The Korean Journal for the History of Science 46-2 (2024), 353-386

The Shaping of Environmental Health Policy in South Korea in
the Early 2000s and the Impact of the Abandoned Mine Investi-
gation in Goseong*

Jinyoung PARK'

Introduction

On May 30, 2005, Director of Citizens’ Institute for Environmental Studies (CIES,
AlH13E4 At4) Jang Jae-yeon (A 91) delivered a presentation titled “From PPM to
Health (PPMojlA| A7 2 2)” at a public hearing convened by the Environmental
Health Policy Research Group (273 2472 17L) to discuss the 10-Year Compre-
hensive Plan for Environmental Health Policy (Comprehensive Plan, 2732 A%
107§ =84 &). The presentation was part of a series of discussions on the trans-
formation of environmental policy through the lens of public health. He observed
that environmental policy in Korea has been constrained to the control of pollutant
emissions and the management of media, and that it is acceptable if it is below the
PPM standard. He emphasized the necessity to transition to a receptor-centered en-
vironmental management system that prioritizes people and ecosystems.*
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The title of this presentation encapsulates the essence of the call for change in
environmental policy that emerged from the late 1990s to the early 2000s. As many
previous studies in environmental history have shown, health effects such as pollu-
tion damage around industrial complexes, Onsan illness (Onsanbyeong, 24H3), and
pneumoconiosis (X13=) have been investigated and addressed since the 1960s.
However, it was only in the early 2000s that the term “environmental health
(B4 X A)” emerged as a conceptual framework for understanding the interconnec-
tions between environmental factors and human health. As Peter Thorsheim notes,
the social context of a given era influences the manner in which a society defines
and addresses its environmental problems.? This paper will examine the relationship
between the emergence of environmental health policies in South Korea in the early
2000s and the health problems caused by heavy metals from abandoned mines. The
issue of health concerns related to heavy metals persisted in South Korea throughout
the 1990s and 2000s, particularly in the context of pollution damage from industrial
complexes and the contamination of areas surrounding abandoned mines.

Heavy metals, such as mercury, cadmium, and lead, are significant contributors to
environmental degradation and human health concerns. These metals are often the
result of industrialization and development activities, which can lead to the contam-
ination of soil, water, and air. In particular, environmental problems caused by mines
that were developed to extract resources for industry and abandoned mines that are
no longer in operation have the potential to cause damage to water, air, soil, crops,
and people. Heavy metals represent a classic example of an environmental health
hazard, as contamination of ecosystems can lead to human health problems.

What are the implications of framing the specific environmental harm of heavy
metal pollution as “environmental health”? As Mitman, Murphy, Sellers, and others
have demonstrated, the history of environmental pollution is inextricably linked to
the history of public health harm. The history of environmental health is also the
history of science. Furthermore, it encompasses the history of the production of spe-
cialized knowledge about health.® A series of studies has demonstrated the diversity
of knowledge produced across scales, uncertainties, materiality, and bodies.* The

Through the Eyes of Public Health &7 2 A4 A 1070d £34| 8-S 913t T4 3]: s34 2 9] A%l
=UA729] =02, 2005. 5. 30.

2 peter Thorsheim, Inventing Pollution: Coal, Smoke, and Culture in Britain since 1800 (Athens:
Ohio University Press, 2006).

3 Gregg Mitman, Michelle Murphy, and Christopher Sellers, “Introduction: A Cloud over History,”
Osiris 19 (2004), 1-17.

4You can also refer to other studies in the 2004 issue of Osiris. Michelle Murphy, “Uncertain Ex-
posures and the Privilege of Imperception: Activist Scientists and Race at the U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency,” Osiris 19 (2004), 266-282; Giovanna Di Chiro, “‘Living Is for Everyone’:
Border Crossings for Community, Environment, and Health,” Osiris 19 (2004), 112-129; Kim
Fortun, “From Bhopal to the Informating of Environmentalism: Risk Communication in Histori-
cal Perspective,” Osiris 19 (2004), 283-296.
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environmental health movement in the United States also emerged in response to the
Love Canal incident of 1978, which highlighted the centrality of human health con-
cerns within the broader environmental context.> Furthermore, environmental prob-
lems caused by heavy metals are also closely linked to the development and decline
of regions.® Mining was frequently the primary economic activity in a given locality,
and as a consequence, the local population was exposed to elevated levels of heavy
metals for an extended period.

Onsanbyeong serves as a salient illustration of the adverse health consequences
associated with heavy metal contamination in South Korea. In their study, Jeong
Yukyong and Yang Jihye analyze the methodology employed by the Korea Research
Institute for Pollution Problems (&34 ¢1+24) in investigating the outbreak of On-
sanbyeong.” Onsanbyeong represents a prototypical instance of environmental con-
tamination resulting from the rapid industrialization of South Korea in the 1970s,
particularly the expansion of the chemical industry. In 1985, an investigation by the
Korea Research Institute for Pollution Problems revealed the presence of heavy
metal effects analogous to those observed in cadmium poisoning. The government
attempted to minimize the significance of the issue, asserting that there was no dis-
cernible correlation between the ailment and environmental contamination. The in-
vestigation and the anti-pollution movement in Onsanbyeong resulted in the reloca-
tion of nearby residents. However, the decision to relocate caused significant eco-
nomic hardship for the residents, who lost their jobs or became day laborers.®

In addition to Onsanbyeong, various studies within environmental history have
explored a wide range of environmental issues, movements, responses, and regula-
tory changes in Korea from the 1930s to the early 2000s. Notably, many of these
studies have employed the concepts of slow violence and slow disaster to shed light

5 Kate Davies, The Rise of the U.S. Environmental Health Movement (Lanham, MD: Rowman &
Littlefield Publishers, 2013).

6 Bradley D. Snow, Living with Lead: An Environmental History of Idaho’s Coeur D Alenes, 1885-
2011 (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2017).

" Yukyong Jeong, “The Process of Antipollution Movements and Relation with Japanese Antipol-
lution Movements in Korea in the 1980’s: Focusing on Activities of Korea Research Institute for
Pollution Problems over Onsan Disease 1980 tf] $H= vFaf-&%-9] A 7|9t Y& vHE5]-=3}9]
A A S S8 S Bl A A 740 &5 5410 2,” The Korean Journal of Japanol-
ogy YESIH 96 (2013), 289-301; Jihye Yang, “Rewriting the Economic Growth History of Korea
in the 1970s: Focusing on the Pollution Imports and the Shadow People of Economic Growth,”
International Journal of Korean History 28:2 (2023), 53-100.

8 For further information on the demand for relocation in the Onsan Industrial Complex, refer to the
following. Sangjin Hahn, “The Effects of the Industrial Complex Formation on Residents Lives:
Focusing on the Health, Economy and Community Relations of People near Onsan Industrial
Complex ZTH247 B4 279 o|FAIlo] Fulggo] vjA gk 2AgT F¥ Fulo)
AAE, AR, TEAH JehS FHOR,” ECO B AHISHAIT 6 (2004), 73-101.
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on previously unrecognized environmental issues in Korea.? Ko Tae-Woo’s research
focuses on the anti-pollution movement in the 1970s, with a particular emphasis on
the local people’s right-to-live movements and lawsuits for damages that emerged
in response to the onset of severe pollution-related illnesses. The anti-pollution
movement of the 1960s and 1970s called for enhancements in pollution prevention
systems and alterations in environmental policies. This resulted in the enactment of
the Pollution Prevention Act (&-3l9FA3) of 1971 and the Environmental Conserva-
tion Act (34 E2A9) of 1977.1° Shin Jae Joon and Kang Sooyeon trace the diversi-
fication of the environmental movement from the 1970s to the 1980s.* During this
period, anti-pollution awareness broadened to encompass environmental issues, a
framework for environmental rights was established, and the movement expanded
to include not only activists and experts who had spearheaded the anti-pollution
movement but also housewives and other members of the general public. These stud-
ies uncover a largely overlooked history of pollution and environmental damage in
Korea since the 1930s, while also clarifying the movements and responses that
emerged in reaction to these issues. The research conducted environmental sociol-
ogy has primarily focused on the period following 1990, examining the political op-
portunity structures, social movements, and resource mobilization that have emerged
in this context.'?

9 Tae-Woo Ko, “Pollution Problems and Disaster Awareness in 1970s South Korea 1970&t
=29 Fall(nx) ARt A 214],” Concept and Communication 7id 3} &% 28 (2021), 7-52;
Ji-hye Yang, “Mining and Environmental Pollution as ‘Slow Violence’ after the Colonial Period
in Korea <&@ 3=9] J 7} “To (a%) 2= =3 =7,” Critical Review of History
A 134 (2021), 383-412.

10 Tae-Woo Ko, “People’s History of Pollution: Pollution Disasters and Anti-Pollution Movements
of South Korea in the 1970s 33a9] WIFAL 1970dd sH=9] ZaflAlda} vH(&% )35,
HAKLIM £4f 53 (2024), 191-237.

11 Jae Joon Shin, “Routinization of Pollution(A#) and Emergence of Environmental Rights Aware
ness around 1970 1970 A% T3l(a%)] LArske} s A 14]19] #at,” Critical Studies on M
odern Korean History JAMEA| A1 25:1 (2021), 523-555; Sooyeon Kang, “‘Housewife’, the ‘N
ew’ Subject of the Korean Environmental Movement: The Citizens’ Movement Society against
Pollution (1986~1988) gt=r $742-59] ‘MZL’ F4|, ‘S8 FaHIti A 7158 2] 3] (1986~19
88)9] &5 542 &,” Journal of Ecological and Environmental History A ej3k4 1} AR 9 (2
022), 211-250.

