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THE STATE AND IRRIGATION REFORM IN
SOUTH KOREA*

ROBERT WADE*™

Abstract

The South Korean irrigation reform of 1979 is an attempt to arrest certain
trends in the financial allocations of Farmland Improvement Associations,
which the government regards as harmful for the productivity of irrigated
agriculture. The method is to restructure the decision-making environment
of canal managers in such a way that they have a monetary incentive to decide
on a more productive use of resources, against the short-term interests of FLIA
members. Study of the response of FLIA staff to the new measures over the next
several years offers an opportunity for an exploration of how the central govern-
ment attempts to control local parastatal agencies, and of the reactions of their
staff to those attempts. Such a study also allows an exploration of the compari-
son with irrigation reform in Taiwan, and in particular, of the extent to which
the differences in reform trajectory are due to differences in the value of irri-
gation water between the two countries, or to differences in politics.

The government of South Korea is embarking upon an important reform
in the management of canal irrigation projects. My purpose in this paper
is to describe what the reform consists of, and show why it deserves the
attention of scholars concerned with administrative aspects of agricultural
development, and indeed, of those concerned with questions of public
administration and policy implementation more generally,

South Korea’s canal systems are managed (in the case of those with
an irrigated area of over 50 hectares) by parastatal bodies called Farm-
land Improvement Associations (FLIAs).! In the past, each water
source had one FLIA; now, smaller systems have been grouped to-

* This paper is based on eleven weeks of fieldwork in South Korea over the summer of
1979, concentrating on administrative aspects of canal irrigation. The research follows on
the same theme in India, whence come the comparisons drawn in the paper. I am grateful
to the Korea Rural Economics Institute and its staff for providing a base for the research.
And to the staff of the FLIA which I have called SY FLIA, for their extraordinary pa-
tience in answering my questions. And finally, to my assistant, Su Young Chan, for
patience, good cheer and insight.

** Fellow, The Institute of Development Studies.

! For an account of operational problems of smaller systems, see Oh (1978).
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gether with the aim of having approximately one FLIA per county.? This
type of decentralized organization contrasts with that found in most of
South and Southeast Asia, where a state Irrigation Department is respon-
sible not only for the construction but also the operation of canal systems;
and is similar to that found in Japan and Taiwan (Abel 1975).

One of the main problems of the decentralized, semiautornomous form
of organization is a tendency for the management, being closely identified
with and involved with the local population, to underspend on mainte-
nance—and thereby save costs which would have to be met from water
charges; to take on excessive numbers of staff, and pass the costs on to
irrigators; and to save too little out of current revenue, and rely on the
government to finance shortfalls. The government can guard against thesc
tendencies by strict supervision and control; but this partly vitiates the
advantages of the decentralized form. Or it can attempt to structure the
decision-making environment of the canal managers in such a way that
they have an incentive to decide on a pattern of financial allocation
which does not produce the above tendencies. The irrigation reform in
South Korea, which is due to be implemented for the first time in the 1980
agricultural year, is an attempt to move in the latter direction. Before
going on to describe it in detail, I want to say more about why the study
of its effects would be of wide interest.

The Compliance Problem in a Mixed Economy

In an economy which is “mixed” in terms of the distribution of owner-
ship and the distribution of decision-making power, the critical point in
the implementation hierarchy is the gap between the government ap-
paratus and the private sector. However rigorous and consistent the
abstractions of the planners, their effectiveness depends on how this gap
is crossed. The same point applies to relations between government and
semi-autonomous public enterprises, though the kinds of instruments
available to government for crossing the gap will in this case be somewhat
different from those available for the private sector.

Our knowledge of how South Korean public administration actually
works (as distinct from the principles), and specifically of how this gap
is crossed, is woefully inadequate.> We know that the government has
been actively and pervasively interventionist, and we can take it as likely
(though the proposition is debatable) that its interventions have been an
important part of the explanation of South Korea’s rapid economic
growth. We know too that these interventions have ranged from non-

2In 1976 South Korea comprised nine provinces, 33 cities, 139 unties; average

county population was just over 100,000.
3 One useful study is Aqua (1974).
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discretionary manipulation of the environment in which enterprises make
decisions, to direct command and administrative discretion. But there
are very few detailed case studies which would illustrate the processes
by which the compliance of enterprises with government policies is ob-
tained.

