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Korean peninsula 2020: overcoMing the challenges oF COVID-19 

Marco Milani

University of Bologna
marco.milani6@unibo.it

The COVID-19 pandemic had disruptive effects on the Korean peninsula, as well as 
in the rest of the world. Deploying two very different strategies, both Koreas were able 
to spare their populations from the most tragic consequences in terms of public health. 
However, the pandemic had important effects on the social and economic systems of 
both Koreas and also on their mutual relationship and their relations with the rest of 
the world.
In South Korea, after an initial localized outbreak, the government was able to imple-
ment early on a very effective strategy based on extensive testing, tracing and social 
distancing that prevented the situation from escalating out of control. The positive 
management of the pandemic led to a landslide victory for the party of President 
Moon Jae-in at the legislative election in April. In the second half of the year, howev-
er, existing tensions in domestic politics started to re-emerge.
North Korea faced the challenge of the new pandemic with an almost immediate 
isolation of the country from the rest of the world and the imposition of severe quaran-
tine measures. This strategy prevented the spreading of the virus within the country 
and preserved the fragile national health system; however, the costs of this isolation, 
combined with existing international sanctions and natural disasters, led to severe 
economic problems.
Inter-Korean and international relations remained limited during 2020, mostly be-
cause of the global consequences of the pandemic. Despite the efforts of President 
Moon to promote dialogue and cooperation on the peninsula, Pyongyang remained 
indifferent to these calls and displayed disappointment for the current management of 
inter-Korean relations through provocations and symbolic acts. 
The combined effect of the pandemic restrictions and the wait for the US presidential 
elections dominated international relations for both Koreas. South Korea worked to 
maintain positive relations with Washington despite some unresolved issues, while 
North Korea refrained from provocations aimed at the United States.

KeyWords – South Korea; North Korea; COVID-19; Inter-Korean relations; 
South Korea’s legislative elections; Kim Jong Un; Moon Jae-in; Korea-US 
relations.
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1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic certainly represents the most relevant single event 
that influenced and shaped developments on the Korean peninsula – and 
also at the global level – of the last decades. The health crisis triggered by 
the emergence of the new coronavirus had widespread repercussions in both 
Koreas, putting the two countries in a state of permanent emergency for the 
entire year. Despite grave concerns in the first phase, caused mostly by the 
scarcity of information about the new disease, both Koreas were able to avoid 
the most severe consequences in terms of public health, although deploying 
very different strategies. After an initial outbreak that seemed unmanagea-
ble, the South Korean government was able to regain control of the situation 
reasonably quickly, especially compared to several other countries, and from 
that moment onward it was able to manage the increase of new cases and 
slowly return to an almost normal situation, by deploying social distancing 
and other measures very early on and through widespread testing and trac-
ing of the infections. North Korea, on the other hand, immediately sealed its 
borders and avoided contacts and exchanges with foreign countries, in order 
to preserve its fragile national health system from collapsing. Despite these 
strategies prevented an out of control health crisis, the pandemic had serious 
effects on the social and economic situation of both Koreas.

In South Korea the first wave of infections arrived very early on, with 
the first case recorded on 20 January. The previous experiences with other 
similar diseases – such as the SARS epidemic in 2002-2003 and the MERS 
crisis of 2015 – gave the government important indications on how to act 
immediately to prevent the situation from escalating. The only cluster of in-
fections that seemed out of control was registered in the second half of Feb-
ruary, connected to a religious group whose practices of gatherings in close 
quarters for prolonged periods of time fuelled the spread of infections, in 
particular in the area around the city of Daegu. The health system deployed 
a strategy of aggressive testing and contact tracing that put the situation 
under control in a few weeks. After this initial outbreak, the government 
managed to maintain control on other localized clusters of infections that 
emerged over the course of the year. When the so-called «second wave» hit 
the country in November and December, the number of cases increased 
significantly, in particular in the Seoul area, but it never spiralled out of 
control and was managed through mild restrictions for social gatherings in 
public places and never required the implementation of a full lockdown. 
This effective strategy partly preserved the normal social and economic ac-
tivities, although the country’s economy suffered from the contraction of 
the global economy – especially in developed countries – and the decrease 
of international trade. 

In terms of domestic politics, after a short hiatus of the rivalry be-
tween the two main parties in the first phase of the pandemic, the race for 
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the National Assembly elections in April revived the political polarization 
that had characterized the previous year. The elections resulted in a land-
slide victory for the Democratic Party of President Moon Jae-in, whose gov-
ernment was credited for a very effective management of the pandemic. In 
the second half of the year, however, the confrontational trends re-emerged, 
with the rivalry between progressives and conservatives, also in preparation 
for the presidential race of 2020, and a new tension between the govern-
ment and the national prosecution.

The North Korean regime acted immediately upon the emergence 
of the new pandemic, closing the borders and imposing strict quarantine 
measures to all the suspect cases. This decision prevented the new disease 
from spreading in the country and engulfing the health system; however, 
it caused a collapse of trade and economic exchanges with China, North 
Korea’s most important trading partner, that paired with international sanc-
tions and natural disasters caused by extreme weather events led to severe 
economic problems. 

The COVID-19 pandemic with the restrictions that it caused had 
consequences also on inter-Korean relations and on the international re-
lations of both Koreas. The pre-eminence of domestic concerns and the 
limitations to international movements led to a sort of freezing of sever-
al open issues. As for inter-Korean relations, the negative trend that had 
begun during the previous year continued, especially in the first half of 
2020. South Korean President Moon Jae-in renewed his calls for re-starting 
cooperation, pointing at health cooperation as a possible new avenue to 
improve inter-Korean relations; the response from the North, however, was 
generally negative: the proposals for health cooperation and assistance 
were never reciprocated by the North Korean regime, that in turn dis-
played its disappointment towards Seoul through low-level military provo-
cations and very powerful and symbolic acts, such as the demolition of the 
inter-Korean liaison office in Kaesong.

As for international relations, the presidential elections in what can be 
considered as one of the most «significant other» for both Koreas, the Unit-
ed States, pushed them toward the adoption of a wait-and-see approach. 
Seoul focused on maintaining a positive relation with Washington, despite 
some unresolved issues, waiting for the elections results first, and for the 
complete transition to the new administration later. Relations between 
Seoul and Tokyo remained tense but did not escalate as had happened dur-
ing 2019. North Korea adopted a similar wait-and-see strategy, refraining 
from provocative acts and inflammatory rhetoric against the United States 
for the entire year. The presidential elections in November certainly played 
a major role in this, but also the need of the leadership to focus on domestic 
problems, with the perspective of a new Congress of the Party scheduled 
for January 2021. The election of Biden and the power transition in the US 
will represent a crucial factor for the future of both Koreas, not only for the 
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strategy that the new administration will implement towards the two Koreas 
but also for its relationship with China and the consequences that it will 
have for the entire region.

2. Domestic politics

2.1. The COVID-19 pandemic and its social and economic consequences

Like every other country around the world, the COVID-19 pandemic dom-
inated the agenda of domestic politics in South Korea and influenced every 
aspects of its social, economic and political development. The last months 
of 2019 had been marked by a strong political rivalry between progressives 
and conservatives which had culminated with the resignation of one of the 
most controversial political figures in October, the Justice Minister Cho 
Kuk. In January 2020, there were signs that this strong polarization was to 
continue in the new year, in anticipation of the legislative elections sched-
uled for April 2020. However, when the first case of COVID-19 was officially 
recorded in South Korea on 20 January, the divisions between the two polit-
ical fronts were temporarily put aside to concentrate all efforts on fighting 
the new virus and prevent an uncontrolled outbreak in the country.

When the first information about the emergence of a new coronavirus 
in Wuhan started to circulate, the South Korean government found itself in 
a very complicated situation: the country was one of the more connected to 
China, with hundreds of direct flights every week – including dozens to and 
from the city of Wuhan – and an economy that was deeply integrated with 
China, especially for trade and manufacturing. At the same time, South 
Korea had gathered a crucial knowledge in dealing with the risks of new 
airborne diseases due to the previous experiences with SARS in 2002-2003 
and MERS in 2015.1 The main lesson that had been learned from the ac-
tions – and even more from the mistakes – of these previous health crises 
was the importance to act as quickly as possible to prevent an uncontrolled 
spread of the new disease within the country, even with a small number of 
confirmed cases. Moving from these premises, the government acted fast to 
put in place a reliable system of testing, contact tracing and isolation. This 
strategy proved to be very effective and, despite several localized outbreaks 
over the course of the year, spared the country from the most destructive 
effects in terms of infections, mortality and also economic consequences. 