2 Dowan Ku and Deok Hwa Hong, “The Growth and Diversification of the Korean Environmental
Movement : Focusing on Institutionalization $t= 373259 &3 £l ALt =9&
#2402 ECO EHAFS|SHA 17:1 (2013), 79-120; Deok Hwa Hong and Dowan Ku, “Envi-
ronmental Movement after Democratization in Korea: A Protest Event Analysis 71535} o] % gt
A5 Azskel Y. AFPAPAEA(protest event analysis)E FAlog” ECO
S ALS| s 18:1 (2014), 151-186; Do-Kyun Kim and Pyeong-ju Lee, “The Formation and
Challenge of Local Environmental Movement: Focus on Seosan-Taean Federation for Environ-
mental Movement A 9e3L59 FAI A AAERIEALEATS F408” ECO
SAALE]EFA T 17:1 (2013), 121-161.
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In the field of the history of science, an examination of environmental issues is
conducted with a focus on the scientization of environmental policy and regulation.
In his examination of the history of environmental policy and regulatory institutions
in the 1970s, Jeon June places particular emphasis on the establishment of the Na-
tional Environmental Research Institute (=273 A4 ). He defines a series of pro-
cesses through which environmental policy becomes institutionalized as the scienti-
zation of environmental policy. In this process, the measurement of environmental
conditions became the main activity, and the establishment of Korean environmental
regulatory standards was not easy.*® Won Chuyoung investigates the regulation of
air pollution through the government’s crackdown on polluting vehicles in the 1960s
and 70s, highlighting that the failure to address the country’s environmental prob-
lems during this period was not due to inaction, but rather because the burden of
improvement was shifted onto individuals.*

As observed thus far, a significant portion of research within the field of Korean
environmental history focuses on the 1960s and 1970s, a period marked by the emer-
gence of pollution issues and the implementation of various institutional measures.
However, this paper focuses on the early 2000s, a period that has not yet been the
subject of extensive historical analysis.'® This paper examines the early 2000s in
Korea by building on the discussions of various practices, institutionalization, and
scientization processes related to environmental issues, as highlighted in previous
studies. Through this analysis, the paper seeks to contribute to the fields of history
of science, environmental history, environmental movements, and environmental
policy. By examining the changes in air pollution measurement and air quality im-
provement policies in the 1990s-2000s, Won identified that the relationship between
air pollution and diesel vehicles became evident through the measurement of air pol-
lution concentrations by environmental organizations from the mid-1990s onwards.
Additionally, he observed that the solidarity among environmental organizations, as

13 June Jeon, “Scientization of the Environment and New Environmental Policy: A Creation of the
National Environmental Research Center and the Scientific Institutionalization of Korean Envi-
ronmental Policy 374 9] wstate} Ao 444 FPBAAT20] A3t AR wat4
A =3}, ECO 4 AHs|skelT- 27:1 (2023), 135-173.

14 Chuyoung Won, “Regulating Air Pollution in the Diesel Car Era: The Automobile Pollution Con-
trol and Individualized Responsibility in South Korea during the 1960s and 1970s T4 X}5x}
Aol ti71e el 1960-70dth Sh= AR FoixbE Tt Mo 7ilel” ECO
SHFALS]SFATE 24:1 (2020), 303-331.

15 In The Korean Journal for the History of Science, one study addressing the 2000s examines the
political culture of scientific advice during the mad cow disease controversy. Dae-cheong Ha,
““Science in 2007’ vs. ‘Politics in 2008°?: The Controversy over Mad Cow Disease and Political
Culture of Scientific Advice in Korea 2007 Isb off <2008 A 2]°?: 31 =R 1} 7}t A2 9]
A x £3},” The Korean Journal for the History of Science $+=3}5kA}St35] %] 37:3 (2015), 555-
592.
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well as their cooperation with the government, strengthened during this period.6
This paper will examine a similar period, the early 2000s, and demonstrate that col-
laboration between civil society and the government took the form of joint investi-
gations into the health impacts of environmental issues. As American historian Tim-
othy George has argued, the process of recognizing and investigating environmental
damage is inextricably linked to the political and social context of the time. The
Minamata disease outbreak in Japan, which is the most widely recognized disease
caused by heavy metals, was a pollution disaster in Kumamoto Prefecture, Japan,
that occurred in the 1950s and 1960s. As George has argued, the long struggle of
Japanese Minamata disease victims for recognition of their damages is not merely a
movement for scientific causation and damage compensation. Rather, it is a move-
ment for the deepening of democracy, which represents a step forward in the matu-
ration of postwar Japanese democracy.!’

This paper will examine the case of the abandoned mine in Byeongsan Village
(HAHS), Goseong-gun, Gyeongsangnam-do, which serves as an illustrative exam-
ple of a health impact study. The investigation, which was initiated by an local en-
vironmental organization that suspected a potential link between the health effects
of the mine and Itai-Itai disease (°]elo]ojelo]H, 1 X 1 1 X A §, ltai-ltai byo, “it
hurts-it hurts disease”). This investigation led to the shaping of the environmental
health policy and the formulation of a comprehensive abandoned mine management
policy in South Korea. According to Yang, the number of media reports using the
keyword “abandoned mines (H|33AF)” has increased from 26 to 167 per year on av-
erage since the case was reported. This case study of Byeongsan Village thus repre-
sents a significant example of the challenges posed by mining-related pollution in
South Korea.*®

As Yang notes, the Byeongsan Village case received considerable media attention
and subsequently exerted a significant influence on the formulation of South Korea’s
environmental health policy. With regard to the Byeongsan Village health investi-
gation, Kwon Hojang, who participated as the principal investigator, has published

16 Chuyoung Won, “The Nitro Dioxide Passive Sampler and the Transition of Atmospheric Envi-
ronment Policy in the 1990s and 2000s A A=+ ~29] tfj 713+4 wH=7]: 1990-2000 off o] Aks}a A
24718 B3 017109 243} gi71d AAHR 2] Wsl” ECO SISl T 26:2 (2022),
87-127.

" Timothy S. George, Minamata: Pollution and the Struggle for Democracy in Postwar Japan
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 2001); Young Hee Lee, “Searching for a So-
cial Solution for the Humidifier Disinfectant Disaster in Korea 7157|444 ZHARo] gt AF5] A
3|53 9] =AY, Journal of Environmental Health Sciences $H=+317 H 7A5}5] X] 45:4 (2019), 295-
309.

18 Yang, “Mining and Environmental Pollution” (note 9).



The Shaping of Environmental Health Policy in South Korea 359

a paper detailing the process and results of the investigation.*® Building on this foun-
dation, this paper expands on Yang’s work by placing the abandoned mine health
investigation within the broader context of environmental policy changes in the early
2000s. Furthermore, this paper examines the ways in which Yang’s concept of “the
slow violence of pollution (Z3l2k= =& Z32)” became visible in the early 2000s.2
In their study, Kang Yeonsil, Kim Jiwon and Park Jinyoung examine the emergence
of the environmental health agenda in South Korea’s environmental policy. They
reveal that a critical issue in the institutionalization of environmental health policy
through the Environmental Health Act (273 2A%) was the creation and definition
of a list of environmental diseases (344 232

The investigation of Byeongsan Village, which is the focal case of this paper, was
the subject of Kwon’s earlier work, where he provided a detailed account of the
investigation team’s composition and process. Building on Kwon’s research, this
paper expands the scope by incorporating a broader range of sources and extending
the timeline to include both the period before and after the investigation. This ap-
proach offers a more nuanced understanding of the motivations behind the involve-
ment of key actors in the investigation, their subsequent contributions, and the in-
vestigation’s broader significance for Korean environmental policy.

This paper will clarify the key actions of the principal actors who advocated for
changes in environmental policy. It will demonstrate that the efforts of the environ-
mental health experts associated with the CIES played a significant role in the for-
mulation of environmental health policy. A substantial body of literature has exam-
ined the collaborative efforts of various stakeholders in environmental and health
research, as well as the competitive dynamics among researchers in these fields.? In
examining the case of Wonjin Rayon Disease, a mass occupational disease outbreak
in a chemical fiber factory in the late 1980s and early 1990s, Hwang Kyoryen illus-

19 Ho-Jang Kwon, “Lessons of Goseong Abandoned Metal Mine Accident 114 H&<% A 2.
AFA Q] &,” Journal of Environmental Health Sciences 3+ 2 7A5}3]#] 37:5 (2011), 335-
341.

20 yang, “Mining and Environmental Pollution,” (note 9), 398.

2l Yeonsil Kang, Jiwon Kim and Jinyoung Park, “Social Construction of Environmental Health
Disasters: Cases of Asbestos and Humidifier Disinfectant -3 B AR E9] AF3]A LA © AHT}
715714 A TS FA12 &, ECO $74A1s]skl 25:2 (2021), 125-172.

22 Jung Lee, “Atopic Dermatitis and the Making of an Environmental Disease in Contemporary
South Korea o}E 1] Agko] ‘=14’ gt} B4 o524 A 452 9T F4O=,” Journal
of Science & Technology Studies ¥}s}7|&std+ 10:1 (2010), 107-152; &7 i} AHESHA
AE: SHo] A 1R} HAR-5-2 S54 02, Civil Society and NGO AJR1AFS] 9} NGO 13:1
(2015), 125-162; Yeonsil Kang, “Politics of Knowledge of Asbestos Activism in South Korea :
Settled Dust Analysis and the Controversies over Asbestos Pollution Measurement
A HE9 A4 A2 WA B AHe d £ =& F4 22,7 Journal of Science &
Technology Studies 3}3t7]<48td T 18:1 (2018), 129-175.
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trates that experts with disparate identities engaged in a competitive discourse re-
garding the criteria for recognizing occupational diseases.?® This paper will demon-
strate that the contributions of key actors, who were both experts and activists, suc-
cessfully anchored the environmental health agenda and influenced changes in envi-
ronmental policy in South Korea, as they navigated and operated across civil society,
academia, and policy spheres.

If the voices and roles of local people were instrumental in exposing the harms at
the outset of the anti-pollution movement, the question of how to expose the harms
through science has become a significant issue in environmental issues raised since
the 2000s. Since the 1990s, environmental movements and experts involved in the
movement have recognized the importance of producing knowledge from the per-
spective of local people in order to solve pollution problems. In accordance with this
objective, the Korean Federation for Environmental Movement (KFEM, 3735
g}) established a specialized research institute designated as the CIES. However, it
was not straightforward for the institutes to combine and produce knowledge on each
local environmental issue. Even now, despite the issue being raised, it is rarely prac-
ticed due to lack of resources. Rather, numerous local environmental issues that have
been raised in Korea in recent years have followed a similar trajectory. In these in-
stances, the government has taken the initiative to organize an investigation commit-
tee or research team in response to a local resident’s concern. Subsequently, a joint
public-private task force (V&5 L)) is formed, with relevant experts
participating in the investigation and publishing the results. What are the reasons for
this top-down, government-oriented investigation of health damage caused by envi-
ronmental issues?

This paper explores the significance and impact of the Byeongsan Village inves-
tigation on the emergence and development of the environmental health sector in
South Korea’s environmental policy in the early 2000s. The investigation signifi-
cantly advanced the formulation of policies addressing health issues caused by en-
vironmental problems, a concern raised by experts and civil society since the 1980s.
By closely analyzing the Byeongsan Village case, which served as a watershed mo-
ment in shifting societal attention to mineral pollution and solidifying the institution-
alization of environmental health policy, this paper examines the broader implica-
tions of the shift towards a health-centered environmental policy.

