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The Rise and Fall of South
Korea's New Community Movement
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South Korea's cooperative self-help community development program, so success­
ful in the early 1970s in effecting' visual village improvements, was expanded nationwide
in the following decade to encompass urban neighborhoods, schools, factories, and
military sites. Participating organizations proliferated and the whole populace became
the target for self-sacrificing involvement and indoctrination. But the 1980s witnessed
destabilization and ultimate demise of the program. This study analyzes the rise and fall
of the movement, how it lost its public appeal, and how it became discredited and stig­
matized. Overcentralization, overexpansion, authoritarianism, mismanagement and cor­
ruption brought it to a virtual halt, with the imprisonment of its leaders and a national
campaign for "democratization." The authors draw lessons from this experience and sug­
gest directions for the future.

Introduction

One of the most formidable challenges of Asia - the world's most populous
and crowded region - is the mobilization of tradition-bound rural populations
into nation-building efforts. To increase agricultural productivity and to prevent
rural societies from lagging too far behind industrial and urban modernization,
most Asian nations have undertaken rural development programs marked by
varying degrees of imagination and success. .

During the 1950sand 1960s,for example, India developed its Panchayat Rqj
(people's rule) system with its emphasis on the "block development officer."
Pakistan had its Village Development Program and its ill-fated Basic
Democracies scheme, and Malaysia had its "Red Book" campaign and Federal
Land Development Authority. Taiwan inaugurated its highly regarded. land
reform and farmers associations programs, and of course China developed its
rigidlydisciplined commune system.

Among Asia's various rural development programs, none received more
plaudits than that of South Korea's cooperative self-help community develop­
ment program (Saemaul Undong). So successful in the early 1970sin effecting
visual village improvements, the program was expanded nationwide in the fol­
lowing decade to encompass urban neighborhoods, schools, factories, and
military sites. Participating organizations proliferated and the whole populace
became the target for self-sacrificing involvement and indoctrination, but the
1980switnessed destabilization and the ultimate demise of the program.
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This study analyzes historically the program from its inception in 1970to its
decline in the 19808;what wentwrong, and how it lost its public appeal and be­
came discredited and stigmatized. It is a story of overcentralization, overexpan­
sion, authoritarianism, mismanagement and corruption that brought the
movement to a virtual halt, with the imprisonment of its leaders and a national
campaign for "democratization." The study draws lessons from this experience,
and suggests directions for the future.

The Context

South Korea is a densely populated country, two-thirds of which is moun­
tainous and therefore not conducive to cultivation. With few natural resources,
the country had not fully recovered from the Korean War when, in 1961,
General Chung Hee Park established a dictatorship. In 1962, his regime
launched two five-year plans (1962-66, 1967-71) which emphasized industrializa­
tion at the expense of agriculture and rural development. As a result, the
average annual rate of national economicgrowth between 1962and 1973was 9.6
percent, one of the highest in the world. Furthermore, the gross national
product (GNP) increased 5.9 times from equivalents of2.1 billion dollars in 1961
to 12.4 billion dollars in 1973while per capita GNP increased from 83 dollars to
376 dollars. For the decade 1962- 1971,industrial output grew at an average an­
nual rate of 17.7 percent, with manufactures increasing at an average annual
rate of 18.4 percent. .

Meanwhile, agriculture, in comparison, stagnated and even declined from
36.6 percent to 20.8 percent of the GNP.l While the average rural family owned
land acreage below subsistence - only 2.2 acres - 40 percent of all rural families
owned less than 1.24acres. Unemployed elsewhere, they suffered severe income
inequality with urban areas, where increasing numbers migrated for brighter
opportunities. Indeed, the rural population plunged by 11 percent - from 60.8
percent in 1960 to 49.8 percent in 1970 - thus creating a rural labor shortage
when traditional cultivation had yet to yield to mechanization.2

Although agriculture was a troubled and neglected sector of the national
economy, paradoxically it was the very success of industrialization that enabled
the South Korean government in the 1970s to transfer resulting accumulation of
capital to enable rural uplift. The national movement to induce modernization ­
known as "Saemaul Undong" sought, foremost, to foster development of agricul­
ture, self-sufficiency in food production, increase in farmers' income, and im­
provement of rural living conditions.

Saemaul means "new community" - the opposite of the traditional commu­
nity which is negatively marked by passivity, stagnation, disease, and poverty.
In contrast, the new community is characterized by diligence, self-reliance, coop­
eration, development, sanitation, and affluence. These were the qualities that
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typify Saemaul Undong, a development movement to break down traditional
barriers to rural modernization.

