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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: The South Korean government was forced by 

coronavirus (COVID-19), which began in China, to take immediate action to 

avoid losing control over what was rapidly becoming a pandemic. Seoul had to 

make critical decisions fast: did it want to contain the virus according to the 

Chinese model by strictly enforcing closure on a danger area, limiting public 

freedom, and endangering the economy? Did it want to adopt the British model 

of essentially sacrificing the older generation on behalf of the younger (a policy 

Britain later changed)? Or did it want to adopt the Israeli model of closing the 

borders to anyone coming from a state where the virus had appeared? Seoul 

chose a uniquely Korean model: mapping the illness, maintaining transparency, 

convincing citizens to adhere to a set of rules and a policy of surveillance, and—

perhaps most significantly—quickly testing as many people as it possibly 

could.   

The population of South Korea in 2020 is about 51 million. As of March 31, 

2020, according to the South Korean Ministry of Health, 162 Koreans have 

died of coronavirus, 9,786 are confirmed cases, and 5,408 have recovered. But 

the most important figure to consider is this one: as of March 31, 2020, the 

number of tests conducted by South Korea was 395,194. This number is 

critical to understanding how South Korea has fought the pandemic.  

The first coronavirus cases appeared in South Korea at the beginning of 

February 2020 among members of the Shincheonji Church in Daegu. The 

church has almost 10,000 members. The unique rituals of this church made it 

a coronavirus time bomb. Very swiftly, the government stepped in and 

tested more than 90% of the members of the Shincheonji Church. They also 

mapped everyone with whom those people had crossed paths and tested 

them as well.     



The South Korean government understood that time and data were going to 

be crucial weapons in the war against the virus, so it decided to dramatically  

expand testing. To put this huge project into action, 40 labs were prepared 

almost instantly to check thousands of tests per day. The testing kit South 

Korea used was developed and produced domestically, which meant the 

country was not dependent on imported test kits the way Israel and other 

countries are.  

In order to contain the virus, the government needed as many tests as it could 

lay hands on as fast as possible in order to identify sources and lock down the 

spread. At the beginning of the crisis, South Korea conducted about 3,000 

tests per day, but quickly increased this pace to almost 20,000 per day. The 

enormous number of tests allowed the government to map the way 

coronavirus was moving through the Korean population.  

To maintain the efficiency of this process, Seoul streamlined testing by 

creating a McDonald’s-style drive-through testing process. People drive up to 

a booth and are tested without leaving their cars. In less than 10 minutes they 

can arrive, get tested, and leave the site. Israel has adopted this mechanism in 

five locations around the country.    

Seoul understood that in order to gain the vital trust and cooperation of the 

public to combat the virus, it was going to have to be transparent. It is 

accordingly updating the public on every move it makes regarding testing 

and surveillance. But the public, too, understands for the most part that they 

have a responsibility to do as they are told. Those who ignore the rules—for 

example, people who disobey quarantine instructions—are fined $30,000.  

The government uses mobile phone tracking, CCTV, and a payment system to 

track and map the movements of citizens who test positive. This kind of 

surveillance might smack of Big Brother, but it serves the essential immediate 

purpose of identifying whoever might have been in contact with a virus 

sufferer and instructing them to self-quarantine and get tested immediately. 

Anyone who enters South Korea is requested to upload an app onto their 

phone and update it daily. In some cases, visitors are instructed to self-

quarantine for 14 days.      

The last layer of the war on coronavirus is the South Korean health system, 

which is on a very advanced, first-world level. The government has decided 

to pay all coronavirus-related medical expenses, but if the number of infected 

cases rises significantly, it will have to increase restrictions on the public 

throughout the country. 
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