The following outlines the structure of this paper. Section 2 examines the rising
need for environmental health policy and the efforts made by environmental organ-
izations and experts to bring attention to the environmental health agenda. In Section
3, the background of the Itai-Itai disease issue in Byeongsan Village is explored.

2 Kyoryen Hwang, ““Wonjin Rayon Disease’ and Two Scientific Lives “¥zgo]-2 g 1} &=
7VA BHE 4 o]t A F559 Q4 7He AT BHS Sk =S F42E,” Journal of
Science & Technology Studies 3}8}7] &5t 21:1 (2021), 128-162.
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Section 4 analyzes the process of the joint health impact investigation. Finally, Sec-
tion 5 assesses the impact of this investigation on the subsequent institutionalization
of environmental health policy. To this end, this paper utilizes the 2004 “Goseong
Itai-Itai Disease Related Documents (324Jo|eto]#A|4),” produced by the Soil and
Groundwater Division (EA|sl43}) of the Water Environmental Policy Bureau
(B34 4 #=) of the Ministry of Environment (MOE, $-73%), which is housed in
the National Archives of Korea (Z7}7]24%), alongside materials gathered from the
Eco Archive (27 o}7}o] B Z<) managed by the Korea Safety Health Environment
Foundation (A&s91 < 3u=), as well as various reports, newspapers, and inter-
views.

“When the Environment is Sick, the Body is also Sick”: The Rise
of Environmental Health Agenda in the Early 2000s

Prior to the 1990s, environmental policy was largely focused on the control of visible
pollutants. In 1963, the Pollution Prevention Act was enacted with the stated purpose
of improving public health by preventing health and sanitary hazards.** However, it
is clear that this act was purely symbolic. It is commonly accepted that South Korea’s
inaugural comprehensive environmental policy was enacted in 1971, when the Pol-
lution Prevention Act was revised and the Environmental Conservation Act was en-
acted in 1977. With the enactment of the Environmental Conservation Act, govern-
mental bodies such as the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs’ Sanitary Section
(EAAS R 9434)) and the Korea Environment Agency (2-73%) have implemented
policies to preserve the natural environment (A-12+7), including air, water, and soil.
A variety of standards were established, including those pertaining to air quality,
water quality, and emission limits.” Pollutants were managed in accordance with
these standards. The principal objective of the environmental policy was to ensure
the effective management of the natural and living environment in light of the envi-
ronmental pollution caused by development.®

The health effects of pollution and environmental damage were not the responsi-
bility of both the MOE and the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs. In the wake of
the Onsanbyeong outbreak, the MOE asserted that the precise etiology remained

2 pollution Prevention Act 35124, Effective January 1, 1964, Act No. 1436, Enacted Novem-
ber 5, 1963.

% Tae Hoon Moon, “Evolution of Environmental Policy in Korea and It’s Future Task, 1963-2007
ot Ao wWHskel A, 1963-2007,” The Korea Association for Policy Studies
S 2stks] K 17:3 (2008), 131-162.

% Kwang-im Kim, 50 Years of the Environment in Korea 3+=+2] $+7 503 A} (Seoul: Korea Envi-
ronmental Technology Research Institute, 1996).
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elusive, but that preliminary investigations indicated that the disease was not envi-
ronmentally induced. The MOE further stated that, at this juncture, it was not in a
position to assume full responsibility. The Ministry of Health and Social Affairs
posited that “epidemiological investigations should be conducted for infectious dis-
eases, especially bacterial infectious diseases. However, it is highly probable that the
Onsan residents’ disease is not an infectious disease caused by bacteria. Therefore,
it is not within the purview of the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs to inter-
vene.””” Although harm had occurred and residents were voicing their suffering,
there was a noticeable reluctance among government departments to assume respon-
sibility.

In the 2000s, the issue of environmental pollution and its impact on human health
remained unaddressed, with no ministry responsible for its oversight. The situation
with regard to pollution appeared to improve as a result of the enactment of laws and
the setting of air standards by the MOE. However, there were still instances of health
problems caused by environmental issues. In the early 2000s, as environmental
health problems persisted, the environmental movement organizations and related
expert groups began to advocate for the establishment of a division responsible for
addressing the health consequences of environmental pollution. However, the rele-
vant government ministries, the Ministry of Health and Welfare (MOHW) and the
MOE, seemed to shift responsibility for environmental health problems between
each other, with each ministry attributing the issue to the other’s domain. The
MOHW designated it as an environmental issue, whereas the MOE classified it as a
health concern and asserted that it was not within their purview.”® A group of experts,
activists, and other stakeholders, led by the Environmental Health Committee (EHC,
3 B AA3]), asubcommittee of the CIES, argued for the urgent need to designate
a government ministry to address the health issues resulting from environmental
contamination.

The environmental movement, which experienced a period of stabilization and
rapid growth in the 1990s, shifted its focus to development projects in the late 1990s.
These included dam construction and the Saemangeum (A 5H=) reclamation projects.
Additionally, environmental issues that directly impacted daily life, such as drinking
water, air pollution, waste, food, and hazardous chemicals, which had been a central
concern of the environmental movement, were addressed. Since the late 1990s, a
number of issues have emerged as key concerns for the environmental movement,

27 Soon-sik Park, “Environmental Agency, Is the Mysterious Disease in Onsan Industrial Complex
a Pollution-related Illness or Not? 3+73% 24 Tk & Faio|uf ofyLy,” Kyunghyang
Shinmun, 1985. 3. 19; Dong-ho Shin, “[25 Years of Environmental Movement Chronicles] On-
sanbyeong Incident (5): A Mystery Permanently Sealed as an Unsolved Case [##3H4-2-%5254]
241 A (5) FTFrIAIR B-1E rAE 2=, Weekly Kyunghyang 2006. 4. 18.

2 KFEM CIES and Joongang Daily, Symposium and Publication Celebration Environmental
Health Policy in Korea Symposium Proceedings A1 Z A9 9 Z17]'d 3] H2o| 4 Q] S4B AY A
27 %], 2004. 6. 3., 107.
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including those related to environmental hormones, genetically modified foods, im-
ported foods, mad cow disease, food safety accidents, and asbestos.”’ The emergence
of health problems caused by environmental hormones in the late 1990s, in particular,
has led to calls for the MOE to strengthen its capacity to manage hazardous chemi-
cals.

In particular, as the problems of sick building syndrome and atopy emerged in the
early 2000s, the MOE strengthened its policy of managing hazardous chemicals and
sought to create a division dedicated to environmental health policy. Furthermore,
during the 2000s, it became imperative to guarantee a prosperous and fulfilling ex-
istence for the populace. As people’s expectations for a comfortable environment
have increased, efforts to improve the quality of the environment have become nec-
essary. The growing attention to health in all aspects of life, coupled with the emer-
gence of wellness, or Lifestyles of Health and Sustainability (LOHAS) as a way of
life, has led to an increased need for chemical management.*” Concurrently, the en-
vironmental movement and experts centered on the KFEM’s CIES continued to de-
mand the creation of a unit dedicated to health problems caused by environmental
pollution.”

On March 25, 2004, the MOE announced a reorganization of its headquarters. The
Chemicals Division (gs+=23}) underwent expansion and reorganization, resulting
in the formation of three divisions with the objective of enhancing the management
of chemicals. The three divisions are the Environmental Health Policy Division
(B4 B AR M), the Chemical Safety Division (&&= A1}, and the Hazardous
Substances Division (&-31&23}).%* According to the MOE, the reorganization was
undertaken with the objective of enhancing environmental policy consultation and
coord}i?ation with relevant ministries, local governments, and civil society organiza-
tions.

On February 21, 2003, prior to the inauguration of the Roh Moo-hyun government,
the CIES convened a policy debate on the 10th anniversary of its founding, entitled
“The New Government’s Environmental Policy, Where Will It Go? (A& 333 A,

2 Ku and Hong, “The Growth and Diversification” (note 12).

30 MOE, Environmental White Paper 2004 -7 4] 2004 (Gwacheon: Ministry of Environment,
2004); MOE, Environmental White Paper 2005 2+731} 4] 2005 (Gwacheon: Ministry of Environ-
ment, 2005).

31 Jae-Kak Han and Young-Bae Chang, “A New Form of Public Participation in Science and Tech-
nology: Two Cases of Doing ‘Undone Science’ in Korea 1}5}7]|& A|RIZto]o] 2L FF:
S ke B8t 3P| @20 F 7] A - obEwlel TZAA Aek” Journal of Science &
Technology Studies #}8}7]48td - 9:1 (2009), 1-31.

32 Enforcement Rules of the Organization of the Ministry of Environment and Its Affiliated Agen-
cies T3} 144 7| A A| A 84+2], Enforced on March 25, 2004, Ministry of Environment Or-
dinance No. 154, March 25, 2004, Partially Amended.

3 Doo-young Lee, “Ministry of Environment to Strengthen Consultation and Coordination with
Civil Society Organizations-Organizational Transformation 738, A|HdA] 53 ol 24
Zsk-% 2] &A1 Newsis, 2004. 3. 23.
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olf & Z Z917}?)” The CIES was established with the objective of “strengthening
the professionalism and problem-solving capabilities of the environmental move-
ment and supporting the environmental movement with objective and reliable re-
search.”* The CIES was established under the banner of “professionalizing and sci-
entizing the environmental movement” with the objective of standing in the shoes of
the affected people and using data production and science to reflect their voices and
solve their problems.”

Jang Jae-yeon, who was appointed director of the CIES in 2001, was a professor
of preventive medicine at the College of Medicine, Ajou University, and an expert
and activist who initiated his environmental activism with the anti-pollution move-
ment from 1980s. During his tenure as a researcher and assistant at the Institute for
Environmental Research in Yonsei University (IERY, dAdistw 33319 +4) in
the 1980s, Jang collaborated with Director Kwon Sook-pyo (d<:3) on the analysis
of Onsanbyeong samples and the measurement of air pollutants.™

Before the inauguration of a government that had promised “participation” and
“reform,” and following several conflicts within the environmental movement and
policy sectors over various development issues, the MOE and the Korea Environ-
ment Institute (32374 3-8 7131 Y) proposed the possibility of international co-
operation, alongside policies aimed at addressing environmental issues such as air,
water, and waste. In his presentation, Jang advocated for the inclusion of environ-
mental rights in the Constitution, a reorientation of the perception of development
organizations, and environmental policies that prioritize environmental justice.

