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Abstract 
COVID-19 is an infectious respiratory disease that first appeared in December 2019 
in Wuhan, China and first spread throughout the country and then worldwide. WHO 
Director-General Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, concerned about the rapid spread 
of COVID-19, officially declared a global pandemic on March 11, 2020. North Korea 
(Democratic People’s Republic of Korea) barred foreign tourists from China on January 
21, 2020, and then completely closed its border with China. 
In this article, I will explore the impact of COVID-19 on North Korean society and re-
search the cooperation plan between South and North Korea. I will also briefly introduce 
in the post-COVID-19 period. To better understand the health care system and health 
conditions in North Korea, I will first analyse the infectious disease management system 
and, in the context of this, then try to investigate in detail how COVID-19 has affected 
North Korea. From an economic point of view, I will examine the changes in economic 
cooperation between North Korea and China, and then try to explain the social changes 
caused by restrictions on movement and lack of goods, and the political situation in North 
Korea during the COVID-19 crisis.
Finally, I will try to research the situation facing North Korea and suggest a way for co-
operation between South and North Korea in the future. The basic aim of this research is 
to find a useful alternative for joint cooperation in the field of health care and safety and 
to improve cooperation between South and North Korea in the post-COVID-19 era.
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Korean health, South Korean health, North Korean society, inter-Korean cooperation, 
post-COVID-19
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COVID-19 v Severni Koreji ter njegov vpliv na sodelovanje med Južno in Sev-
erno Korejo na področju zdravstva
Izvleček 
Koronavirusna bolezen 2019 (COVID-19) je nalezljiva bolezen dihal, ki se je prvič po-
javila decembra 2019 v Vuhanu na Kitajskem in se najprej razširila po celotni Kitajski, 
nato pa po vsem svetu. Generalni direktor Svetovne zdravstvene organizacije (WHO) 
Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus je, močno zaskrbljen zaradi hitrega širjenja bolezni COV-
ID-19 po vsem svetu, 11. marca 2020 uradno razglasil globalno pandemijo.
Severna Koreja (Demokratična ljudska republika Koreja) je 21. januarja 2020, po iz-
bruhu COVID-19 na Kitajskem, onemogočila vstop tujim turistom, naslednji dan pa 
popolnoma zaprla mejo s Kitajsko. 28. januarja 2020 je sprejela hitre in odločne ukrepe, 
med drugim je vzpostavila Nacionalni sistem za urgentno preprečevanje epidemije. Pojav 
COVID-19 je, skupaj s sankcijami Organizacije združenih narodov (OZN) proti Severni 
Koreji, zadal močan udarec severnokorejskemu gospodarstvu, vplival pa je tudi na družbo 
in politiko države.
V članku bom raziskal vpliv COVID-19 na severnokorejsko družbo in preučil načrt 
sodelovanja, ki bi ga morali uvesti Južna in Severna Koreja v času po COVID-19. Za lažje 
razumevanje zdravstva in zdravstvenih razmer v Severni Koreji bom najprej analiziral 
sistem obvladovanja nalezljivih bolezni in v okviru tega nato poskušal podrobno raziskati, 
kako je COVID-19 vplival na Severno Korejo. Z gospodarskega vidika bom preučil spre-
membe v gospodarskem sodelovanju med Severno Korejo in Kitajsko, nato pa poskušal 
razložiti tudi družbene spremembe, ki sta jih povzročila omejitev gibanja in pomanjkanje 
dobrin, ter politične razmere v Severni Koreji v času krize COVID-19.
Na koncu bom poskušal preučiti razmere, s katerimi se sooča Severna Koreja, in predlagal 
način za sodelovanje med Južno in Severno Korejo ter skupno obvladovanje razmer v pr-
ihodnosti. Temeljni cilj te raziskave je najti koristno alternativo za skupno sodelovanje na 
področju zdravstva in varnosti ter izboljšanje sodelovanja med Južno in Severno Korejo v 
obdobju po COVID-19.
Ključne besede: Severna Koreja, Južna Koreja, COVID-19, nalezljive bolezni, pandemija, 
severnokorejsko zdravstvo, južnokorejsko zdravstvo, severnokorejska družba, medkorejsko 
sodelovanje, čas po COVID-19