The first officially detected case of COVID-19 in the country was a 
Chinese citizen, who recently returned from China, in the city of Incheon.2 

1.  Marco Milani, ‘Korean Peninsula 2015: One step forward and two steps 
back’, Asia Maior, XXVI/2015, pp. 59-60. 

2.  ‘S. Korea reports 1st confirmed case of China coronavirus’, Yonhap News 
Agency, 20 January 2020.
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About a week later, on 28 January, after the fourth recorded case, the gov-
ernment decided to put in place the first restrictive measures and to organ-
ize charter flights to evacuate South Korean citizens from the city of Wuhan 
and the neighbouring region that in the meantime had been put under 
a strict lockdown by the Chinese authorities. By the end of January, the 
number of cases rose to eleven and the first human-to-human transmissions 
within the country were confirmed. In the following weeks the spread of the 
new disease was considered to be under control, with the number of cases 
around 30 by mid-February. In the meantime, the government imposed a 
ban on entering the country to all non-Korean citizens coming from, or 
transiting through, the Chinese province of Hubei3 

In this very early phase, the measures adopted by the government 
followed two main lines: the first one, put in place by several countries 
around the world, was to restrict the arrival of persons from the most hit 
areas, the second one was to put in place a reliable system of testing, trac-
ing and isolation of possible infected patients. One of the mistakes that led 
to the spread of MERS in 2015 – another respiratory disease caused by a 
coronavirus – was the lack of public information combined with the lack 
of test kits and unpreparedness of part of the health system. Carriers of 
the virus moved freely from one health facility to another, spreading the 
infection to other patients. In order to avoid this situation from happen-
ing again, the government had created emergency response systems, with 
trained personnel and immediate approval of diagnostic kits in case of 
a new emergency. In the days after the first confirmed case, government 
officials and pharmaceutical companies met to coordinate for the pro-
duction and approval of test kits as soon as possible and in less than two 
weeks the first kits were approved and distributed, reaching 20,000 tests 
per day in a very short time. In addition, health officials also designed and 
implemented «drive-through» sites for testing, making the process faster 
and reducing the risk of infections in close proximity, the first of which was 
up and running by 23 February – one of the innovative ideas that will later 
be implemented also in many other countries. As for tracing, the govern-
ment started in the early stages to use technological instruments, such 
as phone apps and geo-localization through the GPS system. A further 
measure that greatly helped in containing the spread of the new disease 
was the creation of designated sites for COVID-19, with specific medical 
facilities that were assigned only for the testing and treatment of COVID 
patients, clearly identified by the government and signalled outside the 
facility. This system effectively contributed to limit the spread of the virus 
among patients.4

3.  Ahn Sung-mi, ‘Korea to ban entry from China’s Hubei province’, The Korea 
Herald, 2 February 2020.

4.  Victor Cha, ‘South Korea Offers a Lesson in Best Practices’, Foreign Affairs, 
10 April 2020.
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In order to keep the public informed and disseminate useful infor-
mation about the new virus and the disease, public health authorities also 
created a call centre dedicated to it and started immediately to central-
ly collect data about the cases. Facemasks and other personal protective 
equipment were also supplied to health workers and medical facilities 
immediately. When the country started to suffer from shortages of masks 
the government implemented a centralized price-control and distribution 
system, that prevented hoarding and counterproductive competition that 
would have highly increased the prices.5 The proactive strategy adopted by 
the government in the very early stages and the efforts in keeping the pub-
lic informed about the development of the health crisis also contributed to 
the improvement of public trust towards the government which in turn led 
to higher levels of compliance with norms and limitations implemented to 
contain the pandemic.6

Despite the efforts put in place by the government, an outbreak of 
the new coronavirus – which spread much faster than the SARS and MERS 
viruses, specifically also through asymptomatic subjects – emerged around 
the city of Daegu in late February. In mid-February a small number of infec-
tions that could not be traced back to travels to China or to other foreign 
countries emerged. Of particular concern for the authorities was what be-
came known as «patient 31», a member of the Shincheonji religious group 
from Daegu, who continued to attend the religious gatherings of the group 
after showing the first symptoms of the infection.7 In a few days the number 
of new positive cases increased dramatically in the area around the city: on 
20 February the confirmed cases reached 104, with 73 in only two days, on 
21 February the new cases doubled to 204 and on 23 February they exceed-
ed 600, in a dramatic demonstration of the ability of the infection to grow 
exponentially. In the same days, South Korea also recorded the first death 
due to COVID-19, a patient that had been treated for pneumonia in the 
southern city of Cheongdo.8 

The cluster of infections that emerged was mostly located in the city 
of Daegu and the surrounding areas and involved people who had taken 
part in the religious activities of the Shincheonji group or who had been 
in contact with member of the same group. The government responded by 
raising the threat alert to the highest level and by asking citizens in those 
areas to stay home; a full lockdown, however, was never implemented. The 
government closed day care centres, banned outdoor large gatherings and 

5.  Ibid.
6.  S. Nathan Park, ‘Confucianism Isn’t Helping Beat the Coronavirus’, Foreign 

Policy, 2 April 2020.
7.  Hyonhee Shin & Hyun Young Yi, ‘Secretive church at center of South Korea’s 

explosive coronavirus outbreak’, Reuters, 27 February 2020.
8.  ‘S. Korea reports 1st death from virus, cases soar to 104’, Yonhap News Agency, 

20 February 2020
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postponed the reopening of schools that was scheduled for early March.9 At 
the same time, public health officials started to trace the contacts of all the 
new positive cases, an effort that was made more difficult by the secrecy that 
surrounded the religious organizations, whose members often hide their 
membership. 

In late February and early March, South Korea became one of the 
new hotspots for the spreading of SARS-COV-2 around the world together 
with the new outbreaks in Iran and Northern Italy. The efforts to contain 
the cluster in Daegu however proved to be very effective, thanks also to the 
widespread testing that focused on the members of Shincheonji. Around 10 
March the situation seemed to be again under control, with the total num-
ber of cases around 7500 and the new daily cases in substantial decrease.10 
In contrast, the outbreak located in other parts of the world seemed to be 
increasingly out of control, with a very negative outlook for the following 
weeks in Europe and the first signs that the pandemic was going to hit hard 
also in the United States and other parts of the American continent. In this 
evolving situation, South Korea rapidly passed from being one of the most 
hit countries in the world to become one of the clearest examples of how to 
implement effective efforts to contain the pandemic.11 Other countries in 
East Asia proved to be extremely effective in limiting the spread of the virus 
– such as in the cases of Taiwan and Vietnam – but South Korea showed how 
to regain control of the situation after a seemingly uncontrolled outbreak. 
Furthermore, the authorities in Seoul were able to achieve this result with-
out imposing lockdowns or shutting down large parts of the economy, as 
had happened in China with Wuhan and the Hubei region and as it would 
happen shortly thereafter in many Western countries. The «South Korean 
model» on how to «flatten the curve» became known at the global level,12 but 
for many countries the pandemic was already too widespread within their 
borders and following South Korea’s examples was not feasible any longer. 
The new virus – and the disease that it caused – was seen and perceived for 
weeks as a problem that was affecting China and other East Asian countries, 
as something «other» that was detached from the rest of the world, and in 
particular from Western countries.13 In the same way, the effective strategies 
that several East Asian countries put in place at a very early stage in order 
to contain the pandemic were not properly taken into consideration by most 

9.  Choe Sang-hun, ‘As Coronavirus Cases Spiral, South Korea Raises Threat 
Alert Level’, The New York Times, 23 February 2020.

10.  Thomas Maresca, ‘South Korea says coronavirus is ‘«coming under con-
trol»’, UPI, 9 March 2020.

11.  Jongeun Yo, ‘Lessons From South Korea’s Covid-19 Policy Response’, The 
American Review of Public Administration, Vol. 50, No. 6-7, 2020, pp. 801-808.