One important set of intervention instruments attempts to secure com-
pliance by changing the structure of rewards open to enterprises: compli-
ance or non-compliance is then up to each enterprise, and compliance
carries its own reward. In a sense, many instruments of macro-economic
policy operate in this way, as in the use of high interest rates, for example,
to discourage adoption of capital-intensive technology. However, the set
of instruments to which I drew attention is more specific. It consists of
measures to announce desirable goals pertaining to a specified set of
enterprises, and allocate special rewards to all those enterprises which
reach the given goals, or to a given number of enterprises who do best in
relation to the goals.

One example is the use of Government-awarded prizes to promote
exports (Jones and Sakong 1978, Ch. IV, p.25) On “Export Day,”
Novemenber 30th, the highest ranking exporters are with great fanfare
awarded “industrial merit-medals” of gold, silver and bronze pagoda
rank. In addition, special awards are given to those exporting over US
$100 million worth of goods. The prizes are awarded by the Prisident
personally, and are much coveted.

Again, prizes have been used to prompt irrigators to pay their water
charges. When the budget of an organization depends on payments from
its clients, one can expect that the question of how to ensure that the cli-
ents pay their dues would greatly exercise the imagination of the organi-
zation’s staff; their own welfare is at stake. In South Korea, each FLIA
organizes elaborate competitions between villages in its jurisdication, such
that the first three villages to pay all their water charges receive a sub-
stantial monetary prize; moreover, the competition is not between all
villages within a FLIA’s area (in big FLIAs, with an irrigated area of
say, 1,000 hectares or more, that would involve too many villages for the
competition to have a sharp effect on willingness to pay), but between
villages in each of quite small sub-divisions, which may each have only
10-20 villages. There are even prizes for the field stations of the FLIA
which get all the water charges in their area paid up first, second and
third. Another competition awards prizes to the field staff who make the
most non-chemical fertilizer. The government has been worried by the
fall-off in the use of natural fertilizer, and has thus ordered the FLIAs
to introduce the non-chemical fertilizer competition in the hope that the
sight of the field station staff energetically making compost would have
a desirable demonstration effect on farmers.
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One sees the same principle of intervention at work in the Saemaul
(New Community) Movement, the community development programme
launched in 1970 (Brandt and Lec 1977) Villages which used the initial
allocation of cement well were given more cement plus steel rods the fol-
lowing vyear, to promote a spirit of constructive competition in which
less successful villages would strive to fHollow these that got more help.
In 1973 a national Saemaul convention was attended by some 4,000
people selected for their villages’ superior achievements under the pro-
gramme; in 1975, the national rally was attenede by over 7,000, of who
214 were singled out for special awards, and grants of extra government
resources were awarded to 2,500 villages throughout the country which
had done well in the privious period.

Villages have now been classified into three ranks: “basic” or underde-
veloped villages; “‘self-helping” villages; and ‘‘independent” villages
(Brandt and Lec 1977, p.42) The criteria of classification are worth not-
ing for their formal similarity to the criteria used to rank the FLIA, as
discussed shortly:

Type of Village

Basic Self-  Independent
helping
% of rice fields which are irrigated 80 85 98
size of village capital fund(US §) $600 $1,000 $2,000
average savings level per household  $20 $30 $40

The amounts and type of government aid vary according to which
category a village is in. Until 1975 more aid was given to the more “in-
dependent” than to the “basic” villages to stimulate the basic villages
to improve themselves. In 1975 and 1976 more aid was channeled to the
less successful villages; but this change generated criticism from the better-
off villages, whose leaders complained they were not being adequately
rewarded for their efforts, and subsequently the policy of “incentives for
outstanding achievement” has been reintroduced.