Preface
The coronavirus disease 2019 (hereafter referred to as COVID-19) first appeared 
in Wuhan, China in late 2019 and spread globally from there. On March 11, 
2020, the general director of the World Health Organization (WHO) Tedros 
Adhanom Ghebreysus was convinced that COVID-19 would spread around the 
world, and therefore declared a pandemic and called upon the world to cooperate 
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and strive for a joint response. By December 12, 2020, COVID-19 was present in 
220 countries, 1,594,775 people had died and 71,081,563 were confirmed as hav-
ing been infected ( JUH CSSE 2020). The pandemic has greatly affected all fronts 
of our lives, in terms of society, economics, politics and culture. COVID-19 does 
not acknowledge borders, races, nationalities, ages, or genders. 
Even the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (North Korea) could not escape 
the global pandemic. The spread of infectious diseases in North Korea, which has 
a weak health care system and health care infrastructure, poses a risk that serious-
ly threatens the functioning of state power. The United Nations Security Council 
sanctions against North Korea have hampered the development of the North Ko-
rean economy, while the spread of the infectious disease has further worsened the 
lives of North Koreans (Cho Young-Ki 2020, 173). North Korean authorities rec-
ognized the seriousness of the COVID-19 pandemic, and the existing sanitation 
and preventive care system was replaced by the National System for the Urgent 
Prevention of the Epidemic. To prevent the spread of infectious diseases, North 
Korea closed all land, sea, and air routes, and also declared that they would imple-
ment thorough disinfection, preventive measures, and preventive health lectures 
(Hwang 2020, 21). Despite this, the end of January and early February 2020 saw 
the death of three patients suspected of having COVID-19. However, the official 
reason for death was given by the hospital as “acute pneumonia” and not COV-
ID-19, and the hospital did not release further details of the deceased, who were 
being treated for high fevers, and instead declared them confidential, also keep-
ing them secret from the WHO ( Jang 2020, 3). On November 9, 2020, Edvin 
Salvador, the representative of the WHO in Pyongyang, gave an interview to the 
American Free Asia radio station (Radio Free Asia, RFA), quoted the words of 
the North Korean Ministry of Health and said that as of October 29, 2020, they 
had tested 12,072 people for COVID-19 and all of them were negative (Yonhap-
news 2020). Thus, the North Korean Ministry of Health officially stated that they 
had no confirmed cases of infection. Still, the South Korean Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Kang Kyung-wha attended the International Institute for Strategic Stud-
ies’ conference on December 5, 2020 in Manami, Bahrain, and said it is hard to 
believe that there are no confirmed cases of COVID-19 in North Korea. Kim Yo-
jong, the First Deputy of the Workers’ Party of Korea (WPK) (de facto number 
two in North Korea) vehemently denied this (Maeil Business Newspaper 2020), 
and reiterated that there are no COVID-19 infections in North Korea.
Nevertheless, North Korea was unlikely to be an exception in the great crisis 
facing all of humanity due to the spread of COVID-19. Recently, there have 
been increased reports of North Korean cyberattacks not only on South Korean 
pharmaceutical companies, but also other pharmaceutical companies that develop 
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vaccines for the disease, such as AstraZeneca. North Korea is attempting to gain 
information in order to develop their own vaccine. At the same time the country 
has also tightened border controls on that were already closed, including the de-
militarized region between north and south ( Jeong Yong-su 2020). Such actions 
prove that North Korea is aware of the severity of the COVID-19 pandemic and 
seeks different ways to overcome the disease.
North Korea’s health care system almost completely collapsed in the early 1990s, 
and has still not fully recovered (Hwang 2020, 21). To better understand the cur-
rent North Korean conditions, we must first explain how the North Korean po-
litical system addresses epidemics, and then we can better explain the difficult 
situation facing North Korea because of COVID-19. Then we will discuss how it 
was possible to develop cooperation between North and South Korea in the field 
of health care and to create a common system for health and safety in the post- 
COVID-19 period.

Health Care in North Korea 

The General Understanding of the North Korean Health Care 

Choi, Kim and Hwang (2006) list five characteristics of the North Korean health 
care system. At first glance North Korea has a “system of free health care for all 
citizens” and encourages citizens to believe that the socialist social order is ben-
eficial to them. In 1947, the state announced a system of free health care in ac-
cordance with the law on Social Security and started to implement it in 1953. 
In February 1960 they also adopted the resolution on the implementation of a 
comprehensive and universal free health care system (ibid., 22–24). Nevertheless, 
some claim that contrary to the statements of the authorities, the health care sys-
tem in North Korea is not functioning as it should (ibid., 27). Refugees who es-
caped to South Korea and worked in the health care sector have revealed that the 
facts about health care in the North are not even close to what is claimed by the 
government (Nam Sung-wook 2020).
Secondly, North Korean health care policy emphasizes preventive medicine. 
When the Supreme Leader North Korean Kim Il-Sung announced in 1966 that 
“socialist medicine is preventive medicine”, the entire country increased preven-
tive behaviours against infectious diseases and measures related to this (Hwang 
2020, 24). In order to improve living and working conditions, the state has con-
ducted various campaigns and worked to reduce environmental pollution. The 
North Korean authorities claim that they expend much effort to carry out the 
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continuous research and development of preventive medicine (Seung 1986, 77–
109). There are two reasons that could explain why socialist countries focus on 
preventive medicine.
1. Preventive care means a lower social cost than medical treatment 
2. The population can be included in different campaigns that promote public hy-
giene and public health care 
Therefore, North Korea insists on preventive care due to the lower cost and spirit 
of mutual cooperation. Unfortunately, it is often difficult to rely solely on preven-
tive care, especially when the government needs to battle an unfamiliar or infec-
tious disease. Furthermore, an overemphasis on preventive medicine creates an 
imbalance in the health care system. It is also difficult to expect that forcing cit-
izens to participate in movements to promote public health care will have long-
term effects.
Thirdly, North Korea has a “system of regional general doctors”, which refers to a 
system in which authorized doctors take over the health care of the citizens in its 
entirety in a certain region (Choi Kim and Hwang 2006, 28). Usually, two to 10 
doctors are responsible for around 4,000 inhabitants in urban regions and 3,000 in 
rural areas (Seung 1986, 110–30). At first glance, such a system seems to be good, 
as certain medical personnel can be undisturbed in their observation of their pa-
tients and apply measures systematically. However, the health care system imple-
mented by North Korea can also be very problematic, because the regional med-
ical doctors have to manage not only the treatment and care of patients, but also 
health hygiene, preventive vaccinations, and regular health check-ups. Therefore, 
such systems can be very fragile, especially in times of epidemics.
Fourthly, North Korea also seeks to invest in the development of traditional med-
icine, called goryeouihak (Korean medicine), as well as Western medicine. “Kore-
an medicine” is also called jeontonguihak (traditional medicine) or dong(yang)uihak 
(Eastern medicine). In each province, there is a hospital that specializes in tradi-
tional medicine, however, there are also many pharmacies that sell traditional med-
icine products. Korean medicine from North Korea is also known in South Korea, 
where the branch is known as hanbanguihak. In North Korea people are very proud 
of Korean medicine, which is known as an excellent form of preventive care. Kore-
an medicine is thus mainly preventive, while Western medicine is mostly meant for 
treatment. Moreover, nowadays people in Korea are trying to use and develop both 
branches of medicine for health care (Choi, Kim and Hwang 2006, 30).
Fifthly, in North Korea health care services are conducted with the help of citi-
zens. These are various movements (campaigns) carried out by the North Korean 
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government under the banner of collective health care services. One of the main 
movements is the “antipollution campaign”, which involves hunting animals and 
other pests that carry contagious diseases, thus preventing pollution. We can-
not say that the intentions of such a campaign are bad, but it is difficult to know 
whether the participation of the citizens is voluntary or mandatory on the orders 
of the authorities. The North Korean health care system appears to be well in-
tentioned and well designed, but there is often a lack of health care facilities and 
medical personnel. It is also criticized for giving precedence to state security rath-
er than health care (Gim Yeong-gyo 2020).