12.  Max Fisher & Choe Sang-hun, ‘How South Korea Flattened the Curve’, The 
New York Times, 23 March 2020.

13.  Marius Meinhof, ‘Othering the virus’, Discover Society, 21 March 2020.
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Western countries, that considered them as inapplicable to their specific 
contexts; once several of these governments realized the efficacy of these 
approaches and the fact that many of these measures were applicable also 
to their situations, in most cases it was already too late and the spread of the 
new virus was already uncontrolled.

Around the end of March the number of daily cases was well under 
100 and the country was slowly returning to a more normal situation. The 
legislative elections for example were regularly held on 15 April, with early 
voting operations starting a few days in advance and an effective system of 
social distancing in place. Despite these successes, the pandemic had im-
portant consequences on the economic and productive life of the country. 
The restrictions and social distancing measures negatively impacted all the 
activities that provided services to the public in closed spaces – bar, restau-
rants, gyms, etc… – but, considering the global dimension of the crisis, also 
South Korean exports, which represent an important part of the economy, 
were strongly affected. The president met with the opposition leaders in late 
February to discuss new measures and secure their support in the National 
Assembly.14 In mid-March the Bank of Korea cut the interest rate of half a 
point, reaching the record low level of 0.75%.15 On 19 March the first plan 
to counter the economic effects of the virus was launched by the govern-
ment, for a total of almost US$ 40 billion, specifically tailored to support 
small and medium enterprises.16 Over the course of the year, the National 
Assembly would pass fourth extra-budget bills aimed at supporting the na-
tional economy from the effects of the pandemic.

From the perspective of the health crisis, in April the situation was 
under control, on 30 April the country recorded zero cases for the first 
time in 72 days. In 20 May, schools started to reopen, with students in the 
last year of high school after more than two months of postponement.17 
In early May a new cluster of infections in Itaewon, an area of Seoul with 
several bars and nightclubs, prompted new temporary restrictions in the 
capital area; this trend of limited restrictions in specific areas of the country 
would continue throughout the summer, to rapidly contain the emergence 
of new clusters.

A second wave of infection with substantial numbers of new cases 
became a concern at the end of the summer. In August, the number of 
daily cases temporarily reached several hundreds, most of them connected 

14.  Choi He-suk, ‘Moon requests parties’ support for budget for COVID-19 
outbreak’, The Korea Herald, 28 February 2020.

15.  Sam Kim & Hooyeon Kim, ‘Bank of Korea Slashes Rate in Emergency Move 
After Fed Cut’, Bloomberg, 16 March 2020.

16.  Hyonhee Shin & Cynthia Kim, ‘South Korea pledges $39 billion emergency 
funding for small businesses’, Reuters, 19 March 2020.

17.  ‘Delight and worry as South Korean schools reopen’, Yonhap News Agency, 
20 May 2020.



Korean peninsula 2020

79

to the religious organization Sarang Jeil, whose leader Jun Kwang-hoon 
was a staunch opponent of Moon Jae-in’s government and had organized 
a rally in downtown Seoul on 15 August with more than 20.000 participant 
and no respect for social distancing measures.18 In order to contain this 
new outbreak, restrictions were applied to the area around Seoul until mid-
September when the situation was again under control. After weeks of calm 
and restrictions at the lowest level, the second wave arrived at the end of 
November with cases that rapidly climbed above 500 a day mostly in the area 
around the capital. The level of restrictions was quickly elevated to Level 
2.5 – on a scale to 3 – in Seoul and to Level 2 in the rest of the country.19 
These measures stabilized the number of new infections at a level that was 
higher than during summer but still manageable. It is worth noticing that 
in South Korea a lockdown was never implemented and no restrictions 
to the movement of people were enforced, in some cases the authorities 
strongly encouraged people not to move around without a specific reason. 
The measures were mostly related to early closures of public places, such as 
cafés, bars, restaurants and gyms, and to avoid gatherings of large numbers 
of people. For this reason, the country was able to limit the economic and 
social effects of the pandemic – the advance estimate of the Bank of Korea 
reports a contraction of the economy of only -1.0%20 – and was considered 
as a virtuous model at the global level.

2.2. National Assembly elections and political tension during the pandemic

The national crisis triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic led to a temporary 
moment of national unity among South Korea’s political forces. However, 
with the cases declining rapidly and legislative elections scheduled for mid-
April, the usual confrontational dynamic between conservatives and pro-
gressives rapidly re-emerged.

The political movements in preparation for the elections started 
before the pandemic hit. Prime Minister Lee Nak-yon, one of the leaders of 
the Democratic Party, had already resigned in 2019, to run for a seat in the 
National Assembly and to prepare for a possible presidential nomination 
in 2022. To replace him, another prominent member of the same party, 
Chung Sye-kyun was confirmed as new prime minister on 13 January.21 
On the conservative front, on 13 February the main opposition party, 
the Liberty Korea Party, merged with two smaller groups to form the new 
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21.  ‘Assembly approves prime minister nominee’, Yonhap News Agency, 13 Jan-
uary 2020.
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United Future Party.22 A few weeks later, three centrist parties, Bareunmirae, 
Party for Democracy and Peace e New Alternative Party, decided to merge, 
in order to have more chances to win parliamentary seats.23 A new feature 
of these elections was also represented by the more active role of North 
Korean defectors in the political life of South Korea: the prominent former 
North Korean diplomat Thae Yong-ho was a candidate for the conservative 
party, while a new party formed by defectors, the Inter-Korean Unification 
Party, ran for the first time on a platform based on improving life conditions 
for defectors in the South and the more ambitious goal of liberating North 
Korea from the authoritarian regime.24

Given the limitations for the pandemic, the electoral campaign was 
obviously more restricted than in the past. The Democratic Party of Pres-
ident Moon Jae-in strongly emphasized the efficient management of the 
pandemic by the government and also the need for the president to count 
on a strong parliamentary majority to continue the fight against the virus 
and to plan the social and economic recovery after the phase of emergency. 
On the other side, the conservative opposition focused on issues that had 
lowered the approval rate for the government before the pandemic, such 
as the scandal that involved former Justice Minister Cho Kuk and the stale-
mate in inter-Korean relations. 

The results that came in on 15 April reported a landslide victory 
for the Democratic Party and a great success for Moon Jae-in. Despite the 
social distancing measures and the risks associated to the pandemic the 
turnout was the highest for National Assembly elections since 1992, at 
66.2%. The two main parties won almost all the seats, thanks to the crea-
tion of smaller satellite parties to contend the proportional representation 
seats. The final results gave the Democratic Party 180 seats, the largest ma-
jority ever since democratization in 1987, the conservative United Future 
Party won 103 seats, while 5 seats were won by independent candidates, 6 
seats were allocated to the left Justice Party and 3 each to the centrist Peo-
ple Party, led by Ahn Cheol-soo, and the liberal Open Democratic Party.25 
The electoral defeat of the conservatives had important consequences: the 
leader and possible presidential candidate Hwang Kyo-ahn was defeated 
by Lee Nak-yon for the race in the district of Jongno in central Seoul and 
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resigned,26 kicking off a new race for the leadership of the party and the 
future candidacy for the presidential elections of 2022.

