	Groups Unite to Save Last Korean Village of Forced Laborers in Japan
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By Lee Jin-woo
Staff Reporter 

South Korean human right activists have formed an association in an effort to save the last Korean community of conscripted laborers in Japan. 

Some 20 civic groups including the Korean International Network and human right activists along with lawmakers, including Rep. Lee Kwang-chol of the ruling Uri Party and Rep. Na Kyung-won of the main opposition Grand National Party, gathered on Wednesday, in Chung-dong, central Seoul, to launch the association (www.utoro.net) to protect Utoro village, a small Korean enclave in Japan. 

Some 203 Korean residents of the village, located in the city of Uji in Japan's Kyoto Prefecture, are facing the threat of eviction. 

From about 1940 to 1945, many Koreans were conscripted to build an airport and airplane factories south of Kyoto. After the end of the war in 1945, many forced laborers had to remain at the site. They formed the village and have spent some six decades there. 
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This picture shows banners put in front of a house in Utoro, the last Korean community of conscripted laborers to Japan, in Japan’s Kyoto Prefecture. Some 203 ethnic Koreans have been forced to leave their town as its previous landowner Nissan Shatai, a subsidiary of the Nissan Motor Company, has sold the land. Courtesy of www.utoro.net 

However, Nissan Shatai, a subsidiary of the well-known Nissan Motor Company, which owned the land after the war, intentionally stopped the water supply to the village after it failed in 1986 to force the residents to buy the land. 

In February 1989, the land sold for 445 million yen ($4.2 million) to a real estate developer, who started to file lawsuits to forcibly evict the residents from their homes at a district court in Kyoto. Since then, the ethnic Koreans have been ordered by the Kyoto Local Court and the Osaka High Court to leave their town. 

``Issues over Utoro should be considered important because of its historic, human-rights and international legal aspects,'' said lawyer Park Yon-chul, president of the association, during a news conference. ``The Japanese government should help those people, who are victims of the war, live a normal life to promote the true meaning of peace this year, celebrating the 60th anniversary of the end of the war.'' 

The association delivered a letter to President Roh Moo-hyun written by Utoro residents calling for the government's attention and asking the presidential office of Chong Wa Dae for help. 

The association also invited Japanese activists belonging to a group of some 2,000 members, which was formed to save the community in Japan in 1989. 

``I, as a Japanese, look back on Japan's history whenever I see those old men and women in Utoro. It's a shame Japan has not offered any compensation to Koreans living in Utoro after the war,'' said Takawa Akiko, president of the Japanese group advocating for the rights of the Korean residents. 

She added that people in Utoro have been ignored by both Japan and Korea. 

South Korean activists plan to invite the first generation of ethnic Koreans in Utoro to visit their native country and hold seminars, photo exhibitions and other performances to raise funds and let more people know about the hardships the village faces. 

It will also form an alliance with other non-government organizations around the world to elicit the Japanese government's support for Utoro while formally requesting the United Nations to look into the issue. 
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