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Introduction 

On 18 March 2020 Malaysian authorities issued a 

Movement Control Order restricting the movement of 

people nationwide. In doing this, Malaysia joins the 

running list of countries restricting movement of its 

people as part of efforts to control the spread of Covid-19.  

Lockdowns will inevitably have adverse economic 

impacts, especially for small businesses relying on cash 

flow. As more governments are benchmarking their 

responses on the very worst outbreaks in Wuhan and 

northern Italy, could there be another way to bring the 

virus under control without lockdowns or travel bans?  
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South Korea’s success story 

At the moment, the Republic of Korea, or South Korea, is one of a handful of countries that has 

seen a dramatic reduction in the number of new cases (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Number of confirmed new cases in South Korea, 20 January – 21 March 2020 

 

Source: KCDC (2020a) 

On 29 February 2020, the country saw 909 newly confirmed cases. By 21 March, the number of 

newly confirmed cases fell to 147. It has gone from having the second highest rate of infection 

globally to eighth place, behind China, Italy, Iran, Spain, Germany, France and the United States1. 

For now, it appears South Korea is effectively controlling the spread of infections, although recent 

spikes suggest that they are still at risk. It has managed to slow down the spread Covid-19 without 

imposing a lockdown, even in its most affected city, Daegu. How have they responded to this 

public health crisis? 

  

 

1 WHO (2020b) 
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Pandemic management, Korean style 

One cornerstone of South Korea’s outbreak response is mass testing. As of 20 March 2020, South 

Korea tops the list of most Covid-19 tests performed by country, with over 300,000 tests carried 

out so far2, equivalent to over 6,000 tests per million inhabitants. Germany, in second place, had 

performed 167,000 tests as of 15 March 20203, or 2,000 tests per million inhabitants. 

Mass testing can prevent the spread of the virus by identifying and breaking the chain of 

transmission. Based on current evidence, undetected cases are likely a significant means of 

spreading infection4. Those who are infected, but showing no symptoms (asymptomatic), or only 

mild symptoms are more likely to transmit the virus to others5. The median incubation period 

(amount of time between infection and first symptoms appearing) is estimated to be five days6, 

during which time asymptomatic individuals may unknowingly spread the infection to others. 

Mass testing enables infections to be detected early, so that individuals can effectively self-isolate 

and seek treatment instead of waiting for symptoms to develop. 

South Korea ramped up its testing capabilities following its experience with the Middle East 

Respiratory Syndrome (MERS) outbreak in 2015, preparing test kits and facilities for rapid 

development, approval and deployment in case of future outbreaks7. After South Korea confirmed 

its first case of Covid-19 on 20 January 2020, hundreds of test sites, ranging from drive-through 

kiosks to hospitals to local clinics soon became available across the country8.  

The tests are also mainly free. For those who medical professionals suspect need to be tested, for 

example if they have recently returned from China, is a secondary contact of a person known to 

be infected or belong to an at-risk group, the tests are free of charge. Others who do not belong to 

these categories but wish to be tested are charged KRW160,00 (approx. RM560) and reimbursed 

if the result is positive, with any treatments they need paid by the government9. 

Another legacy of the MERS outbreak is that the government has the legal authority to collect 

mobile phone, credit card and other data from those who test positive for contact tracing efforts10. 

Although this has sparked debates over privacy concerns, South Korea’s aggressive testing and 

contact tracing methods have been praised by the World Health Organization (WHO), which is 

encouraging other countries to apply lessons learned in Korea11. 

 

2 Our World in Data (2020) 
3 Ibid. 
4 Li et al. (2020) 
5 Zou et al. (2020) 
6 Lauer et al. (2020) 
7 Normile (2020) 
8 Kim and Denyer (2020) and Salmon (2020) 
9 Kim (2020) 
10 Normile (2020) 
11 WHO (2020a) 
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Path not taken 

Although Koreans are banned from entry into more than 80 countries around the world, South 

Korea itself has only restricted incoming travellers from Hubei province, where Wuhan is, and 

Japan, the latter in a “tit-for-tat” retaliatory political move12. Special entry procedures for visitors 

from China and Iran require them to sign up using smartphone application to track whether they 

have any symptoms such as fever13. More recently, as Europe has become a new epicentre of the 

pandemic, all visitors from Europe will be tested for Covid-19, with those intending to stay long 

term required to be quarantined14.  

Within its borders, for the time being, South Korea has not imposed nationwide restrictions on 

the movements of people. The Korean Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (KCDC) 

continues to urge people to practice social distancing and personal hygiene. Mass gatherings are 

discouraged and workplaces are encouraged to allow their employees to use remote working 

options15. No lockdown has been imposed. Kim Woo-Joo, an infectious disease specialist at Korea 

University, says, “South Korea is a democratic republic, we feel a lockdown is not a reasonable 

choice.”16 

Learning the right lessons 

Besides South Korea, the WHO has also praised China for its Covid-19 response which has also 

resulted in the rapid slowdown of infections, encouraging other countries to follow its lead17. 

Indeed, an increasing number of countries are resorting to restrictions on freedom of movement 

through lockdowns and cordon sanitaires18, supposedly emulating China’s response.  

However, Bruce Aylward, who led the WHO’s fact-finding mission to China earlier this year, 

suggests that governments may be learning the wrong lesson from China. He says, 

“I think people aren’t paying close enough attention. The majority of the response in China, 

in 30 provinces, was about case finding, contact tracing, and suspension of public 

gatherings—all common measures used anywhere in the world to manage [the spread of] 

diseases. 

The lockdowns people are referring to…usually reflect the situation in places like Wuhan. 

[The lockdown] was concentrated in Wuhan and two or three other cities that also exploded 

[with Covid-19 cases]. These are places that got out of control in the beginning [of the 

outbreak], and China made this decision to protect China and the rest of the world.”19 

 

12 Shin (2020) 
13 Ibid. 
14 KCDC (2020b) 
15 Ibid. 
16 Normile (2020) 
17 WHO (2020c) 
18 Irish et al. (2020) 
19 Belluz (2020) 
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Aylward adds, “I think the key learning from China is speed—it’s all about the speed. The faster 

you can find the cases, isolate the cases, and track their close contacts, the more successful you’re 

going to be.”20 

Concluding remarks 

Although China and South Korea are currently seeing success in their control efforts, authorities 

remain on high alert. However, the two countries are now primed to detect and respond rapidly, 

which may make all the difference in preventing a potential new wave of infections occurring 

uncontrollably. 

This is not to say that lockdowns are definitively ineffective; only time will tell whether such 

measures in countries like Italy will succeed in curtailing the spread of the virus in the population. 

However, the evidence from South Korea and China suggests that resources may be more 

effectively concentrated on rapid detection, isolation and contact tracing, instead of deploying 

resources to ensure the entire population complies with strict lockdown measures. Perhaps doing 

so would reduce some of the enormous social and economic costs of this pandemic. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A version of this article appeared in MalayMail, MalaysiaKini and The Sun Daily on 19/20 March 

2020.  

 

20 Ibid. 
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