
3/28/22, 5:13 PM In South Korea, a Spike in Covid Cases Meets a Collective Shrug - The New York Times

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/03/17/world/asia/coronavirus-south-korea.html 1/3

In South Korea, a Spike in Covid Cases Meets a Collective Shrug
A country that once had one of the worlds̓ most aggressive coronavirus policies is opting to learn to live with the
virus, even in the face of a soaring infection rate.

By Victoria Kim and John Yoon

March 17, 2022

SEOUL — South Korea reported its peak daily coronavirus infection number of the entire pandemic on Thursday,
recording 621,328 cases in a country of 50 million people.

It was the second straight day the country set a record, during a weeklong surge of Omicron cases that has dwarfed
all its previous waves, with one in every 20 people testing positive over the past seven days.

But during this surge, South Korea, which responded to past swells with all-out efforts to track, test and isolate the
infected, is responding with a collective shrug.

With the vast majority of its adult population vaccinated and about nine out of 10 of those 60 and older with a
booster, South Korea is pushing ahead with plans to ease social distancing measures, relax border restrictions and
learn to live with the virus’s risk, even as it is experiencing some of the highest per-person infection rates anywhere
in the world.

“Everyone used to be hush-hush about getting infected, like you were causing a nuisance,” said Lee Soo-won, a
bartender who owns two cocktail bars in central Seoul with a long wait-list almost every night. “Now we’re
congratulating people on getting super immunity.”

He added: “The perception is it’s like getting a cold.”

That represents a dramatic shift compared with how South Korea responded to any spike in cases during the first
two years of the pandemic.

Then, even when the increase in cases paled in comparison with other parts of the world — a couple hundred cases
a day, or even a few dozen — the country’s streets emptied out and officials convened emergency meetings to
impose curfews or limitations on gatherings.
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Throughout the pandemic, the South Korean government has touted its aggressive, and at times invasive, approach
to the virus, calling its playbook the “K-quarantine model” and encouraging other countries to follow suit.

Now, the government has said it is moving away from severe restrictions to letting the virus move through the
population, in an effort to allow small businesses to recover and normal life to resume.
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Concerns rise as a U.S. reimbursement fund for testing and treating the uninsured for the virus stops taking claims.

Why are masks coming off just as cases are rising in New York City schools?

Since mask restrictions were lifted, bars in New York City have reported huge crowds and long lines.

On Friday, officials are set to meet to discuss further relaxing social distancing limitations, under which businesses
must close by 11 p.m. and no more than six people can gather indoors. On April 1, the country plans to begin
allowing vaccinated travelers to enter without quarantine.

“There isn’t the patience any more,” said Jang Young-ook, a research fellow at the Korea Institute for International
Economic Policy. “There was a degree of exaggerating the virus’s risk involved to get people’s cooperation.” He
added: “But that cooperation is a type of resource, and it was squandered and depleted.”

The latest surge has barely made a dent in data showing people’s visits to retail stores, when earlier waves in 2020
led to drops by one-third or more, Mr. Jang said.

Kim Jin-ah, 28, a Seoul resident who works at a department store, said she wavered between feeling afraid of the
virus closing in around her — her father recently tested positive — and resigning herself to the fact that she may
get it sooner or later, and that the risk of getting seriously ill was low.

On the one hand, she said she feared no longer being able to dine out or travel if the surge led to the government
reimposing restrictions. “I’m afraid our daily life might evaporate,” Ms. Kim said.

Lining up at a testing center in Seoul earlier this month.  Jung Yeon-Je/Agence France-Presse
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But she said she also thought that South Korea had prematurely dropped measures against the virus, including
vaccine passes. “I worry that things might devolve into a situation that feels like a disaster movie,” she said.

Also on edge are South Korea’s medical professionals, who are concerned the about-face in South Koreans’ attitudes
on the virus could result in its hospitals being overwhelmed, especially as more medical workers get infected.

Eom Joongsik, an infectious disease specialist at the Gachon University Gil Medical Center in Incheon, said he and
his colleagues were bracing themselves for the weeks ahead when the full brunt of the latest surge is expected to
hit their emergency rooms and intensive care units. He said that he also worried about the impact on other serious
illnesses if the medical system were to be stretched thin. Officials said on Thursday that 65.6 percent of its critical
care beds were full.

In Mr. Eom’s view, the government’s timing on its new approach to the virus was off.

“The decision to relax the measures could have been made after we’re past the peak,” he said.

Medical workers moving a coronavirus patient at Seoul Medical Center on
Monday. Yonhap/EPA, via Shutterstock