The "Program for Village Environmental Improvement" became the initial.
thrust of the Saemaul movement, expanding from 10 first-year projects to 20,:
projects thereafter. First-year projects included: (1) reforestation of nearby ter-'
rain; (2) broadening village access roads; (3) repairing and improving village
dikes; (4) preparing a village compost barn; (5) deepening the village pond; (6)
repairing and maintaining the pond; (7) keeping the village ditches and gutters
clean; (8) constructing a community well; (9) exterminating rats; and, (10) estab­
lishing a village laundry facility. A more important program purpose was to
imbue rural people with the "Saemaul Spirit" of cooperative self-help as they en­
joyed the benefits of their collective effort.3

As the "Program for Village Environmental Improvement" evoked favorable
response as well as positive results, the "Movement for Increasing Income" be­
came a second successful thrust of Saemaul Undong. Beginning in 1973,
Saemaul Undong was expanded to encompass urban areas, factories, workplaces,
and schools, until it became a national people's movement for social enlighten­
ment. 4

After 1970, the Saemaul movement accomplished much and experienced
significant change. The South Korean Ministry of Home Affairs divided the
movement into three periods: 1971-73 as the foundation or formative stage;
1974-76 as the self-help stage; and 1977-81 as the self-reliance stage.5 But the
movement did not progress as the government had planned. After 18 years of
observation of the scope, programs, and organization of the Saemaul movement,
the authors divide the history of Saemaul Undong into these three periods:
1970-72 as the beginning stage; 1973-79 as the proliferation stage; and 1980 to
the present as the destabilization stage.

The Beginning, 1970·72

From October 1970 through June 1971, Saemaul Undongwas implemented
through a pilot project of central government involving the distribution of 335
cost-free bags of cement to each of South Korea's 33,267 villages. Each village
was, in turn, expected to use the cement for ten government designated village
projects (e.g., access roads, retaining walls, laundry facilities) comprising the
Program for Village Environmental Improvement. Initial results far exceeded
expectations. The government's evaluation in July 1971 disclosed that its expen­
diture of the equivalent of $11 million for the cement had already yielded village
improvements valued at $32.6 million, or nearly three times the government's
investment.6 These dramatic results convinced the government and villagers
alike that the benefits from cooperation should propel forward the Saemaul
movement.
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The Park government's evaluation, however, also revealed that some vil­
lages failed to make improvements, while others were successful. After analyz­
ing these disparities, the Ministry of Home Affairs concluded that the quality of
village leadership was the key determinant. Accordingly, the government estab­
lished the Farmers Training Center, later known as the Saemaul Leaders Train­
ing Institute, to train village leaders.

Environmental Improvement

Although the "Program for Village Environmental Improvement" exceeded
expectations, certain lessons were revealed, namely: (1) village leadership was
the key factor determining project success or failure; (2) positive attitudes of self­
help and cooperation of village residents were requisites for successful project
implementation; and (3) giving preferential support to those villages imbued with
with the Saemaul Spirit was more effective rather than giving indiscriminate as­
sistance to all villages.7

Once the Park government decided to pursue a more systematic and
planned approach to Saemaul Undong from 1972 onward, it chose to give
preferential assistance to a total of 16,600 villages, from among the nation's
33,267 villages. These villages had performed well in 1971, had shown a
cooperative spirit, and had elected a qualified Saemaulleader. Together with an
additional 6,108 villages which opted tojoin this select group, this total of22,708
villages completed in 1972 an aggregate of 319,999 projects (2.2 times the
143,663 projects planned) at a value of nine times the government's investment
cost.

In the light of the lessons learned, new Saemaul concepts, approaches, and
directions were formed in 1972. The simple 1971 environmental improvement
program was broadened, and new programs were added to enhance spiritual or
attitude enlightenment and to increase rural income. These thrusts continued to
be the central components of Saemaul Undong.

Village environmental improvement projects, however, remained the
Saemaul movement's main priority, and remarkable results were realized. The
major project was to improve village access roads, which accounted for 60 per­
cent of total investment costs and 58 percent of total workdays. New priority
projects were targeted such as house improvements (e.g., roofs, bathrooms,
kitchens), and the beautification and conservation of village environs. Support
was also given for cleaning up public lands and facilities, such as national road­
ways and tourist facilities. Village infrastructure support projects included in­
stallation of village telephone and communication facilities and methane gas
systems.8
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ChangingAttitudes ,

Various educational, media, and other programs were undertaken by the
government to change traditional attitudes of villagers. Saemaul education com­
prised two major programs: education of Saemaul village leaders under the
guidance of the Ministry of Home Affairs; and, education of farmers in "Saemaul
Schools" under the Ministry ofEducation.

