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COVID-19, Testing Time for Resilience 

In recovering from COVID-19: Korean experience   

 

 

President Moon Jae-in chairs Korean government Cabinet meeting and discussed the economic measures.  

(Cheongwadae (presidential office), April 28, 2020) 
 

 

 

 

ñThe longer the implementation of measures drags on, the 

greater damages and the more difficulties people and businesses 

will face. In this unprecedented crisis situation, decisions should 

be made boldly, and they should be carried out rapidly and 

accurately. I ask you to accelerate the implementations.ò  

 

President Moon Jae-in  

Republic of Korea 

 

 

 

As President Moon Jae-in of the Republic of Korea said, ñthe impact of the health and 

economic crisis caused by COVID-19 is the first of its kind.ò In order to overcome this crisis, it 

is very important to make joint efforts at both regional and national level, as well as globally. 

This paper is a summary of Koreaôs social, military, political and economic responses against 

COVID-19 from January to April 30, 2020. 
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SUMMARY 

 

The momentum of the COVID-19 is spreading widely. It began with the crisis of health 

and quarantine, but has not stopped at the first phase. It imposes economic burdens and 

difficulties worldwide. COVID-19 does not distinguish regions, countries, and continents, and 

poses great difficulties for both rich and developing countries. The economic fallout of this 

crisis could create major stressors, particularly in fragile societies, less developed countries 

and those in transition. It will have particularly devastating impacts for women and vulnerable. 

In addition, the impact on the four sectors is likely to be significant. In addition to the economic 

impacts, COVID-19 also poses great challenges in various fields such as society, health, 

education and the military. 

 

First, in response to economic challenges, the Korean government focus on three 

areas in terms of international economic cooperation amid the pandemic. The 

government is working to first address the challenges that businesses face in trade because 

of the entry ban of other countries, in addition to providing strong support to businesses in 

their export activities and export financing. In May, measures to promote overseas 

infrastructure construction will also be announced to support development and contracting of 

large-scale projects. Second, to control new risks in trade under such difficult circumstances, 

and to strengthen the bilateral cooperation with major countries, Korea will closely monitor the 

potential risk factors where conflicts may arise so that businesses can avoid additional burden. 

Lastly, the Korean government plans to be prepared for the new global order and changes in 

the global value chain in the post-COVID-19 era by diversifying markets, expanding trade and 

broadening overseas investment, as well as securing manufacturing supplies against the 

changing global value chain.  

 

Second, in response to education challenges, the Korean government has provided 

online content to enable students to continue learning with the help of their parents and 

prepare themselves for the new semester, with the goal of reducing the learning gap prior to 

the actual start of school, after the postponement of school year at primary, junior high, and 

high schools due to the coronavirus outbreak. Moreover, the government has laid the 

groundwork for practical online learning by establishing systems in preparations for online 

classes during this period. All students have been learning online since primary, junior high, 

high schools started online curricula on April 20, 2020.   

 

Third, despite fear of virus spread, Korea become the only country that held a general 

election during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic. Despite worries over infections 

caused by the coronavirus, the Korean government pushed ahead with the election. The 

government recognized that the spread of the virus had begun to ease off and that the direct 

form of democracy adopted by Korea is a basic right given to the public. The Korean public 

cast their votes in spite of the risk of transmission in order to exercise their right to vote, 

complying with quarantine guidelines set by the government. As a result of this, the voting rate 

in the general election stood at 66.2 percent, the highest figure in 28 years.  
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Fourth, in response to working and business challenges, the government 

implemented three-shift remote work from March 16 as part of the effort to avoid further 

contagion in regional areas and avoid any vacuums in the implementation of government work 

as there was an increase in the number of confirmed patients among civil servants. Under this 

non-face-to-face working environment, which was built based on a range of ICT technologies 

including Cloud Mobile, government officials have been working just as efficiently as if they 

had showed up at the office.  

 

Fifth, Korea was successful in slowing down the COVID-19 transmission utilizing 

digital technology and without strict border control or movement restrictions. All eyes 

are on the various measures taken by the Korean government to limit transmission, including 

innovative methods like the drive-thru and walk-thru testing, extensive testing, quick diagnosis, 

and the use of ICT to inform and track confirmed cases. Through these, Korea was able to 

flatten the spread curve of virus without taking draconian measures.  