The proposed reform of canal management is an attempt to apply
similar principles. What makes it particularly noteworthy at present is
that it is only now, in 1979/80, being introduced, and its monitoring over
the next few years would provide a way of studying the effects of a cer-
tain type of policy instrmement whose relevance extends far beyond
irrigation and agriculture.

The Motivation Problem in Canal lrrigation

In the past few years a new debate has been emerging amongst people
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concerned with agricultural development policies. Its focus is on the
widely-observed poor performance of canal agriculture in the tropics and
on the remedies that should be adopted. Put at its simplest, it centres on
the question, “How much of the poor performance can be attributed to
inadequate physical structure(technology, and how much to poor canal
management?”’ (Bottrall 1978; Chambers 1979; Wade 1979b and refer-
ences therein.)

I do not wish to enter this debate here, except to report one of the con-
clusions of those who emephasize the management factor. It is that the
large potentials for improving the the performance of canal agriculture
is the being realized (or is being realized slower than need be) because
the incentives on canal managers are such as to prompt them to put more
weight on avoiding the social conflict which rationing a scarce resource
like water generates, than on capturing the full economic gains from ef-
ficient use of water. This in turn has to do (in part) with the fact that there
is no obivous mechanism by which public managers could reap some
economic or prestige benefits from improved water allocation, so that
these powerful incentives to change are in operative.

The link found in South Korea’s FLIA (and also in the Irrigation
Associations of Taiwan and Italy*) between the budget (and therefore
staff salaries) and farmers’ water payments might provide a greater in-
centive for efficient management than exists in the strictly civil service
type of administration found in South Asis, where no link exists between
canal budget and farmers’ water payments; but the link is weak, partly
because the incentives (coupled with severe punishement if the incentives
fail to work) on farmers’ payment can be made so strong as to break any
connection between their payment and the overall efficiency of canal
operation.

The proposed reform in South Korea is an attempt to motivate staff
to do their job better, not by giving them a direct share of the gains from
improved efficiency, but by rewarding them for doing things which are
in turn presumed to be condusive to improved efficiency. As such, the re-
from is of wide interest in showing one possible way around a recurrent
problem of irrigation improvement in private-property economies, and
indeed of improving the performance of public institutions generally:
the lack of a well-defined mechanism that would link responses of public
institutions to the large social payoffs from improvements.

The FLIA

The FLIA were introduced to Korea by the Japanese colonial govern-
ment, transferring a.form of irrigation organization already well de-

4 On ltalian irrigation organization, see Wade (1979a).
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veloped in Japan. There are now 122 such bodies, with an aggregate
irrigated area of 392,000 hectares and 774,000 “members” (any irrigator
who draws water from a FLIA-run source is a member).> (Most of Korea’s
irrigated area, however, is irrigated from a source with an irrigated area
of less than 50 hectares, and is therefore not included in a FLIA. 900,000
hectares out of the tota‘ (paddy) irrigated area of 1,300,000 is non-FLIA.)
Most of the FLIA are between 500 and 3,000 hectares in size; only seven
out of 122 have an irrigated area of over 10,000 hectares. By South Asian
standards even the biggest of the FLIA systems are very small scale, and
they are small even in comparison with Taiwan’s Irrigation Associations.

Staffing is however very dense by South Asian standards: one full-
time employee for 80 hectares on average, excluding parttime employees
(notably the lowest rank of field-worker, called the ““patroller”, who is
responsible for raising and lowering water gates and carrying out routing
inspection and maintenance. Patrollers are part-time, since they are
employed only during the irrigation season from April to September.)
On the 11,000 hectare project I studied, there are almost as many part-
time staff (138) as full-time employees (148). If this is typical, then the
national staffing ratio including the patrollers and other part-time staff,
1s roughly one employee for 45 hectares.

