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ABSTRACT: Korea’s integrated rural development model, which was mainly implemented through
community-based development initiative known as Saemaul Ungong (SMU), has been largely successful
in bringing about an unprecedented success in the transformation of the country’s rural areas and the
overall economy. Ethiopia, on the other hand, has been implementing various development programs that
have set agricultural and rural development as priority since early 1990s. Even though there has been sig-
nificant progress in the last decade, as a result, the country is still far from achieving the level of
transformation envisaged in these programs. To this end, there are crucial lessons to draw from successful
rural development models such as Saemaul Undong. The paper has examined the factors underlying the
success of such a development approach along with a review of the rural development situation in Ethio-
pia. Given the high priority accorded to the Ethiopian agricultural and rural sector, and the largely simi-
lar enabling conditions in Ethiopia now and Korea back in the 1970s, the paper argues that Ethiopia’s
rural development program, could be made to work better if the ideals of SMU can be carefully adapted
to the existing gaps in the current programs. In particular, the paper has highlighted that the factors that
have been key for the success of SMU in Korea such as land reform; social ties among villagers; strong
institutional support; strong leadership and political commitment on the part of government; and
promotion of ownership and empowerment of rural communities could be judiciously incorporated into
the Ethiopian rural development strategies to attain similar results. Restructuring of the existing rural
infrastructural programs and incentive system in favor of these programs and introduction of a piloting
schemes in selected villages are required as a precondition to achieve such results.
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his article aims at reviewing the successful experience
of Korea’s New Village Movement, a major component
of Korea’s rural development model, with the objective of
drawing lessons for its successful replication in developing
countries with specific emphasis to the case of Ethiopia.
Korea has been successful in implementing integrated rural

+Corresp0nding author: (Phone) +82-33-250-8663
(E-mail) kimkr@kangwon.ac.kr
<Received Mar. 28, 2013/Revised Jul. 29, 2013/Accepted Aug. 30,2013>

community development programs comprising of top-
down and bottom-up approaches that were widely recog-
nized as being at the center of the development of the rural
sector and the overall economic development in the country
since the beginning of the 1970s. Especially the widely
celebrated community development movement (‘Saemaul
Undong’, SMU for short), has been key to the successful
rural transformation of Korea in a relatively short time. It
has played an important role in raising incomes and
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improving living standards in rural areas, narrowing the
urban-rural divide. This has attracted huge interest from
international organizations and policy makers in develop-
ing countries highlighting the need to learn from the
Korean experience.

Ethiopia is an agrarian country with the agricultural sec-
tor playing an important role in the national economy. The
sector employs over 80% of the population, accounts for
45-50% of the GDP, and makes the largest contribution to
raw materials for agro-industries, food security and foreign
exchange earnings. Smallholder agriculture is the domi-
nant sector accounting for over 95% of the cultivated land
and production. The production system is largely charac-
terized by subsistence orientation, low levels of external
inputs, dependency on rainfall, and limited integration into
the market. As the country has so far developed only a
very small share of the potentially irrigable land, agricul-
ture is susceptible to rainfall instability and drought.

Poverty is also widespread in the country. Even though
poverty rates have shown a declining trend in recent years,
it is still high (about 39% based on the national poverty
line of 2005/06"). Moreover, rural poverty rates are still
higher than urban poverty rates in the period 1995/96 to
2004/05 (Diao, 2010). However, the reduction in poverty
rate is higher in rural areas than in urban areas for the same
period, implying that significant growth in the agricultural
sector would have positive impact in reducing poverty in
rural areas.

Over the past two decades, Ethiopia has undertaken far-
reaching economic reforms, which have delivered strong
economic growth. There have been improvements in mea-
sures of human development, but still remain unacceptably
low. Poverty and food insecurity are concentrated in rural
areas, and the poorest of rural households are chronically
reliant on social safety net programs and food aid. The
agricultural sector has performed strongly over most of the
last decade, but there is still considerable scope to sustain-
ably improve productivity, production, market linkages
and environmental sustainability, particularly within the
smallholder sector (FDRE, 2010).