In addition, he advocated for the implementation of an “environmental policy that
protects people’s health and lives,” which he subsequently expanded into a proposal
for the MOE to establish and implement an “environmental health” policy dedicated
to addressing the health consequences of environmental issues. Furthermore, the
MOE should implement measures to mitigate the adverse health effects of environ-
mental pollution. In accordance with the stipulations of the Government Organiza-
tion Act (5= 2]%) at the time, the MOE was entrusted with the responsibility of
“managing affairs related to the preservation of the natural and living environment

34 KFEM CIES, The 6th Citizen Environment Forum “The New Government’s Environmental Pol-
icy, Where Will It Go?” Policy Debate to Commemorate the 10th Anniversary of CIES Conference
Proceedings A|63] AR ZE AWSFATF4A FE 10574 71'd BHEES], PR S84,
ojlt& Z AA7I? A7 7], 2003. 2. 21. 59.

3% Director of CIES Jae-Yeon Jang and members of the Environmental Health Committee, “Releas-
ing a Revised Edition 7} -2 W™,” Environmental Health White Paper: When the Environment
is Sick, the Body is also Sick &7 2 AWM A]: 3174 0] of= ¥ F & ofxc}, (2005). 12.

36 Dong-ho Shin, “[25 Years of Environmental Movement Chronicles] Onsanbyeong Incident (4):
Cho Young-rae Activates Secret Countermeasure Committee. [ 3H73-&525] 2414 ALe](4)
zZ99, ¥d Y 715351t Weekly Kyunghyang 2006. 4. 11.
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and the prevention of environmental pollution.””” He asserts that the ministry’s reg-
ulations indicated that if a factory was adhering to management standards, there was
no necessity for the ministry to intervene, even if it was affecting health. At the time,
even in the event of adverse health effects resulting from environmental pollution,
the MOE was readily inclined to assert that the responsibility lay with the MOHW.?®
In his view, the health effects were a result of the MOE’s failure to prevent pollution.
Since the MOE regarded its primary responsibility as prevention, it did not consider
itself accountable for health problems that had already occurred. Given that, in cases
of industrial accidents or incidents, the responsible organization can be held liable
for failing to take adequate preventive measures, the MOE’s stance could be seen as
an abdication of its obligations.™

However, strictly speaking, contrary to the MOE’s claim, health damage caused
by environmental issues did not fall under the jurisdiction of the MOHW either.*
He stated that there is no unit within the MOE that is responsible for addressing the
health consequences of environmental pollution. He observed that it is illogical to
suggest that the ministry is fulfilling its mission of managing environmental stand-
ards or emission facilities when health problems caused by environmental pollution
occur. He further argued that the ministry’s mandate should be revised to “responsi-
ble for protecting people’s health and maintaining the safety of the natural and living
environment.”*!

Director Jang, who had been involved in numerous environmental movements op-
posing the government’s stance on pollution, particularly in the 1980s, began to con-
sider the trajectory of the movement and the role of the government in the late 1990s.
This was prompted by his participation in investigations of various pollution-related

37 Government Organization Act ¥ %21, Effective January 19, 2002, Act No. 6622, Amended
by Other Laws January 19, 2002. The 2018 revision introduced a new section on water resource
management. This section states that the MOE is responsible for managing matters related to the
natural environment, the preservation of the living environment, the prevention of environmental
pollution, the conservation, utilization, and development of water resources, and rivers. Govern-
ment Organization Act g5-= 2|1, Effective May 27, 2024, Act No. 20145, Partially Amended
January 26, 2024.

% KFEM CIES, op. cit., (note 34), 41.

39 Even after the establishment of environmental health policies, controversies over the scope and
responsibilities of the MOE have continued to recur. For example, debates have arisen between
the Ministry of Labor, the MOHW, and the MOE regarding the responsibilities and scope of work
of the MOE in relation to asbestos and humidifier disinfectant damage. The controversy arises
from the intricate nature of the damage caused by environmental issues. For further information,
please see the following article. Kang, Kim and Park, op. cit., (note 21)

40 The Minister of Health and Welfare is responsible for matters pertaining to health, sanitation,
epidemic prevention, protocols, contracts, livelihood protection, independent living support,
women’s welfare, children, the elderly, the disabled, and social security. Government Organiza-
tion Act FH-x 2, Effective January 19, 2002, Act No. 6622, Amended by Other Laws, January
19, 2002.

41 KFEM CIES, op. cit., 42.
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damage cases and the accumulation of experience in the movement. Following his
experience of organizing residents to fight for various issues, Jang’s perspective
broadened as he engaged with the government and gathered experts to discuss these
matters in forums and committees. This led him to conclude that the government’s
role in addressing health damage caused by environmental problems was signifi-
cant.* Consequently, since assuming the role of director at CIES, he has extended
invitations to both the MOE and the MOHW to participate in forums and public
hearings, with the objective of advocating for the establishment of a government
department tasked with addressing the health consequences of environmental pollu-
tion.

In 2003, the EHC was established within CIES.* The committee was comprised
of over thirty scholars, lawyers, KFEM members, and activists from various disci-
plines, including environmental health, preventive medicine, occupational medicine,
environmental epidemiology, and environmental sociology. The scholars, activists,
and other participants in the committee shared a sense of concern that the health
effects of environmental pollution had been neglected in environmental and health
policies. They therefore decided to change the government’s environmental policy
by intensively researching this issue and raising public opinion.* To disseminate
information regarding the adverse effects of environmental pollution on human
health and the necessity for policy reform, the committee collaborated with the
JoongAng Daily (59 X) to organize a series of public awareness campaigns under
the banner “When the Environment is Sick, the Body is also Sick (Z730] o} E&
ofxc}).” * (Figure 1)

From March 10 to May 28, 2004, a total of 11 series were published, covering air
pollution, sick building syndrome, tap water and groundwater, fast food, children’s
health, hazardous chemicals, extreme weather, and electromagnetic waves. The se-
ries was collected into a book and published as the Citizen’s Edition of Environmen-
tal Health White Paper (A]913t $H73 2 7188 A]). At a symposium to celebrate the pub-
lication, the EHC said, “We hope to see the MOE and the MOHW, which have often

42 Interview with Jang Jae-yeon (current chairman of Korea Safety Health Environment Foundation
%7h}%), 2024. 5. 28.

43 Prior to the establishment and activities of the EHC, the CIES Air Subcommittee (7] 21} L 3])
was formed in 2001. Many of the experts involved in the Air Subcommittee also participated in
the EHC. However, the activities and role of the Air Subcommittee remain to be investigated.

4 Director of CIES Jae-Yeon Jang and All members of the Environmental Health Committee, op.
cit., 12.

4 At that time, the JoongAng Daily had an environmental journalist named Kang Chan-soo, who
had been covering environmental issues since 1994. After retiring from journalism, he currently
serves as a co-chair of KFEM.
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been perceived as shifting responsibility onto each other, come together and collab-
orate to address the challenges of environmental health.”*

Since the 1990s, the prevalence of health issues resulting from exposure to chem-
icals, heavy metals, and other environmental contaminants has increased, leading to
demands for the implementation of policies aimed at addressing the health conse-
quences of environmental degradation. Environmental organizations and expert
groups, spearheaded by CIES, collectively advocated for an “environmental health”
agenda. They advanced the argument for a shift in the focus of the MOE’s environ-
mental policy and mobilized resources to publicize environmental health issues.
Consequently, the field of environmental health emerged as a novel area of environ-
mental activism and policy in Korea during the early 2000s.
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Figure 1. “When the Environment is Sick, the Body is also Sick” first article in a series. The
first article discusses air pollution in South Korea, emphasizing that air pollution in Seoul is
so severe that it is fatal for the elderly and vulnerable. It highlights that if Seoul’s air quality
were at the level of Tokyo’s, people could live three years longer. Source: KFEM CIES and
Joongang Daily, op. cit. (note 28), 93.

4 KFEM CIES and Joongang Daily, op. cit., “While Preparing the Symposium Proceedings
AEA A AR THEHA".
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Raising the Issue of Itai-Itai Disease Around Abandoned Mines

The issue of soil contamination from abandoned mines has been the subject of in-
vestigation and study since the 1980s, becoming a significant concern in the 1990s.
Mine waste, which may take the form of waste rock or tailings (gwangmi, 334]) (also
known as gwangmisa 3gu| A} or “residues” R 77]), is typically accumulated in close
proximity to the mine following the extraction of minerals from the mine. Nation-
wide, more than 900 metal mines and 300 coal mines have been developed. The
majority of these mines were developed by the Japanese during the colonial period.*’
In the 1990s, the media reported on the contamination of the environment by
heavy metals from various mines across the country. In 1995, the issue of pollution
at the Siheung Mine (A]&334h), located in Gahak-dong, Gwangmyeong-si, was
brought to the attention of the relevant authorities. Siheung Mine was a mine that
had been engaged in the mining of metal ores, including gold, silver, copper, and
zinc, since 1916. It was closed in 1973 following the mine’s bankruptcy in 1972.
Following the closure of the mine, the tailings were left untreated, resulting in con-
tinued environmental impact on the surrounding villages. In 1980, a research team
led by Professor Ryu Sun-ho (5<£3) of Seoul National University’s Institute of
Agricultural Development (5 7idr<d4) conducted a comprehensive analysis of
the soil, streams, and agricultural products in the area for the presence of heavy met-
als. The analysis revealed the presence of numerous heavy metals in the environment.
In 1994, a survey conducted by Institute for Agricultural Development and Kumho
Engineering on the contamination of agricultural land and crops around the Gahak
Mine revealed that the soil contained 50 times more cadmium, 9 times more copper,
18 times more zinc, and 27 times more lead than the natural amount.*® The MOE
also found the levels to be high when it conducted a survey in 1993, and the same
was true in 1996 when the KFEM measured them. Gwangmyeong-si commissioned
Professor Jang Im-won (34¢l) of Chung-Ang University’s College of Medicine to
conduct a comprehensive survey on the potential human health impacts in areas near
the Gahak Mine that have been contaminated by the mine’s operations. A total of 7%
of the residents of the five nearby villages exhibited results that were classified as
“cautionary” according to the standards set by the Ministry of Labor.*

47 Yang, “Mining and Environmental Pollution” (note 9).

4 “Serious Heavy Metal Pollution in the Abandoned Mining Area of Gwangmyeong 343
H4A G FF4 29 A7, Yonhap News, 1995. 3. 23.