North Korea’s Fight with Infectious Diseases

Based on the above-mentioned health care policy, North Korea adopted the In-
fectious Disease Prevention Act in 1997 as the only law to prevent and contain 
epidemics. It is composed of five chapters and 45 articles. The law aims to protect 
the lives and health of the citizens of North Korea, with the main focus on de-
tecting the causes of infectious diseases and isolating infected cases (Hwang 2020, 
23). The law covers almost everything that needs to be done to prevent the spread 
of infectious diseases, which entails: the detection and isolation of sources of in-
fectious diseases, testing, reporting of sources and suspicions of infectious diseas-
es, organization of an urgent body to prevent the epidemic, disinfection of objects, 
a temporary suspension of operations for areas where infected patients have been 
detected, isolation and transportation of patients, determination of residences of 
infected persons, treatment of patients, and the processes of health examinations 
after patients are discharged from the hospital. Important steps to prevent the 
spread of the disease are thus regulated by law.
The most important part of the law is the 8th article. According to this, North 
Korea would have to cooperate with the international community in the case of 
an epidemic, i.e. it would have to support exchanges and cooperation with other 
countries and international organizations in the field of infectious disease preven-
tion (Hwang 2020, 23). This means that North Korea is aware of the dangers of 
the spread of such diseases and considers international cooperation to be essential 
in the search for alternative solutions.
In addition to passing laws, North Korea also sought to increase the number of 
health care workers trained to contain infectious diseases. For example, there are 
specially trained doctors who manage protective measures and do preventive work 
against the spread of such diseases. A Department of Hygienic Nursing has been 
created in Pyongyang Medical College and in 11 provincial medical universities 
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across the country. After completing the five-year program, students become hy-
gienists. In 2011, 2,840 students obtained this title. In accordance with the system 
of a regional general doctor, a hygienist was also appointed in each region.
Since 1990, the country has had a developed system of “health care assistant-doc-
tors” who specialize in detecting infectious diseases and making a diagnosis. If 
someone wants to become a health care assistant-doctor, he/she must attend a 
higher school of public health. Currently, there are reportedly about 40-50,000 
health care assistants in North Korea (Hwang 2020, 24).
North Korea also conducts research work on infectious diseases caused by path-
ogenic microorganisms at the Institute of Medical Biology and the Institute of 
Microbiological Research, which are part of the Academy of Health Sciences of 
the Ministry of Health. Recent data shows that the Institute of Medical Biology 
mainly conducts research on the hepatitis virus (ibid., 28).
In North Korea, infectious disease containment is organized like other systems 
of administration. The North Korean Workers’ Party is at the centre of central 
administration, while the Ministry of Health oversees sanitation and prevention 
policies (Cho Sungeun 2020, 63). Nevertheless, it is difficult for most residents to 
obtain an accurate diagnosis or expert medical advice, so they self- diagnose and 
purchase medicines from the market, making it difficult to control a disease out-
break in its early stages (Hwang 2020, 28). When an infectious disease emerges in 
North Korea, preventive and control measures usually focus on the predicted re-
gions of disease outbreak. At the time of the SARS epidemic in 2003, the govern-
ment sanitary inspectorate created the National Board for urgent epidemic pre-
vention, created checkpoints, and monitored conditions throughout the country. 
When the Ebola virus broke out in 2014, they set up a sanitary station in the vi-
cinity of the Daedong River and strengthened inspections at airports and seaports, 
thoroughly checking anyone attempting to enter North Korea (ibid.). To prevent 
the spread of infectious diseases through public transportation, they established a 
sanitary station responsible for the hygienic care of railways under the jurisdiction 
of the (North) Korean State Railway (Baek 2007, 21). When an acute infectious 
disease such as measles, typhoid or paratyphoid breaks out, residents are not al-
lowed to move between regions. They can only enter another region if they have a 
“sanitary certificate”, which is issued at checkpoints in each residential district to 
those who do not display symptoms of infection (Hwang 2020, 28). If infectious 
diseases appear abroad, the people desiring to enter the country must be quaran-
tined or they will be deported. Thus they prevent the spread of infectious diseases 
within the country. During the SARS outbreak in 2003, they halted all overseas 
flights and completely sealed off all sea routes. This was the most extensive border 
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closure measure in the world. At the time, anyone entering North Korea had to 
go into quarantine for 10 days, while ship crews from foreign ports had to anchor 
30 km from the port and endure quarantine there.
The North Korean measures against infectious diseases are preventive and very 
strict, which is positive, but one would not expect the reason for this to be hidden 
in the outdated health care system. However, because health facilities are so out-
dated, an epidemic could be a hopeless tragedy, and this is the reason why North 
Korea focuses on preventive medicine.