The full-time staff are divided into administrative and technical cate-
gories; the technicians arc divided into ‘“management,” and land de-
velopment (which involves the design and construction of a denser
network of fieldchannels and drains to individual, rectangularized and
consolidated fields). “Management” is further divided into maintenance
of canals, drains and pumps on one hand, and canal (and pump) opera-
tion and agricultural extension on the other (the latter two functions
being combined in the same person). On the scheme I studied, there are
62 people on the administrative side, 115 technicians, and 109 patrollers;
of the technicians, about 30 are specialized in canal operation and agri-
cultural extension.b

The canal’s irrigated area is divided into sub-divisions, each with a
field office located within it. On the scheme I studied (henceforth called
SY FLIA, SY being a pseudonym), 113 of the employees (excluding
the 109 patrollers) werei n the 10 field stations,” 64 were at headquar-

s Figures on the FLIAs come from Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, Agricultural
Development Corporation, 1978; Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, FLIA
Management Bureau, 1978.

6 Of the administrators, 48 are full-time permanent, 14 are paid on a daily wage; of
the technicians, 100 are full-time permanent, 15 are paid on a daily wage. The
President and Manager are both classed as technical, since they both have technical
backgrounds. '

7 Two of the ficld stations were for other than canal operation and repair, one for
operating a reservoir only, another the agricultural machinery office, both of them
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ters in the local town. Supervision of the patrollers is done by all the staff
of each field office, including administrators as well as technicians. Each
field office staff member is responsible for supervising one to three patrol-
lers; which entails a once or twice daily trip to the jurisdiction of the
partroller to ensure that he is on the job, and possibly to consult over
what work he is or should be doing next.

Virtually all the staff are local people, whose homes are within the com-
mand area. There are special examinations for entry to the graded
ranks (the professional hierarchy),? but no minimum educational require-
ments. Recruitment to the more senior positions is very largely by in-
ternal promotion. Typically a man will join at a young age as what is
called a “temporary employee”, will within a year or two be made a
“permanent employee”, may then a few years to a decade later sit the
examination to enter grade 5, and then be subject to internal promotion
except for another examination to pass from grade 4 to grade 3 (though
in the past few years an increasing proportion of grade 5ers have been
young high school graduates successful in the examination, a trend which
has caused some friction within the FLIA between old and young grade
oers). The examinations are sct a special examination department of
the provincial government, which also does the marking. Each FLIA
has fixed number of positions at each grade, depending on the size of its
irrigated area. Since for each person once at grade 5 the FLIA is normally
seen as providing life-time employment, promotion is typically slow, un-
less a person is recognized as exceptionally good. There is no ladder out
of the FLIAs to the ranks of the central government.

The Ministry of Agriculture sets the rules for what the FLIAs can and
cannot do. In most ways they are treated like semiautonomous public
enterprises, and come within the purview of public enterprise legislation.
The government sets staffing scales, salary scales, conditions of service
and the like

In the Ministry of Agricultued (a central government organ only, not
having a direct extension to provincial level and below) is a bureau con-
cerned to monitor the operational activities of FLIAs. Ezch provincial
government also has a bureau for monitoring the FLIAs within its juris-
diction. The appointement of the Presidents of the largest 22 FLIAs is
made after close consultation between these two offices, the appointement
being made formally by the Minister of Agriculture. For smaller FLIAs
the appointment is made by the provincial governor on the recommen-
dation of the (government-appointed) head of the county administration.
The budget sanction and scrutiny of each FLIA follows similar lines, ex-

taking 11 of the 113 staff in field stations, leaving 103 staff for about 11,000 irrigated
hectares, excluding the patrollers.
8 Of the total staff at SY FLIA, 38 administrators and 61 technicians are graded staff.
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cept that the budgets of all 122 FLIAs have to be approved by the
Ministry of Agriculture as well as by the provincial government. At
cither provincial or central government level, changes in a FLIA’s budget
can be ordered.

Within the FLIAs, power is ‘formally tightly concentrated in the

hands of the President. He makes promotion decisions (though he does
not have power to decide which successful candidates in the grade 5
exam should come to his FLIA; that is with the provincial administra-
tion).
The principle means of control over the FLIAs by government, then, arc
(1) the appointment of the President, (2) the structuring of authrority
within the FLIAs to conecentrate it in the hands of the President, and
(3) control over the budget, through the requirement for prior approval
and annual (government) audit. In addition, there are rugular and ir-
regular government inspections of operations, property and records.