Besides training Saemaul (New Community) leaders from the villages, the
Saemaul Leaders Training Institute trained many government officl8Is, includ­
ing cabinet ministers. Furthermore, business and social leaders were trained
such as professors, students and journalists. These members of the social elite,
mostly based in urban areas, engaged in Institute activities together with the vil­
lage leaders in the classroom, in the dining hall, and on the playing field. Com­
mon uniforms and schedules tended to obscure rank and status distinctions. In
this way, the program planners endeavored to engineer the active support of the
New Community Program by government leaders and members of the estab­
lishment, while at the same time reducing rural-urban cleavages and class bar­
riers.

The main purpose ofthe Institute was not to impart instruction in agricul­
tural techniques, but rather to change attitudes of Saemaulleaders by infusing
the so-called "Saemaul Spirit" among trainees. The program was a systematic
attempt to produce altruistic leaders who would infuse among their villagers
the values of integrity, self-help, cooperation, rationalism, and an optimistic
view of life."

With the opening of the national Farmers Training Center in 1972, a two­
week course was conducted for Saemaul village leaders at the Center. This was
supplemented with a three-day local course at the so called "School for Saemaul
Leaders" housed in the local civil service training center. Saemaul schools for
farmers were housed in existing local school buildings where a three-day course,
utilizing mainly audio-visual instruction, was conducted for a total of 167,012
farmers in 197 alone. Examples of other Saemaul educational programs 'were
publication and distribution by the Ministry of Science and Technology of a peri­
odical, Techniques Education, to spread methods and techniques for Saemaul
improvements; production and distribution by the Ministry of Education of a
film of visual testimonials and reports featuring the Saemaul Spirit and its suc­
cesses; and distribution all around the country of disks and r..ecordings that
played the Song of Saemaul composedby President Park 'himself.10

Saemaul Organization

In August 1971, the Park government established four offices within the
Ministry of Home Affairs, to act exclusivelywith respect to Saemaul Undong. In
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addition to establishing the Farmers Training Center in 1972, the "Central
Government Council for Saemaul Undong" was organized, comprising the
deputy ministers of ministries concerned with Saemaul Undong, to facilitate
inter-ministerial cooperation. Thus the initial Saemaul organization was
centralized and hierarchical, with the government's Ministry ofHome Affairs in
charge of supervision and execution with the advice of the Central Government
Council. Organizational hierarchy proceeded downward from the Central
Government Council to the Province-City Council, to the City- County Council,
to the Sub-County Committee, and finallyto the Village Committee.11

Lowest in the hierarchy was the village committee comprised of the Lee
(village)chief, the Saemaulleader, and a representative ofthe village's residents.
Its role was to formulate, under the guidance of the Saemaulleader, a practical
village plan of improvement projects and their cooperative implementation. It
was at this level - the village - that the Saemaul Spirit was to evoke the hopes,
aspirations, and enthusiasm ofvillagers. Paradoxically, however, the centralized
and hierarchical Saemaul organization threatened to constrain village grassroots
creativity and thus tended to be dysfunctional with the same Saemaul Spirit
that the organization was expected to enhance.

Evaluation ofBeginning Stage

In summary then, the beginning stage emphasized village improvements,
attitude changes, leadership training through the Saemaul Leaders Training In­
stitute, organizational development headed by the Saemaul Undong Central
Government Council, and increase in income.

This stage was quite successful in effecting visual village changes and
providing a direct stimulus for improving the quality of village life. The timing
proved efficacious for the transfer of industrial surplus capital to rural
development. The approach - ofproviding village-based Saemaul leaders and of
fostering incremental change through inter-village competition for government
resources - produced noteworthy results. Above all else, Saemaul Undong was a
movement for rural people to live better and to increase their income - through
higher agricultural production, cooperative cultivation, improved marketing,
and effective use of farming techniques and rural labor particularly during
planting and harvesting of crops.