The Government, through the allocation of more than 15%
of the total budget, along with Development Partners
(DPs), has demonstrated a strong commitment to the sec-
tor, although a significant portion of this directly targets
the relatively large and chronically food-insecure popula-
tion. While such a strategy is expected to strengthen the

'This figure is based on the national poverty line. However, the cor-
responding figures are respectively 21.7%, 39% and 77.5% based
on the international poverty line of USD 1.00, 1.25 and 2.00

livelihoods of food-insecure households, long-term food
security cannot be achieved through exclusive attention to
the vulnerable. Success will require complementary efforts
to enhance agricultural growth, and thereby reduce food
prices and diversify rural livelihoods. In general, rural
transformation has not been largely successful and is tak-
ing long to deliver at the required pace despite govern-
ment’s commitment to transform the rural sector and the
whole economy in general (FDRE, 2010).

There is, therefore, urgency to bring about changes in the
rural sector of Ethiopia, with particular emphasis on deal-
ing with poverty problems and improving the living stan-
dards of poor farmers. To this end, the experience of
successful rural transformations such as the one in Korea
would prove very useful in attaining these goals. The rest
of the paper is organized as follows. The next section
examines the agricultural and rural development situation
in Ethiopia. Section three briefly presents the Korean
experience with emphasis on the case of SMU. Lessons to
be drawn from the Korean experience would be outlined in
section four. Finally the last section concludes.

AGRICULTURAL AND RURAL DEVELOPMENT
IN ETHIOPIA

Much recent policy work effectively underlines the pri-
macy of agricultural development to stimulate growth in
many poor countries such as Ethiopia (World Develop-
ment Report, 2008). Although rural development is not
solely confined to agricultural development, agriculture
has retained a leading role in Ethiopia’s recent evolution of
development and growth (Dercon & Zeitlin, 2009). In the
“Rural Development Policies, Strategies and Instruments”,
a document issued in 2002, it is stated that agricultural
development is central to rural development. Accordingly, the
major directions of agricultural and rural development include
strategies of integrated development; agro-ecological based
development; labor-intensive strategies; proper utilization
of agricultural land; improvement of supply; replication
and dissemination of technology; and improvements in
farmers’ health. Building the productive capacity of the
labor force is also a major component of the agricultural
and rural development policy of the country (Amdissa,
2006; FDRE, 2002).

The development challenge facing Ethiopia is immense.
Its people are among the poorest in the world; the econ-
omy is not growing in pace with the rapid population
growth. Moreover, weak infrastructure base, low agricul-
tural productivity, structural food insecurity, environmental
degradation, and weak human and institutional capacity
are among the prominent development challenges. While
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Table 1. Total and sectoral per capita income - growth rate (%).

Period Agriculture Industry Service GDP Per capita GDP
1960/61-1973/74 2.1 7.04 7.47 3.6 1.33
1974/75-1990/91 0.06 3.6 341 1.75 -0.07
1991/92-2009/10 4.14 7.16 8.42 6.09 3.28
2000/01-2004/05 5.55 8.2 6.7 6.22 3.42

2003/04 16.1 11.6 6.3 11.7 8.7
2005/06-2009/10 8.37 10.01 14.33 11.01 8.21
2008/09 6.36 9.67 13.97 10.5 7.25
2009/10 7.63 10.58 13.04 10.41 7.61

Source: EEA/EEPRI computations using data from MoFED

performing better than agriculture, the contribution of the
secondary and tertiary sectors to total growth was only
60%, well under the African average of around 80%.
Structural transformation has been slow; both in terms of
the traditional-rural to modern-urban society and of the
transition from a socialist to a market-based economy.
Agriculture has not proved to be a dynamic source for rural
job creation; its low productivity is associated with persis-
tent poverty in rural areas and the growing attractiveness
of towns and cities.

