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Dr. Cho is an expert in international politics within Northeast Asia with special 
interests in North Korean foreign relations and foreign policy. He gives a 
GHWDLOHG� DQDO\VLV� DQG� RSLQLRQ� RQ� WKH� &29,'���� VLWXDWLRQ� RQ� WKH� .RUHDQ�
3HQLQVXOD�DQG�DURXQG�WKH�ZRUOG��SURYLGLQJ�LQVLJKW�LQWR�ZKDW�WKH�VKRUW��DQG�
ORQJ�WHUP� LPSDFWV�RI� WKLV�SDQGHPLF�PLJKW�EH��+H�GLVFXVVHV�ZKDW�FDQ�EH�
REVHUYHG�IURP�WKH�1RUWK�.RUHDQ�UHVSRQVHV�WR�&29,'�����DQG�KRZ�LW�FDQ�
affect the internal balance within the Korean Peninsula, foreign relations, 
DQG� LQWHU�.RUHDQ� UHODWLRQV�� 7KH� LQWHUYLHZ� FORVHV� ZLWK� D� PRUDOH�ERRVWLQJ�
commentary on the need for solidarity around the world and the opportunity 
that such a crisis can propel.

<��)LUVW��FRXOG�\RX�JLYH�D�ELW�PRUH�LQVLJKW�LQWR�\RXU�¿HOGV�RI�VWXG\�DQG�\RXU�
major interest points in your research?

CBJ: Yes, as you know, I’m a Korean diplomat, and during my service in the 
Foreign Ministry, I’ve been involved with the affairs with North Korea, the Korean-
US relationship, the US-North Korea relationship, and some international politics 
in the region of Northeast Asia. So, I can roughly say that is my area of interest. 
Particularly, while I was in the service, I had a course at the University of North Korean 
studies, which is located near Gyeongbokgung Palace; that was an interesting time. 
My dissertation was on North Korea-China-US relationship particularly in the late 
1980s and early 1990s. I looked into around that time how North Korea responded 
to the very sudden and rapid transformations in global politics. That was the time 
ZKHQ� WKH�&ROG�:DU�ZDV� FRPLQJ� WR� DQ� HQG�� WKH�6RYLHW�8QLRQ� FROODSVHG��(DVWHUQ�
Europe was also transforming, and China was just starting to open and reform. 
China was establishing democratic relationship with South Korea, North Korea was 
SXW�LQWR�D�YHU\�GLI¿FXOW�WLPH�HFRQRPLFDOO\��GLSORPDWLFDOO\��DQG�VR�RQ��+RZ�1RUWK�.RUHD�
responded to all these changes and transformations was a very interesting subject, 
so I tried to explore that. So maybe I think that was one occasion that had deepened 
my interest further in North Korea. 

Y: The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted countries all over the world and 
South Korea’s response to it, which is testing, tracking, tracing, and treating, 
has been both praised and criticized. What contributes to differences in 
COVID-19 responses and outcomes in the Korean Peninsula as a whole when 
compared to other countries like the US or European countries and other 
Asian countries?