What Was Going Wrong?

Despite these extensive powers over the FLIAs, the Ministry of Agricul-
ture has recently become aware that the FLIAs are not performing ade-
quately. Specifically, the Ministry perceives four features which it wishes
to correst.’
(1) A relative decline in water charges: average charges have declined
from 5.8 percent of average rice yield in 1966 (18.8 kgs. compared
to 323 kgs. of rice per 0.1 hectare), to 3.7 percent in 1977 (18.5
kgs. out of 494).'°
(2) An increase in the relative weight of administrative expenses:
general administrative expenses (including salaries) now account
for 25 percent of total (noncapital) expenditure on average; but
55 percent of the FLIAs spend more than 30 percent for this pur-
pose.
(3) A decrease in the relative weight of maintenance expenditure,
while the number of facilities to be maintained increases: in the
16 years between 1958 and 1973, total administrative expenses
were more than 75 percent of maintenance and rchabilitation
cxpenses in all years but one, and greater than 100 percent in six
years. Maintenance expenditure now accounts for 36 per cent of

9 The following is based on Ministry of Agriculture, FLIA Management Bureau, 1978,
supplemented by interviews with concerned officials.

10 The yield averages are those used by the Ministry’s FLIA Management Bureau, and
are national FLIA plus non-FLIA averages. The reason for using the FLIA plus
non-FLIA average is that the latter is calculated by the Ministry of Agriculture on
the basis of sample surveys, the FLIA yield figures, as reported in the Yearbook, are
based on self-reporting by each FLIA and are thought to be upwardly biased.
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total expenditure on average, but the Government estimates it
should be at least 40 percent, and only half the FLIAs reach this
level.

(4) A reduction in the relative size of each FLIA’s savings fund, and
an increased dependence on borrowing: the government gives
cheap long term loans for maintenance and repair, but the loans
cover only 70 percent of the total cost; and in practice relatively
little money is available to the FLIAs under this heading. If money
has to be borrowed for maintenance and repairs on a long term
basis, much of it has therefore to be borrowed at the ordinary, very
high, rate of interest. More importantly, however, many FLIAs
are now in a situation where much of the revenue from water
charges (which accrues in a short period after the paddy harvest)
goes to pay off the previous year’s debts and interest, with the
result that the FLIA again runs into debt later in the year and
has to borrow short term to maintain its operations. The high
interest rates in South Korea make this a heavy burden.

What are the reasons for these trends? The Ministry believes the pro-
blem lies with the incentive structure facing FLIA staff. As stated in the
Ministry’s booklet describing the reform and its rationale, the staff have
“lost the will to modernize facilities, increase savings, increase financial
independence”. There is also a problem of the farmers’ attitude: “they
want to rely on government loans for maintenance expenses, and want
water charges to decrease year by year” (Ministry of Agriculture, FLIA
Management Bureau, 1978, p.7-9). The proposed reform, however, is
directed to the incentives and attitudes of staff, not to the attitudes of
farmers.

The lrrigation Reform

The reform aims to secure the compliance of FLIA staff in solving the
above-mentioned problems by making their salaries dependent in part
on their compliance. The FLIAs are to be divided into three grades,
A, B and C. This in fact reintroduces a three grade classification in use
until the early 1970s. But whereas the old classification was based simply
on irrigated area, so that staff in bigger FLIAs got higher salaries than
those in smaller, the new classification relates salary to the attainment
of certain levels of performance. There are basically two criteria of clas-
sification: (1) the adequacy of the physical structures, and of water supply
throughout the command area; and (2) the adequacy of the FLIA’s
own financial reserves, which is the inverse of its need to borrow for ex-
penditure on other than major construction. ‘A’ FLIAs must have a sav-
ings fund of at least 85 percent of annual current expenditure: ‘B’, 80
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percent; ‘C’, the rest. (The average size today is only 51 percent.) The
ranking of all 133 FLIAs will be done by the staff of the Ministry’s bureau
responsible for supervising the FLIAs.