Since the 1990s, the government has been doing all it
can to mitigate these challenges through deepening of the
country’s policy reforms, reducing pervasive poverty and
ensuring human development. This vision is explicitly
incorporated in various development policy documents.
The country’s medium-term development plans such as the
Agricultural Development-Led Industrialization (ADLI -
in the 1990s), the Plan for Accelerated and Sustained
Development to End Poverty (PASDEP - 2005/06-2009/10)
and its successor the Five-Year Growth and Transforma-
tion Plan (FYGTP-2010/11-2014/15) are MDG-based devel-
opment plans that were conceived to be implemented in
the medium-term.

As a result, the country has made significant progress in
a number of domains. Since 2003/04 growth has been sus-
tained, recording about 11% average growth (Table 1).
This growth is complemented by a strong performance in
the Agriculture, Industry (construction and manufacturing)
and service sectors. With regard to infrastructural expan-
sion, high quality asphalt and rural community roads have
been constructed all over the country and access to potable
water has been improved. The hydroelectric power genera-
tion capacity of the country has increased the coverage to
41% in 2009/10 from 16% in 2004/05; telecommunication
service coverage has reached 50% within a 5-km radius. The
expansion of road network has increased the road density from
29 km/1000 km? in 2000/01 to 44.5 km/1000 km? in 2009/10.

The population living below the poverty line has declined
to 29% as of 2009/10.

By spending more than 60% of its total expenditure on
poverty oriented sectors such as agriculture, education,
health, water and road development during the last seven
years, the government has maximized its efforts and
shown the highest level of dedication to bring about pro-
poor economic growth. Despite the impressive growth
record in recent years, however, there have been major
challenges faced during this period, some of which are out-
lined in this section.

Agricultural and Rural Development Policies in the Past
While Ethiopia has witnessed three major political

regime changes in its recent history, the importance of
agriculture has been recognized by each government.
However, different policies pursued by the different regimes
have resulted in very different outcomes in agricultural and
rural development, particularly during the past 35 years of
the last two regimes, as summarized in table 2 below. The
Derg regime (1975-1991), which was an agrarian socialist
regime with widespread government controls in all eco-
nomic spheres including agriculture, carried out an agrarian
reform program declaring that all rural land be the property of
the state, together with the nationalization of almost all other
assets in the industrial and services sectors such as manufactur-
ing factories, financial institutions, big hotels and many residen-
tial buildings (Diao, 2010). The strategies the regime
implemented and a series of other anti-market and state-
controlled economic instruments had not only significantly
negatively affected the incentives of farmers but also dis-
torted the market mechanism. Consequently, Ethiopia suf-
fered the worst famine on record in 1984 and the country's
economy was in the dismal state at the end of Derg
Regime.

On the other hand, the Ethiopian People‘s Revolutionary
Democratic Front (EPRDF) that overthrew the Derg in
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Table 2. Agriculture sector policies in Ethiopia, 1974/75-1993/94.

Regime Policy orientation

Major strategies

The Derge Regime

(1974/75-90/91) Socialist (agrarian socialist)

Agrarian reform prohibiting tenancy relations, plot size restrictions,
nationalization of private property, establishment of large-state farms,
collectivization and forced membership in cooperatives

Tariff cuts, relaxation of quotas, licensing procedures, decontrolling of

Transitional Government/ Market liberalization, Structural
EPRDF (1991-1994) Adjustment Programs (SAP)

foreign exchange and interest rates, deregulation of grain marketing,
subsidies to manufactured goods and fertilizers, privatization of state

enterprises

1991, made a radical shift in the overall government policy
followed. With the extensive economic reforms including
significant market liberalization and a structural adjust-
ment program, the direct role of the state in economic
activity began to decline fast. The most important develop-
ment strategy is the adoption of Agriculture Development
Led Industrialization (ADLI), which focuses on productiv-
ity growth on small farms as well as labor-intensive indus-
trialization. This strategy has been justified because
agriculture is the largest sector in terms of output and, par-
ticularly, employment and exports. Moreover, the fact that
the bulk of the poor live in the agriculture-centered rural
areas; the existence of considerable gaps between rural and
urban across key dimensions of human well-being includ-
ing health, education and income; and the substantial
potential to raise agricultural productivity were also justifi-
cations for the policy emphasis laid on agriculture (Diao,
2010).

