s
governmental infrastructure enhancing competitiveness
and fostering innovation, expanded Korea'’s footprint

in the Bay Area in 2026 with the launch of the Korea
Startup Venture Campus (KSVC) in Menlo Park. Jointly
supported by KVIC U.S.A., the Korea SMEs and Startup
Agency (KOSME), the Korea Institute of Startup and
Entrepreneurship Development (KISED), and the Korean
Technology Finance Corporation (KOTEC),*2 KSVC
functions as a platform to introduce Korean startup
companies coming to the Bay Area. KOSME, KISED,
and KOTEC provide office space, connections, and
advisory support, while KVIC U.S.A. is the bridge to
venture capital.

Bay Area venture firms in which KVIC U.S.A. has
deployed funds include Top Tier Capital Partners
(TTCP),%® SOSV SF,** Playground Global,* and Hustle
Fund.> Most investments are early stage, often focused
on Al but also including physical Al, consumer, and
fintech. Commenting on the Bay Area’s draw and why
Korea is expanding its support for Korean startups
coming to the region, KVIC US West Director Jongmin
Lee observes that, “We believe Korean startups can
strengthen their competitiveness by competing within
the world’s leading innovation ecosystem, where global
capital, talent, and technology are concentrated.
Through this process, we hope to further expand
Korea's venture and startup ecosystem while uncovering
new engines of growth. To support that vision, we are
building a dedicated hub that helps Korean startups
successfully enter and scale in global markets.”%’
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Enabling Infrastructure and Initiatives

Korea's Al ambitions are generating significant
demand for data center capacity and the energy
infrastructure required to support it. Its forward-leaning
Al policies and accelerating corporate adoption
suggest the potential for new partnerships with Bay
Area data center and energy technology companies.

In February 2025, Silicon Valley-based investment firm
Fir Hills Inc., part of the Stock Farm Road investment
group and co-founded by LG Electronics scion Brian
Koo and Dr. Amin Badr-El-Din, announced plans to
build one of the world’s largest Al data centers in
Jeollanam-do in Korea's Honam region, with a targeted
capacity of 3 GW. The project was inaugurated with

a memorandum of understanding signed with the
province’s governor' and an initial phase investment set
at $10 billion, with an ultimate estimated investment
value of up to $35 billion. The project was in the
pre-construction and structuring phase in 2026 with
completion targeted for 2028.2

The Pax Silica initiative, launched by the United
States in December 2025, brings together key allies
and partners to build secure supply chains for critical
minerals, semiconductors, and Al technologies. The
inaugural Pax Silica Summit convened stakeholders
from Japan, South Korea, Singapore, the Netherlands,
Israel, the United Kingdom, the United Arab Emirates,

and Australia, with guest contributions from Taiwan, the
European Union, Canada, and the OECD.? More recently,
India has expanded cooperation under the Pax Silica
framework, and the Philippines has announced plans for

a major Economic Security Zone linked to the initiative.*
Building on the foundation laid by the U.S. CHIPS and
Science Act, which focuses on reshoring fabrication capacity
within the United States, the Pax Silica initiative has a
multilateral design distributing production across a network
of trusted partner economies® with the aims of reducing
dependency on insecure sources of supply—to protect

the pipeline of materials and capabilities foundational to
artificial intelligence—and ensuring that aligned nations
can develop and deploy transformative technologies at
scale. Korea's inclusion as a founding signatory reflects its
critical role in the global semiconductor supply chain and
its deepening alignment with U.S. technology security
architecture. Participation in Pax Silica can be expected to
open doors to deeper collaboration with the U.S. and other
partners in the initiative.

San Francisco has supported a sister city relationship with
Seoul for 50 years. Building on that in April 2026, the
American Chamber of Commerce (AmCham) in Korea,
represented by Chairman & CEO James Kim, and the

City of San Francisco, represented by Mayor Daniel Lurie,
signed a memorandum of understanding (MOU) to advance
cooperation in Al and innovation-driven industries. The
agreement moves cooperation beyond historical cultural
and people-to-people exchanges toward greater private-
sector-led economic and industry collaboration.®
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Conclusions

The relationship between the Bay Area and Korea
operates at multiple levels—trade, investment capital,
talent circulation, R&D collaboration, and startup
networks. Across each dimension, the trajectory is one
of deepening ties. Several structural features distinguish
this connection and position it for further growth.

Alliance as economic infrastructure: The U.S.-

Korea relationship is distinctive among U.S. bilateral
partnerships in combining a 70-year military alliance,’
a comprehensive free trade agreement, and deep
technology interdependencies. The focal points of the
economic agreements reached in 2025—the Korea
Strategic Trade and Investment Deal agreements

by Korea to invest in the U.S. market, particularly in
semiconductors;? the U.S.-Republic of Korea Prosperity
Deal’s commitments to science and technology
collaboration on Al, 6G, biotech, space, and quantum;?
and Korea's participation in the Pax Silica initiative—
suggest an alliance evolving from a primarily military
focus toward a techno-economic partnership. For the
Bay Area, this provides the institutional scaffolding for
deeper economic engagement.