CBJ: Since the major outbreak of COVID-19 in Korea, for the last couple of months, 
Korea has quite successfully coped with this outbreak pandemic, and in that sense, 
I think Korea was quite lucky. Or, you can say, fortunately Korea was, in a sense, 
SUHSDUHG�WR�FRSH�ZLWK�WKLV�SDQGHPLF��:KDW�,¶P�WU\LQJ�WR�VD\�LV�WKDW�ZH�KDG�VRPH�
FRQWDJLRXV�GLVHDVHV�EHIRUH��:H�KDYH�WKLV�QRYHO�&RURQD�YLUXV�DWWDFN��ZH�KDG�6$56�
LQ�������ZH�KDG�WKH�+�1��LQÀXHQ]D��DQG�ZH�KDG�0(56�LQ�������$QG�SDUWLFXODUO\�WKH�
0(56�RXWEUHDN��ZKLFK�ZH�KDG�¿YH�\HDUV�DJR��FDXVHG�PXFK�GDPDJH�WR�.RUHD�DW�
the time. Taking this as an opportunity, it became an occasion where Korea almost 
rewrote its textbooks and its manuals on our strategy to cope with any contagious 
diseases. So, we have strengthened our legislations, we have some stockpiles of 
basic materials since then, and we have streamlined all these procedures, which 
made it easier for the authorities to have access to some information and resources 
WR�FRSH�ZLWK�WKLV�SDQGHPLF��7KDW�ZDV�RQH�LPSRUWDQW�DVSHFW��:H�ZHUH�H[SHULHQFHG��
and it was a quite an exercise, practice, or training, something like that. Another 
point is that because of the outbreak of contagious diseases, which is transmitted 
WKURXJK�DLU��SDUWLFXODUO\�WKH�UHVSLUDWRU\�V\VWHP�DQG�EHFDXVH�RI�WKH�¿QH�GXVW�ZH�KDG�
IRU�PDQ\�\HDUV�LQ�.RUHD��FRPLQJ�IURP�&KLQD��.RUHD�KDG�>DOUHDG\@�EXLOW�WKH�IDFLOLWLHV�
to manufacture some face masks, swabs and so on — some basic materials to 
treat respiratory diseases. That was also an advantage for Korea in coping with the 
disease pandemic. Because we made mistakes and some missteps, particularly in 
2015, this time the government tried to rely upon the experts. It sounds very natural 
that in this kind of situation, we have to rely upon the experts, but you can see that 
it is not always the case. But this time in Korea, the leadership trusted the experts 
and delegated authorities and their responsibilities to the experts. And they quite 
successfully performed and they gained the trust of the Korean people/citizens. 
People fully cooperated. I think these all functioned in a very positive way so that 
this time Korea rather successfully coped with this pandemic. But we know that this 
is not all of the story; there are still some small pockets of remaining viruses in Korea 
and the whole world is now struggling to cope with this disease, so we don’t know 
when we are going to have a second or third wave of this virus. So you cannot let 
your guard down. And you mentioned that Korea is criticized also; we are aware that 
because of the tracking or tracing of the infected, then the authorities have access 
to CCTV or to your credit card use records, and your cellphone records and so on, it 
means there arose a problem/issue of individual privacy. But I think that this time the 
South Korean government tries to maintain the balance between public need and 
SULYDF\��6R��,�WKLQN�\RX�QHHG�WR�¿QG�VRPH�EDODQFH�EHWZHHQ�WKHVH�WZR��,I�\RX�LQVLVW�RQ�
the privacy, then you can have a lot of damage to the public and the people around 
you, and we cannot just give up the privacy and the individual freedoms for the sake 
RI�FROOHFWLYH�VDIHW\��,Q�RUGHU�WR�FRSH�ZLWK�WKH�VLWXDWLRQ��,�WKLQN�¿QGLQJ�WKH�EDODQFH�LV�
very important. I think to a certain extent, we have succeeded in that regard as well. 
It’s not over yet; we are just in the third month of this outbreak. I still think we have a 
long way to go. Even though now the countries in Europe and some states in North 
America are trying to reopen their economy, as soon as you reopen the economy, 
you see that this virus is coming back. So we are not really quite sure how long it 
would take to completely overcome this disease. Before that time, we cannot just let 
our guards down. That’s a big problem.
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Y: What major points of interest can be seen in the North Korean response to 
COVID-19? Are there any notable points of comparison between the response 
of the North Korean regime and that of the South Korean government like 
you mentioned? And, if so, how has it affected the state of the peninsula as a 
whole?