Recent Rural Development Policies and Strategies
The rural development policy framework of Ethiopia

envisages that an economically transformed society within
which agriculture will grow rapidly, but sees its relative
importance decline in favor of an even more dynamic
industrial and manufacturing sector. The rural non-farm
sector also has an important role to play, recognizing that it
currently accounts for around a third of GDP. The Rural
Development Policy and Strategies (RDPS) emphasizes
that development in rural areas cannot be limited to agri-
culture. Key elements of the RDPS include: rural and agri-
cultural centered development as a means of ensuring
rapid economic growth; enhancing benefits to the people;
eliminating food aid dependency; and promoting the
development of a market economy (Amdissa, 2006; FDRE
2002; Diao, 2010).

Moreover, the RDPS has smallholders as its main focus.
It envisages that productivity of smallholder agriculture
will be improved through distribution of improved seeds,
fertilizers, farm implements and pesticides to farmers; pro-
vision of improved extension services; construction of
small-scale irrigation schemes; minimization of post-har-

vest losses; and development of livestock resources
through improved feed base and veterinary services, and
increased use of improved breed and livestock products.
The RDPS also intends to address the issues of proper use
of land; expansion of rural infrastructure like health, edu-
cation, access to safe water and rural roads; improving
smallholders’ access to rural financial system; and devel-
oping and strengthening rural institutions (Getnet &
Mehrab, 2010; FDRE, 2002).

Consistent with the ADLI in the mid-1990s, govern-
ment’s focus shifted from policy reforms aimed at “getting
prices right” to public investment in agricultural extension
aimed at boosting productivity through the widespread
introduction of modern technology (MoFED, 2002).
Accordingly, an extensive extension program called Par-
ticipatory Demonstration and Training Extension System
(PADETES) had been implemented, through which the
government delivered off-the-shelf packages of fertilizer,
improved seed and credit, as well as information on input
use and better agricultural practices to vast majority of
smallholders in rural areas. Though successful initially, the
system eventually failed due to various reasons (Birhanu et
al., 2006). A case in point is the promotion of credit-fertil-
izer package, which was accompanied by a further liberal-
ization of the fertilizer market. By 1997, fertilizer subsidies
were completely removed and retail prices were fully lib-
eralized, which also resulted in higher fertilizer prices.
The use of fertilizer increased, though diffusion and
adoption rates remained low. Disappointingly, despite the
strong promotion of the credit-fertilizer packages, agri-
cultural output continued to fall behind population
growth (Diao, 2010).

Acknowledging the limited success of PADETES, the
government revisited the program and launched an inte-
grated rural and agriculture development strategy in 2002.
The new strategy, which is officially known as Sustainable
Development and Poverty Reduction Program (SDPRP),
was centered on the principal goal of poverty reduction
(MoFED, 2002). In line with this program, the government
introduced fiscal decentralization, judicial and civil service
reform, and public sector capacity building. Following the
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evidence of widespread food insecurity during the drought
of 2002/03, the government also initiated a strong focus on
safety net programs to build the assets of food insecure
households, resettlement, and soil and water conservation
schemes (especially water harvesting).