4 KFEM, “On-site Coverage: Residents of Gahak-dong Warned of ‘Itai-ltai Disease 37434
‘oju}o] ojulo] ¥* HyHrL 713k5 FWIE,” Environmental Movement 7325 35 (1996), 32-
37.
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In April 1996, the Kyunghyang Shinmun reported that residents in the vicinity of
the Cheil Mine (R¥3Z4H) in Boeun-gun, Chungcheongbuk-do, were exhibiting
symptoms similar to those observed in patients with Itai-Itai disease.”” The residents
had been consuming groundwater that had been contaminated by heavy metals from
the abandoned mine. Some individuals have reported experiencing joint pain and
kidney dysfunction. “The mine did not assist us when it was operational, and now it
is attempting to cause our demise,” they stated.”'

The MOE’s primary response to the issue of abandoned mines has been to address
soil contamination. In 1996, the MOE announced the commencement of a nation-
wide survey of abandoned mine sites. The MOE has indicated that it is engaged in
discussions with the Ministry of Trade, Industry and Energy (544F4%) and the
Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (‘53 44HL), which are responsible
for the regulation of mine pollution prevention. Additionally, the KFEM announced
its intention to select 250 abandoned mine sites for separate survey. It was noted that
the epidemiological survey conducted in Gwangmyeong-si was incomplete, with
more than 200 residents excluded.*

On June 3, 2004, reports of a suspected outbreak of Itai-Itai disease in Goseong,
were widely disseminated in central daily newspapers such as the Munhwa Daily.
The Center for Water Quality and Environment (5=23+341F) of the CIES of Ma-
chang FEM (v}334 &5 AT A FIEE A+4), one of the local affiliated centers of
the CIES, has announced the results of a blood cadmium test conducted by a spe-
cialized institute on seven residents near the former Cheil Mine in Samsan-myeon.
The Cheil Mine primarily extracted copper. Due to the presence of copper ions,
which exhibit a blue color, the water around the mine at that time had a bluish tint.
Local residents described this phenomenon as follows: “Whenever it rained, blue-
green copper runoff from the mines flowed into the stream in front of the village
(u1gt o1 FAtol A wiZE A& o] HEo] uhg g bR FE RS Th. Y

% Pan-su Kim and Gil-geun Jeong, “Cadmium Pollution Again Around the Abandoned Mine
H33H E 7I=F 29, Kyunghang Shinmun, 1996.04.23.

51 Lee Sang-yeob, op. cit., 179..

52 pan-su Kim, “Ministry of Environment Initiates Investigation into Heavy Metal Pollution in
Abandoned Mine Areas T3 A|Y 54 o 45 Aejniel <= Kyunghang Shinmun,
1996.05.07.

%3 Sang-yong Lee, “‘It Hurts, It Hurts’: Byeongsan Village Suspected of Itai-Itai Disease ‘o}Zth
otu}’: o|gfo]ojelo] g A oJ4Rh= HAtulE,” Path Living Together S71AH=2 133 (2004),
60-63.
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Figure 2. A map of the area surrounding the Samsan Cheil Mine. This map shows the loca-
tions of the mine’s Sections 1 to 4, the entrances to the shafts, as well as the positions of the
tailings storage area and the retention pond. Source: MOE S&G Division, (note 56), 147.

Itai-Itai disease is the name given to a pollution-related disease that was identified
in the Shinzu River basin in Koyama Prefecture, Japan. In 1968, a Japanese govern-
ment investigation revealed that the dissolution of calcium in bones by cadmium
caused kidney failure and osteomalacia (Z<3}+5:). The source of the contamination
was identified as wastewater from the Mitsui Metal Mine, situated upstream of the
Shinzu River. Cadmium, derived from the mining of lead and zinc, was introduced
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into the wastewater and subsequently contaminated the soil, streams, and agricul-
tural products.®

As discussed earlier, the emergence of Onsanbyeong prompted concerns about the
concentration of cadmium in the blood of the residents. In January 1985, the Korea
Research Institute for Pollution Problems reported that the symptoms of the residents
were similar to Itai-Itai disease. Nevertheless, it was determined that the symptoms
were not solely attributable to cadmium, but rather a consequence of a complex in-
terplay between multiple heavy metals, given the nature of the industrial complex.>
Onsanbyeong was caused by the industrial complex’s inadequate management and
the discharge of heavy metals. Following the report on Onsanbyeong, a suspected
case of Itai-Itai disease occurred once again around the abandoned mine in 2004.

On June 3 at the Byeongsan Village Community Center in Samsan-myeon, Lee
Sang-yong (°]4F2), director of the Center for Water Quality and Environment, and
Yang Woon-jin (-27), then a professor of civil and environmental engineering at
Kyungnam University, presented the findings of the survey. On May 21, the Ma-
chang FEM requested that the village head of Byeongsan Village select seven resi-
dents who had complained of pain in their old age to have their blood and urine
cadmium concentrations measured at Samsung Hospital in Masan.>® According to
Lee, Byeongsan Village is an abandoned mining area, which has led to concerns
about the potential for environmental contamination. Consequently, the symptoms
of individuals with aches and pains have been observed to be more severe than in
other areas, while those with osteoporosis (&th35) have exhibited more severe
symptoms. Consequently, the Machang FEM requested that the village leader select
the seven residents who had reported the most severe pain to undergo testing.”” The
results demonstrated that six of the subjects exhibited blood cadmium levels exceed-
ing the Ministry of Labor’s standard.

5 Fumikazu Yoshida, Akio Hata, and Haruo Tonegawa, “Itai-Itai Disease and the Countermeasures
against Cadmium Pollution by the Kamioka Mine,” Environmental Economics and Policy Studies
2:3 (1999), 215-229; Masanori Kaji, “Role of Experts and Public Participation in Pollution Con-
trol: The Case of Itai-Itai Disease in Japan,” Ethics in Science and Environmental Politics 12:2
(2012), 99-111.

55 Kyoung-Mu Lee and Moon-Young Park, “Review of Epidemiological Research and Perspectives
for Future Environmental Health Progress in Korea 3= $-3 B A @A of ot &5t o 9] 7|0
9 A Journal of Environmental Health Sciences $H=+317 B A53] %] 48:3 (2022), 138-150.

% MOE S&G Division (Ministry of Environment, Water Environment Policy Bureau, Water Supply
and Sewerage Policy Department, Soil and Groundwater Division) 335 E3LFH=
Aol g AT EFA|SIT] “Residents’ Briefing Session %1 A8 3],” National Archives of
Korea, Goseong lItai-Itai Disease Related Documents =7}7] 2% 114Jo|elo] A E (2004), 126.

5" MOE S&G Division, op. cit., “Visit Report on the Health Issues Raised by Residents in the
Abandoned Mine Areas of Goseong County, Gyeongsangnam-do FAd T AT LAY
FRE9 AZFEAA 710 et HHERAF 9 A,” 130-133.
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Table 1. Initial Findings from the Center for Water Quality and Environment

*Blood cadmium standards (General population <2, Workers <5), Urine cadmium (General
population <2, Workers <5), Urine B. -MG (Normal <0.37)5%8

Age Sex Blood Cadmium | Urine Cadg;ium Urine MG | Blood Co(]%per
(ug/L) (ug/9.9™) (mg/L) (ug/dL ™)

75 Male 6.64 4.89 0.23 117

76 Female 5.12 8.58 0.19 99

54 Female 3.59 6.60 0.24 108

55 Female 3.01 11.59 0.23 103

80 Male 2.88 3.80 0.26 114

70 Female 2.51 8.13 0.31 134

52 Male 1.82 8.21 0.24 173

Source: MOE S&G Division, “Residents’ Briefing Session %1 A 3],” National Archives
of Korea, Goseong Itai-Itai Disease Related Documents =7}7] 29 114o]elo| A1 (2004),
96.

The briefing was attended by representatives of the local media, residents, and
government officials. Director Yang emphasized the necessity of regular testing of
water quality and crops in the area, citing the case of Itai-Itai disease in Japan. Some
of the residents present at the briefing expressed their discontent with the media’s
portrayal of the situation, which they felt could negatively impact the reputation of
Byeongsan Village and hinder the sale of their crops.®! They also expressed concern
over a decline in orders for agricultural products.®

In response to the media reports, the MOE dispatched an on-site investigation team
to Byeongsan Village. The team, led by Jeong Hoe-seok (%3]4]), head of the Envi-
ronmental Health Policy Division at the MOE, and Kim Dae-sun (71t 4l), head of
the Environmental Epidemiology Department at the National Institute of Environ-
mental Research (NIER, =334 9+¢), also included head of the Resource Devel-
opment Division at the Ministry of Trade, Industry and Energy, and Paek Do-myung
(M=), a professor at Seoul National University’s Graduate School of Public

58 MG is a type of protein called microglobulin. The emphasis in the table is by the author.

%9 In the case of “g.g,” it is estimated to be g creatinine in urine. The results of measuring substances
in urine are usually corrected and expressed by creatinine concentration.

6 The unit of measurement “pg/dL” is utilized to quantify the concentration of a specific substance
in biological fluids, such as blood. It is defined as the number of micrograms (ug) present in a
single deciliter (dL) of fluid. A deciliter is a volume unit, equivalent to one tenth of a liter, and is
frequently employed in medical and scientific contexts to assess blood concentrations.

2 MOE S&G Division, op. cit., 96.

62 Sang-jin Kim, “[Report on Suspected ‘Itai Disease’ in Goseong Residents] ‘Starving to Death
Before Dying from Pain’ [‘o]E}oly” Q4] 11/ =71 23] ‘ofut Z7] Hoj Fof 01”,” JoongAng
Daily, 2004. 6. 9.
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Health. The team conducted interviews with officials from the Gyeongnam and
Goseong, the Machang FEM, and residents of Byeongsan Village.

The MOE conducted interviews with key informants and obtained the following
results. The director of the public health center and a public health doctor confirmed
that the health of the residents of Byeongsan Village was within the normal range
and that they exhibited common geriatric diseases. Professor Paek conducted a phys-
ical examination of the village head and one villager, and did not identify any unu-
sual health conditions. The head of the epidemiology department conducted inter-
views with seven individuals (six in person and one by phone). All seven individuals
reported suffering from degenerative arthritis. However, no evidence of kidney dis-
ease, broken bones, or shortness of stature, which are characteristic of Itai-Itai dis-
ease, was found.”’