CBJ: I think this time North Korea has taken an effective measure at a very early 
VWDJH�RI�WKH�RXWEUHDN��)RU�H[DPSOH��&KLQD�GHFODUHG�D�ORFNGRZQ�RQ�WKH�FLW\�RI�:XKDQ�
on January 23rd��EXW�WKUHH�GD\V�EHIRUH�WKDW�WLPH��1RUWK�.RUHD�>KDG@�VXVSHQGHG�ÀLJKWV�
from Beijing to Pyongyang. It means that it has stopped the possibility of transmission 
IURP�&KLQD�WR�1RUWK�.RUHD�WKURXJK�DLU�URXWH��-XVW�D�FRXSOH�RI�GD\V�ODWHU��LW�FORVHG�>LWV@�
border with China. You know that North Korea has quite a long border with China 
(1,420 kms). It completely closed this border and also its border with Russia. Around 
that time, there were some South Korean people/staff at Kaesong Industrial Complex 
— around 20 or 30 some people — and North Korea requested them to return to 
South Korea as well. So you can see that North Korea completely sealed its borders 
with the three neighbors: China, Russia, and South Korea. All the foreigners within 
North Korea, particularly in Pyongyang, including diplomats, were put under self-
isolation, or a kind of quarantine for almost 1 month. So, it means that North Korea 
SK\VLFDOO\�VHSDUDWHG�LWVHOI�IURP�WKH�UHVW�RI�WKH�ZRUOG��7KDW�ZDV�WKH�¿UVW�LQWHUHVWLQJ�
feature of the way North Korea responded to the pandemic. The second one is that 
\RX�PXVW�DOVR�KDYH�QRWLFHG�WKDW�1RUWK�.RUHD�KDG�>GRQH@�WKH�XWPRVW�WR�SURWHFW�WKHLU�
leader. So, they sealed all the borders, and North Korean leader Kim Jong-un had 
disappeared from the public scene for almost around 3 weeks. He even skipped the 
QDWLRQDO�HYHQW�RI�FHOHEUDWLQJ�KLV�JUDQGIDWKHU¶V�ELUWKGD\��:KHQ�KH�FDPH�EDFN��ZKHQ�
he had some other events, then they made enough social distancing measures for 
their leader. Every country takes precautionary measures to their leadership, but 
in the case of North Korea, it was very conspicuous. And the third aspect was that 
North Korea started to put a lot of emphasis on ideological indoctrination. It was 
HQIRUFHG�WKDW�VLQFH�WKH�FRXQWU\�ZDV�IDFLQJ�D�GLI¿FXOW�VLWXDWLRQ��WKH�SHRSOH�QHHG�WR�
overcome it with revolutionary passion and national spirit. So almost everyday, on 
North Korean media channels, such as the newspaper, Rodong Sinmun or Central 
News Television, people came out, telling others to get through this pandemic with 
vigor and loyalty to the Party under the leadership of Chairman Kim. So, I can say 
that these can be the three most conspicuous features in North Korea’s response 
WR�WKH�SDQGHPLF��DQG�WKHVH�PHDVXUHV�FDQ�EH�HI¿FLHQW�DQG�HIIHFWLYH�LQ�UHVSRQGLQJ�
WR�WKLV�GLVHDVH��+RZHYHU��>WKHVH@�H[WUHPH�PHDVXUHV�FDQQRW�EH�HPXODWHG�E\�6RXWK�
Korea or any other democratic countries because there will be potential violation and 
infringement of human rights.

Y: So would you actually say that in the course of trying to respond to this 
pandemic that Juche was a key factor as well in trying to control the situation?

CBJ: Juche�LV�D�WKHPH�\RX�FDQ�¿QG�HYHU\�WLPH�DQG�HYHU\ZKHUH�LQ�OLIH�LQ�1RUWK�.RUHD��
So, this time as well, North Korea did not particularly request for any assistance from 
outside countries like South Korea or China. I think we proposed to North Korea that 
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we are ready to provide some assistance, know-how, or equipment to cope with 
the situation. However, North Korea did not respond positively, and I did not hear 
anything about North Korea asking for help from China or Russia. So, that expresses 
a part of Juche LGHRORJ\�²�WKH�VR�FDOOHG�VHOI�UHOLDQFH��5HDGLQJ�WKLV�RI¿FLDO�VWDWHPHQW�
or media reports from North Korea, you can see that, again, there is emphasis on 
self-reliance— that you have to produce some materials on your own, and we have 
to utilize all the resources we have in our hands to cope with the situation. So I think 
Juche ideology is again working in North Korea. Juche is a part of your life in North 
Korea.

Y: North Korea’s case is somewhat peculiar in that it has not RI¿FLDOO\ reported 
DQ\�FDVHV�RI�&29,'�����DQG�FHUWDLQ�UHSRUWV�KDYH�YHUL¿HG� WKDW� WKH�HIIRUWV� WR�
contain the virus were relatively successful despite the general weakness 
of the country’s healthcare infrastructure. What, would you say, were the 
VSHFL¿F�DFWLRQV�RU�SUHFDXWLRQV�WKDW�1RUWK�.RUHD�KDG�WDNHQ�WKDW�KDG�OHG�WR�WKLV�
supposedly successful containment? Is there anything that can be learned or 
even imitated from the North Korean response? 
 