The SDPRP (2002/03-2004/05) was the first full Poverty
Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP) developed and imple-
mented by the Ethiopian government. It was followed by
the second PRSP titled Plan for Accelerated and Sustained
Development to End Poverty (PASDEP: 2005/06-2009/
10) which was further followed by the current Five-Year
Growth and Transformation Plan (FYGTP: 2010/11 to
2014/15). The FYGTP projects continuing economic growth at
a minimum of 10% per annum, and an ambitious best-case
scenario of doubling GDP over the five-year plan period to
reach all MDGs goals. The central aim of the PASDEP
was to significantly accelerate growth via the commercial-
ization of agricultural and the promotion of private sector
development. It also focused on setting targets and design-
ing interventions on a number of areas such as, implementing a
geographically differentiated strategy, addressing the pop-
ulation challenge, unleashing the potential of women,
strengthening the infrastructure backbone, managing risk
and volatility, scaling up to reach the MDGs, and creating
jobs particularly in urban areas (MoFED, 2002).

Among others, the agricultural growth agenda set by
PASDEP consisted of the following elements: shifting to
higher-valued crops; promotion of niche high-value export
crops; a focus on selected high-potential areas; facilitating
commercialization of agriculture; and better integrating
farmers with markets - both locally and globally. The
instruments to achieve these in the context of PASDEP
included (i) constructing farm-to-market roads; (ii) devel-
oping agricultural credit markets; (iii) introducing special-
ized extension services for differentiated agricultural zones
and types of commercial agriculture; (iv) developing
national business plans and tailored packages for special-
ized export crops such as spices, cut flowers, fruits and
vegetables; (v) implementing area irrigation through multi-
purpose dams; (vi) improving land tenure security, and
making land available where feasible for large-scale com-
mercial farming; and (vii) improving the availability of
fertilizer and seeds.

As part of PASDEP, the government has also invested in
field level extension services. This included a strong foun-
dation of Farmer Training Centers (FTCs) in each kebele
(the lowest administrative level), and assignment of Devel-
opment Agents (DAs), usually three per kebele(Davis et
al., 2010). FTCs were established with the aim of serving
as centers of extension service and information; places
where modular training to farmers for up to six months are

given; demonstration of entrepreneurship; and sources of
advice on projects (Birhanu ef al., 2006). Roughly 8,500
FTCs have been created throughout Ethiopia, and about
63,000 DAs have been trained in total, with a reported
number of 45,000 staffed on location; and Woreda (dis-
tricts) and regional offices are adequately staffed (Davis et
al., 2009). Despite the efforts made, FTCs could not fully
serve their envisaged objectives. Some of the constraints
of these centers include: low community participation,
high dropout rate, non-extension work load, lack of
budget, lack of training materials and high expectations of
benefit on the part of farmers (Davis et al., 2010, Davis et
al., 2009, Birhanu et al., 20006).

As PASDERP is a base for the implementation of FYGTP,
there is a plan to scale up the best practices from model
farmers who achieved the highest productivity and production
during PASDEP life span. As a strategy, a kebele has been
divided into three zones; each further divided into five sub-
zones known as developmental groups (DGs). Each DG
has been divided into five networks with five to six
households. The network meets two days per week and
discusses different issues concerning their livelihood. Within a
network, there is a leader farmer who is better in technology
utilization, model in his/her life style including attitude towards
good governance and better in wealth status.

Through the networks and DGs, extension agents use the
model farmers for demonstration and easy technology
transfer. This can reduce the transaction cost of getting
information. It also helps facilitate farmers learning from
each other than the already existing informal spillover
effect. It might also enhance efficiency in production and
marketing since there is monitoring and evaluation for
each farmer. Furthermore, it simplifies resource mobilization
for community based natural resource management such
as participatory soil and water conservation for watershed
development. However, the lack of trust among rural
community in the network and the hierarchies involved
have been the major drawbacks associated with the system.