At the end of this beginning stage, the movement still faced the challenge of
transforming physical and attitudinal changes into sustainable rural develop­
ment. Moreover, the highly centralized and authoritarian structure of the
Saemaul movement was becoming apparent, and many critics considered that
the government's hidden motive was to use the movement to support and
prolong dictatorship. On the other hand, it is difficultto envision how a bottom­
up Saemaul Undong could ever develop without a coordinated top-down. or-
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ganization to launch it, especially in the light of Korea's authoritarian political
culture and history, and the absence of any precedent for such a bottom-up na­
tional movement. As 1972 was ending,-the Park regime was determined to push
the movement forward,

Proliferation, 1973-79

In 1973, the government classified villages into three categories according to
their stages of development: undeveloped (basic), developing (self-helping), and
developed (self- sufficient) villages. The grouping was made according to various
criteria, such as organization, communal facilities and development performance.
The government's goal was forall villages to become developed by 1981.

Undeveloped or basic villages were considered to lack organization and
leadership as well as resources required to carry out community improvement
projects. These therefore required educational and financial assistance from the
government to initiate self-help projects. Accordingly, emphasis in these villages
was placed on environmental improvement and provision of necessary in­
frastructure.

The developing or' self-helping villages were considered to have acquired
necessary leadership and organizational ability to identify and carry out village
improvement projects, but lacked the financial resources to implement them and
thus required government support. These villages, therefore, were primarily
concerned with the expansion of infrastructure and income.

The developed or self-sufficient villages, on the other hand, were considered
to be those that had carried out environmental improvement projects, had raised
rural income significantly, and had achieved some degree of financial viability so
that they could finance additional rural development projects from their own
resources. Thus, these villages stressed the increase of income and the improve­
ment of welfare.

With the 1971-72 experience, and with the classification of all villages into
three categories, government efforts were undertaken in 1973 to expand and dif­
ferentiate Saemaul Undong, in terms of scope, programs, and organization, to
make it a truly nationwide movement.

Expanding the Scope

Efforts to make the Saemaul movement nationwide in scope centered on its
expansion to all villages, urban areas, factories, schools, and the military. From
1973 onward, all of South Korea's 34,665 villages participated in Saemaul Un­
dong. After the cement distribution program, the government classified all vil­
lages into three categories according to their stage of development: basic
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(undeveloped), self-helping (developing), and self-sufficient (developed). Thus,
18,415 (over 50%) of all villages were classified as basic, 13,415 as self-helping,
and only 2,307 as self-sufficient. As lower ranked villages progresssed to a point
in meeting development criteria for higher ranked villages, they were reclassified
upward in category." Urban Saemaul Undong comprised the development
movement undertaken by such urban units as apartment complexes, urban
districts (dongs), and media; and, by financial, transportation, commercial, and
trade organizations." Convinced of the success of Urban Saemaul Undong
experiments in 1973, the Park government decided to expand the Saemaul
movement to all urban areas with emphasis on projects to increase income and
to improve education." However, the Saemaul movement was still popularly
viewed as a movement primarily for rural areas from where it evolved.
Furthermore, Urban Saemaul Undong was questioned in the light of such
existing urban characteristics and attributes as heterogeneity of educational
levels, variety of employment opportunities, and pervasiveness of individualism.
Nevertheless, Urban Saemaul Undong was advanced to encompass the urban
workplace, region, family, and school."

The policy objectives for spreading the movement to manufacturing con­
cerns, known as Factory Saemaul Undong, were to strengthen competition among
among economic units, to stabilize relations between labor and management, to
raise productivity, and to fairly distribute accomplishments.r'' Systematic con­
trol and coordination was assigned in 1973 to the Ministry of Commerce and In­
dustry which supported 500 factories as models for spreading Factory Saemaul
Undong. 17

The initial thrust of Saemaul educational efforts was to inculcate the so­
called Saemaul Spirit among the populace and to develop altruistic and devoted
Saemaulleaders for village, regional, and national development. On this founda­
tion, the decision was made to expand the Saemaul movement to encompass ex­
isting schools throughout the nation (known as School Saemaul Undong), and
for the schools thereby to serve as instruments for the formation of a new na­
tional value system and for participating in regional and national development.1S

Accordingly, the government sought to improve the management of school af­
fairs, to instill Saemaul values through curricular changes, to open schools year
round for adult education and Saemaul meetings, and to involve schools in
regional service projects. The Park government's announced intention was for
this education reform to lead to a Korean-style education, to national develop­
ment, and ultimately to peaceful reunification of the Korean peninsula.19

In 1975, the government began Military Saemaul Undong at various
military installations in order to strengthen war potential, improve camp en­
vironments, and transform them as centers for training future Saemaulleaders
and workers for regional development.f'' Specific projects of importance in­
cluded in this program were: Saemaul education of the military man, Saemaul
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service for civilians, reduction of military supplies, and reforestation of the
countryside.