&%-��$V�\RX�VDLG��1RUWK�.RUHD�KDV�QRW�UHSRUWHG�DQ\�FRQ¿UPHG�&29,'����FDVHV��
However, no reporting does not necessarily mean that there has not been any case 
in North Korea. So, many people outside North Korea are suspecting that North 
Korean authorities are not telling the whole truth. As I said, North Korea is bordering 
with China, and it has a rather long border with China (more than 1,400 km). Second, 
IURP�1RUWK�.RUHDQ�RI¿FLDO�QHZV�PHGLD�DV�ZHOO��WKHUH�DUH�VHYHUDO�VWRULHV�DERXW�VHYHUDO�
KXQGUHG�RU� >HYHQ@�VHYHUDO� WKRXVDQG�SHRSOH� WKDW�ZHUH�SXW�XQGHU�TXDUDQWLQH��7KH\�
said that it was some kind of precautionary measure, but segregating some people 
for quarantine or for self-isolation cannot but be some kind of meaningful measure 
KHUH��:H� NQRZ� WKDW�1RUWK� .RUHDQ� OHDGHU� .LP� -RQJ�XQ� KDV� EHHQ� DZD\� IURP� WKH�
capital for quite a long time — an exceptionally long time. So, these all point to the 
direction that North Korea might have had some problems with this COVID-19. But, 
1RUWK�.RUHD�LQVLVWV�WKDW�LW�GLG�QRW�KDYH�DQ\�FRQ¿UPHG�FDVHV��DQG�ZH�GR�QRW�KDYH�
any evidence to deny North Korea’s claims. At the same time, from the perspective 
of controlling infectious diseases, we can take note of some measures North Korea 
had taken, as we have seen that North Korea had closed its borders at a very early 
stage. If North Korea thinks that from the public health point of view, it is not ready to 
FRSH�ZLWK�WKH�VLWXDWLRQ��WKHQ�FORVLQJ�WKH�ERUGHU�FDQ�EH�DQ�HI¿FLHQW�DQG�HIIHFWLYH�ZD\�
to control the disease and to prevent the virus from coming into and spreading in 
North Korea. Another one was that North Korea, at this time, had been emphasizing 
very much on the importance of personal hygiene — washing your hands clean with 
soap, and wearing your masks everywhere you go. So, precautionary measures — 
physically separating — and much emphasis on personal hygiene — I think these 
are two aspects that must have helped North Korea to successfully cope with the 
situation. I think some countries outside North Korea can also try to learn.
 
Y: What were the impacts of North Korea’s border closure due to COVID-19? 
What changes did the country experience economically, politically, and 
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socially, and how would that affect North Korea holistically in the near future?

CBJ: As we have seen, North Korea took these measures at a very early stage 
of the outbreak. From the point of view of disease control. I think that must have 
contributed to the success, to a certain degree. However, there is another aspect; 
you know that North Korea has been under UN imposed sanctions for quite a long 
time and that all of these materials, including food and oil, are already in shortage. 
The international community was asking China to strengthen its control of the 
border with North Korea so that no smugglers of equipment or materials can be 
transmitted across the border. However, this time, North Korea closed the border 
on its own; before China took any measures, North Korea on its own decided to 
completely close its border for the sake of disease control. Some people are saying 
that the novel Corona virus has accomplished what the United Nations, or United 
States, trying to impose the sanctions on North Korea, which have failed so far. 
1RUWK�.RUHD�KDV�DOUHDG\�EHHQ�XQGHU�GLI¿FXOWLHV�HFRQRPLFDOO\��EXW�ZLWK�&29,'����
DQG�DOO� WKHVH�KHDOWK�PHDVXUHV�� ,� WKLQN� WKDW�1RUWK�.RUHD¶V� GLI¿FXOWLHV�PXVW� KDYH�
LQFUHDVHG�DQG�WKH�SHRSOH�PXVW�EH�XQGHUJRLQJ�D�ORW�PRUH�RI�D�GLI¿FXOW�WLPH�LQ�WHUPV�
RI�IRRG�DQG�RLO�VKRUWDJHV�>DV�ZHOO�DV@�VRPH�RWKHU�KHDOWK�HTXLSPHQW�VKRUWDJHV�DQG�
so on. So, that is a toll for North Korea caused by this pandemic. The North Korean 
leader has reappeared to the public about one month ago after three or four weeks 
RI�DEVHQFH�IURP�WKH�SXEOLF�YLHZ��7KDW�ZDV�DW�WKH�IHUWLOL]HU�IDFWRU\��>ZKHUH@�KH�PDGH�
the appearance after a three weeks absence. Fertilizer is for agriculture, and North 
.RUHD� KDV� EHHQ� HPSKDVL]LQJ� WKDW� DJULFXOWXUH� LV� WKH� ¿UVW� IURQWOLQH� LQ� ¿JKWLQJ� IRU�
economic development. So the food situation and the situation in agriculture must 
be a big issue for the North Korean leader; it means that North Korea is in some 
GLI¿FXOW�VLWXDWLRQ�ZLWK�IRRG�DQG�DJULFXOWXUH�
 
Y: How might COVID-19 shape the role of North Korea in the future of 
international relations and leadership? Moving forward, is there a possibility 
that the perspective on the current Kim regime or North Korea, as a whole, 
can change (minimally or even drastically) when considering its generally 
“successful response,” especially in the eyes of foreign powers?
 