Land Policies
Land tenure is one of the institutional factors that affect

agricultural growth and rural development in a country..
Throughout the history of Ethiopia, land has been a politi-
cal as well as an economic instrument. During the Imperial
regime, a class of landed nobility had extensive land hold-
ings, making them not only economic masters but also
political masters. The system was exploitative. Farming
peasants paid rent and the entire family rendered a variety
of services to their landlords. In the 1960s and early 1970s,
a good deal of evictions took place due to the expansion of
large-scale mechanized agriculture (Amdissa, 2006).
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The most radical policy initiative in the history of Ethio-
pia was implemented by the Derg regime, which took
power in 1974. The regime implemented a land reform
called “land to the tiller” through nationalizing all land
with the intent of breaking the relationship between tenant
and landlord once and for all. With hindsight, the land
reform process was too driven by political objectives to be
effective economically. In many respects, however, the
reform was a failure because: (i) it confiscated land with-
out compensation, thereby undermining key economic
players - the landlords; (ii) it redistributed the land with the
strict conditions that farm plots could not be sold, mort-
gaged or transferred in any way except to one’s children.
Subsequent policies aimed at the socialization of agricul-
ture alienated the peasantry. Moreover, the reform gave
rise to frequent re-distribution of land and, as a result, cre-
ated a high degree of tenure insecurity (Amdissa, 2006;
Samuel, 2006).

Following the overthrowing of the Derge regime by the
current EPRDF regime in 1991, which adopted market
economy, it was announced that land will continue to be a
state property. Farmers would continue to have user rights
only, while minor amendments were made particularly
with regard to the ability to sub-contract or rent land on a
short-term basis. However, land redistributions and the
resettlement program that were implemented in the early
days of the regime were sources of tenure insecurity. The
Government soon began land registration and certification
process to address the issue of tenure insecurity, which was
considered by many as a step in the right direction (WDR,
2008).

Although the issue of tenure security for small farmers is
not adequately addressed in the recent PASDEP, it was
mentioned that measures will be taken to improve land ten-
ure security, and to make land available where feasible for
large-scale commercial farming, investment and trade pur-
poses. The present expansion of cut flower farms is the
clearest demonstration of “making land available for large
scale farming” at the expense of small farmers - a reminder
in many ways of the 1960s and 1970s. Although these
farmers are said to receive compensation, there are several
issues not clear to the public: issues such as the amount
received in compensation; how the compensation is used
by the farmers; whether there are opportunities for them to
invest or acquire land; and many others remain unclear
(Amdissa, 2006).

Challenges in Rural Sector Development in Ethiopia
While it is true that the broad-based and wide range of

reforms that have been implemented since 1991 have
begun to pay-off, especially in recent years, as evidenced

by the impressive growth records during the last seven
years, a number of challenges have been threatening these
achievements. Some of these include low levels of income
and savings and productivity in the agricultural sector, lim-
ited implementation capacity, unemployment and a narrow
modern industrial sector. Besides the aforementioned chal-
lenges, the growth efforts have also been threatened by the
twin challenges of inflation and the pressure on the balance
of payments (BOP). Development finance had also been a
critical constraint on the implementation of programs artic-
ulated in the country’s development plan.

The global financial and economic slowdown and cli-
mate change are also seen as threats that may hinder pro-
gress and reverse the development gains registered. Therefore,
addressing climate change has an important poverty reduc-
tion, equality and human rights dimensions. The current
status of the MDGs and their prospect until the year 2015,
need to be understood in this broader context.

Poverty is significantly and uniformly more widespread
and severe in rural areas than in urban ones, with exception
in western and south western parts of Oromia region. The
intensity of poverty varies at the household level in rela-
tion to the land size, family size, land quality and produc-
tivity, climate conditions and production technologies
(Alemu et al., 2011). Households headed by women are
particularly vulnerable. Women are much less likely than
men to receive an education or health benefits, or to have a
voice in decisions affecting their lives. For women, pov-
erty means more infant deaths, undernourished families,
lack of education for children and other deprivations.

Major shifts in the political climate, upheavals and
migration caused by civil conflict, and the increased fre-
quency and severity of drought since 2001 have all taken
their toll on the country’s poor rural households and con-
tinue to affect them. The majority of the rural population
lives far below the internationally recognized absolute
poverty threshold of less than a dollar a day, and most of
these people are chronically, or at least periodically, food
insecure. In order to survive, most households resort to
seasonal or permanent migration to urban areas in search
of wage employment.