‘C’ FLIAs will continue on the present salary scale; ‘B’ FLIAs will
get salaries 15 percent higher; and ‘As’ will get another 15 percent on top
of that. With this change the staff of ‘A’ FLIAs will receive salaries al-
most as high as the staff of the prestigeous national irrigation construc-
tion organization, the Agricultural Development Corporation ‘a para-
statal), and considerably higher than central government employees of
equivalent rank. In contrast, from the early 1970s until the present, all
FLIA staff is South Korea of the same grade and length of service have
been paid the same (though full use has been made of non-pecuniary a-
ward for FLIAs which get high average rice yeilds, or successfully help
farmers fight a pest outbreak, or successfully protect farmers against a
dought, in the form of display certificates signed by the provincial gover
nor, or the Minister of Agriculture, or by the President of South Korca-
himself). The Ministry firmly believes that the uniformity of salary has
sapped motivation amongst the FLIA staff (and presumably that non-
pecuniary incentives have not been very effective).

It is expected that for the first few years, at least, very few of the FLIAs
will make the ‘A’ grade (though in principle there is no limit to the num-
ber of FLIAs which can be so classified). To give a more immediate in-
centive for improvement, however, there is another component in the re-
form. All government employees in South Korea get a “bonus’ of 400
percent of their monthly salary each year automatically; as do the FLIA
staff. In addition to this regular bonus, the reform proposes an “incentive
bonus” for FLIAs. Each year all the FLIAs will be assessed against several
performance indicators, and the progress of each since the previous year
measured. The indicators are these:

o actual staff in relation to authorized staff (autorized according to the
scale which links number of staff with size of command area):
roughly speaking, the lower the better;

o the weight of general administrative expenses in total expenditure:
the lower the better;

o the weight of the repair and maintenance expenses in total expendi-
ture: the higher the better;

o the size of the depreciation fund in relation to total expenditure:
the bigger the better;

o the size of “‘other savings” in relation to toal expenditure: the higher
the better;

o the amount of interest paid as a proportion of total expenditure:
the lower the better.

Whereas the A,B,C classification depends on level, the incentive bonus
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depends on change since the previous year. Those who do best will get
another 100 percent of monthly salary as an incentive bonus for that
year; those who do next best, 75 percent; next-best again, 50 percent.

There is no fixed number of FLIAs which can receive any of thesc
bonuses; that is decided year by year by the Ministry, which also—it is
important to note—decides year by year (presumably in advance) what
weighting to give each of the indicators, depending on what problems it
thinks most pressing. The instrument, then, is highly discretionary in
application.

But the FLIAs do have general targets to guide them: management
expenses should not be more than 30 percent of the total, maintenance
should be at least 40 percent, the savings fund should be at least 100 per-
cent of current expenditure, and the depreciation fund should rise from
36 kgs. of rice per hectare to 150 kgs. by 1582. With these targets the FLIA
are given an idea of what the Ministry considers good levels of petform-
ance. ’

Finally, the motivation problem will also be tackled by improving and
expanding the in-service training given to staff. Already in 1978 150 FLIA
administrators and 350 technicians have been given training for periods
of two and three weeks each, at a central training college. The most
senior staff are to be given not vocational but leadership and political
training at the national Saemaul Movement college. It is hoped that as
well as improving the staffs’ ability to do their jobs, the education will
also “make a closer relationship between staff and members”, by promo-
ting a “close and positive attitude” of staff towards farmers. Only to this
very minor degree does the proposed reform talk about the connection
between staff and farmers.