As detailed in Paek’s visit report, runoff water was observed to be emanating from
the mine at the time, and dust was noted to be blowing from the tailings dump when
the wind was blowing and washing away when it rained. Regarding the levels of
heavy metals observed in the seven individuals, he concluded that they did not align
with the typical combination of osteoporosis and decreased kidney function charac-
teristic of Itai-1tai disease. He also suggested that due to the presence of impurities
like copper, lead, and arsenic, cadmium may not have been the sole cause of the
observed health issues. As a result, he argued that the likelihood of environmental
contamination being the primary cause is relatively low, and that the current issue is
not widespread or systematic.**

In the year 2000, prior to this event, the MOE designated the Goseong Samsan
Cheil Mine as a mine subject to a soil survey. In June 2001, the Ministry of Trade,
Industry and Energy and the Ministry of Agriculture and Gyeongsangnam-do were
ordered to implement two distinct projects: a mining pollution prevention project
and a soil improvement project for agricultural land. This was due to the discovery
of elevated levels of copper and arsenic in the underlying agricultural land, which
exceeded the soil pollution control standards.®

The MOE has stated that the likelihood of Itai-Itai disease is low based on the
results of the on-site investigation, which has been widely reported in the media. The
Environmental Epidemiology Department of the NIER has stated that it is not pos-
sible to diagnose Itai-Itai disease based on blood and urine cadmium concentrations
alone. It has been proposed that Itai-1tai disease must be accompanied by protein and

8 MOE S&G Division, op. cit., “Field Verification Report Related to the News on ‘Itai-Itai Disease
Occurrence’ (Health Impact Related) ‘ojutojojufo|yy WAY” B = e FAJE0l B A (A7FGFF
),” 126-129.

% MOE S&G Division, op. cit., “Visit Report on the Health Issues Raised by Residents in the
Abandoned Mine Areas of Goseong County, Gyeongsangnam-do FAE T AT HGA|Y
250 AZEAA7|0] et PEEA O, 130-133,

% MOE S&G Division, op. cit., “Review of Media Coverage A2 R T -8 AE9|A,” 138-139.
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calcium deficiency.® However, Kim Dae-sun, the head of the Environmental Epi-
demiology Department at the NIER, stated that he would respectfully consider the
CIES’s opinion.”’

Following the MOE’s investigation to the site, the CIES also organized an inves-
tigation team and conducted an on-site visit on June 8. The CIES investigation team,
led by Director Jang, included Kwon Ho-Jang (d35.7%}), a professor at Dankook Uni-
versity School of Medicine who chaired the CIES’s EHC, Choi Kyung-ho (¥4 3),
a professor at Seoul National University Graduate School of Public Health who was
also a member of the EHC, and Choi Ye-yong (£]o-&), director of the CIES. The
team then proceeded to review the Machang FEM’s findings and confirm the scope
of the epidemiological investigation, patient questionnaires, and scale.®®

Since the 1990s, concerns about the environmental impact of abandoned mines
have been a prominent feature of the discourse surrounding these sites, particularly
in areas where they are located. The issue of cadmium contamination, which was
identified by the local environmental organization through its own investigation, was
promptly placed on the agenda as a significant environmental concern through the
organization’s national network. Given that the MOE had recently established a new
division dedicated to environmental health concerns, it was compelled to participate
in the investigation rather than ignore the issue.

Identifying Itai-Itai Disease: A Joint Commission Investigation

Following two on-site investigations conducted by the government and CIES, the
MOE resolved to conduct a joint investigation in collaboration with experts from
CIES. At a meeting held on June 12 between the MOE and CIES, it was agreed that
the government and civil society organizations would form a joint committee
(3-5-919¥3]) to conduct the joint investigation (3-5-=AF). The following points were
agreed upon with the head of the environmental policy division of the MOE, the
resource development division of the Ministry of Trade, Industry and Energy, the
consumer safety division of the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry, the corporate
support division of Gyeongsangnam-do, the vice county governor of Goseong-gun,
Director Jang, Lee In-sik (o]214]), executive chairman of the Gyeongnam FEM
(BEE45943%), and Professor Kwon as the consensus parties.

% MOE S&G Division, op. cit., “National Institute of Environmental Research, Environmental Ep-
idemiology Division, Review Results =834 A1 37 st AEZA 7}, 165.

67 Wan-bae Lee, “[Journalist’s Eye] Lee Wan-bae / The Ministry of Environment’s Deference to
Civic Groups [717+9] =]o| ¢l / 8+ 5] AIRIHA] =2 E.7],” Donga Daily, 2004. 6. 10.

88 «CIES Investigation Team on Cadmium Contamination in the Abandoned Mine Area, Goseong,
Gyeongsangnam-do e 1/d W3R 7tEF L QA TA AN A4 ZARE” ECO Ar-
chive 3+7o}7lo]| B Z< (2004).
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The joint committee was chaired by Ko Jae-young (2241 %), head of the Environ-
mental Policy Bureau of the MOE, and Lee In-sik. The joint research team was com-
prised of Professor Kwon, who led the research®, along with two experts from the
government and two experts from civil society organizations. The funding for the
investigation was decided to be shared by the Ministry of Trade, Industry and Energy,
the MOE, Gyeongsangnam-do, and Goseong-gun. The Ministry of Agriculture and
Forestry will implement measures to remediate contaminated farmland and dispose
of and incinerate agricultural products that exceed the permissible residue levels at
the shipping stage. The Ministry of Trade, Industry and Energy will implement the
budget for the Cheil Mine in the current fiscal year in a timely manner and prioritize
and allocate the necessary funds for the remaining mines.”

The joint investigation was unique in that it was co-chaired by both a government
official and a representative from a civil society organization. Some media outlets
reported that this was the first time the government conducted a joint investigation
with civil society organizations on a specific environmental disease.”" Although pub-
lic-private investigations had been requested and carried out by civil society since
the 1990s, as environmental and development issues gained prominence, this ap-
pears to be the first time a representative from a civil society organization was ap-
pointed as one of the co-chairs. The joint public-private investigation into the Sae-
mangeum reclamation project indicated that the project failed to stop the develop-
ment of Saemangeum. Furthermore, there is a view that the public-private investi-
gation method requires critical evaluation. In his analysis, Cho Hong-sup argues that
the multifaceted dimensions of the Saemangeum reclamation project, including po-
litical, social, and cultural aspects, were reduced to a purely scientific issue as a result
of the investigation.”* While numerous government investigations into environmen-
tal damage have been conducted in the past, they have often been superficial in their

8 Professor Kwon, who served as the principal investigator for the study, was an expert in environ-
mental epidemiology. His research focused on the health effects of air pollution and his expertise
was sought by the EHC of the CIES. Director Jang believed that Professor Kwon would be an
excellent choice to lead the study. Interview with Jang Jae-yeon (current Chairman of Korea
Safety Health Environment Foundation <3}15), 2024.05.28.

" MOE S&G Division, op. cit., “Agreement Document from the Countermeasure Meeting on the
Impact of the Abandoned Mines in Goseong County “11A) - B34 J 3 T ¥ 5]9] o &,”
234-235.

™ Ho-seop Kim, “Government and Environmental Coalition Conduct First Joint Investigation on
Suspected ‘Itai-Itai Disease’ Symptoms in Goseong [E}f ‘C|eto]®’ QJAZA| HHE-SA R 3
5% AE” Hankook Daily, 2004. 6.15; In-pyo Lee, “Government and Environmental Groups
Conduct Joint Investigation on ‘Itai-Itai’ Symptoms in Goseong [E ¥ <o|E}o]o]elo]” ZA|
A B A GA| TS5 FAL” Munhwa Daily, 2004. 6. 15.

2 Hong-Sup Cho, “Environmental Controversy and the Role of Science: The Case of Saemangeum
Reclamation Project in Korea A9t =23} 1}5}7|4&9] 2Jgk,” Journal of Science & Technology
Studies T}s}7]<4:8F1+ 4:1 (2004), 1-30.
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dismissal of the issue. In contrast, the joint investigation indicates that the govern-
ment was willing to assume some responsibility for the matter.

In the case of Byeongsan Village, the joint investigation method was chosen be-
cause examining the health damage to residents and preparing future countermeas-
ures was considered more important than determining whether the health issues were
caused by Itai-Itai disease. The decision to adopt a joint investigation methodology
was made in response to the issue initially raised by the CIES. This approach was
deemed appropriate to facilitate the active participation of civil society.

The adoption and promotion of this joint investigation approach was also influ-
enced by the newly established Environmental Health Policy Division, which was
previously discussed. The Byeongsan village case was the inaugural case that the
division was tasked with investigating following its establishment. Jeong Hoe-seok,
the head of the Environmental Health Policy Division at the time, asserted that the
government and civil society organizations opted for a joint investigation due to the
significance of the case and the impartiality of the investigation process. He further
posited that it would be an opportune moment to establish a novel framework for
health and environment based on the findings of a comprehensive investigation.”
From the perspective of the Environmental Health Policy Division, there must have
been pressure to address an incident that occurred so soon after the division’s estab-
lishment.

The initial objective of the investigation was to ascertain whether an outbreak of
Itai-1tai disease had occurred. However, upon further examination, it became evident
that the root cause of the problem lay in the health of the residents in the vicinity of
the abandoned mine. The hypothesis was that the residents would have been exposed
to heavy metals from the mine through their drinking water, crops, seafood, and the
air (Figure 3). Consequently, it was proposed that a comprehensive investigation be
conducted to assess the health effects of the residents, with the implementation of an
environmental exposure survey (Z&3%x%=xA}) and a health impact survey
(A7FFZF=AH) being conducted simultaneously. The objective of the health impact
survey was to ascertain the prevalence and severity of health damage caused by
heavy metals. The objective of the environmental exposure survey was to identify
the sources and routes of heavy metal pollution.

In addition to the aforementioned investigations, the environmental exposure sur-
vey also encompassed an examination of the degree of contamination present in ag-
ricultural and marine products. Cadmium, copper, arsenic, lead, and zinc were ana-
lyzed in both the exposed and control areas.”* In order to “ensure the objectivity” of
the analysis, the samples were not analyzed by the joint investigation team, but by

78 Jin-sang Yoo, “[Policymaker] Jeong Hoe-seok, Director of Environmental Health Policy Divi-
sion, Ministry of Environment [Z&] A|H|0]A] A 3]4 S35 T4 B AAA14E,” Seoul Shinmun,
2004. 6. 21.

