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South Korean media raises the alarm over worsening health of
82-year-old religious leader held in pre-trial detention in tiny
cell since September.

In recent days, a growing public debate in South Korea has
centered not on the guilt or innocence of a defendant, but on a
more fundamental question: how should a modern legal system
treat the health and human rights of an elderly person standing

trial? The case involves Hak Ja Han (82X} - also called Mother

Han - president of the Family Federation and a globally
recognized religious leader, whose reported deterioration in health
while in detention has raised concerns that extend beyond one
individual case and into the broader values of the justice system
itself.

See also In Tiny Solitary Cell: Irreversible Harm Caused

The issue is raised 4th February by religious affairs reporter Jeon
Seong-su in his religion column in the daily newspaper Segye
Ilbo. The headline was "Controversy Over President Hak Ja Han's
Worsening Health - Now an Explanation Is Needed"

Jeong writes that according to reporting 4th February by Kukmin
Ilbo, a Korean daily based on Christian values, Mother Han - now
well into her 80s - has been detained at the Seoul Detention Center
for more than four months while undergoing trial.

Recently disclosed information suggests that during her detention

she has experienced multiple falls within a short period, is legally blind, and suffers from several
underlying medical conditions. Her legal team has cited these circumstances in a renewed request for bail,
though the court has not yet issued a final ruling.

These revelations did not emerge suddenly. For weeks, concerns about Mother Han's physical condition
had circulated quietly on social media and among legal observers. Reports of repeated falls during
transfers to court hearings, difficulty standing or walking, and occasional absences from court due to



health issues gradually accumulated. While such accounts were initially regarded as unconfirmed or
speculative, their persistence created unease among the public - especially as they involved an elderly
detainee whose trial was already well underway.

What changed the nature of the
discussion was the
involvement of mainstream
journalism. When established
media outlets like Dong-a Ilbo,
MBC, JTBC News reported
specific dates, circumstances,
and medical context based on
investigative reporting, the
issue moved decisively from
rumor to public accountability.
At that point, the question
ceased to be whether the
claims were inconvenient or
politically sensitive. Instead, it
became whether society had
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against health risks and human

dignity.

According to Jeong's report, from a medical perspective, the reported symptoms are not trivial. Repeated
falls in elderly individuals are widely recognized as a serious warning sign, often indicating declining
physical resilience and increased vulnerability to complications. Injuries involving the pelvis or lower
body can significantly impair mobility and independence, while preexisting cardiovascular conditions -
such as atrial fibrillation - can turn physical stress into a potentially life-threatening situation. For
defendants in such condition, the physical demands of detention and frequent court appearances may
carry risks far beyond inconvenience.

This raises a difficult but unavoidable question: is continued detention the most reasonable option in such
circumstances? The law permits detention when there is concern about flight risk or destruction of
evidence, and courts are obligated to weigh these factors carefully. No serious observer disputes that the
judiciary must apply these standards impartially. However, impartiality does not require ignoring context.
When a defendant is elderly, medically fragile, and already deep into the trial process, the absence of
clear public explanation can itself undermine confidence in the system.

Importantly, this discussion is not about
granting special treatment to a powerful figure.
International human-rights norms make clear
that special consideration for vulnerable
individuals is not privilege, but responsibility.
The United Nations' "Nelson Mandela Rules",
which outline minimum standards for the
treatment of prisoners, recommend that
detention of elderly or seriously ill individuals
be used only as a last resort. Where
incarceration poses serious risk to life or
dignity, authorities are urged to actively
consider alternative measures. These principles
are widely accepted among democratic and
developed nations, including South Korea.

At the heart of the matter lies a deeper
misunderstanding about equality before the
law. Equality does not mean treating every
individual identically, regardless of
circumstance. Rather, substantive equality
requires reasonable accommaodation for
differing conditions so that justice does not become mechanically cruel. Applying the same measures to a
healthy adult and a medically fragile octogenarian may satisfy formal rules while violating the spirit of
fairness those rules are meant to serve.

From the front page of the UN document "Standard
Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners",
also called the Nelson Mandela Rules

The Segye llbo article points out that the international dimension of this case adds further weight. Hak Ja




Han (2F2HXH is not only a domestic figure but a religious leader known well beyond Korea's borders.

How her health and human rights are handled during trial will inevitably shape international perceptions
of the Korean judiciary's treatment of elderly and vulnerable defendants. This is not a threat or pressure
on the courts, but a reality of global scrutiny in an interconnected world.

Transparency, in this context, is not a concession - it is a safeguard. Clear explanations of how medical
assessments are conducted, how detention decisions are justified, and what safeguards are in place to
protect health and dignity help preserve judicial authority rather than weaken it. Silence, by contrast,
allows speculation to flourish and trust to erode.

Justice, after all, is not something that exists only at the moment a
verdict is handed down. It is also judged by how a legal system
behaves during the process itself - how it treats those who are
weak, dependent, or nearing the limits of physical endurance. If an
elderly defendant were to suffer irreversible harm during trial due
to inadequate consideration of health risks, the damage would not
be confined to one individual or one case. It would mark a failure
of the system's moral credibility, regardless of the final legal
outcome.

It is possible that concerns about Hak Ja Han's health are
exaggerated, incomplete, or ultimately unfounded. If so, clear
Imbalanced scale of justice disclosure and explanation would quickly put those fears to rest.
But if the concerns are real, then requesting explanation and
appropriate measures is neither excessive nor political - it is a legitimate civic demand. The strength of
the rule of law is revealed not in how firmly it restrains the powerful, but in how carefully it protects the
vulnerable.

At minimum, a society committed to human dignity must ensure that its legal processes do not place life
itself at unnecessary risk. Upholding that standard is not an obstacle to justice. It is what gives justice its
meaning.
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