FLIA Staff's Reaction to the Reform

At SY FLIA, one of the biggest and said to be one of the best in the
country, reaction to the proposed reform was unenthusiastic, bordering
on hostile. One senior staffer called it “an interruption and a worry”.
The reaction is based on five main grounds: (1) The staff dislike the
attempt to use income as an incentive. As several said, they already work
at the maximum anyway, so it cannot lead to increased effort. One man
commented, “It is a mean affair, because the staff of FLIA everywherc
do the same work, put in the same effort, regardless of whether the FLIA
is A, B, or C”. (2) In fact, they went on to say, the new scheme discri-
minates against new FLIAs which have to spend relatively large amounts
on getting the “bugs” out of the technology at the beginning, and can
devote less income to the savings fund - on which, as they see it, the A,B,
C, ranking basically depends (since it is readily quantifiable, while “ade-
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quacy of physical structures”, “adequacy of water distribution’ are not).
(3) No FLIA, said a senior man, wants the goal of complete financial in-
dependence from the Government - not least because the rate of interest
on loans is lower than the rate of inflation, so the FLIA managers want to
borrow rather than save (despite the high rate of interest - which in the
Ministry’s eyes imposes a heavy burden on the FLIAs’ finances). (4) The
new measures will prompt increases in water charges, especially in the
case of FLIA trying to getinto the “A” rank, and there is a general feeling
at SY FLIA that current charges should not be increased further because
the farmers could not afford to pay more. (5) The staff see it as an attempt
by the central government to push them around. “It is central govern-
ment’s plan”, said one, ““and does not give enough consideration to the
staff of the FLIA”. Greater financial independence will not, they think,
lead to less overall Government control.

Relatively little is know about the perceptions of staff in parastatals and
field agencies towards the central government in South Korea, and it may
perhaps seems surprising that the criticism of the central government re-
form was as strong and as outspoken. It is also worth noting the feeling
amongst the staff at SY FLIA of common interest with staff of “FLIAs in
general” (and especially new FLIAs), even though there is no formal
national association of FLIA staff through which a sense of corporateness
might be fostered,!’ and even though the staff at each FLIA tend to stay
with that FLIA for life, rather than move from one FLIA to another. And
finally, it is worth noting that the salient point for discussion amongst
staff was not so much how much better off they’d be if they made “A”
grade, but whether they would have to increase water charges - there
was a distinct reluctance to doso. (It is not the case that there is close and
continuning interaction between irrigators and staff, nor do irrigators
have any formal representation in FLIA decision-making; there is never-
theless a sense of accountability of staff to irrigators, an awareness of what
“the irrigators™ as a body will tolerate and what they will not. I make the
point to draw the contrast with South Asia, where this sense of account-
ability is lacking, though formal representative politics are of course more
fully developed there.)

Conclusion

If the reaction of staff at SY FILA is at all typical, the effect of the reform
in terms of its intended objectives is less than certain. This adds to the
interest of the case as a case study of the use of one major type of policy
instrument, the discretionary manipulation of a private or parastatal

" There is a Union of FLIAs, but it does not have this effect (having been until recently
moribund).
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organization’s field of choice. Suppose, for example, that the FLIAs are
slow to respond. At what point will instruments based on discretionary
command be used to reach the objectives? And one would like to know,
in this context, why the existing mechanisms of control, through the
appointment of the President and through approval and audit of the
budget, have not been effective means of reversing the unwanted trends.
Further, there is the question of the connection between improvement in
terms of the stipulated indicators on the one hand, and on the other, in
terms of the staff’s capacity to control water and their utilization of that
capacity to provide a reliable and adequate water supply to irrigators.
The reforms will give an incentive for relatively more to be spent on im-
proving the capacity for control via improving the physical structures,
but may do little to improve the present low standard of utilization of
control capacity. ‘“‘Adequate standards of water distribution” is only one
of several performance indicators, and being the least measurable will
probably be the one to which least attention is given.