The results also gave a fundamental boost to Moon Jae-in’s presiden-
cy for his last two years in office. The positive management of the pandemic 
certainly played a key role in this, but the large majority gave the president 
new momentum to put forward other key points of his political platform. 
For example, in his first speech at the newly elected National Assembly, on 
16 July, Moon asked the parliament to ratify the inter-Korean agreements 
signed in 2018, with the aim of reinforcing their status and making them 
more permanent.27 The government priorities were reaffirmed in Moon’s 
October speech about the budget, in which the president stated that the 
priority for 2021 would be a revival of the economic, as well as new laws for 
reducing social inequalities and a new push for inter-Korean cooperation.28 
In December, the president held a televised speech during which he pre-
sented the strategy to reach carbon neutrality before 2050.29

The results of the elections did not put an end to the strong politi-
cal polarization between progressives and conservatives. In early June, The 
main opposition party decided to boycott the first parliamentary session for 
a lack of an inter-party agreement on the formation of the commissions and 
returned to the Assembly only weeks later, in early July. During the summer, 
both parties started to reorganize for the long race for the presidential elec-
tions: Lee Nak-yon was nominated as leader of the Democratic Party on 28 
August,30 while the conservative party, in an effort to refound itself after the 
clear defeat of April changed its name to People Power Party.31 

The second half of the year proved to be a troubling period for the 
domestic situation in South Korea. In addition to the second wave of in-
fections in autumn, the country was severely hit by a series of typhoons 
in August and September, provoking considerable damages and victims. 
The heavy rains of early August caused more than 20 victims and displaced 
thousands of people; the country was again hit by typhoons Maysak and 
Haishen in September with more damages and victims.32 
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The Democratic Party in the meantime was shaken by scandals involv-
ing accusations of sexual harassment by high-level members. In April the 
mayor of Busan, the second largest city, Oh Keo-don resigned after admit-
ting to sexual misconduct against a public servant;33 a few months later, on 
9 July, the mayor of Seoul killed himself before the accusation of sexual har-
assment by one of his assistant became public.34 These two events shed new 
light on a widespread problem in the male-dominated South Korean society 
in which men in positions of power take advantage of the power imbalance 
to sexually harass women. Despite the efforts of the #metoo movement, 
that started to be very active in South Korea from 2018, this pattern is still 
widespread in the country’s patriarchal and hierarchical power system and 
involves not only politicians but also famous directors and performers as 
well as prominent athletes and coaches.35

A further controversial issue in terms of domestic politics emerged 
in the last months of the year, when the confrontation between the Minis-
try of Justice and State prosecution reignited. The long-term government 
design to reform the prosecution and limit its powers especially over the 
law enforcement system had already caused tension under previous min-
isters, in particular with the case of Cho Kuk.36 The first moves of the 
new Minister Choo Mi-ae had already created tension in the first days of 
the year, when she decided to relocate 32 members of the prosecutors, 
including some considered as very close to the Prosecutor General Yoon 
Seok-youl. The controversy re-emerged in October, when the minister de-
cided to remove Yoon from the investigation over a corruption case that 
involved a hedge fund, after allegations from a suspect that the general 
prosecutor was not properly investigating other prosecutors and politi-
cians from the opposition party who were involved in the scandal. The 
decision was thus motivated by the need to ensure neutrality in the inves-
tigation. After an internal audit found a number of irregularities in Yoon’s 
conduct, Choo decided to suspend the prosecutor and convene a disci-
plinary commission to decide on possible sanctions against him.37 This 
measure sparked a harsh controversy between the prosecution and the 
Ministry, but also between the two political fronts, with the progressives 
supporting the Minister’s decision and the conservatives accusing it of 
political interference in the judiciary and supporting Yoon. The decision 
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of the disciplinary panel on 16 December decided to suspend Yoon for two 
months; however, one week later, the Seoul Administrative Court accepted 
Yoon’s request against the suspension and reinstated the general prose-
cutor.38 The decision marked a victory for Yoon and a defeat not only for 
Choo Mi-ae but for Moon Jae-in as well, as the president stood behind the 
minister throughout the process. After the verdict Choo decided to resign 
after only one year in office, while Yoon came out in several opinion polls 
as one of the most popular possible candidate for the conservative party 
for the upcoming 2022 presidential elections, paving the way for a switch 
to a new political career.

The year of the pandemic ended with mixed results for Moon Jae-in 
and his government. The president’s popularity had in fact been in decline 
for some time at the beginning of the year; but the very effective manage-
ment of the health crisis gave Moon a second «honeymoon» with the public 
opinion that translated into the landslide victory at the legislative elections 
in April. In the second half of the year, however, the problems of the country 
started to re-emerge and in particular the strong political polarization and 
the increase of existing social inequalities that the pandemic had empha-
sized. Although the economic consequences of the health crisis were gener-
ally less damaging than in other countries, the first and foremost challenge 
of Moon’s government in his last year and a half in office will be that of 
reviving the economy with the goal of reducing inequalities and mend the 
social and political fabric of the country.

2.3. The COVID-19 pandemic and domestic troubles in North Korea

Despite its international isolation, the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic 
severely hit North Korea. The country promptly sealed its borders as the 
health situation worsened in China and the human-to-human transmission 
of the virus was confirmed. The very restrictive measures, combined with 
the capillary control of the regime on the population and on the move-
ment across the borders protected the country from a widespread infection: 
throughout the entire year the regime did not report any case of COVID-19. 
Despite the difficulties in confirming this information, no major health cri-
sis has been observed within the country. However, the border closure cer-
tainly had economic effects on North Korea, reducing trade with its most 
important trade partner, China, of around 80% in the entire year. These 
effects, combined with extreme weather events during the summer, led to 
severe economic problems and food shortages in the country.

Unlike previous years, Kim Jong Un did not start the year with the 
traditional New Year’s address; instead the policy indications for 2020 
and for the following years were provided by the leader during a meeting 
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of the Central Committee of the Party from 28 to 31 December 2019. 
The main emphasis of the leader was on maintaining a strong nuclear 
deterrent against possible attacks from the outside but even more on the 
importance to focus on building the country’s economy; in this perspec-
tive Kim called on the population to resist against international sanctions 
through a self-reliant economic development.39 With the outbreak of the 
global pandemic the call on self-reliance would become an even more 
stringent necessity.

In order to avoid an uncontrollable spread of the new coronavirus, 
the regime declared a national emergency on 28 January, isolated the coun-
try from every contact with the outside and imposed a stringent 30 days 
quarantine system for all foreigners and suspect cases.40 On 24 February 
the regime announced that 380 foreigners were under quarantine measures 
and that new controls for people recently returned from abroad had been 
implemented.41 The first reported high-level meeting about the pandemic 
was held on 29 February, when Kim presided over a Politburo meeting to 
discuss measures to prevent the spread of the new disease.42 During these 
weeks, when the infection was fast growing in parts of China and South Ko-
rea, Pyongyang reported no confirmed cases of the new disease, a sign that 
the early measures of isolation had prevented a health crisis that might have 
led to the collapse of the fragile national health system.

In April the international attention started to focus on the rumour 
that Kim Jong Un might be severely ill or even dead that quickly spread 
among observers and analysts, following a report from DailyNK that he un-
derwent heart surgery, later corrected into a cardiovascular procedure.43 
The fact that Kim did not participate at the 15 April celebrations – that 
commemorate the birth of his grandfather and founder of the nation Kim 
Il Sung – and that he was not seen in public for several days fuelled specu-
lations about his conditions, leading to an endless number of articles and 
analyses about the possible succession to his sister Kim Yo Jong or other 
scenarios for a post-Kim Jong Un North Korea. The South Korean gov-
ernment and intelligence agency tried to limit the spread of unconfirmed 
information stating that the North Korean leader was alive and that no 
unusual sign was reported in the country. The speculations ended only on 
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1st May when Kim reappeared in public for the inauguration of a fertilizer 
plant in Sunchon.44 

After his supposed «mysterious disappearance», Kim Jong Un pre-
sided over a series of important political meetings both of the Politburo 
and of the Party’s Central Military Commission during which the leadership 
discussed both matters related to the anti-pandemic measures and to the 
country’s military defence and deterrence. Two meetings held in August 
were particularly important. During a Politburo session on 13 August, Kim 
stated that, despite the economic crisis caused by the pandemic and the 
damage caused by extreme weather events, the country should not accept 
aid and assistance from abroad because of the risk of letting the infection 
inside the country, stressing again the importance of self-reliance.45 A few 
days later, during a meeting of the Central Committee, Kim in a somehow 
unexpected move explicitly acknowledge the partial failure of the leader-
ship in achieving the economic goals that had been set. In addition, he 
announced that the party would hold its eighth Congress in January 2021, 
the first in five years.46

The typhoons that hit the Korean peninsula during summer caused 
severe damages also to the North. In particular the province of North 
Hwanghae was hit by heavy rains and floods in early August and a few weeks 
later the typhoon Bavi hit the South Hwanghae province. The typhoons 
Maysak and Haishen provoked floods and damages in the area around 
Wonsan and in the Kangwon province in early September. Kim Jong Un 
personally visited several areas hit by these events. Despite the extensive 
damages, the North Korean leadership kept on refusing to accept help from 
the outside, specifically from South Korea, and continued to stress the im-
portance of self-reliance in reconstructing the affected areas.47