 

Sixth, the Korean government was able to successfully tackle the panic buying 

phenomenon by launching an Inter-governmental Mask TF chaired by Vice Minister of 

Finance, conducting public procurement for the entire production of masks, expanding 

production capacity, and utilizing digital technologies in allocation and distribution process.  

 

And seventh, Covid-19 was also big testing time for military services. When the 

national infectious disease crisis level was elevated to óRedô as COVID-19 spread to local 

communities, MND (Ministry of National Defense) approached the COVID-19 situation as 

equivalent to wartime and actively executed preventive measures to support governmental 

efforts. MND solved hospital bed shortage problems by quickly remodeling military hospitals 

including the Armed Forces Daegu Hospital and newly established and operated the Defense 

Rapid Support Group to process requests from local governments and government institutions. 

MND also shortened training periods for medical personnel including medical officers for their 

rapid deployment to local settings. 
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1. Introduction  

 

"We are facing a global health crisis unlike any in the 75-year history of the United Nations 

ð one that is spreading human suffering, infecting the global economy and upending 

peopleôs lives."  

UN Secretary-General António Guterres 

"Global cooperation is essential to the containment of the COVID-19 and its economic 

impact, particularly if the outbreak turns out to be more persistent and widespread. To be 

adequately prepared, now is the time to recognize the potential risk for fragile states and 

countries with weak health care systems.ò  

IMF Managing Director Kristalina Georgieva 

"This crisis is first and foremost a health crisis which has forced governments to take 

unprecedented measures to protect peopleôs lives,"  

WTO Director-General Roberto Azevêdo 

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the world economy is expected to experience an 

economic slump more serious than anticipated. According to the International Monetary Fund 

(IMF), the global economy is expected to grow at -3% (much worse than during the 2008ï09 

financial crisis) while global trade volume also grows at -11%, raising concerns over an 

economic recession like no other in history. In this regard, the changes in international 

economic conditions such as the drop in the global trade volume and the limited cross-border 

Figure 1-1 World Economic Outlook of April 2020 (IMF)  
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According to the World Trade Organization, World merchandise trade is set to plummet by 

between 13 and 32% in 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Nearly all regions will suffer 

double-digit declines in trade volumes in 2020, with exports from North America and Asia hit 

hardest. Trade will likely fall steeper in sectors with complex value chains, particularly 

electronics and automotive products. A 2021 recovery in trade is expected, but dependent on 

the duration of the outbreak and the effectiveness of the policy responses. 

Figure 1-2  World merchandise trade volume, 2000 ï 2022 (WTO) 

 

Figure 1-3  Ratio of world merchandise trade growth to world GDP growth, 1990-2020 (WTO) 
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Figure 1-4  IMF World Economic Outlook by regions (IMF) 

 

The momentum of the COVID-19 is spreading widely. It began with the crisis of health 

and quarantine, but has not stopped at the first phase. It imposes economic burdens and 

difficulties worldwide. COVID-19 does not distinguish regions, countries, and continents, and 

poses great difficulties for both rich and developing countries. The economic fallout of this 

crisis could create major stressors, particularly in fragile societies, less developed countries 

and those in transition. Because, economic instability will have particularly devastating 

impacts for women and vulnerable. In addition to the economic sector, the impact on the four 

sectors is likely to be significant. In addition to the economic impacts, COVID-19 also poses 

great challenges in various fields such as society, health, education and the military. 

 

Figure 1-5  Global school closures status by COVID-19 (UNESCO) 
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First, COVID-19 is causing significant hardship on education. Most governments 

around the world have temporarily closed educational institutions in an attempt to contain the 

spread of the COVID-19 pandemic. These nationwide closures are impacting over 90% of the 

worldôs student population. Several other countries have implemented localized closures 

impacting millions of additional learners in their efforts to mitigate the immediate impact of 

school closures, particularly for more vulnerable and disadvantaged communities, and to 

facilitate the continuity of education for all through remote learning. Unfortunately, one of the 

most tangible outcomes of COVID-19 is the ever-increasing socio-economic gap between 

learners, with some of the most vulnerable children bearing the greatest impacts.  