4 Kwon, op. cit., (note 19).
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external institutions. The laboratories utilized for this analysis were the Seoul Sci-
ence Lab (SCL, A=29)7}stdL4), Lab Frontier (@ E]o]), Seoul Institute of
Health and Environment (A-&A] 24374 A7), and the Korea Water Resources
Corporation’s International Tap Water Testing Center (SH=AL-TA
2A| 5522374 AH).” The most crucial phase in ascertaining the extent of con-
tamination is the sample analysis. It is not uncommon in the context of environmen-
tal debates to level accusations of manipulation against sample analysis. In order to
circumvent such controversies, experts who have already been involved in the in-

vestigation of Onsanbyeong and other environmental issues have adopted the strat-
egy of outsourcing.
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Figure 3. Scenarios of population health impacts from abandoned mines. In the scenario pre-
sented by the investigation team, the stages of health impact due to the abandoned mine are
categorized and examined in four phases: source of emission, exposure pathway, internal ex-

posure, and health effects. Source: Gyeongnam Goseong County Abandoned Mine Health Im-
pact Joint Investigation Team, op. cit. (note 75), 2.

The official investigation commenced on July 21, and following approximately
three months of investigation, the Joint Investigation Team presented the results of
the epidemiological investigation at the 6th Joint Committee meeting on December

S Gyeongnam Goseong County Abandoned Mine Health Impact Joint Investigation Team 74
AT HFA AFIGT T5ZAE, Health Impact Investigation of the Abandoned Mine in
Byeongsan Village, Goseong County, Gyeongnam 73'e 1A+ AN H534ke] AGAFZAL,”
December 2004, i-ii.
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3.7% The results of the epidemiological investigation indicated that it was unlikely
that the residents were suffering from Itai-Itai disease. Furthermore, although some
residents exhibited elevated cadmium levels, no significant abnormalities were ob-
served. A diagnosis of Itai-lItai disease is made when three criteria are met: renal
tubular (4134 = 34) damage, bone damage, and osteomalacia with osteoporosis due
to cadmium overexposure. Although there was a high prevalence of osteoporosis in
patients without abnormal kidney function, it was challenging to establish a direct
causal relationship.

The findings were subjected to “rigorous debate” by the joint committee. The gov-
ernment sought to emphasize that the disease in question was not Itai-Itai disease.
Civil society organizations contended that the fact that residents’ exposure to cad-
mium had increased as a result of the mine was of paramount importance and should
be the sole focus of the statement. The choice of wording was of significant im-
portance, and environmental organizations found it challenging to accept the MOE’s
approach of stating that there was no problem. Ultimately, the initial portion of the
report indicated that the residents had been exposed to elevated levels of cadmium
as a consequence of the mine’s operations, and the concluding section asserted that
no cases of ltai-Itai disease had been substantiated.”” Although these findings were
significant in recognizing the potential for adverse health effects on the population,
the failure to identify a specific disease caused by the pollution symbolically sug-
gested that no harm had occurred. For Itai-Itai disease, meeting the strict diagnostic
criteria requires evidence of very high levels of cadmium exposure. However, the
diagnostic criteria and the issue of low-level exposure were not further investigated.
This omission represents a limitation of the findings and the subsequent discussion.

In a press release on the final results, the Environmental Health Policy Division
proposed measures for the abandoned mines. These included tracking the health of
residents exposed to cadmium, purchasing all paddy fields and rice with detected
cadmium concentrations, managing mine runoff and tailings contamination sources
at the Cheil Mine and Sambong Mine (4534} as part of the Ministry of Trade,
Industry and Energy’s mining pollution prevention project, and investigating the
health effects on residents of other abandoned mines and nearby villages.”

In Goseong-gun, 32 residents were monitored by Samsung Changwon Hospital
following the release of the final results. A battery of basic blood tests, blood cad-

6 MOE, “Notification of the 6th Joint Committee Meeting on the Impact Investigation of the Aban-
doned Mines in Goseong County Official Document T/ H8AF JaFRAF T A6x}
SEAYE A EE FE” (2004).

7 Kwon, op. cit., (note 19), 338-339.

8 MOE, “Final Results of the Impact Investigation on the Abandoned Mines in Goseong County,
Gyeongnam Press Reference Material e 14 #1534 9F2AL HF 43 REFTARE,” De-
cember 2004.
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mium, urinary cadmium, p2-microglobulin, and bone mineral density were con-
ducted on the subjects five times between October 2005 and October 2007. During
the follow-up period, no individual exhibited a notable increase in cadmium concen-
tration or cadmium-induced kidney dysfunction, and no individual exhibited a nota-
ble change in bone mineral density.”” This represents a positive development, as
government investigations into environmental damages are not commonly con-
ducted retrospectively. However, given the complexity of the environmental damage,
it is a limitation of the follow-up survey that it was restricted to identifying cadmium
exposure.

Kwon highlighted the distinction between this investigation and previous environ-
mental pollution cases, emphasizing the collaboration between the government and
civil society organizations in addressing the issue. He observed that the MOE de-
fined its role as that of a mediator or problem solver throughout the investigation
process. Kwon suggests that the ministry took on an active role in the case due to
the increased prominence of environmental health issues following the establish-
ment of the Environmental Health Policy Division. He further notes that the investi-
gation successfully engaged civil society and relevant experts, particularly CIES,
and that the MOE was not sidelined in the process. However, despite the investiga-
tion’s local origins, the central government and a network of national environmental
organizations emerged as the principal actors, thereby diminishing the influence of
local residents and environmental groups.

He assessed that although the case was highly confrontational with various stake-
holders, including local residents, victims, civil society, the MOE, the Ministry of
Trade, Industry and Energy, and experts, the formation of a joint committee and a
joint investigation team allowed for a trust-based resolution. Furthermore, he high-
lighted the significance of the epidemiological investigation method and follow-up
procedures employed in the Goseong abandoned mine case, as they served as a
model for the health impact investigation of local residents of waste metal mines
nationwide.*’

However, as Kwon notes, the influence of environmental organizations was rela-
tively diminished, and the government assumed a leading role in addressing envi-
ronmental pollution cases.® In the early days of the participatory government, the
first joint investigation between environmental organizations and the government
was initiated by a civil society complaint. However, this participatory model has
proven to be challenging to maintain. Currently, epidemiological investigations are
conducted exclusively by the government in cases of local environmental pollution,
and causality is not recognized in the majority of cases. A systematic review of the
numerous subsequent environmental investigations would be required to conduct an

™ Kwon, op. cit., 339.
80 Ibid.
8L Ibid, 340.
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adequate assessment of the impact of the Goseong case. As the involvement of civil
society in government-formed investigative committees as co-representatives has
become increasingly constrained, it will be necessary to examine whether the expe-
rience of the Goseong case has been replicated in subsequent years, taking into ac-
count the institutionalization history of the Korean environmental movement.

The Contribution of Abandoned Mine Issues to the
Institutionalization of Environmental Health Policy

As previously discussed, the Byeongsan Village incident raised awareness of the
environmental and health issues caused by abandoned mines in South Korea. This
event subsequently influenced the development of environmental health policy and
mine pollution management policy in the country. Notably, experts who participated
in the CIES EHC and the Byeongsan Village Investigation Committee were involved
in the research for the MOE’s comprehensive plan. A review of the background and
necessity for the establishment of this comprehensive plan indicates that the health
issues raised by residents living near abandoned mines were explicitly acknowl-
edged. This demonstrates that, following the Byeongsan Village incident, the MOE
began to recognize the abandoned mine issue as a significant concern, an issue that
had been raised since the 1990s.

Experts involved in the Byeongsan Village investigation and the subsequent shap-
ing of environmental health policy consider it a successful investigation, and its im-
pact on shaping policy has been positive. Director Jang particularly highlighted the
fact that the investigation resulted in the implementation of a nationwide abandoned
mine management policy.** As Yang summarizes, in 2005, the Act on the Prevention
and Reconstruction of Mining Damage (334t 1] 8} 9] BFx] 9 B-oLof] #4351 HE) (Mining
Damage Prevention Act, 3335 x]H) was enacted, and the Mine Reclamation Cor-
poration (MRC, st=+333ll3e]3-), an agency under the Ministry of Trade, Industry
and Energy, was established as the lead agency.® The MRC was initially designated
as the Mining Damage Prevention Corporation (Z3*&x Al h), and Jang served as
a non-executive director on the preparatory committee for the establishment of the
Mining Damage Prevention Division.** From the outset, Jang has been advocating
the implementation of fundamental measures to address the issue of abandoned mine

82 Interview with Jang Jae-yeon (current Chairman of Korea Safety Health Environment Foundation
%3}3), 2024. 5. 28.

8 Yang, “Mining and Environmental Pollution” (note 9).

84 Seong-ho Lee, “Preparatory Committee for the Establishment of the Mining Damage Prevention
Corporation Held a3 2 AFd e A F 219 71%),” Korea Energy 3H=-of i %], 2005. 6. 10.
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pollution, a concern that was first raised in relation to mines in Goseong.* Conse-
quently, he participated in the process of establishing an organization to prevent
mine pollution and engaged in activities to prevent health problems caused by aban-
doned mines. At the outset of the mining damage prevention project, there were 732
active mines (9 coal mines) and 1,244 dormant and abandoned mines (338 coal
mines), for a total of 1,976 mines nationwide.*

In October 2004, concurrent with the Byeongsan Village investigation, the MOE
assembled a specialized research team with the objective of developing a compre-
hensive plan for environmental health policy. The research team was constituted into
seven units, comprising over 30 experts in fields including preventive medicine, pub-
lic health, and toxicology. The plan’s development entailed a workshop to assess the
draft plan in April 2005, public hearings, the study teams’ final report (July 2005),
and consultations within the MOE, with experts, and with relevant ministries. In
January 2006, following the completion of the agenda and consultations by the En-
vironmental Health Advisory Committee (EHAC, 332 AXELL3]), the MOE
proceeded to finalize and announce the Comprehensive Plan in February.®’

In April 2005, the EHAC was established by the MOE. The EHAC was a commit-
tee of experts in related fields, whose role is to develop specialized policies and pro-
vide advice on environmental health policy. The committee was constituted with 17
members, including the chairman of the government side - Director of the MOE’s
Environmental Policy Office, Professor Paek, Professor Kwon and Director Jang,
and Professor Shin Dong-chun of Yonsei University College of Medicine. The in-
augural meeting of the committee, convened on April 14, saw the formulation of
policy recommendations pertaining to the mitigation of pollution and associated
heaggh impacts arising from the proliferation of waste metal mines across the coun-
try.

As previously stated, in 2006, the MOE published the “10-Year Comprehensive
Plan for Environmental Health Policy,” which serves as a mid- to long-term roadmap
for the systematic establishment and promotion of environmental health policy. This
plan is based on the final report of the “10-Year Comprehensive Plan for Environ-
mental Health Policy Study,” which was submitted to the MOE in June 2005. The

8 Jae-yeon Jang, “[Editorial] Create Fundamental Solutions for Abandoned Mine Pollution [A]&£]
HF 2 ZE O3 =2}, JoongAng Daily, 2004. 6. 7.