Complementary innovation models: Korea brings
manufacturing depth, memory chip leadership, and the
world's second-highest R&D intensity.* The Bay Area
brings frontier software, Al depth, venture financing, and

platform distribution. These are complementary strengths
that, when connected, can create value for both.

Silicon Valley as Korea's innovation outpost: Korean
conglomerates and startups increasingly treat Silicon
Valley as an extension of their innovation systems. Their
presence takes the form of not just branch offices but
also R&D centers and venture arms that source ideas,
talent, and investment opportunities for their Korean
parents. Bay Area and Korean venture firms create a
financial bridge that moves deal flow in both directions.
This reflects a multi-layered engagement that is
accelerating, particularly in Al.

The Al-semiconductor nexus as strategic alignment:
The most consequential point of Bay Area-Korea
alignment is at the intersection of Al and semiconductors.
Korea’s semiconductor megacluster commitment and
its national Al computing investments are creating an
environment conducive to Bay Area investment.

The startup bridge: Korea has emerged as a leading
Asian and global startup and innovation hub. That hub
is closely connected to the Bay Area. Nearly 45% of

all Korean-founded startups in the United States are in
Silicon Valley,® and Korean venture firms are increasingly
establishing physical offices in the Bay Area. Success
stories of Korean startups operating in the region
demonstrate the value of the bridge.
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1. Artificial intelligence: With its national priority on
Al—and with emerging partnerships with companies

like Anthropic, OpenAl, and NVIDIA—Korea is strongly
positioned as a partner for Bay Area companies in Al's
development, deployment, and governance. This broad
alignment between Korea and the United States on Al
strategy is underpinned by a shared commitment to secure
semiconductor supply chains.

2. Data center and energy partnerships: Korea's
accelerating Al adoption is generating significant demand for
the data center and energy infrastructure required to support
it. Its forward-leaning Al policies and corporate commitments
suggest the potential for major partnerships with Bay Area
data center and energy technology companies, particularly
through scalable and sustainable power.

3. The startup bridge: With Korea emerging as one of
the world’s top startup ecosystems, entrepreneurship

is a promising bridge. Bay Area venture capital and the
attraction of the U.S. market are playing an important role
as Korean startups scale. Visa policies should facilitate

the movement of entrepreneurs in both directions. Bay
Area VCs should look more closely at the investment
opportunities offered by Korea’s rich startup and scaleup
market. For its part, Korea's government would do well to
accelerate the shift already underway in Korea's venture and
accelerator system to reduce the role of government and
increase reliance on private sector resources—a move that
would likely strengthen Korean startups’ competitiveness.

4. University and other research collaboration: Given

the depth of the bilateral relationship, university research
collaboration between Korea and the Bay Area could

be stronger. The combination of Korea's commitment to
scientific research and the Bay Area’s concentration of top
research universities and research institutions points to room
for expansion.

5. Sector opportunities: In addition to semiconductors
and Al, capabilities and markets between the Bay Area

and Korea particularly align around biotechnology, energy,
6G, defense, space, and quantum, as well as shipbuilding
if plans advance to develop a major U.S. shipyard in the
region. While not a prescription, the U.S.-Republic of Korea
Technology Prosperity Deal can serve as a roadmap.

Conclusions

6. Pax Silica and the institutional architecture
of cooperation: Korea's inclusion in the Pax Silica
initiative reflects a strategic recognition that the
semiconductor and Al supply chains running
between the Bay Area and Korea are not only
commercial relationships but also infrastructure
for national and allied security. While Pax Silica's
modalities are still unclear, Korea's participation
as a founding signatory deepens the institutional
scaffolding within which the bilateral technology
partnership operates and opens pathways for
coordinated investment, export control alignment,
and joint technology development.

The complementarity between Silicon Valley’s
innovation capacity and Korea's industrial depth
creates a foundation for the kind of partnership
that produces economic value on both sides. The
institutional architecture is in place: a 70-year
alliance,® a longstanding free trade agreement,’
new trade and investment frameworks, and a
growing network of Korean corporations, venture
firms, and startups embedded in the Bay Area. The
development of an innovation corridor between
Silicon Valley and Korea—built on capital, talent,
technology, and shared strategic interests—is
both a reality and an opportunity. Building on this
foundation, it is important not only that companies
and investors deepen their relationships, but also
that U.S. policies broadly reinforce and strengthen
innovation and security ties.
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