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On May, 20 2014, people gathered in front of the Seoul 
Central District Court to hold a press conference 
condemning excessive !nes given to Gangjeong villagers 
and peace activists who peacefully protested against the 
construction of the Jeju naval base project. After this 
press conference, three peace activists, Choi Jung-Min 
and Yang Yeo-Ok from World Without War, and Rev. 
Lim Bora, decided to walk into a prison on their own feet, 
instead of paying their !nes, as a form of peaceful protest. 

Since 2007, Jeju naval base has been built without 
proper consultation with Gangjeong villagers and has 
caused huge damage to the local marine environment, 
such as its world-famous soft coral community. While 
protesting against the naval base construction, human 
rights violations against peace activists and Gangjeong 
villagers and excessive use of police force have frequently 

occurred. 
As of December 2013, 649 people have been 

arrested, 589 been put on trial and 38 people have been 
imprisoned for their protests against the naval base 
construction. It is estimated that a total of more than 
300 million KRW (around 3 million USD) in !nes will 
eventually be imposed on peace activists and Gangjeong 
villagers. Considering civil suits against the peace 
defenders by the construction companies, the amount 
of !nes will increase exponentially. Instead of punishing 
the illegitimate construction of the Jeju naval base, the 
government is silencing dissenting opinions. "is is a 
clear violation of freedom of opinion and expression, and 
disrupts the fundamental values of democracy. 

"e three peace defenders who decided to go to 
prison each had received around 2,000 USD in !nes. Two 

of them were charged with obstruction of business as 
they blocked a truck carrying gunpowder to explode the 
Gureombi Rock in 2012. Another person was charged 
for only sitting in front of the gate of the naval base 
construction site for a mere 9 minutes. One night in 
prison, will reduce their !nes by 50 USD per night.

"e three activists did not stay their full time in 
prison and have now been released. However, one more 
activist, Quaker Oh Cheol-Geun has turned himself in 
for imprisonment as a peaceful protest. Upon going to 
prison he stated, “Human beings are supposed to protest 
against injustice. I am proud that I am going to prison 
because I fought for injustice.” "ese brave peace activists 
have said that they will continue to peacefully protest 
against the naval base construction in the future.



Conversations over a delicious meal at the Gangjeong 
community kitchen were a delightful daily event during 
my recent visit to Jeju Island.  On my !rst day there, 
during lunchtime, I met Emily and Dongwon, a young 
couple, recently married, who met in Gangjeong. Emily, 
who is Taiwanese, recalled that when her parents came 
to meet Dongwon for the !rst time, before the two 
had wed, they had to visit him in prison.  Dongwon, 
who grew up in a rural area of South Korea, had visited 
Gangjeong and gotten to know a small community living 
on the Gureombi Rock.  Drawn by their tenacity and 
commitment, he decided to join them.  When a barge 
crane was dredging the sea in front of Gureombi Rock, 
Dongwon climbed up its tip and nonviolently de!ed 
police who ordered him to come down.   

Emily laughs happily as she recalls how muscular she 
became when she was learning to become a sailor.  She 
wanted practical experience so that she could travel, by 
boat, between islands a#ected by militarization, such as 

Taiwan, Okinawa, and Jeju Island.
Meanwhile, Dongwon was arranging a conference, 

at Jeju University, to explore conscientious objection 
to war.  He and his friend Mark do not want to be 
conscripted into military service, but failure to comply 
with the Republic of Korea’s mandatory service could 
result in severe punishment.  "ey are well aware that 90 
per cent of the people, worldwide, who are incarcerated 
for conscientious objection to military service are serving 
time in South Korean prisons.    

Encounters with dissenters in Gangjeong who resist 
militarization led Dongwon, Emily, and Mark to ask what 
they could do to follow their beliefs. What steps would 
they be willing to take and how could they encourage 
other young people to consider living their lives in accord 
with their deepest beliefs. 

It’s a privilege and a challenge to confer with new, 
young friends in places like Jeju Island and Kabul, 
Afghanistan.  

Rage !lled desires to punish people who refuse to 
participate in war frustrate e#orts to chart paths toward 
negotiation and diplomacy.  It’s far safer and wiser to 
be guided by young people, like those whom I met in 
Gangjeong’s community kitchen, who hunger for justice 
and work for peace.



On May 22, National Solidarity for the Elimination 
of Discrimination against the Disabled, human rights 
groups united for people with special needs, held a press 
conference near the Vatican embassy in Seoul urging Pope 
Francis to cancel the visit to Kkottongnae. Kkottongnae 
is a Catholic care center for people with special needs. In 
the statement, the group said, “Kkottongnae is a leading 
organization in the world of social welfare and a massive 
private religious facility for people with special needs run 
on a grand scale. . .it has a tendency to monopolize the 
social welfare budgets of local government often shutting 
out smaller welfare organizations from accessing funding 
for their activities in the process. "e fact that the Pope 
is scheduled to visit Kkottongnae is disappointing for 
people who wish to live a more digni!ed and humane 
life free from the restrictions imposed on residents 
living in this very closed institution. "erefore, we would 
encourage Pope Francis, the spiritual leader of Catholics 
around the world and deeply respected for his humility, 
spirit of service and advancement of progressive activities 
to reconsider his scheduled visit to Kkottongnae.