North Korea’s Fight with COVID-19 

When COVID-19 spread rapidly in China in early 2020, North Korea created 
the “temporary board for the advice of citizens on health care” and established a 
national system for urgent prevention of epidemics (Hwang 2020, 21). 
Each province organized severe restrictions, while stricter prevention controls 
were implemented in places where contact with the outside world was possible, 
such as borders, seaports, and airports. Thus North Korea reacted quickly and 
acted immediately after closing the border on January 22, 2020, in an attempt to 
show that it had the best system of governance. On January 28, when the National 
Disease Prevention System was established, the customs office in Dandong was 
closed; two days later, they also halted the function of the Inter-Korean Relations 
Office. The next day, rail and air traffic between North Korea and China was sus-
pended. Foreigners coming to North Korea had to go into quarantine (Rodong 
Sinmun 2020), and the quarantine period was extended from 21 to 30 and later to 
40 days. In addition, guidelines for the disinfection of goods coming from abroad 
and regulations for border and preventive controls were published in February 
2020, and their consistent compliance was ordered (Cho Sungeun 2020, 71). For 
air travel, health and preventive controls were conducted on the plane rather than 
at sanitary-inspection checkpoints in the country (Rodong Sinmun 2020b). Ac-
cording to the guidelines, the authorities inspected and disinfected goods coming 
from abroad, these were then isolated for 10 days and only then distributed (Bak 
Myeong-su 2020). They prevented the spread of infectious disease by first restrict-
ing anything that could cause the spread of infection, and thus claimed that there 
were no cases of infection with COVID-19 in North Korea. Still, it is hard to 
know exactly what the current conditions are in that country.
If we look at recent responses of North Korea to COVID-19, we can see sever-
al irrational behaviours. While the various reports might appear to be nonsen-
sical, they can be considered as following an inner logic of DPRK governance. 
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For example, when the economic crisis began due to COVID-19, which caused 
the exchange rate to fall, Kim Jong-un ordered the execution of a leading money 
trader, blaming him for the sharp drop in the exchange rate in Pyongyang, and 
because seawater might be infected with the COVID-19 virus, he prevented fish-
ermen from fishing and also stopped the production of salt (Song 2020). In addi-
tion, North Korean hackers attempted to penetrate the systems of South Korean 
pharmaceutical companies researching the treatment of COVID-19 and devel-
oping vaccines. They also attempted to break into the systems of American and 
British pharmaceutical companies (Nyus1 2020). Japanese media also reported 
that North Korea has imported Russian vaccines and begun the process of vac-
cination (Bak and Gim 2020). Considered all together, we can assess that North 
Korea is struggling with numerous issues due to COVID-19 and is striving to 
find solutions as best as possible. The impact of COVID-19 is thus so great that 
even North Korea cannot overlook it.

The Impact of COVID-19 on North Korea 

The Impact on the Economy 

The issues raced by the North Korean economy are nothing new, and therefore it 
would be difficult to argue that they arose because of COVID-19. Nam Seong-uk 
describes the current conditions as a “double blow”, meaning that North Korea’s 
issues have more than one cause, at least two (Nam Seong-uk 2020, 25). North 
Korea first struggled with economic problems due to economic sanctions imple-
mented by the United Nations Security Council, while these problems deepened 
due to COVID-19 in 2020.
In the last decade North Korea has conducted about six nuclear tests and also 
tested an intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) that threatens not only neigh-
bouring countries, but the entire world. Therefore, the United Nations Security 
Council has decided that it will prevent North Korea from developing nuclear 
weapons through economic sanctions. This is a reasonable decision, as a complete 
ban on trade with North Korea would halt the flow of goods and money and 
hinder the development of weapons from an economic perspective. Additionally, 
it would attempt to prevent North Korea from profiting from foreign countries 
through the sale of weapons of mass destruction. The development and produc-
tion of nuclear weapons are made difficult without an income. Therefore, when 
living conditions became difficult for its citizens, the government of North Korea 
decided to stop the development of nuclear weapons and ask the international 
community for aid.
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After the United Nations published the “Resolution of the Security Council of 
the UN 2270” on the restrictive measures against North Korea in 2016, the North 
Korean economy took a massive step backwards. There was a complete ban on the 
inflow of the American dollars to North Korea, while the import of goods relat-
ed to oil and essential for industrial development was limited to small quantities. 
These restrictions on the inflow of money and oil had a significant negative effect 
on the economy of North Korea. The level of economic growth was -3.5% in 2017, 
-4.1% in 2018, and was expected to be -6% in 2020. Exports were greatly reduced, 
and while in 2017 these stood at 1.77 billion dollars, in 2018 this fell to only 240 
million, and there seems to be no end to these conditions. The restrictions also ban 
overseas workers from sending money back home, further collapsing the North 
Korean economy (Cho Young-Ki 2020, 184). In 2017, North Korea attempted to 
overcome the economic crisis created by the official sanctions and bring about an 
economic turnaround through various construction projects, but the desired ef-
fects failed to materialize. Even more, the entire mining, manufacturing and heavy 
chemical industries declined even further and have still not recovered.
After the United Nations Security Council economic sanctions, North Korea be-
came dependent on China. Since 2015 China has been the country’s largest busi-
ness partner, although North Korea also trades with others, including India, Paki-
stan, Angola, Burkina Faso, Taiwan, Saudi-Arabia, and Brazil. However, in 2016 
the economic sanctions of the United Nations Security Council changed things 
very rapidly. Whereas India had previously imported goods worth $100 million 
from North Korea, this amount dropped by 95% to only $4.84 million. Likewise, 
Pakistan imported North Korean goods worth $7.3 million in 2018, which was 
85% less than a year earlier, while Taiwan and Mexico ceased to import North 
Korean goods. Although the volume of trade with China has not increased, the 
degree of dependence has, due to the fall in trade with other countries. Based on 
the report published by the Korean Association for International Trade, the Chi-
nese share of North Korean total foreign trade increased from 17.3% in 2001 to 
91.8% in 2019 (Nam Seong-uk 2020, 30). The current economic dependence of 
North Korea on China is thus immense. Even though China has decided to par-
ticipate in the sanctions imposed on North Korea, it cannot seem to fully comply 
if it wants to maintain the “market” economy created by smugglers, and therefore 
continues to export goods into North Korea (Go 2020, 36).
Before the UN Security Council economic sanctions, it seemed as if the North 
Korean economy would take off. North Korea created the jangmadang econo-
my (North Korean marketplaces), it increased profits by increasing exports to 
China, and it improved its economy by sending workers to China to generate 
money in foreign currencies. They assumed that such economic policies would be 
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successful (Go 2020, 33). However, when the economic sanctions became official, 
trade routes to China were cut and there were fewer opportunities to work abroad. 
Additionally, in early 2020 the border between North Korea and China was com-
pletely closed due to COVID- 19, causing exports of goods to China to drop by 
96% and imports to drop by 90%. As a result, economic growth sustained by trade 
with China came to a complete halt due to COVID-19.
The economic shock was carried over to the inhabitants of North Korea. The bor-
ders were closed in January 2020 and prices for goods began to fluctuate as early as 
February. The North Korean government acted quickly. First of all, it announced 
that sellers could not ask for more than 5,000 North Korean won for a kilogram 
of rice, and that anyone who violated this rule would be severely punished. Nev-
ertheless, in mid-February the residents of some regions of North Hamgyong 
Province had to pay more than 10,000 North Korean won for a kilogram of rice, 
meaning that the price had doubled (Kim Ji Eun 2020c, 97). According to sources 
from the North Hamgyong Province, there was a significant decrease in the num-
ber of people at the jangmadangu (North Korean marketplaces) in March 2020 
due to COVID-19, although these are usually full of people depending on the 
weather (ibid., 98). The North Korean economy, which had been heavily depend-
ent on China since 2010, was devastated by the economic sanctions imposed by 
the United Nations Security Council and then had to go through an even bigger 
crisis due to COVID-19 before it could recover from the first.