Program Proliferation

Whereas Saemaul Undong prior to 1973 concentrated on community im­
provement activities, from 1973 onward the emphasis was on increasing rural in­
come. Accordingly, the development unit was no longer restricted to village
boundaries, but was expanded to include neighboring villages to foster coopera­
tive inter-village development projects. The major project unit was widened to
the sub-country level,21 and many projects were correspondingly broadened.22

During the proliferation stage, the success of Saemaul Undong no longer
was to be measured in terms of village cooperative improvement project
accomplishments. To boost rural income, the Park government now sought to
develop sources of off-farm income and to enhance marketing of agricultural
products. By establishing Saemaul factories and undertaking construction and
other wage-paying projects in rural areas, villagers could find employment at
times other than planting and harvesting seasons. After 1974, the average
income offarmers and fishermen was reported to have surpassed that of urban
laborers. All villages classified into the three initial categories - basic, self­
helping, and self-sufficient - were declared by the Park government in 1979 to
have achieved self-sufficiency. Using a new criteria in 1980, the successor Chun
government reclassified all villages into three new village categories - self­
sufficient, self-managing, and welfare. Self-sufficient villages were those that
had constructed village roads, bridges, and more than two village buildings;
repaired at least 80 percent of roofs and walls; established a village bank; and,

\

had an average annual household income of more than 1.4 million won. Self-
managing villages had completed at least 80 percent of all village improvement
projects and had an average annual household income of more than 3.2 million
won. To achieve welfare status, according to the prescribed criteria." all village
improvement projects had to be completed (e.g., bathrooms, roads, waterways,
drasins), and the average annual income of a village household had to exceed 4
million won.

The year 1973 proved to be a banner year as well as a turning point. The
number of village improvement projects and total investment costs tripled from
the previous year. The Park government decided, therefore, to broaden the en­
vironmental improvement program to include such projects as rural housing im­
provements, providing medical insurance and welfare assistance, and improving
infrastructures (e.g., harbors, transportation, railways, mines).

One very important pillar supporting Saemaul Undong was Saemaul educa­
tion, principally to spread "enlightenment" and, until the end of 1972, to produce
Saemaul leaders, In 1973, rural women, field administrators, and magistrates be-
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came Saemaul education targets. From 1974 onward, the target group was en­
larged to include also urban social leaders, professors, higher civil servants, rep­
resentatives of various professions, and company managers who were expected
to impart to their employees the substance of the same Saemaul education they
had received.24 The hierarchy of Saemaul education proceeded downward from
the central to the province-city, and village levels. The central unit was repre­
sented by the Saemaul Leaders Training Institute which conducted the standard
course for Saemaul and social leaders to inculcate patriotism and the Saemaul
spirit. Local civil service training institutes represented the province-city level
where more practical instruction was imparted to Saemaulleaders. The leaders,
in turn, were expected to impart to their villagers the substance ofwhat they had
learned. 25

Proliferation ofOrganizations

Within the Park government, new Saemaul positions and offices were es­
tablished with authority to oversee all aspects of the Saemaul movement. The
Ministry of Home Affairs experienced the greatest organizational change. For ex­
ample, its Bureau of Local Development created in 1973 positions and offices
such as the "Saemaul Officer," the "Saemaul Planning Analyst," the "Saemaul
Guidance Division," and the "Housing Guidance Division." These offices were
similarly structured vertically, from central to local levels, to direct and report on
Saemaul affairs within their respective jurisdictions. Other ministries created
their own Saemaul units, such as the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, the
Ministry of Trade and Industry, the Ministry of Culture and Communication,
and the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs. For example, the Ministry of Cul­
ture and Communications established in 1973 the Saemaul Broadcasting Com.
mittee.