After the announcement of the organization of the Party Congress in 
January the attention turned towards this crucial event for the political and 
social life of the country. Nonetheless, another important event was sched-
uled for 2020: the 75° anniversary of the foundation of the Workers’ Party 
of Korea. On 10 October a massive military parade was held in Pyongyang, 
during which the regime displayed what appeared to be a new but untested 
Intercontinental ballistic missiles in addition to other weapon systems. Dur-
ing the celebrations Kim also delivered a speech in which he emphasized 
again the importance of the nuclear deterrent to defend the country; an 
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important part of the speech, however, was dedicated to messages directed 
to the citizens and the hardship that they had to endure during the year, in 
a clear effort to empathize with the people. As mentioned in the speech, the 
country had to endure «three hardships»: the international sanctions, the 
pandemic and natural disasters; the leader expressed his gratitude to the 
people and said that he was sorry for not being able to improve the life con-
ditions of the citizens, in a very emotional part of the speech during which 
Kim almost cried.48 The speech represents an important example of the 
communication style of the leader: while in August he acknowledged the 
partial failure of the leadership, this time he again explicitly recognized his 
failure but with a more direct connection between himself and the people in 
a display of humanity and compassion for the difficulties that North Korean 
citizens had to endure. The eighth Congress scheduled for January will be 
a crucial event to understand how the leadership is planning to overcome 
these difficulties and also the regime’s strategy in a post-pandemic world.

3. Inter-Korean relations

3.1. The (non)development of inter-Korean relations during the pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic had an impact also on inter-Korean relations: the 
very limited exchanges still in place were curtailed even further, especially 
after North Korea decided to seal the borders of the country to prevent the 
spread of the new virus; in addition, the pandemic obviously affected do-
mestic politics in both countries and inevitably shifted the attention of the 
governments away from initiatives on inter-Korean relations. 

The previous year had ended with a negative perspective on the fu-
ture of relations between North and South Korea. The positive momentum 
for dialogue and cooperation created during 2018 and the first months of 
2019 seemed to be lost, while a revival of confrontational rhetoric combined 
with a provocative attitude had re-emerged.49 In spite of this situation, Pres-
ident Moon Jae-in remained committed to his cooperative approach and in 
his New Year’s Press Conference remarked again the importance of putting 
inter-Korean dialogue and cooperation back on track, identifying tourism 
as a possible sector in which the two Koreas could re-start to work together.50 
The emphasis that the South Korean government kept putting on coop-
eration with Pyongyang also created tension with the United States, when 
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the American ambassador in Seoul, Harry Harris, stated that South Korea 
should consult with Washington before proposing new forms of cooperation 
with the North. This public statement was harshly criticized in South Korea, 
especially from the progressive part, as an improper interference in domes-
tic affairs.51 The episode, however, demonstrated once more the difficult 
position of the government in Seoul, caught between the adherence to the 
sanctions-based policy supported by the United States and the strategic goal 
of improving inter-Korean relations of the Moon administration.

When the new coronavirus became a security priority in the entire 
region the two Koreas jointly decided to temporarily close the liaison office 
in Kaesong and on 30 January the 58 South Korean members of the staff 
returned to the South.52 The closure was meant to be temporary, but the 
event of the following months led to a negative and permanent outcome for 
that example of inter-Korean cooperation. Apart from this joint decision, 
cooperation between the two Koreas on the health crisis remained non-ex-
istent for the rest of the year, despite several public call of the South Korean 
government which considered it as a possible new avenue to promote in-
ter-Korean exchanges.

If the first weeks of the year were characterized by stalling relations, 
in March the situation worsened. North Korea resumed short-range missile 
testing and military drills close to the border in four different occasions in 
March and once more on 14 April.53 In order not to heighten confronta-
tion, the South Korean government tried to maintain a rather low profile 
in condemning the tests, mainly expressing concern and asking to stop all 
the military provocations. Nevertheless, the North Korean regime reacted 
vehemently to these remarks, with Kim Jong Un’s sister, Kim Yo Jong, is-
suing a very harsh statement, that included also derogatory terms, saying 
that Seoul had no right to condemn Pyongyang’s actions.54 The fact that 
the statement was issued directly by Kim Yo Jong signalled the fact that the 
leader’s sister was assuming a prominent role in managing inter-Korean 
relations. A few days later, however, Kim Jong Un himself sent a letter to 
Moon Jae-in expressing his support for South Korea’s fight against the 
virus – in early March the country was in the midst of the first wave of in-
fections – and offering his thoughts on the situation on the peninsula (the 
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content was not disclosed by the government).55 This dynamic resembled 
the same approach that the North Korean regime had also kept with the 
US administration in the previous months, with high officials publicly crit-
icizing Washington, while at the same time the leader maintained a cordial 
relation with his direct counterpart.

The strong victory of Moon Jae-in’s party at the National Assembly 
elections on 15 April, strengthen the president’s position in his last two 
years in office, including for his inter-Korean policy. On the second anni-
versary of his first meeting with Kim Jong Un and of the Panmunjom decla-
ration, on 27 April, Moon reaffirmed his willingness to pursue inter-Korean 
cooperation despite existing international limitations.56 The South Korean 
president reiterated this position in his official speech marking the third 
anniversary of his presidency on 10 May, proposing cooperation on health 
measures to fight the pandemic as a possible way forward that would not 
breach the sanctions in place.57 As had already happened with previous ef-
forts, North Korea remained silent about this offer.

Unfortunately for the South Korean administration, the situation 
quickly worsened again in early June, when Kim Yo Jong issued a new 
statement in which the regime affirmed its resolution to adopt a series of 
measures, which included closing down the liaison office in Kaesong, in 
protest against the initiatives of non-governmental organizations which 
launched leaflets and other propaganda materials into the North from the 
South Korean border using balloons. Kim Yo Jong explicitly referred to 
the inability of the government to stop these initiatives, which was consid-
ered as connivance.58 This new negative development not only triggered 
a new crisis in inter-Korean relations, but it also led to a fierce debate 
within South Korea about the possibility to prohibit such initiatives. The 
orientation of the South Korean government appeared immediately clear 
when, one day after KCNA reported Kim Yo Jong statement, the Minis-
ter of Unification affirmed that a law to ban these activities was required 
in order to eliminate actions that could create tension and represent a 
problem for people living nearby the border.59 Despite Seoul’s efforts to 
reduce confrontation, the situation quickly escalated: over the course of 
the following days several North Korean news outlet reported public de-
nounces and threats against the actions carried out by these organizations 
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in the South, on 9 June Pyongyang announced the interruption of all 
communication lines between the two Koreas, including the direct mili-
tary hotline,60 and on 13 June Kim Yo Jong issued another inflammatory 
statement with a very specific reference to the destruction of the liaison 
office in Kaesong.61 Three days later the office was in fact demolished with 
a very theatrical explosion.

This time the reaction of the government in Seoul was much stronger 
and the responsibility clearly put on the behaviour of the North Korean re-
gime.62 The Minister of Unification Kim Yeon-chul immediately presented 
his resignation which President Moon accepted a few days later.63 The mo-
ment of tension did not end with the demolition of the liaison office. In the 
following days, the North Korean regime reinstalled loudspeakers along the 
border, which had been used in the past to broadcast propaganda messages 
towards the South, and circulated pictures of balloons full with images of 
Moon Jae-in covered in cigarettes butts, ash and other dirt, threatening to 
send millions of them across the border.64 Despite this menacing rhetoric 
and actions, the campaign aimed against the South Korean government was 
suddenly called off by Kim Jong Un himself after a meeting of the Central 
Military Commission on 24 June, after which the loudspeaker were removed 
and the articles against Seoul eliminated from the news outlets.65 This dy-
namic of sudden harsh attacks against the South related to a specific issue 
– that could be considered as a minor issue – is not new in the development 
of inter-Korean relations; in this specific case, the issue of the leaflets was 
used as a pretext to signal in a very direct way the disappointment of the 
North Korea regime towards the managing of inter-Korean relations by the 
South Korean government.