&%-��$V�\RX�VDLG��1RUWK�.RUHD�UHSRUWHG�QR�FRQ¿UPHG�FDVHV�RI�&29,'����WR�WKH�
:RUOG�+HDOWK�2UJDQL]DWLRQ��EXW�DV�,�VDLG��ZH�FDQQRW�EH�����SHUFHQW�VXUH�WKDW�QR�
reporting necessarily means there really have not been any COVID-19 cases in 
North Korea. Suspicion lingers that North Korea is not telling the whole truth, and 
because of these quite stringent measures of border closure and so on, its economic 
situation is quite dire — particularly in food and medical equipment. So, there is a 
positive side, but simultaneously, a negative side of what North Korea has been 
doing in coping with this pandemic situation. I think it is still too early to suggest that 
North Korea has been successful or that North Korea has been failing. I think we 
still have to see. If North Korea is really keen to gain respect from the international 
community, then North Korea should not isolate itself, but rather open up to the 
international community. Its development of weapons of mass destruction does not 
help North Korea in coming to better terms with the international community.



Y: What are the possible short- and long-term impacts of this pandemic and 
the Kim regime and the Moon administration’s response to it on inter-Korean 
relations as a whole?
 
CBJ: Up until the end of last year, so before the outbreak of this COVID-19 pandemic, 
ZH�KDYH�EHHQ�GLVFXVVLQJ�LQWHU�.RUHDQ�FRQWDFW�>DQG�FRQWDFW�@�EHWZHHQ�1RUWK�.RUHD�
and the United States — how to reduce tension, how to establish permanent peace 
on the Korean Peninsula, and how we can achieve denuclearization. Early last year, 
the United States and North Korea had a summit meeting in Hanoi. After the failure 
DQG�WKH�LPSDVVH��ERWK�VLGHV�KDYH�EHHQ�WU\LQJ�WR�¿QG�VRPH�ZD\�WR�DFFRPPRGDWH�
each other’s positions; we’ve been discussing this. That was the focus of what we’d 
been doing before the outbreak of COVID-19. But since the outbreak, all these 
efforts have been put on hold,  so it was kind of suspended. That is the impact of the 
Corona virus on the overall situation on the Korean Peninsula. As soon as we come 
out of this situation, then we will try to be back on the track of this dialogue process. 
Even now, the South Korean government is trying to resume the dialogue with North 
Korea, and we are proposing to open some channels to discuss some health issues 
and disease control issues; we are waiting for some positive response from North 
Korea. The United States government also says that dialogue remains open, so they 
can come back to the process any time when they are ready. But you know that, 
now, the United States is moving towards its presidential elections in November. 
I think, maybe, they may think that it is not an opportune time to get back into the 
GLDORJXH��:H�ZLOO�VHH�ZKDW�KDSSHQV�
 
Y: Is there a clear way to distinguish whether COVID-19 is a crisis or opportunity 
for the Korean Peninsula? What are some important lessons to be learned 
from the pandemic as a whole and its impacts all around the world, and how 
do we overcome and move forward?
 
CBJ: This COVID-19 is a crisis; it creates problems in every country, not just on the 
Korean Peninsula. You can see the global economy is down, and the countries are 
struggling to reopen it. The whole population is put on a kind of seize — in lockdown, 
having to stay at home. So, this is a crisis. But the Chinese character meaning 
³crisis” consists of two characters— one is danger, and the other is opportunity. So 
ZH�FDQ�VD\�WKDW�FULVLV�FRPHV�ZLWK�RSSRUWXQLWLHV��7KLV�SDQGHPLF�GH¿QLWHO\�VKRZV�WKDW�
in order to secure the safety for mankind, people and countries should cooperate. 
So, cooperation and solidarity are what we need to cope with the threats to human 
security. Maybe this pandemic is not just a threat to mankind; we have other 
FKDOOHQJHV�DV�ZHOO²�FOLPDWH�FKDQJH��SRYHUW\��F\EHU�VHFXULW\��DQG�VR�RQ��:H�KDYH�
many obstacles that no single country can manage alone. The COVID-19 crisis is a 
crisis that affects every aspect of our lives, but at the same time, it reminds mankind 
that you have to cooperate and unite to deal with the challenges. COVID-19 is a 
crisis, but comes with opportunities.
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