Membership of the Central Government Council for Saemaul Undong was
broadened to include private sector and other organizational representatives.
Between 1973 and 1980 various non-governmental Saemaul organizations were
formed, including the Committee of Workplace Saemaul Leaders, the Central.
Council for Factory Saemaul Undong, the Council for Private Saemaul Organiza­
tions, the Council for Environmental Protection, the Council for Nature Protec­
tion, and the National Committee of Saemaul Leaders. Each of these
non-governmental organizations was also structured hierarchically from the
central level downward to the village level. The Park government, however, con­
tinued to make important Saemaul initiatives and decisions, and its Saemaul ad­
ministrative organizations were even strengthened during this proliferation
stage.26
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Evaluation ofProliferation Stage

With only few exceptions, the successful proliferation of Saemaul Undong
was limited to the rural areas. In retrospect, it appears a mistake to have ex­
panded the program to schools and urban areas where the movement failed to
achieve its objectives.27 Although the movement appeared successful in some
factories, it failed in ·most.28 No study has been made of the efficacy of the
Saemaul movement in the military, but the hierarchical and "unity-of-command"
character. of the. military was opposite to the creative and self-help spirit of
Saemaul objectives. In short, by endeavoring to encompass every household,
school, workplace, factory, and military site in South Korea, the government
diluted the movement from its original rural focus. The movement became simp­
ly too broad to sustain its momentum and popular support, and appeared des­
tined for desuetude.

Without question, the government had engineered a kind of revolution of
rural life, most notably in terms of village residential improvements and refores­
tation of the countryside.29 But government pressure for highway and village
beautification created a situation whereby many villagers, especially those living
near highways and tourist sites, felt compelled to incur indebtedness to fund
luxurious housing and roadway foliage. Indeed, although rural income increased
dramatically during the mid-1970s,widespread rural indebtedness soon wiped
out many income gains.30 It is true that for the years 1974-1978 the average
monthly income of the farm household had surpassed that. of the urban wage
earner, but it feU below the latter in 1979- 1980 as the proliferation stage was en­
ding31 because of accelerating rural debt, together with Saemaul factory
failures. 32

Saemaul education was favorably accepted by South Koreans and played a
key role in changing attitudes, fostering cooperative self-help activities, and
inducing altruistic and self-sacrificing village leadership. But Saemaul program
activities in the primary and secondary schools were limited to, and "emphasized
inordinately," the inculcation of the Saemaul Spirit - an early accomplished
objective." Continuation of this stereotyped indoctrination, with its emphasis
on self-sacrifice, was no longer needed or functional in the late 1970s, because
modern rationality had already gained wide acceptance. Accordingly,government
programs aimed at producing altruistic and authoritarian leadership no longer
evoked positive public response and should have been abandoned."

The Saemaul movement was widely criticized as a massive effort to mobilize
national support of the dictatorial Park government. Some critics claimed it was
a means for bureaucrats to impose their power. Many charged that the move­
ment became no more than a vehicle for political propaganda when the Park
government equated the so-called Saemaul Spirit to its Yushin ideology." Al­
though many non-governmental organizations were formed within the Saemaul
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apparatus during the proliferation stage, their effortswere more directed toward
competing with each other for government attention than with developing new
Saemaul programs.

As the decade was coming to an end, the government exercised more rigid
control over the movement than ever before, and Saemaul Undong had become
even more centralized and hierarchical. Efficiency was in question, and calls for
privatization and decentralization of the entire movement were strong.

Destabilization, 1980-Present

By the end of the first decade of Saemaul Undong, all of South Korea had
corne under its influence, and the movement - although distinct from rural and
other development programs - could be regarded as vital for national
modernization. Nevertheless, adverse criticisms and consequences moved the
new government of President Doo Hwan Chun, after the 1979 assassination of
President Park, to replace Yushin remnants with a new constitution and new
strategies, including a revitalized Saemaul Undong. The Chun government
wasted no time in making two critical decisions: to privatize the Saemaul
movement; and to vest its leadership in President Chun's younger brother­
Kyung-hwan Chun.

Program Reorientation

By 1976, only one percent of South Korea's villages remained "basic" or
undeveloped, and in 1979 all but three percent were classified as "self-sufficient"
or developed. In terms of the Chun government's new 1980 classifications - self­
sufficient, self-managing, and welfare - 46.3 percent of all villages had achieved
self-managing status by the end of 1985, while only 3.4 percent were classified as
welfare villages." The Chun government's announced goal was for every village
to achieve welfare status, a status judged equal to the quality of rural living in
advanced countries.

When the Saemaul movement began in 1970,South Korea's population was
still predominantly rural at 50.2 percent of the total. By 1983,however, rural-to­
urban migration had drastically reduced the rural population to 27.9 percent and
increased the urban population by 22 percent, or to 72.1 percent of the total.37

Although urban projects were thus increased, Urban Saemaul never was to
achieve prominence.

