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Disaster epidemiology in Korea

Ju Ok Park, MD

Laboratory of Emergency Medical Service, Seoul National University Hospital Biomedical Research Institute, Seoul, Korea

The effects of disasters have recently become an important worldwide health issue. In Korea, there have been many
disaster events since 2000. Recently, there was a consensus to develop a scientific research framework for disaster.
According to this consensus, disaster is defined as an event associated with more than 10 deaths or more than 50
injured individuals. Besides the mortality rate of the event, the early or late mortality rate can also be used to analyze
the effect of disasters. According to international and domestic databases, technical disasters have increased and
become potentially deadly. Common natural causes of disaster are storms and floods and common human-made
causes are fire and transportation accidents. Most disaster studies are retrospective and observational. The mortality
rate of disasters ranges from 0% to 77.7%. To analyze the effect of disaster on health and to establish appropriate

health policies, epidemiological research into disaster is essential.
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Table 1. Top 10 natural or technical disaster in for the period 1900 to 2014 sorted by numbers of killed

5]
Natural disaster Technical disaster
Type Date No. of killed Type Date No. of killed
Storm 28/08/1936 1104 Collapse 29/06/1995 458
Flood 19/08/1972 672 Fire 18/02/2003 430
Storm 16/07/1987 483 Water 16/04/2014 302
Storm 17/09/1959 432 Water 10/10/1993 250
Flood 14/09/1969 408 Water 9/01/1953 249
Flood 31/07/1998 403 Fire 12/1971 158
Flood 15/07/1965 323 Air 15/04/2002 129
Flood 8/07/1977 297 Explosion 30/10/1991 120
Flood 08/1962 290 Air 29/11/1987 115
Flood 07/1961 249 Explosion 28/04/1995 109
Table 2. Occurrences of disaster after 2000 by disaster group, type and subtype [5]
Disaster group Disaster type Disaster subtype Occurrences Deaths
Natural Total 40 794
Drought Drought 1
Epidemic Viral infectious diseases 2 6
Flood Unspecified 2 16
Flash flood 5 141
General flood 5 93
Storm surge/coastal flood 1 10
Mass movement wet ~ Landslide 1 59
Storm Unspecified 4 32
Local storm 2 10
Tropical cyclone 14 425
Wildfire Forest fire 3 2
Technical Total 20 1,117
Industrial accident Fire 1 40
Gas leak 1 5
Oil spill 1 -
Miscellaneous Fire 2 440
accident Other 1 11
Transport accident Air 1 129
Rail 1 3
Road 4 66
Water 8 423
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Table 3. Occurrences and deaths of disaster from 2000 to 2009 by disaster group, type and subtype [6]
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Table 4. Summary of the published researches on disaster epidemiology after 2000 year

Disaster Disaster Disaster

Year of

Data Study

Author Year group type subtype  event collection population summary
Kang et al. [9] 2008 Natural Meterology Storm 2007  Retrospective 59  Mortality: 5 (8.5%)
review of Rise in number of injured patients
medical record (P=0.003) was noted after weather
conditions improved
Common injury: cut/pierce
Common place: home
Common activity: vital activity
Common object: building/building
component or related fitting
Lee et al. [8] 2013 Natural Meterology Lightning, ~ 2000- Death record of 709  Mortality: 709
landslides, 2011 National Mean age was 51.56 and 62.34% were
floods Statistics male.
Office )
Drowning (57.5%) were more prevalent.
Kimetal.[10] ~ 2003 Technological Transportation Air 2002  Retrospective 166 Mortality: 129 (77.7%)
review of Common injury: transsection (103, 79.8%)
medical record
Chungetal.[11] 2003 Technological Miscellaneous Fire 2003  Retrospective 199  Mortality: 46 (23.1%) (Female were
accident review of 50.8%)
emergency Number of dead on arrival: 46
department
medical record
Lee [13] 2007 Technological Miscellaneous Mass 2005  Retrospective 159  Mortality : 11 (6.9%) (M:F=3:8)
accident gathering review of Range of age in died: 7-14, 54-76 years old
medical record
Lee et al. [6] 2010 Technological Chemical Oil spill 2007  Survey 299  Mortality : 0
The indexes of anxiety and depression were
higher in the heavy and moderately oil
soaked areas. The increased risks of
headache, nausea, dizziness, fatigue,
tingling of limb, hot flushing, sore throat,
cough, runny nose, shortness of breath,
itchy skin, rash, and sore eyes were
significant.
Kangetal.[12] 2013 Technological Transportation Road 2010  Retrospective 24 Victims: 24 (M:F=15:9)
review of Mortality: 14 (41.7%) (M:F=9:5)
fnnggirg;ncy Twelve persons were dead on the scene.
service and Two persons died within one week
hospital
record
Kim et al. [7] 2013 Technological Chemical Oil spill 2007  Survey 10,171  Mortality: 0
Proximity to the spill site was associated
with increased burden of disease.
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