On May 20, Father Park Seong-gu, Director of 
the Little Jesus Family, also held a press conference in 
front of the Vatican embassy in Seoul and was joined by 
a number of disabled people in wheelchairs. "ey urged 
Pope Francis not to visit Kkottongnae, characterizing the 
home for the sick and disabled as a “Korean version of the 
Ma!a.” It’s quite rare to see Catholics criticizing religious 
centers belonging to the same faith tradition or sending 
open letters to the Pope to reconsider his visit. 

Under the circumstances, there are serious doubts 
about whether Pope Francis needs to go to Kkottongnae. 
He’s only going to be in South Korea for four days. Apart 
from visiting the Presidential o$ce, his current plans are 
dominated by attendance at Catholic only events. Most 
people feel that the people the Pope should really be 
visiting while in South Korea are the family members of 
the victims of the Sewol Ferry tragedy or the DMZ to 
send a powerful and symbolic message of reconciliation 
between South and North Korea. Meanwhile, the 
people of Gangjeong are still hoping and praying for an 
unscheduled stop for him as he did recently in Palestine.



On Yonaguni Island, Okinawa prefecture's and Japan's westernmost island and the 
nearest foreign island to Taiwan, located just 150km from the disputed Senkaku Islands, 
the Japanese government is building a military radar base and plans to station Japanese 
Self-Defense Force troops. !e remotest island from Tokyo, Yonaguni is home to 1500 
residents and many unique animal species. Yonaguni even has its own language and 
alphabet separate from both Japan and Okinawa.

I "ew from Okinawa Island to Yonaguni. !e "ight was more expensive than 
from Seoul to Okinawa. It was my #rst time to visit Yonaguni, where the people said 
that in good weather I can see the mountains of my homeland, Taiwan. It was a beautiful 
and peaceful island, but sadly I also sensed a similar atmosphere to the DMZ of Korea, 
an area of natural beauty because of the long military cease#re. Yonaguni used to have a 
lot of exchange with Taiwan, but this was cut o$ by the U.S. Military government after 
WW2. When I visited, the locals told me that not even one Tiawanese has stayed in 
recent years. 

When I returned to Okinawa, I wore a T-Shirt that was given to me as a 
present by the local anti-base group in Yonaguni. !e shirt said, "Isoba no Kai", but 
my Okinawan friends didn't understand the letters on the shirt and didn't know the 
meaning of "Isoba". I was excited to tell them that Isoba was an ancient female leader of 
Yonaguni who reunited and reconciled the Yonaguni into a people of peace.

!e community in Yonaguni was split in two over the base issue. If Isoba was 
there, I wonder what she would say when the o%cer from the Japanese Ministry of 
Defense held the base groundbreaking ceremony on Yonaguni on April 19, 2014? I 
wonder what she would respond to Barak Obama who reassured the Japanese Prime 
Minister Abe that Japan's dispute with China over the Sankaku/Diaoyu Islands were 
covered by the allies' post-war security treaty on April 24, 2014? Would she laugh when 
she heard that the Sky of Yonaguni was divided by the US government to Taiwan and 
Japan? I wish that could talk to the Grandmother creator of Jeju and the spirit of Taiwan 
and create a way for all of us to live in peace.

On May 14, Mr. Han Jin-Oh, a Pungmul teacher, led a tour of the #ve di$erent “Dang” 
or traditional shamanic ritual sites in Gangjeong village. In Korean tradition, a Dang is 
considered a signi#cant place for villagers of tribal communities. It is a location where 
community members hold di$erent rituals, praying for fortunes and protection for 
themselves and their village. Gangjeong Village community is well known on Jeju for its 
history of hundreds of years. Before the anti-base struggle, it was common to hear the 
sound of Pungmul resounding throughout the village. Pungmul is a type of collective 
prayer (Gut) consisting of Korean traditional collective performance with musical 
instruments, dance, and song. Village rituals would be held at the Dang sites, wishing 
for prosperity and protection for the village. Nowadays, there is no trace of the rituals at 
these Dang sites where the villagers used to converge with gathered hearts and sincerity. 
!e reason is because the village community has been torn apart during the long years of 
struggle over the naval base construction. Distrust and hostility have disrupted the long 
traditions of the village. It was sad to see vacant and faded abandoned Dang. Nonetheless, 
it was a meaningful activity to join this tour and learn about the past and re-evaluate the 
current problems, #nding clues to the solution.