It would be interesting to pursue research in this area by comparing
the path of the South Korean reform as it evolves with the Taiwanese
reform of Irrigation Associations in 1975. The form of organization in the
two cases is, as mentioned, close: both are decentralized parastatals with
responsibilities defined on a watershed basis; both owe much to their
common orgins in Japan’s Irrigation Associations. The 1975 reform in
Taiwan seems however to have been in the opposite direction to South
Korea’s proposed reform: towards a more centralized administration.
The 24 existing Irrigation Associations were consolidated into 16; the
locally elected Irrigation Association’s Representative Assembly was abo-
lished (something which happened in South Korea in 1961); the Irriga-
tion Association’s Chairman and senior technical stafl were appointed by
the head of the Department of Reconstruction upon the recommendation
of the Provincial (that is, all-Taiwan) Water Conservancy Bureau; and
the national government was to be given greater control of the Associa-
tions ’financial affairs.

One of the major questions about the Taiwanese reform is whether the
appointment of the Irrigation Association’s leadership by the national
government has led or will lead to a neglect of the needs of the farmers, a
commitment to which has been one of the distinguishing features of the
Irrigation Associations in the past. Of course, in South Korea’s case the
President (equivalent to Taiwan’s Chairman) has been appointed by the
government ever since 1961, and there is certainly no suggestion in the
reform to give the irrigators a role in the selection of the President and
senior staff, nor to give them any role in seasonal or long term water or
financial decisions. Nevertheless, two points of difference between
Taiwan’s and South Korea’s organizations suggest that the problem of
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getting out of touch with irrigators’ needs may be less serious in South
Korea’s case than in Taiwan’s since the 1975 reform. First, the FLIA are
very much smaller in size than the Irrigation Associations; the orienta-
tion of their staff, including the senior staf, is more wholly local. Second,
the FLIA Presidents are appointed by the Ministry of Agriculture, while
the Irrigation Associations’ are appointed by an engineering-oriented
agency - which makes it more likely that the appointments will have a
technocratic bias.

Finally, there is the question of why the reform has been introduced
now rather than earlier. Again it is useful to bear in mind the Taiwanese
comparison. One can understand the currently very high levels of water
use efficiency!? reached in Taiwan (Levine et al. 1976) as a response to
certain environmental conditions: to very limited agricultural land, rela-
tively high yielding varieties and a scarcity of easily developed water
sources, which combined to place a high value on water use efficiency in
relation to the costs of providing this efficiency. In South Korea levels of
water use efficiency are much lower than in Taiwan (one indication being
that rotational delivery of water to sub-units of the command area is not
practised in South Korea, but has become normal in Taiwan since the
earlier 1954-55 reform and has resulted in large gains in water use ef-
ficiency).Yet all of the above-mentioned environmental factors which help
explain high efficiency levels in Taiwan are also found in South Korea.
Why then has action to improve system performance not been taken in
South Korea until so recently, and why is rotational irrigation still not
promoted by the new reform, despite the evidence from Taiwan on its
efficiency-enhancing effects?

Part of the answer lies with a further environmental factor: South
Korea’s temperate climate permits only one irrigated crop a year, Tai-
wan’s tropical climate permits two or more, and the opportunity cost of
water wasted in one season is therefore higher in Taiwan, lower in South
Korea. Yet one needs to remember that the above-mentioned environ-
mental conditions have existed in Taiwan since the 1920s, but it was not
until the 1954-55 island-wide drought that widespread measures were
taken to increase water use efficiency to near its present high levels.!?
Clearly there is more to the explanation of these high levels than simple
environmental pressures or rinsing opportunity costs. Just what these
additional factors are is not clear. However, compared to South Korea

12 Water use efficiency is defined in a technical rather than economic sense, as the
proportion of the water fed into a system which reaches the fields.

3 Compare the Hayami-Ruttan (1971) theory that new technology creates a demand
for institutional change by opening up productive opportunities which are unrealiz-
able without the institutional change. In Taiwan the gap between the period of high
opportunity costs to unreformed irrigation institutions and the reform response was
long,
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Taiwan has until recently given more emphasis to rural development and
foodgrain self-sufficiency, and this difference is presumably important in
understanding the difference in the timing, content, and implementation
of irrigation reform in the two countries, though just what the connections
are remains to be investigated.

South Korea’s recent irrigation reform, then, raises issues of widc in-
terest. In this paper I have raised some of them, in the hope that other
scholars may follow them up.
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