The events of June 2020 had political repercussions in the South. 
After the resignation of the Minister of Unification, Moon Jae-in seized 
the opportunity for a reshuffle of his entire team in charge of relations with 
Pyongyang: Kim Yeon-chul was replaced with Lee In-young, the parliamen-
tary leader of the Democratic Party and a strong advocate of reconcilia-
tion with the North, Suh Hoon was moved from head of the National In-
telligence Service to National Security Adviser, and Park Jie-won replaced 
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Suh at the helm of the secret service. All these high-level officials strongly 
supported dialogue and cooperation with Pyongyang and had an extensive 
network of contacts across the 38° parallel.66 This reshuffle clearly signalled 
Moon Jae-in intention to revive inter-Korean relations and make it a top 
priority of his last two years in office. 

3.2. Border incidents and propaganda balloons

After this months of tension and confrontation, in the second half of the 
year, inter-Korean relations remained in a sort of stalemate, with most of 
the attention of the governments focused again on the problems caused 
by the resurgence of the pandemic. The new team in charge of relations 
with North Korea, and in particular the new Minister of Unification Lee, 
remained very active in his efforts to engage Pyongyang, proposing various 
initiatives and looking for international support; the North Korean leader-
ship, however, remained mostly silent about the proposals for cooperation 
coming from the South. The only occasions that put inter-Korean relations 
under the spotlight again were two incidents at the border.

In late July, Kim Jong Un chaired a meeting of the party Politburo to 
address an emergency situation regarding the virus: according to the report, 
a North Korean citizen who had defected to the South three years earlier 
had come back to the North and he might be infected with the new coro-
navirus. The city of Kaesong and the surrounding areas were immediately 
isolated from the rest of the country and a state of emergency declared.67 
North Korea was still maintaining its position that there were no recorded 
infections in the country, so this situation was considered as extremely dan-
gerous, even if the controls of the authority on the man were inconclusive 
and did not confirm the infection. After this initial concern, it turned out 
that the returned defector did not represent a threat to the country’s health 
security and during a following Politburo meeting on 13 August the restric-
tive measures in the Kaesong area were lifted.68 This event, and in particu-
lar how it was described and reported by the regime and the official news 
outlet, certainly fit very well in a broader propaganda narrative according 
to which South Korea was ravaged by the virus and represented a clear and 
present danger for the North.

The return of the defector to North Korea through the inter-Korean 
border had repercussions also in the South. The government in Seoul con-
firmed the facts on 27 July: around 18 July a 24-year-old surnamed Kim, 

66.  Ahn Sung-mi, ‘With new team, Moon set to push for inter-Korean break-
through’, The Korea Herald, 5 July 2020.

67.  Sangmi Cha & Josh Smith, ‘North Korea declares emergency in border 
town over first suspected COVID-19 case’, Reuters, 25 July 2020.

68.  Kim Tong-hyun, ‘North Korea Lifts Kaesong Lockdown, Rejects Foreign 
Aid’, The Diplomat, 15 August 2020.



Korean peninsula 2020

91

who was facing charges of raping, returned to the North swimming across 
the border through a drainpipe in the island of Ganghwa, using the exact 
same way that he had used three years earlier when he first defected from 
the North to the South. This obviously raised concerns about the security of 
the border which is a matter of utmost importance for South Korean nation-
al security. After the North Korean authorities announced the return of the 
defector, an investigation found that the man had appeared in surveillance 
cameras and other observation devices for seven times but went unnoticed, 
and also that drainpipes and ditches along that part of the border were un-
monitored. As a consequence for this breach in the security system a general 
of the South Korean army was relieved of his command.69

A second incident, which caused much bigger concerns for inter-Ko-
rean relations, took place a few weeks later. On 23 September the South Ko-
rean Ministry of Oceans and Fisheries announced that a naval official, had 
gone missing two days earlier in the waters around the island of Yeonpye-
ong, close to the Northern Limit Line that marks the sea border between 
the two Koreas. According to the first reports, the search that was launched 
after the man disappeared did not bear results. The official found himself 
in North Korean waters and was killed by the North Korean forces which 
also burned his body. The Ministry of Defence intervened the following 
day with a very detailed report that was based on intelligence information, 
most likely including tapping radio communications of the North Korean 
forces. According to the new report, the official voluntarily left his boat on 
a floating device with the intent to defect to the North – he had financial 
and family problems – after having entered North Korean waters, a patrol 
boat found him, questioned him and left him in the water waiting for fur-
ther instructions and for fear of possible infection from SARS-CoV-2. After 
several hours, the man was shot aboard the North Korean boat and his 
body burned.70 

The act was immediately condemned by the South Korean govern-
ment, which defined it as inhumane, shocking and intolerable. Despite the 
goodwill of the Moon administration towards Pyongyang, this time the re-
action from Seoul was very strong.71 The response to South Korea’s indig-
nation came just one day after the report, with a letter from the United 
Front Department of the Workers’ Party of Korea – which manages relations 
with the South – that included apologies for the incident. The letter also 
presented a different reconstruction of the event: the man was shot from a 
considerable distance when he was still at sea, because he did not give clear 
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answers to the questions of the North Korean forces; his body could not be 
found and the soldiers burned in the water floating materials according to 
the regulation against the pandemic.72 The two versions obviously diverged, 
with some parts of the North Korean reconstruction that were hard to be-
lieve. The family of the deceased official protested with the South Korean 
government and Moon Jae-in expressed his condolences and promised a 
transparent investigation. Nevertheless, a sort of compromise seemed to 
have been reached between the two Koreas on this event and the story grad-
ually disappeared from public attention.

Towards the end of the year an important issue in inter-Korean rela-
tions re-emerged; this time, however, it had consequences mostly on South 
Korea’s domestic politics and also on its international image. After the cri-
sis that erupted in June and Moon’s government pledge to ban the launch 
of balloons with propaganda materials from the border, in December the 
National Assembly passed a law to prohibit such actions. During summer 
the police started to investigate organizations and activist groups – mostly 
of North Korean defectors – involved in the organization of the launches 
and to question their leaders.73 On 14 December the law to ban the bal-
loons was officially passed in the National Assembly, despite the strong 
opposition of the conservative party that tried filibustering tactics to stop 
the approval, with North Korean defector and member of Parliament Thae 
Yong-ho speaking for 10 hours. According to the new legislation, South 
Koreans violating the law risked up to three years in jail and a fine up to 
30 million won. The decision sparked a strong domestic debate centred 
on the accusation that the new law was a limitation to freedom of speech 
and freedom of expression, as well as a favour to the North Korean regime 
after the retaliatory measures adopted in June against the launch of leaf-
lets. The issue crossed national borders with critics of the new law found 
also in other countries, including the United States, and voiced through 
the US ambassador in Korea, the State Department spokesperson and also 
the former chair of the UN Commission of Inquiry on Human Rights in 
North Korea, Judge Michael Kirby of Australia.74 The issue remains highly 
debated within South Korea: progressives in general supported the govern-
ment decision to prohibit the balloons while conservatives and other parts 
of the civil society supported the right to launch balloons as a freedom of 
expression matter; however, not all the activist groups and organizations 
were in favour of the use of balloons, considering the absence of evidence 
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that this kind of propaganda has any effect in North Korea; local citizens 
are against these activities because they discourage tourism, create litter 
and might represent a danger for the civilian population in case of retali-
ation from the North. An even more complicated problem might arise for 
the government if these organizations will decide to continue their actions 
despite the new law with the consequence of possible tensions and clashes 
with the police and judicial battles in the courts.

Apart from a few moments of tension and confrontation, inter-Ko-
rean relations did not develop in any specific direction over the course of 
2020. The repeated offers from the South Korean government to cooper-
ate during the health crisis were met with silence in Pyongyang; this rep-
resents a missed opportunity for reviving inter-Korean relations in a field 
that was not affected by the international sanctions. North Korea’s general 
attitude of total isolation towards the pandemic certainly represents one 
of the reasons for this negative response. However, it might also signal 
that the leadership in Pyongyang is still maintaining its previous stance 
that if Seoul wants to progress on the way towards more inter-Korean di-
alogue and cooperation it has to distance itself from the US and from the 
international sanctions and propose projects and initiatives for substantial 
economic cooperation.