Impact on Society 

COVID-19 affected not only the economy of North Korea but also its society. 
North Korea closed its borders and actively encouraged its citizens to wear masks 
to prevent the entry and spread of COVID-19 from abroad. Despite this, the cit-
izens allegedly did not pay much attention to mask-wearing (Kim Ji Eun 2020c, 
95). As mentioned earlier, the prices of food, such as rice, increased rapidly, but the 
prices of masks surprisingly remained the same due to the lack of interest from 
the public. The reason for this is the lack of information provided by the North 
Korean government on the number of cases of infection, despite actively educat-
ing people on preventive care. Therefore, the citizens did not have accurate infor-
mation about the dangers of COVID-19 and believed the disease was not very 
dangerous. There was a lack of information on COVID-19 leading to a spread of 
unreasonable opinions among the population, such as that the drug methamphet-
amine could be successfully used as a cure for COVID-19 (ibid., 96). North Ko-
rea’s educational system also suffered greatly from COVID-19, with the start of 
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the school year being pushed back by two months. Even South Korea had prob-
lems in carrying out its education in 2020 due to COVID-19, not only in elemen-
tary and middle schools, but also in universities. Classes were often cancelled, and 
most university lectures were held online, leading to some schools being sued for 
tuition refunds. Many problems occurred when, due to the adverse circumstanc-
es, the date of the final exams for high-school and middle-school students had 
to be postponed (Sin 2020). North Korea could not avoid similar problems. The 
new semester there usually starts on April 1, but students in 2020 did not start 
classes until June 1 after the start date was postponed three times ( Jo 2020). The 
early semester break was announced on April 1, just a month after the semester 
started. In addition, students from rural areas living in dormitories in Pyongyang 
had to return to their places of origin immediately by order of the education au-
thorities. It could be said that achieving a regular education was almost impos-
sible during this time (Kim Ji Eun 2020a, 97). Although North Korea made an 
official statement that there were no confirmed cases of COVID-19 infection, the 
education authorities adopted decisive measures. We can thus deduce that North 
Korea suffered from the consequences of COVID-19 in numerous areas, includ-
ing education.
The second social problem that stands out is the increase in discontent among the 
citizens of North Korea, because the government needed to control people more 
strictly due to the “double blow”. We must emphasize that such discontent has 
increased not only among the common people, but also among the upper class.
The saying “Are you the General Kim Jong-il?” has reportedly been heard a lot 
recently among the people of North Korea, it was also used in the South Kore-
an television series Crash Landing on You (Sarangui bulsichak) (ibid. 2020b, 126). 
Behind this popular humorous expression is a criticism of the “highest dignitary 
(Kim Jong-il and Kim Jong-un)” who likes to pretend that he is well respected 
and something more. Ostensibly, this is how North Koreans expresses their dis-
satisfaction with the Communist Party, which constantly enforces coercive con-
trol and fails to provide the people with even the minimal requirements for sur-
vival (ibid., 127–28). It is not common to make jokes about the supreme leader, 
however, and thus the popularity of this rhetorical question indicates that life of 
North Koreans had become so difficult that the people decided to direct their dis-
satisfaction against the highest person in the land, Kim Jong-un.
Although Kim Jong-un stressed the “safety of the lives of the people of Pyong-
yang”, it would seem as though these were just words to prevent the agitation of 
those living in the capital who are the main supporters of his party (Gim My-
eong-seong 2020). Since the higher classes of North Korean society, such as 
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Communist Party members, government officials, and soldiers, reside in Pyong-
yang, it has a special administration and enjoys certain benefits. However, due to 
the economic sanctions against North Korea and the outbreak of COVID-19, 
their lives were also made more difficult. During the outbreak of COVID-19, 
food was so scarce that even administrative workers of the ruling party could not 
procure it, prompting Kim Jong-un twice (in March and June 2020) to order that 
Pyongyang residents be provided with food, electricity and firewood. This meas-
ure was necessary because, as mentioned above, the consequences of increasing 
economic issues and long-term sanctions against North Korea and the closure of 
the borders due to COVID-19 were also felt by the residents of the capital, who 
began to complain because of psychological issues and discomfort. Pyongyang 
residents are the main supporters of the regime, so Kim Jong-un actively tried to 
reduce public discord and ensure social stability (Kim Hakil 2020).
The North Korean economy struggles with irreversible issues because of COV-
ID-19, the consequences of which are felt not only by ordinary citizens but 
also by the central ruling class. COVID-19 is a huge blow to the entire society 
because it forced the restriction of economic activity and the halt of the educa-
tional process. Dissatisfaction is thus growing in all sections of society, and it is 
obvious that these conditions are also causing the policies of the North Korean 
regime to change.