 

Second, COVID-19 is disturbing very fundamental of democracy, an election. In 2020, 

elections are planned for major countries. Parliamentary elections are held in Australia, France, 

India and Korea. Also, US Presidential and Congressional elections are scheduled in 

November. Voters standing in line close to each other, handling ballots and using touch 

screens make for a potentially toxic stew of community transmission of the novel coronavirus 

(COVID-19). However, a postponement of elections or referenda, or the decision to proceed 

with a vote ï even with mitigation measures ï can create political tensions and undermine 

legitimacy of elected officials around the world. Election officials and policymakers must give 

full attention to possible mitigation strategies.  

 

Figure 1-6 General election was held in Korea (April 15, 2020) 

 

 

Third, the COVID-19 outbreak is changing the workplace landscape. An increasing 

number of companies are allowing their employees to work from home to prevent the further 

spread of the virus. While there have been growing calls for introducing the ñsmart workò 

system, many countries has yet to fully adopt the new way of working. Attention is drawn to 

whether it will take firm root in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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And the COVID-19 brought whole new enemy to our military. Responding to the COVID-

19 pandemic became the top task of the military in all countries. A new coronavirus cases 

were confirmed in four U.S. aircraft carriers. On the French nuclear-powered aircraft carrier 

'Charles de Gaulle', coronavirus confirmed, and the operation was stalled. Recently, the 

biggest topic of NATO's Spring 2020 Innovation Challenge was not the military strategy, but 

the coronavirus response. With the spread of coronavirus, militaries from around the world 

have huge challenges in supporting the decision-making of military leaders and delivering 

logistics and supplies to isolated individuals and teams without infection and spread of virus.  

 

Figure 1-7 Aircraft carrier USS Theodore Roosevelt 

 
 

We would like to introduce Korea's efforts to achieve resilient recovery, in a situation where 

coronavirus still has serious impact on education, work, society, and the military beyond health 

and economy. Korea's fight against the pandemic is still ongoing with possible resurgence. 

While it is premature to provide the answer in responding COVID-19, the following information 

can be understood as a one of lessons and experiences in tackling COVID-19. 
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2. Testing time for policy makers 

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the world economy is expected to experience an 

economic slump more serious than anticipated. According to the International Monetary Fund 

(IMF), the global economy is expected to grow at -3% while global trade volume also grows at 

-11%, raising concerns over an economic recession like no other in history. In this regard, the 

changes in international economic conditions such as the drop in the global trade volume and 

the limited cross-border activities will bring an immense impact on the Korean economy, which 

is highly dependent on the external factors. 

Korean government plans to strengthen its policy on international economic affairs focusing 

on maintaining the export capacities, sharing the countryôs COVID-19 prevention and 

treatment programs to expand cooperation with foreign countries, building stronger bilateral 

partnerships with other countries, and preparing for the post-COVID-19 era. By preemptively 

responding and managing various external factors, the government will support businesses in 

their export activities and expansion abroad.  

At the same time, the World Bank warned that if consumption and investment do not recover 

quickly after the pandemic, the developing countries may face an even greater economic 

recession. The World Bank predicts the production of developing countries this year to shrink 

for the first time since 1960 by 2%. The Korean government plans to strengthen the strategic 

support for developing countries that are expected to face economic difficulties and continue 

to build partnership with these countries. Korea will do so by supporting health-related projects 

in developing countries, suspending debt payments for low income countries and by drastically 

increasing the ODA for the countries included in the new northern and southern policies of 

Korea. 

Figure 2-1 Ratio of World merchandise trade growth to world GDP growth, 1990-2020  

(source: WTO, April 8, 2020) 

 

2.1 Outlook on Global Economic Recession and the Impact on 

Korean Economy  

As of April 27, a total of 2.9 million people have tested positive to COVID-19, with about 0.2 

million deaths. In addition to the health-related impacts, the lockdown of countries and cities, 

and restricted cross-border mobility of goods and human resources also result in extensive 