The major emphasis of Saemaul Undong had shifted from village and inter­
village environmental improvement projects in the early 19708, to income-in­
creasi~ projects in the late 1970s,and finally to welfare-inducing projects in the
19808. New projects developed during the Chun government in the 19808 in­
cluded: resort and recreation projects, education for rural women and rural
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youth, and projects in preparation for the 1988 Olympics. Despite some new
projects, the total scope of the Saemaul movement was basically the same as that
of the former Park regime.

Privatization

Once the Chun government decided in 1980 to privatize the Saemaul
movement, the non-governmental Central Headquarters for Saemaul Undong
was established and came under the presidency of Chun's brother - Kyung­
hwan Chun. Four existing "private" organizations became subsidiaries of the
Central Headquarters, namely: the National Committee of Saemaul Leaders,
the Committee of Workplace Saemaul Leaders, the Central Council for Factory
Saemaul Un dong, and the Saemaul Women's Association. Four new subsidiary
associations were later added: The Central Union of Saemaul Youth, the
Central Association for Village Libraries, the Saemaul Soccer Association, and
the Association of Village Credit Unions." .

Kyung-hwan Chun's Central Headquarters, located in the capital city of
Seoul, had become not only the umbrella organization of the entire Saemaul
movement. Because of his kinship with President Doo Hwan Chun, it took
charge of all the major planning, coordination, direction, support, education,
public information, and research activities of the movement. Indeed, it is not
overstatement to characterize continuing government Saemaul organizations­
mainly the Ministry of Home Affairs and the Central Government Council for
Saemaul Undong - as effectively serving in support roles subservient to Kyung­
hwan Chun and his non-governmental Central Headquarters.

Personalization

As the brother of Doo Hwan Chun, President of the Fifth Republic of
Korea, Kyung-hwan Chun exercised enormous personal influence over all
Saemaul activities and organizations during the 1980s. Although he held no for­
mal government position, his actions were widely viewed as having the sanction,
full support, and authority of President Doo Hwan Chun and his "Blue House"
establishment. Thus, personalization and privatization of the Saemaul move­
ment went hand in hand, and this meant that Kyung-hwan Chun and his
Central Headquarters for Saemaul Undong were not held as accountable for
their actions as were government officials and agencies. In short, privatization
gave him wide latitude and authority without commensurate accountability.

The first major revelation of possible wrongdoing was publicly aired during
the summer of 1985 when Kyung-hwan Chun was accused of having entered
into an agreement with the Minister of Agriculture to import cattle from New
Zealand, thus greatly reducing the value of cattle owned by South Korean
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farmers. Many farmers thereupon engaged in unprecedented public demonstra­
tions.

Student upnsmgs and widespread demonstrations against the Chun
government in 1987 brought about profound changes in the political system.
This was occasioned by the adoption of a new constitution; a presidential elec­
tion, South Korea's first peaceful transfer of power in February 1988 to Presi­
dent Tae-woo Roh; and, the popular election in April of the new National
Assembly in which opposition parties held a majority of the seats for the first
time

In the April 1988 issue of South Korea's most popular monthly magazine,
an article a~peared entitled: "The Headquarters of Saemaul Undong: Seven Al­
legations." The article made the following allegations:

(1) Without government permission, a foundation on behalf of Saemaul Headquarters
reclaimed coastal land offYounjong Island and coercedIsland residents to sell their land
far belowmarket prices to the foundation ostensibly for a youth training center site that
was never built. Residents were told that should they refuse to sell their land to the
foundation, the government would acquire it through its power of eminent domain.

(2) Instead of using public land as a site for an institute for the aged and disabled, as
authorized by the government, Saemaul authorities in fact used the land for another
purpose.

(3) The Ministry of Home Affairs released substantial funds for publication of the Saemaul
Weekly Newspaper which, however, was personally owned by Kyung-hwan Chun.

(4) Financial donations were elicited from major corporations by Saemaul Central Head­
quarters which, in turn, pressured the government to reduce their corporation taxes
accordingly, while not properly accounting for the funds received.

(5) An insurance corporation was also pressured to donate property to Saemaul Central
Headquarters for a specific purpose which, in fact, was not so used but was disposed of
by the Headquarters at its own accord.

(6) 5aemaul Headquarters collectedmuch more money from 6,600 Saemaulleaders, during
1981-87,than that used to fund their trips abroad, without accounting for the difference.

(7) Saemaul Headquarters agreed to conduct local foodmarkets by collecting 5 percent of
sales to defray costs, but actua1ly collected 12 percent without accounting for the
difference.