4. International relations

4.1. South Korea’s international relations during the pandemic

Another effect of the COVID-19 pandemic was to severely reduce all the 
activities in terms of foreign policy and international relations, especially for 
countries rapidly rising in the global arena such as South Korea. The suc-
cessful management of the first wave of the pandemic and the subsequent 
ability to maintain the infection under control gave Seoul a new instrument 
to promote its image around the world and its role as a responsible middle 
power ready to share its experience and expertise with other countries. In 
part this effort of «health diplomacy» was successful: the image of the coun-
try certainly benefited, especially in the eyes of the Western public opinion 
where the virtuous example of South Korea was widely praised, and Seoul 
was able to supply medical equipment and other materials to many coun-
tries, including test kits to the United States in the very early phase of the 
pandemic.75 In several international summits, the South Korean govern-
ment described his country’s model as one of the most effective worldwide, 
especially after it was able to hold national elections without major repercus-
sions in terms of public health.
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The positive management of the pandemic certainly boosted the im-
age and international prestige of the country but it did not have a signifi-
cant impact on the more pressing issues of its foreign policy. The problems 
that had emerged in the second half of 2019 remained open with the new 
year. In particular, the relationship with the United States continued to be 
characterized by tensions within the alliance. The issue of the cost-shar-
ing agreement for the US troops stationed in South Korea was still open, 
because the two countries had failed to find an agreement in the previous 
year and had postponed it to 2020. The Trump administration, and the 
president himself in particular, had made very clear that the American al-
lies, especially if rich and developed countries, should bear a much higher 
share of the costs of stationing troops on their territory than the one that 
was actually paid. This position was certainly applicable to South Korea, but 
also to several other countries in East Asia and elsewhere. The transactional 
logic behind this demand considered military alliances and military troops 
more as a commodity from which the United States should get an economic 
profit, than a geopolitical and strategic positioning of Washington in several 
crucial areas of the world to protect its national interests. 

The declarations of Ambassador Harry Harris at the beginning of 
2020 did not represent a very promising start for US-South Korea rela-
tions, with his remarks about the need for consulting with Washington be-
fore proposing new inter-Korean projects and that time to find an agree-
ment on the cost-sharing issue was running out.76 Negotiations went on 
in the first months of the year, with Minister of Defense Jong Kyeong-doo 
flying to Washington at the end of February to meet with his counterpart 
Mark Esper and discuss the issue. Unfortunately, despite several announc-
es of a possible agreement within reach, the parties were not able to close 
the existing gap between the two positions.77 At the end of March, the sev-
enth meeting to discuss the issue ended without an agreement and start-
ing from 1st April thousands of South Korean workers employed in the US 
bases and military facilities across the country were put on unpaid leave, 
because the previous arrangement had expired at the end of December 
2019.78 The move was seen as an attempt to force South Korea into accept-
ing the requests of the United States that also rejected the request to settle 
the issue of South Korean workers through a separate deal, insisting on a 
comprehensive agreement. The situation was affected by the worsening 
global situation with the pandemic and by the presidential campaign in 
the United States. Trump did not want to give in on one of his campaign 
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pledges – that allies should pay more for their defence – months before 
the election and if he could not score a win he was willing to continue with 
the existing stalemate. On the other hand, the South Korean administra-
tion was aware that if Biden won the election in November most likely he 
would come back to a more «traditional» approach towards the American 
system of alliances and be more conciliatory also in the cost-sharing issue. 
In line with this premises the issue disappeared from the agenda and re-
mained unresolved.

The effects of the pandemic and the presidential campaign in the 
United States had a sort of anesthetizing effect on South Korea-US rela-
tions. The relationship was certainly not in particular good shape, due to 
the existing difference between the two administrations on several issues, 
ranging from the cost-sharing, to the respective priorities towards North 
Korea, and to the general disregard by President Trump of Moon Jae-in and 
South Korea. In spite of this, the pandemic shifted the priorities of both ad-
ministration – and the one in Washington in particular – towards different 
issues; in addition, the government in Seoul was inclined to maintain the 
situation as it was and wait to see the results of the presidential elections. 
The pandemic also forced the two countries to modify and scale down the 
joint military exercises, with the one scheduled for spring cancelled and the 
one during summer substantially reduced.79

The election of Biden in November was generally welcomed by the 
South Korean administration.80 President Moon sent a first congratulatory 
message to the new president-elect on 8 November using Twitter,81 and 
a formal letter on 15 December.82 The domestic situation in the United 
States after the election, however, prevented the South Korean administra-
tion – as well as many other countries around the world – from beginning 
a normal transition with the new US government. Most of the open is-
sues remained on the table, also because the Korean peninsula most likely 
would not be one of the first priority of the Biden administration in a time 
of pandemic. However, during the campaign the new president has re-
peatedly made clear that the American system of alliances would be again 
at the centre of the country’s foreign policy, and thus Seoul can optimisti-
cally expect a much easier resolution of issues such as that of the cost-shar-
ing agreement. If a more traditional and predictable approach represents 
an important improvement for the alliance, it remains to be seen what 
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results it can achieve in the relations with North Korea, which in many 
respects benefited from the «unorthodox» methods of President Trump.

Another key issue for South Korea’s foreign policy was represented 
by the complicated relation with Japan. After the annus horribilis of 2019, 
the situation seemed to improve at the beginning of the new year. The de-
cision to suspend the withdrawal from the General Security of Military In-
formation Agreement (GSOMIA) by the South Korean government had led 
to a series of more conciliatory moves by both parts that led to a positive 
bilateral summit between Moon and Prime Minister Abe in Chengdu in 
December 2019. On 14 January the foreign ministers of the two countries, 
Kang Kyung-wha and Motegi Toshimitsu, met for a trilateral summit with 
Mike Pompeo: on the sidelines of the summit, Kang and Motegi held a 
bilateral meeting to discuss recent controversies and possible solutions.83 
The same happened on the margins of the Munich Security Conference on 
15 February, the last occasion before the pandemic hit.84 In both meetings 
the tone was positive and constructive but they did not produce a clear 
path forward from the previous positions regarding export restrictions, the 
issue of forced labour and the GSOMIA. A new source of tension emerged 
after South Korea was hit by the first wave of the pandemic in mid-February 
and several countries around the world had introduced travel restrictions 
for South Korean citizens. On 5 March, Japan too decided to introduce 
strong restrictions for travellers from South Korea, specifically suspending 
the visa-waiver program and imposing a two-week quarantine period upon 
arrival. The government in Seoul vehemently protested against this deci-
sion and in turn imposed the same restrictions against Japanese citizens 
on 9 March.85 While the tone of the debate between the two countries had 
improved compared to the previous year, a general sentiment of distrust 
remained between the two countries and resurfaced in situation like that of 
travel restrictions. In addition, the two governments did not fully addressed 
the issues that led to the escalation of tension of the previous year – in this 
case the forced labour during the colonial period issue and the export re-
strictions imposed by Japan – with the risk of a return of tension, such as in 
June when a court in Daegu imposed to seize and liquidate the local assets 
of Nippon Steel in order to compensate the victims of forced labour, or 
when the South Korean government filed a formal complaint against Japan 
for the export restrictions at the WTO.86
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The inauguration of Suga Yoshihide as prime minister represented a 
chance to revive the stalled relation between the two countries and solve the 
pending issues. Suga was certainly in continuity with his predecessor Abe, of 
which he had been Chief cabinet secretary for almost eight years, but he was 
also considered as a pragmatic prime minister. The two leaders started in 
a positive way, with a letter from President Moon and a phone call between 
the two leaders, followed by several meetings of high-level officials from 
the two countries in the last weeks of the year. These initiatives certainly 
improved the overall spirit of the relationship, but fell short of indicating a 
clear solution for the unresolved issues.

