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Outbreak - ’It’s ruining everyone’: eerie quiet
reigns in coronavirus-hit South Korean city
Sunday 23 February 2020, by KIM Nemo (Date first published: 23 February 2020).

More than half of the country’s 602 cases have been traced to a church in Daegu.

Sunday morning found Kim Tae-woo sitting in his convenience store at the normally bustling East
Daegu train station, counting the day’s customers on the fingers of one hand.

“Things are beyond quiet here,” he said. “It feels like I’m at a meditation centre. I’m thinking of
removing the magazine stand. No one has the peace of mind to flip through them now.”

South Korea’s president, Moon Jae-in, placed the country on red alert on Sunday as its number of
coronavirus infections tripled over the weekend to 602.

Barring the Diamond Princess cruise ship docked in Japan, South Korea now has the highest number
of infections outside China.

Residents of Daegu, the country’s fourth-largest city and the centre of its outbreak, are leaving
nothing to chance.

The city’s streets were eerily quiet, with stores and restaurants closed and stations, markets and
shopping areas devoid of the usual foot traffic. The few people who dared to venture out were
masked and wearing gloves.

More than half of all South Korean cases so far have been linked to the Daegu branch of the
Shincheonji Church of Jesus sect, with over 100 more cases coming from a mental health ward at
Daenam hopital in the nearby town of Cheongdo.

Officials believe cases at the hospital may be related to a funeral of the sect leader’s brother, held
there at the beginning of February.

While the exact source of the infections remains unclear, health officials have pointed to a 61-year-
old female member of the sect who tested positive on 18 February. Local authorities are now
scrambling to trace all 9,336 members of the church’s Daegu branch as well as out of town visitors
who may have come into contact with the woman.

A taxi driver, Kwang-ho Lee, wondered why the woman hadn’t done more to stop spreading the
disease.

“It’s ruining everyone here,” he said. “I’m making less than 10% of my normal income. The other
drivers and I are just standing around, waiting all day. Sometimes we’re even too scared to talk to
each other because we don’t know who has the virus and who might belong to that cult.”

There is widespread anger over the sect’s secretiveness and their apparent unwillingness to
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cooperate with health officials. According to the authorities, more than 600 members of the Daegu
branch are not answering calls or texts and cannot be accounted for.

A petition demanding that the government forcibly disband the Shincheonji Church of Jesus was
posted on the presidential office’s website on Friday, and has so far attracted more than 300,000
signatures.

The public fury directed at both the sect and the authorities was echoed by a bus driver, whose
vehicle carried a single passenger.

“If I violate a traffic law, police contact me before the day is over and I get fined,” he said. “How
come they can’t get hold of so many cult members? How can we say South Korea is an IT
powerhouse with this going on?”

At Dongseung-ro, a popular meeting place for the city’s youth, things were quiet and most of the
stores and cafes were closed.

Sung-jin Choi and Yoon Na, a couple in their twenties, had decided to go out, masked up and with
gloves on.

“We saw on the internet that now is the time to experience this area looking like Gotham City, so we
decided to have a look,” said Choi.

Na said that some couples were choosing not to meet up because no one is sure whether their
partner belonged to the cult. “Only couples who know each other very well can be sure,” he added.

One of the few places in Daegu where more than 20 people had congregated on Sunday was at the
city’s medical centre.

The hospital has become a dedicated Covid-19 treatment centre, with paramedics and nurses
working in full biohazard suits and plastic face visors.

Some 30 people were waiting to be examined in a makeshift tent set up outside the main hospital
building. Despite the constant activity by staffers, things were curiously quiet, the silence broken
only by the comings and goings of ambulances and the odd cough.

On the other side of the city, the Shincheonji Church of Jesus building was locked up and the area,
as with other parts of Daegu, was deserted.

Simon Kim, a spokesman for the church, said it was cooperating fully with authorities.

“We’re the biggest victims of the Covid-19 epidemic,” he said, “[and we have] become a target of
hatred”. He said a membership list the church had given the authorities had been leaked, provoking
hate speech and members being pressured to leave their jobs.

Back at the train station, a group of five people sat around the communal TV set in the ticket hall. All
turned out to be workers rather than travellers; given the lack of customers, there was little need for
them to be behind their counters.

When one of them coughed, the others turned away from the screen to look at her.

“It’s not corona,” she said, with a wave of her hand. “My tea went down the wrong way.” No one
looked relieved.



Nemo Kim in Daegu
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• [The Guardian]: Progress happens...

… when we build bridges. Britain may be leaving the EU, but the Guardian remains committed to
Europe, doubling down on the ideas and interests that we share. Our independent, fact-based
reporting will inform Britain about Europe, Europe about Britain, and the rest of the world about
both.
More people than ever are reading and supporting the Guardian’s independent, investigative
journalism. And unlike many news organisations, we made the choice to keep our reporting open for
all, regardless of where they live or what they can afford to pay.
The Guardian will engage with the most critical issues of our time – from the escalating climate
emergency to widespread inequality to the influence of big tech on our lives. At a time when factual
information is a necessity, we believe that each of us, around the world, deserves access to accurate
reporting with integrity at its heart.
Our editorial independence means we set our own agenda and voice our own opinions. Guardian
journalism is free from commercial and political bias and not influenced by billionaire owners or
shareholders. This means we can give a voice to those less heard, explore where others turn away,
and rigorously challenge those in power.
We hope you will consider supporting us today. We need your support to keep delivering quality
journalism that’s open and independent. Every reader contribution, however big or small, is so
valuable. Support the Guardian from as little as €1 – and it only takes a minute. Thank you.

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/feb/23/its-ruining-everyone-coronavirus-hit-south-korean-city-daegu
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/feb/23/its-ruining-everyone-coronavirus-hit-south-korean-city-daegu
https://support.theguardian.com/eu/contribute?REFPVID=k6zldk5wwaajhkuwamp6&INTCMP=control_banner_from_google_doc&acquisitionData=%7B%22source%22%3A%22GUARDIAN_WEB%22%2C%22componentId%22%3A%22control_banner_from_google_doc%22%2C%22componentType%22%3A%22ACQUISITIONS_ENGAGEMENT_BANNER%22%2C%22campaignCode%22%3A%22control_banner_from_google_doc%22%2C%22referrerPageviewId%22%3A%22k6zldk5wwaajhkuwamp6%22%2C%22referrerUrl%22%3A%22https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fworld%2F2020%2Ffeb%2F23%2Fworld-is-approaching-coronavirus-tipping-point-experts-say%22%7D

