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ABSTRACT

There were two rallies of medical students and trainee doctors, where 9,000 participants 
gathered. We performed polymerase chain reaction (PCR)-based universal screening for the 
participants using pooling at a tertiary care hospital. Around 609 (94%) of 646 participants 
underwent PCR tests for severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2; all of them tested 
negative. Our data suggested low transmission rates in open air mass gatherings when 
appropriate personal protective practices were followed.
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Thousands of medical students, interns, and residents across Korea went on strike to protest 
against the government's medical workforce reform plan. They held two rallies on August 7 
and 14, 2020.1 Although masks were used and the rally was held outdoors, there was concern 
regarding the spread of severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) 
during their assembly as a crowd. Since medical interns, residents, and fellows come in close 
contact with patients, the spread of the virus among healthcare workers poses a significant 
threat because of the potential risk of its transmission to the patients. Therefore, after they 
returned to work, we performed universal screening of the rally participants for SARS-CoV-2.

This study was performed in a tertiary care hospital (with 2,700 beds) in Seoul, Korea. This 
hospital employed 8,800 healthcare workers, including 1,718 doctors. Among the doctors 
were 131 interns, 456 residents, 325 clinical fellows, and 246 medical students.

Before the rally, guidelines provided by the infection control office were handed out, 
which promoted the use of filtering facepiece 2 equivalent respirator masks, hand hygiene, 
minimum 1 meter distancing, no physical contact, no singing or chanting, restriction on 
drinking or eating food, and self-monitoring of symptoms after the rally. Participants with 
coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) symptoms were restricted from joining the rally.

During the rally, approximately 9,000 participants gathered in Yeouido Park, southwestern 
Seoul for 3 hours. We performed polymerase chain reaction (PCR)-based universal screening 
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for the participants by pooling 5 specimens 3–4 days after the rally (considering the 
incubation period).2,3 The participants informed the infection control office if they developed 
COVID-19 symptoms within 2 weeks of participating in the rally using an app-based system. 
Subsequently, SARS-CoV-2 PCR tests were performed.

A total of 646 trainee doctors and medical students participated in the rally at least once. 
Among them 318 (49%) were men with a median age of 29 (interquartile range, 27–32) years. 
There were 95 interns, 378 residents, 131 clinical fellows, and 42 medical students. All 609 
(94%) participants who underwent PCR screening tested negative.

There were 387 participants (50 interns, 307 residents, and 30 medical students) in the first 
rally. Among them, 360 (93%) participants underwent PCR tests on August 10 (3 days after 
the rally). The number of participants in the second rally was 555 (67 interns, 300 residents, 
131 clinical fellows, and 27 medical students). Among them, 525 (95%) participants 
underwent PCR tests on August 18 (4 days after the rally).

From August 7 to August 28, 11 participants had COVID-19 symptoms including fever, cough, 
myalgia, sore throat, and headache. However, PCR results were negative for all of them.

Historically, sports, religious, musical, and other mass gatherings have been the source of 
infectious diseases.4 To mitigate the risk of SARS-CoV-2 transmission in the rally of Korean 
trainee doctors, we developed an action plan and an app-based system for notification of 
COVID-19 symptoms. Additionally, after the participants returned from the rally, we performed 
universal screening for over 600 (94%) of them. No participant was infected because appropriate 
personal protective practices were followed in the open space. Further, high-risk behaviors such 
as physical contact, singing, drinking, or chanting were avoided. To save resources, we used the 
pooling strategy, reported previously.5 Finally, because this was a single-center study and Korea 
has a low prevalence of COVID-19, further studies in other settings are warranted.

In conclusion, our study provides important information regarding low transmission rates in 
mass gatherings at open space when appropriate personal protective practices are followed.
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