On Apri116, 1988, former Saemaulleader Kyung-hwan Chun was indicted
on nine charges to which he pleaded not guilty. On September 5, 1988, he was
found guilty of embezzlement and bribe-taking and was sentenced to seven
years in prison and fined the equivalent of $5.8 million for corruption and tax
evasion during his tenure as head of the Saemaul organization from 1981 to
1987.41 Meanwhile, oppositionparties and various National Assembly committees
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initiated separate investigations of alleged misdeeds of the Chun government
and its J'First Family."

A net result of these developments was the stigmatization of Saemaul Un­
dong, which became destabilized and widely discredited among South Koreans.

Conclusions

Even prior to the Saemaul scandals, the movement had lost its momentum
and popular appeal. A survey published in 1985 of3,195 respondents enrolled in
Saemaul education courses revealed that over one-third (34.3%) viewed Saemaul
Undong as stagnating during the 1980s as compared with the 1970s, and that
privatization of the movement was not working wel~.42 The survey showed
strong support for a bottom-up, decentralized, people's participatory program in
place of the top-down "privatized" Saemaul movement that in reality was
considered by many observers as not much different from central government
domination." To the question -- who should plan Saemaul projects? -- 44.2
percent of respondents answered "village residents," while only 31.7 percent
responded "the village Saemaulleader. "44

In spite of the fact that during the 1970s, the village assembly ostensibly
selected and could possibly remove the village Saemaul leader, and that the
Saemaul program sought to evoke self-help, enthusiasm, and aspirations of
villagers, the government's top-down strategy - of setting targets for villages
and giving preferential assistance tied to village performance levels - produced
serious dysfunctions. For example, some villages incurred indebtedness to meet
central government targets that were not always consonant with the intentions
and desires of villagers, a phenomenon induced by government-dominated top­
down Saemaul planning and implementation.

The so-called privatization during the 1980s neither eliminated government
domination nor decentralized Saemaul planning and implementation. The
government's village investment program increased during the 1980s, while
that funded by villagers dropped 20 percent - from 48.8 percent in 1976 to 27.8
percent in 1984.45 Thus, central government support accounted for almost
three-fourths of investment costs, and village dependency and program
centralization thereby increased."

From an earlier research ofSaemau I Undong in the mid-1970s conducted by
the authors, it was concluded that regardless of the authoritarian character of
Saemaul Undong, the central government may have "unwittingly planted seeds"
of a Korean-style village democracy that "may grow to challenge its authority
and stability."47 Meanwhile, the structure and governance of South Korea's
highly centralized local government system continued to remain under the
exclusive control of the central government. But by mid-1988, citizens were
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expressing "growing unhappiness with stringent state control of local affairs,"
and were calling for "local solutions to local problems."48

From another survey research conducted by the authors from June through
September 1983, it was found that more than two-thirds of 532 rural residents
were not politicallyallegiant. Thus the authors concluded:

We assume that the South Korean government wants and needs a rural populace
whose attitudes not only largely support it and its policies, but who will also willingly con­
tinue to participate in its rural development program.. .. We assume, further, that an al­
legiant rural public is prerequisite for that bottom-up, grassroots, popular participation
upon which most development theorists now agree enduring rural development must
depend. If a coercive, top-down, hierarchical/authoritarian approach to rural develop­
ment were necessary to launch the nationwide Saemaul Undong program, we con­
clude....that continuation of such an approach may now appear to be counterproductive.49

The subsequent national campaign for "democratization" that finally launched a
new government in February 1988, and the scandals afflicting Saemaul Undong,
served only to reinforce that conclusion.

On July 7, 1988, Deputy Prime Minister Woong-bae Rha pledged that "the
government will mobilize all its resources to make the rural areas a really good
place to live in the next five years."50 To fulfill the government's pledge, the
legitimacy of Saemaul Undong must be restored by purging it ofwrongdoers and
redirecting it from a uniform, top-down, government-dominated program to a
situational, bottom-up, truly privatized people's program. Attention must be
given to substituting incremental development for big-push take-off approaches
of former years, and to reducing social class, economic,and regional inequities by
differential approaches adapted to rural diversities. The central government's
role should be restricted to providing technical, professional, and financial assis­
tance and advice.

In retrospect, it is believed that the decision to privatize the movement was
appropriate, but that it was not effectively realized because its personalization
wrought confusion and destabilization. Should the Saemaul movement be
returned to its original and exclusive rural focus, and be led by the rural people
themselves with privatized organizational support, then South Korea may look
forward with confidence to continuing rural development well into the 21st cen­
tury.
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