Impact on Politics 

In recent years, it has been difficult to say that the highest ruler of North Korea is 
its supreme leader Kim Jong-un because of the growing influence of Kim Yo-jong, 
the first deputy of the Workers’ Party of Korea (WPK) and the younger sister of 
Kim Jong-un. She has also made frequent appearances on the political stage dur-
ing the 2018 Pyongchang Olympics, acting as the voice of Kim Jong-un. With 
her arrival, the so-called “politics of brother and sister (or the rule of brother and 
sister)” began (Cho Young-Ki 2020, 180).
Since then, the two leaders have had good and bad political roles. Most notably, 
outwardly Kim Jong-un (with a moderate attitude) functions as a “good cop”, 
while Kim Jo-jong functions as a “bad cop” (with a relentless attitude). They ex-
press different political messages.
When the COVID-19 pandemic began in 2020, the North Korean “double pol-
itics” became even more apparent. As noted above, North Korea could not avoid 
economic and social problems during the global crisis, and thus its leadership 
seems to have assessed that the system would be difficult to sustain with only the 
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unilateral local and international policies and one-sided messages that they relied 
on in the past.
When North Korea tested the launch of two ballistic missiles on March 2, 2020, 
the Blue House (Cheongwadae, the executive office and official residence of the 
Republic of Korea’s head of state) convened an emergency ministerial meeting 
and issued a statement: “We urge you to cease your behavior, it does not contrib-
ute to the relaxation of military tension on the Korean peninsula.” This was an ex-
pected response from South Korea. Kim Jo-jong however, intensely criticized it. 
She said “I am surprised at the half-witted way of thinking of the Blue House.” 
She then added, “It is similar to the unreasonable demands of the United States of 
America.” She did not hold back on the use of insulting terms, such as “coward-
ly dogs” and “complete idiots” (Noh 2020). On the other hand, the day after her 
statements the Supreme Leader Kim Jong-un sent a letter offering support in the 
fight against COVID-19 to the South Korean President Moon Jae-in, which the 
latter replied to (Seong 2020).
At first glance, the actions of North Korea seem unreasonable, however, they are 
based on a carefully planned strategy (Cho Young-Ki 2020, 182). We could say 
that these statements were pre-prepared on the orders of the North Korean dou-
ble politics.
Kim Yo-jong made another decisive statement on June 4, 2020. It said that due to 
North Korean deserters who had fled to South Korea and are releasing balloons 
with leaflets, they will close the Gaesong industrial complex, the facilities South 
Korea built on Mount Geumgangsan, and the Inter-Korean liaison office. The 
facilities of this office were actually blown up and the beginning of the military 
action against South Korea was declared, causing great tension between the two 
Koreas (ibid.). Nevertheless, Kim Jong-un declared on June 24 that the country 
would hold off on the plan for military action. This was in complete contradiction 
to the statement of Kim Yo-jong in the same month, who once again embraced 
the role of the “bad cop” who increases tensions, while Kim Jong-un took the role 
of the “good cop” who eases them. Therefore, the prevailing opinion is that Kim 
Jo-jong is not simply an assistant to Kim Jong-un, but has a larger political role, 
and it is clear that she has an all-encompassing influence on politics, diplomacy 
and military affairs ( Jeong and Bak 2020). “The brother-sister politics” of Kim 
Jong-un and Kim Yo-jong, which began in 2018, became even more evident and 
publicized due to the spread of COVID-19 in 2020. It would seem that they are 
trying to alleviate the economic and social crises caused by the spread of COV-
ID-19 and the sanctions against North Korea by implementing a form of “joint 
rule”. This may not be the best solution, but it could be seen as a way to avoid or 
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divide responsibility. Even though Kim Jong-un is the official supreme leader of 
North Korea, he left military affairs to the head of the military administration 
Choe Pu -il 최부일 and Ri Pyong-chol 리병철, the deputy chairman of the Cen-
tral Committee of the North Korean worker’s party, economic affairs were left to 
Pak Bong-Ju 박봉주, the deputy chairman of the State Affairs Panel and Prime 
Minister Kim Tok-Hun 김덕훈. He likely did this to avoid responsibility for the 
incoming economic and social distress and divided the pressures of citizens’ com-
plaints among several people (Kim Kwang Il 2020). Moreover, it seems that the 
statements made by Kim Yo-jung try to show an image of a strong North Korea, 
while those made by her brother, Kim Jong-un, aim to calm South Korea and the 
outside world. North Korea has therefore been emphasizing “the cooperation of 
the Korean community” since April 2020, insisting that issues on the Korean pen-
insula should be solved directly by South and North Korea alone, without relying 
on the interventions of the USA and other countries. South Korea should stop 
clinging to international opinions and respect the inter-Korean agreements and 
cooperate with North Korea’s economy. The calm attitude of Kim Jong-un is thus 
understood as a message to the government of Moon Jae-in to ensure economic 
support so that North Korea can defeat the crisis caused by COVID-19 with the 
help of inter-Korean cooperation (Cho Young-Ki 2020, 183).
North Korea is making efforts to overcome its major economic and social prob-
lems, and puts on a political show to share the responsibility associated with the 
major challenges it already faces or will face. In 2020, the Rodong Sinmun news-
paper revealed that North Korea was seriously studying the conditions and pre-
paring political tactics and strengthening political projects to prevent the spread 
of COVID-19. However, the reports noted that it would never be able to defeat 
COVID-19 with politics and “political power” alone ( Jang 2020, 6).