8 Preparatory Office of the Mining Damage Prevention Corporation Z5* A AL gt Z=H]| A=,
“Draft Plan for the Establishment of the Mining Damage Prevention Corporation 3g-s| % X A
APAE(R),” July 2005.

87 Yeonhapnews, “Summary of the 10-Year Comprehensive Plan for Environmental Health 373 &
A 10709 £8AE Q.9F” http://img.yonhapnews.co.kr/etc/press/PR/2006/00004870602030853
36_1.pdf (accessed on August 23, 2024).

8 MOE, “Operation of the “Environmental Health Advisory Committee” for the Full-Scale Pro-
motion of Environmental Health Policy 342 A42 BEAZL 93t “S AR AALEL3]”
<9, April 2005.
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research project was organized by IERY and CIES, with researchers from a number
of different medical schools, colleges of health, pharmacy, environmental engineer-
ing, environmental policy and law, and CIES."

The one sub-objective of the study was to develop a support system for environ-
mental disease countermeasures with the aim of reducing the risk population in areas
prone to pollution. Researchers have pointed out that while epidemiological investi-
gations have been conducted in response to suspicions of environmental diseases
arising from pollution in industrial areas, abandoned mines, incinerators, and land-
fills, these investigations were often hastily conducted in response to public outcry.
As a result, rather than thoroughly identifying environmental diseases, many of these
efforts were more focused on managing the situation to quell public concern. The
researchers posit that a systematic investigation of the causes and the implementa-
tion of appropriate countermeasures should be conducted as part of an environmental
health policy. In particular, abandoned mines and industrialized areas are in urgent
need of preventive investigations and countermeasures, as there is a significant risk
of environmental diseases among local residents due to prolonged pollutant emis-
sions and exposure. The researchers observed a notable increase in complaints and
concerns related to heavy metal pollution, citing several cases as evidence. These
include the suspected outbreak of Itai-Itai disease in Goseong, the rise in pollution-
related diseases in the Gwangyang Bay area, and the Sucheol mine in Gyeongbuk.”

In the background and necessity of the plan, the comprehensive plan points out
that the paradigm of environmental policy needed to change due to the socialization
of environmental health issues. In particular, it elucidates that residents in the vicin-
ity of industrial complexes and abandoned mines have voiced concerns regarding
health damage and serious worries about environmental diseases, including atopic
skin diseases and asthma.”" Detailed information regarding the occurrence and rele-
vance of the abandoned mine issue can be found in the section on the comprehensive
plan. The task, entitled “Health Impact Assessment and Risk Population Reduction
in Contaminated Vulnerable Areas (333 A9 A4 9 EFZRA L Yol 4),” is pro-
posed as the inaugural project. The background of this project can be summarized as
follows: 1) There is a growing concern about the potential health risks associated
with heavy metal contamination in more than 900 abandoned mines across the coun-
try. This is particularly evident in the case of residents of abandoned mine areas in
Goseong, who have raised suspicions of illness due to their proximity to these mines.
2) In response, the health effects of heavy metal abandoned mines with high health

8 The study was led by Shin Dong-chun, director of IERY, and Jang Jae-yeon, director of KFEM
CIES.

% MOE, “10-Year Comprehensive Plan for Environmental Health Policy Study $H4X A4
10709 F3HAIE A+, June 2005, 143.

9 MOE, “2006-2015 10-Year Comprehensive Plan for Environmental Conservation 2006~2015
341 A 10789 34 2,” February 20086, 3.



The Shaping of Environmental Health Policy in South Korea 383

concerns are investigated annually based on the results of basic soil contamination
surveys. The Comprehensive Plan proposes the implementation of annual environ-
mental and resident health impact surveys of 26 highly contaminated abandoned
metal mines across the country as the primary project content. Additionally, it sug-
gests the conduction of environmental impact, crop and water system surveys in re-
gions surrounding abandoned mines, as well as comprehensive health impact sur-
veys comprising medical examinations, questionnaires, and blood and urine heavy
metal concentration assessments.’”

As several studies have already demonstrated, the establishment of the Environ-
mental Health Policy was followed by the enactment of the Environmental Health
Act.” Since few countries have established legal frameworks that assign policy re-
sponsibility for environmental health, this is considered a proactive piece of legisla-
tion. The rationale behind the Environmental Health Act explicitly specifies “health
damage to local residents living near industrial complexes and abandoned metal
mines.””* It is evident that the health concerns associated with abandoned mines, as
exemplified by the Byeongsan village case, have shaped environmental health policy
and the enactment of related legislation.

The existence of a single division within a government department does not nec-
essarily indicate that the specific policy has been fully implemented. However, the
situation with MOE’s environmental health policy was somewhat distinct. The ne-
cessity for supervision of environmental health concerns increased following the es-
tablishment of the division, largely due to the challenges posed by the contamination
of abandoned mines. This led to a convergence of demands from experts in the field
and civil society. This prompted the MOE to devise a comprehensive plan for the
particular implementation of environmental health policies, which were subse-
quently codified in legislation.

Conclusion

The abandoned mine issue highlighted by the Byeongsan Village investigation sig-
nificantly impacted the development of environmental health policy in South Korea.
This paper examines how experts within the CIES EHC successfully established and
expanded the “environmental health” agenda during this process. The Byeongsan
Village investigation, in particular, adopted a joint investigation format, allowing
experts from civil society to take on an active role. The investigation and resolution
of the Byeongsan Village case, along with the subsequent policy-making process,

9 MOE, February (2006), op. cit.

% Han and Jang, op. cit., (note 31); Lee, op. cit., (note 22); Kang, Kim and Park, op. cit., (note 21).

% Environmental Health Act 3+73 3 A, Effective March 22, 2009, Act No. 8946, Enacted March
21, 2008.
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were closely connected to the profound changes in Korean society during the early
2000s. With the inauguration of the “participatory” government, civil society and
relevant experts were able to actively engage in the joint investigation. This is ex-
emplified by the newly established Environmental Health Policy Division’s rare de-
cision to appoint a civil society co-chair.

The interactions between civil society and the government that began in the 1990s
were expanded, and by the 2000s, significant collaboration and alliances between
social movements and the government had been established. In June 2000, to mark
the new millennium, the Kim Daejung administration declared the “New Millennium
National Environmental Vision for Realizing a Life Community Where Humans and
Nature Coexist (‘17 Aol tjEo] Als YT A F+ES A ™A dd
=7}87gdv]A, X A18).” The implementation plan, announced in 2001, included
measures to expand the participation of citizens and civil society organizations in
policy-making.”> Additionally, there was a shift from economic development-ori-
ented policies to the idea that Korea should leap forward to become a “developed
country” by the year 2000. This broader trend also encompassed a shift towards en-
vironmental health policy.

Nevertheless, the shift toward a “health”-oriented environmental policy and the
successful investigation of Byeongsan Village paradoxically created a pathway for
the government to identify health damage and closely examine causal relationships
when local environmental problems emerged. Through the investigations of asbestos
and humidifier disinfectant damage, verifying health damage and establishing cau-
sality have become mandatory starting points for addressing many environmental
issues.”® While the CIES and its director, Jang Jae-yeon, who advocated for the pro-
fessionalization and scientization of the environmental movement to better represent
residents’ voices, played a pivotal role in establishing environmental health policy
in Korea, the process of addressing environmental health issues has increasingly
leaned toward the ‘scientific confirmation’ of health effects.

This trend is partly due to changes in the Korean environmental movement. Since
the 2000s, the movement has become institutionalized, providing more avenues for
environmentalists to participate in the policy-making process. However, this empha-
sis on governance and participation has diminished the influence of grassroots envi-
ronmental movements.”” In commemoration of the 30th anniversary of the Korean
environmental movement, numerous voices within environmental organizations and

% MOE, “New Millennium National Environmental Vision for Realizing a Life Community Where
Humans and Nature Coexist ‘Q17t7} #9jo] HEo] Al BEPIEA” LEL gk T4 Hd
=718 H) A, XA 1E,” February 2001.

9% Kang, Kim and Park, op. cit., (note 21).

97 Deok-hwa Hong, “The Korean Environmental Movement at a Crossroads Again THA] Z&Z 0]
Al 3= 3485, Proceedings of the 2023 The Korean Association for Environmental Sociology
Annual Conference Tasks of Environmental Sociology in the Era of Ecological Transition 2023
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environmental sociology have called for reflection on the past, present, and future of
environmentalism in Korea. Choi Ye-yong, who began his activism as an anti-pol-
lution advocate and is now engaged in environmental health activism, has expressed
concern about the decline of local, resident-centered movements.”

As civil society, activists, and experts envisioned in the 1990s, can residents and
civil society still generate and gather knowledge to address environmental problems
in the face of health damage? The case of Byeongsan Village highlights both the
effectiveness and limitations of public-private collaborative research methodologies,
prompting a reassessment of the future trajectory of environmental problem-solving
and research.

This paper does not address the cumulative and ongoing contamination of mining
sites from before the 2000s. The numerous instances of scientific debate surrounding
diseases caused by heavy metal contamination require further, multifaceted research.
However, by elucidating the successive actions of pertinent civil society and experts
during the emergence and formation of environmental health policies in the 2000s,
this paper has traced the origins of the current situation in which most environmental
issues in Korean society are framed within the policy and discourse of “environmen-
tal health.”

% Interview with Choi Yeyong (current director of ACCEH 74 B A WIAlE), 2024. 2. 21.
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Abstract

In the early stages of Korean environmental policy, the focus was primarily on man-
aging water, air, and soil, with health issues largely overlooked. However, by the
early 2000s, growing awareness of risks from environmental hormones and hazard-
ous chemicals, coupled with increased interest in healthy lifestyles, led to a signifi-
cant shift in the Ministry of Environment’s approach. This shift resulted in the ex-
pansion of the chemicals department and the creation of a division dedicated to en-
vironmental health. A pivotal moment occurred in June 2004, when health concerns
from an abandoned mine in Goseong prompted a joint investigation by the govern-
ment and civil society. This investigation highlighted the need for health-centered
environmental policies and set the stage for nationwide mine surveys and the Envi-
ronmental Health Act. This paper examines the significance of the Byeongsan Vil-
lage investigation in shaping South Korea’s environmental health policy in the early
2000s. By analyzing this case, which marked a shift in societal focus toward mineral
pollution, this paper explores the broader implications of the move towards health-
centered environmental policy and its impact on the institutionalization of environ-
mental health agenda.

Keywords: pollution, environmental policy, joint investigation, Itai-Itai disease,
heavy metal