An important achievement in terms of foreign policy, and in particu-
lar regional trade and economic integration, came towards the end of the 
year when, on 15 November, fifteen countries signed the Regional Compre-
hensive Economic Partnership Agreement (RCEP), the largest free trade 
agreement in the world. The pact included all the relevant actors in the 
Asia-Pacific region – South Korea, China, Japan, Australia, New Zealand 
and the ten ASEAN countries – with the notable exception of the United 
States. During the Obama administration, with his emphasis on the «re-bal-
ancing towards Asia» strategy, this agreement was seen as in contrast with 
the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), promoted by Washington, which ex-
cluded China. After Trump’s decision to withdraw from the TPP, RCEP re-
mained as the main instrument to promote regional economic integration, 
and the participation of China signalled Beijing’s inclination to play a more 
active role in this field, possibly at the expenses of US’s regional influence.87 

In late November, the Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi travelled to 
South Korea – and Japan – in an effort to consolidate China’s position with 
the two traditional US allies in the region ahead of Biden’s inauguration, 
in a moment characterized by domestic turmoil in the United States, in 
contrast with Chinese political stability and effective management of the 
health crisis. During his visit Wang met also with President Moon, in ad-
dition to many high-level officials, and conveyed a message of friendship 
and mutual trust from President Xi88. The emphasis of Wang’s visit was on 
regional cohesion – as opposed to outside pressure – and on promoting the 
constructive regional role of China. Despite the positive tone of the visit, it 
did not fundamentally change South Korea’s regional position vis-à-vis the 
rivalry between the United States and China: Seoul still needs flexibility in 
its diplomatic approach and balancing between Beijing and Washington. 
The future American strategy towards China under the new administration 
will represent a fundamental factor for South Korea’s international relations 
in the next year.

87.  Joshua Kurlantzick, ‘The RCEP Signing and Its Implications’, Asia Un-
bound, Council on Foreign Relations, 16 November 2020.

88.  Do Je-hae, ‘Wang Yi’s visit highlights differences in Korea, China’s priori-
ties’, The Korea Times, 30 November 2020.



Marco Milani

98

4.2. North Korea’s growing isolation amidst the pandemic

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has had a disruptive effect for 
North Korea’s foreign relations and it had plunged the country in an even 
deeper international isolation. On 21 January, several tourist agencies re-
ported that the regime had decided to stop foreign tourists from entering 
the country to prevent the spread of the new coronavirus.89 This very early 
measure demonstrated the resolution of the leadership in preventing the 
new infection from spreading in the country, well aware of the fact that 
precarious national health system could not bear the weight of the new dis-
ease. In early March, after more restrictive measures were taken, the regime 
organized a flight to evacuate foreigners from the country through Vladiv-
ostok in Russia.90

Apart from isolating the country even more the region, the pandemic 
did not bring any substantial change to North Korea’s foreign relations. Af-
ter the country sealed its borders, trade with China, which represented the 
vast majority of the country’s international exchange, immediately dropped: 
in the first two months, official trade decreased of 24% compared to the pre-
vious year.91 The same trend was confirmed also for the period from January 
to June, with a drop of 64% on total exchanges between the two countries,92 
and a prospect of a more than 80% decline in the entire year.93 The pan-
demic limited diplomatic activities between North Korea and China to the 
exchange of messages. In this limited context, however, relations seemed to 
proceed in a very positive way: Kim Jong Un sent a congratulatory message 
to Xi Jinping in early May to celebrate China’s success in containing the 
spread of the virus and the regime repeatedly supported Beijing position 
in the controversial issue of the new National Security Law in Hong Kong.94 
The 70th anniversary of China’s intervention in the Korean War represented 
another occasion to reinforce the relationship between the two countries: 
Kim Jong Un visited a cemetery for Chinese victims of the war and the grave 
of Mao’s son, to commemorate the efforts of the Chinese soldiers during the 
war and to emphasize the common efforts against the United States.95
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The deteriorating trend of relations with the United States partially 
continued; however, just like many other leaders around the world, also 
the North Korean leadership maintained a wait-and-see approach before 
the presidential elections in November. Trump reportedly sent a letter to 
Kim Jong Un in March, offering help to fight the COVID-19 pandem-
ic, that was positively received in Pyongyang with Kim Yo Jong publicly 
thanking the US president. Despite the continuing positive personal re-
lation between the two leaders, the broader relationship between the two 
countries was still in a downward path, continuing the trend of the previ-
ous year. The several short-range missile tests performed by North Korea 
in March did not particularly concern the American administration, which 
was focusing more on North Korea’s alleged cyberattack activities, with a 
report on this topic released on 15 April, and money-laundering activities 
to fund the country’s nuclear and missile programs, with the Department 
of Justice indicting 33 North Koreans on 28 May.96 The same pattern con-
tinued over the course of the year and after Biden’s election. The North 
Korean leadership is most likely still in waiting mode to see what the ap-
proach of the new president will look like: Biden has not ruled out the 
possibility to meet with Kim Jong Un, if the meeting can lead to real pro-
gress in the denuclearization issue, but he also emphasized a «principled 
diplomacy» that will surely include more coordination wiht the allies and 
also more attention to problematic issues that were overlooked by Trump 
such as that of human rights violations. 

5. Conclusions

The COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated once more the strengths and 
weaknesses of the two Koreas, and even more the stark differences be-
tween the two countries which reverberated in their strategies to tackle 
the serious challenge of the new virus. South Korea responded imple-
menting an early strategy of aggressive testing and tracing – using also 
technological instruments widespread in the country – and with a positive 
collaboration between state institutions and private companies, which al-
lowed the health authorities to deploy important medical tools on a mas-
sive scale. This strategy, together with the collaboration of a large part of 
the popoulation, led to an effective management of the pandemic that, 
after an initial outbreak, remained under control without the need for 
the implementation of large-scale lockdowns. North Korea, on the other 
hand, well aware of the deficiencies of its health system, decided to adopt 
a very different strategies, isolating itself from the outside world immedi-
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ately after the first outbreak in China. This strategy proved to be effective 
in preventing the new virus from spreading inside the country. Howev-
er, both strategies had social and economic repercussions. South Korea 
avoided the harshest measures of isolation and containment but it still 
suffered economic damages, especially for small and medium enterprises 
operating in public spaces and for the decrease of exports due to the fall 
of international trade. In North Korea, the strict measures of isolation hit 
domestic economic development in particular for the strong reduction of 
exchanges with China. 

The recovery from the social and economic consequences of the pan-
demic will certainly represent the key issue that the two governments will 
have to address in 2021. South Korea’s President Moon Jae-in, in his last 
year in office, will focus both on stimulating the economy and on consoli-
dating his political legacy, relying on the support of the strong majority of 
his party in the National Assembly. Kim Jong Un and the North Korean 
leadership, on the other hand, will have to design and implement a differ-
ent strategy for achieving a more solid economic growth, after admitting 
the failures of the previous planning, navigating through a very complicated 
situation with multiple obsatcles such as international sanctions and the in-
creased isolation caused by the pandemic.

The COVID-19 crisis had repercussions also on the inter-Korean and 
international agendas, with several open issues temporarily put on hold. 
Isolation and containment measures in the region and at the global level 
strongly limited the interactions among states; at the same time, the pan-
demic focused most of the attention of the governments towards limiting 
the spread of the new disease. The management of inter-Korean relations 
continued, at a reduced speed, on the same track of the previous year, with 
North Korea ignoring South Korea’s attempts to cooperate in non-essential 
issues – for example health cooperation, humanitarian assistance, natural 
disaster relief – and very loudly showing its frustration for the lack of devel-
opment in economic cooperation. Given the relevance that Moon Jae-in has 
been putting on inter-Korean reconciliation as one of the main goals of his 
presidency, South Korea will most likely try to revive the status of relations 
between the two Koreas in Moon’s last year in office. In doing so, a crucial 
variable will be represented by the decisions of the new US administration 
concerning Korea and East Asia more in general.

The election of President Biden, in November 2020, certainly repre-
sents the other key development for the mutual relations of the two Koreas 
and their foreign policy strategies. The influence of the United States on in-
ter-Korean relations, and on the peninsula in general, has increased during 
the Trump administration due mostly to his personal diplomacy with the 
North Korean leader Kim Jong Un and the transactional approach to the 
alliance with Seoul. Both Koreas have adopted a wait-and-see strategy, in 
order to adjust their respective foreign policies to the results of the election 
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in Washington. For this reason, several issues have been left unresolved dur-
ing 2020. Biden’s administration approach to key issues such as the North 
Korean nuclear program and the defence alliance with South Korea will 
in many ways shape the future development of inter-Korean relations and 
international relations of the two Koreas.