The Cooperation between South and North Korea  
in the Post-COVID-19 Era 
Cho Han-bum (2020, 2) emphasized the “importance of cross-border coopera-
tion” in combating the disease, noting that “COVID-19 is democratic”. He used 
the words of the German sociologist Ulrich Beck, who said that “poverty is hi-
erarchical, while smog is democratic”. Cho Han-bum perceives COVID-19 as 
democratic because the related crisis affects all people equally and without excep-
tion. In this sense, COVID-19 might be even more “democratic” than smog, since 
smog occurs mostly in big cities where there is more pollution, while it was al-
most absent in rural areas with cleaner air. In contrast, COVID-19 does not know 
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proportional dispersion. It thus goes without saying that a joint response and not 
isolation is important for victory against COVID-19, which has spread across all 
borders and affects all humanity. South Korea especially needs mutual coopera-
tion with North Korea, the only country it borders. Some claim that inter-Korean 
cooperation means aid from a humanitarian point of view, and while this could be 
a start it should certainly not be the ultimate goal. All this should be perceived as 
a step towards mutual cooperation and living, not as one country helping another.

Current Conditions in the Field of Medical Cooperation:  
The Focus on the Prevention of Infectious Diseases

Until now, North Korea has relied on the technical and financial support of inter-
national organizations and South Korea when it came to the control of infectious 
diseases. When a new influenza (so-called swine flu) broke out in North Korea in 
November 2009, it asked the government of South Korea directly for assistance 
with medical treatment. Inter-Korean relations were not good at the time, yet 
South Korea helped. Even during the Ebola epidemic in 2014 and outbreak of 
MERS in 2015, there were exchanges in the field of health care; for example, at 
the request of North Korea, South Korea facilitated the installation of a thermal 
imaging camera in the entry office of Gaeseong Industrial Complex and collected 
data on preventive measures (Hwang 2020, 32). If we are accurate, we could call 
this unilateral support rather than an exchange (or cooperation). 
Support for North Korea in the health care sector began in 1997, and until 1999 
this accounted for only 1–4% of total humanitarian aid to North Korea. How-
ever, since 2000 the amount increased rapidly as health sector support also in-
cluded infectious disease control, medicines, and medical equipment (Yeonseu-
iryowon 2015, 53). Health care support to North Korea in the field of infectious 
disease prevention can be divided into two parts. The first part is the prevention 
of autochthonous infectious diseases, while the second part is support to combat 
infectious diseases that come from abroad. Malaria is one of the autochthonous 
diseases, while foreign infectious diseases include swine flu, MERS, SARS and 
COVID-19.
Malaria first appeared in North Korea in 1999, with a report of 15,362 pa-
tients, in 2000 the number rose to 90,582, and in 2001 to 143,674 (WHO 2011, 
233). When the number of patients increased rapidly in 1999, the WHO de-
cided to help North Korea with the cooperation of South Korea. On March 8, 
2000, the Korean government purchased 500,000 US dollars’ worth of preven-
tion and health care materials from the WHO (Tonglibu 2002, 169). In 2001, 

Azijske_studije_2022_1_FINAL.indd   276Azijske_studije_2022_1_FINAL.indd   276 19. 01. 2022   08:04:1519. 01. 2022   08:04:15



277Asian Studies X (XXVI), 1 (2022), pp. 261–285

it increased the amount and received the support of 590,000 American dollars 
(ibid. 2003, 237). The amount of South Korean government support for the 
fight against malaria in North Korea continued to grow, reaching one billion 
Korean won in 2008 and 1.3 billion in 2009. This support enabled North Ko-
rea to manage the number of patients relatively well, with 16,989 in 2008 and 
14,845 in 2009. However, when inter-Korean relations became colder South 
Korea ceased to support North Korea in the fight against malaria. The number 
of people infected by malaria increased to 16,760 in 2011 and 21,859 in 2012 
(WHO 2019, 182). From this, it can be seen that the support of South Korea 
has been crucial in the prevention of malaria.
North Korea also received South Korean support in the fight against infectious 
diseases coming from abroad, and the effect of the support was even more evident 
in the fight against swine flu than against malaria. Swine flu first appeared in the 
USA in April 2009 and spread to 214 countries. At the time, WHO warned of 
the disease and declared a pandemic (Kim Eu Suk 2020), which North Korea was 
unable to escape. On December 9, 2009, the North Korean news agency KCNA 
officially reported that there were nine confirmed cases of swine flu in Sinuiju and 
Pyongyang (Bak Ji-hwan 2009). When the South Korean government received 
this news, it sent 400,000 doses of the drug Tamiflu and 100,000 doses of Relen-
za, for a total of 500,000 doses (Kim Seung-wook 2009). North Korea revealed on 
January 19, 2010 how they used the medication received from South Korea. They 
distributed 380,000 doses to all cities and provinces, while storing 120,000 dos-
es in the State Committee for Emergency and Disaster Management (SCEDM) 
(DailyNK 2010).
During the outbreaks of MERS and the Ebola virus brought to North Korea 
from abroad, the South Korean government procured and gave away equipment 
for preventive measures, such as thermographic cameras. We must emphasize that 
North Korea requested aid through the Board for the Management of the Kae-
song industrial complex (Kim Hojun 2015). This is evidence that North Korea 
recognized the threat of infectious diseases spreading from abroad and wanted to 
act quickly by encouraging help with preventive care from South Korea. 
Since COVID-19 is also a foreign infectious disease, North Korea strived to pre-
vent the spread on a national level and therefore closed its borders with China at 
the beginning of the outbreak. However, it did not officially ask for South Korean 
support when it came to preventive care, as previously done to combat swine flu, 
Ebola or MERS. Nevertheless, the South Korean government issued a permit for 
the support of projects by private humanitarian organizations to help North Ko-
rea with preventive care in the fight against COVID-19, without disclosing their 
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names or plans. Although there was no official support at the government level, 
the private sector was allowed to help North Korea, and there were reports that 
at least 300 million Korean won’ worth of relief supplies were procured by various 
organizations.
The inter-Korean medical cooperation has not been reciprocal, as only South 
Korea has provided humanitarian aid to North Korea. This mainly happened 
in cases where North Korea needed or asked for aid, and in these cases aid was 
limited to urgent cases that made the end results clear, with relatively short-
term projects. 
Relations and political factors between the two Koreas also influenced health 
care and medical cooperation. However, since health care and medical coop-
eration are directly related to the lives of ordinary people, it should be car-
ried out regardless of the political circumstances, and most importantly without 
interruptions.

The Plan for Inter-Korean Cooperation in the Field of Health Care 

The agreement on the mutual statement from Pyongyang issued by the in-
ter-Korean leadership on September 19, 2018 included a written record that 
South and North Korea should jointly take necessary measures to prevent the 
spread of infectious diseases and strengthen cooperation in the field of preven-
tive care and health care. This record on inter-Korean health care cooperation in 
the Agreement on the Pyongyang Mutual Declaration Agreement shows that 
the Koreas should make joint efforts in this field because in this way they could 
protect people’s lives and reduce socio-economic problems in advance (Hwang 
2020, 31–32). 
However, for inter-Korean cooperation in health care to be effective and undis-
turbed, a more concrete plan is needed, not just an aimless project.
Firstly, humanitarian aid through private organizations should continue. As men-
tioned earlier, North Korea did not officially request aid from its southern neigh-
bours during the COVID-19 outbreak, but only accepted aid from private organ-
izations. If we wish to build trust, we must not stop helping through private and 
international organizations. The channels of private organizations should always 
remain open, because they work independently of the government and are not in-
fluenced by politics.
Secondly, awareness of inter-Korean cooperation in the field of health care and 
medicine should be raised in South Korea. Such cooperation should be taken as 
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a starting point for the “Korean Peninsula Living Communities” or “Korean Pen-
insula Health care Community” currently under discussion. It should be stressed 
that cooperation in the health care and medical fields could ensure a healthy life 
together for the residents of both South and North, therefore they should be ac-
tively informed about it (Lee Wootae 2020, 105). If we ignore the health care 
crisis in North Korea then we should not be surprised if it also endangers South 
Korea, and it must be recognised that in the case of infectious diseases the whole 
peninsula is at risk. We must also not overlook the fact that if the two Koreas 
were to unite, there would be even greater costs if we neglect cooperation in the 
field of health care. Closing the gap in health care systems between the South and 
North is one of the ways to prevent conflicts after unification. The fact that health 
care cooperation has a direct impact on reducing the cost of reunification should 
be actively promoted, and ties of empathy should be developed in both Korean 
societies.
Thirdly, there should be a beginning of low-level practical cooperation in ac-
cordance with current United Nations Security Council sanctions against North 
Korea. Joint academic conferences in common fields, the exchange of health 
care and medical technologies, and preventive cooperation would be possible. 
An infectious disease control network, and thus information sharing, should be 
established based on the existing inter-Korean agreement (Hwang 2020, 33). 
From a long-term viewpoint there should be an exchange of information not 
only on infectious diseases, but also from the general health care and medical 
fields, as well as from the fields of climate, environment, forestry, and so on, thus 
expanding cooperation.
For more effective and long-term cooperation in the field of health care and 
medicine, a special organization would have to be formed, such as the inter-Ko-
rean board for health care and medical cooperation. This could be considered as 
a fourth step. Such an organization would not only allow for regular and sus-
tained health care cooperation, but also a joint response in the event of an infec-
tious disease outbreak. In addition, a guidebook on health care could be issued, 
and perhaps the organization could even be used to conduct joint research.
We must not view cooperation between the Koreas in a narrow sense. Such coop-
eration is not only directly related to the lives of the inhabitants of both countries, 
but is also the foundation of cooperation in other areas, such as climate, the envi-
ronment and forestry.
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