Ethiopia has enormous potential for agricultural devel-
opment. At present only about 25% of the country’s arable
land is cultivated, and agriculture is dominated by subsis-
tence rain-fed farming, using few inputs and is character-
ized by low productivity. The vast majority of farmers are
smallholders with more than half cultivating plots of 1
hectare or less. About 12.7 million smallholders produce
95% of the agricultural GDP. These farmers are extremely
vulnerable to external shocks such as volatile global mar-
kets, drought and other natural disasters.
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The persistent shortage of rainfall is a major factor in
rural poverty. Since 2001, drought has become more fre-
quent and severe throughout the country, and the trend
shows signs of worsening. Drought-induced famines dev-
astate the more vulnerable households living in the pasto-
ral areas of lowlands and the high-density parts of
highlands. Limited coping mechanisms and inadequate
planning for drought mitigation make farmers more vul-
nerable to its devastating effects. As a result, on average,
some 5 million people are chronically food insecure even
in years of good weather. This figure climbs dramatically
in the event of severe or prolonged drought.

In addition to their vulnerability to climatic conditions,
poor rural people lack basic social and economic infra-
structure such as health and educational facilities, veteri-
nary services and access to safe drinking water. Among the
more specific causes of rural poverty in Ethiopia are: inef-
fective and inefficient agricultural marketing system; underde-
veloped transport and communications networks; under-
developed production technologies; limited access of rural
households to support services; environmental degrada-
tion; lack of participation by rural poor people in decisions
that affect their livelihoods.

KOREA'’S EXPERIENCE

Rural Development Policies in Korea
Given the geography of Korea, which is very mountain-

ous, only 22% of its land is arable. The weather condition
is such that only summer was conducive for farming and
that almost nothing could be cultivated during the long,
cold winters, leading to seasonal unemployment and insuf-
ficient use of agricultural resources. Thus, raising the stan-
dard of living in Korea seemed to be a daunting challenge
(Kim, 2011).

Until the 1960s, addressing the issue of food shortages in
rural areas was top on the agenda of government’s policy.
The prevailing imbalance between demand and supply has
resulted in soaring of grain prices. The land reform issued
in 1949 did not prove successful due to the devastating
Korean War, subsequent financial burdens on farmers and
inability of the government to provide substantive support
to farmers.

During the post-war reconstruction period from 1953 to
1960, a series of plans were implemented to rebuild the
agricultural sector. These include local community devel-
opment projects established to rebuild rural regions, and
government sponsored development projects initiated by
local communities and leaders, which provided a strategic
model for the Saemaul Undong of the 1970s (KREI, 2010).
Measures of grain price stabilization were also implemented to

support farmers. Despite these measures, however, the
economic situation of farmers worsened (Kim, 2011).

With the coming to power of President Park, economic
development through export-oriented industrialization and
enhancing the lives of farmers became the two top agendas
of policy making. Measures to reduce interest on loans
were implemented with the aim to alleviate the indebted-
ness of farmers. Initiatives like soil fertility improvements,
construction of irrigation systems and mechanization of
farming were also undertaken to enhance productivity. To
help farmers escape poverty, prevention of draughts and
flooding problems through construction of large-scale
multi-purpose dams along the major four dams and promo-
tion of year-round farming including in winter through
greenhouse production were introduced.

As urban-rural disparity got worse following the five-
year economic development plan in 1962 that focused on
the growth of the industrial and manufacturing sector, the
need to enable rural residents to engage in agriculture and
remain in rural areas became apparent. This required raising
rural incomes, improving rural roads, housing, sewage, and
water supply and other related measures that enhance the
living conditions of rural people. Saemaul Undong is the
result of these needs of the rural community. (KREI, 2010).

In the 1980s the importance of the agricultural sector in
the national economy began to fade, with the share of the
sector in the nation’s gross production falling to 7.6% in
1990 from its level of 13.5% in 1980. The proportion of
employment in the agricultural sector also fell from 28.4%
to 15.51% during the same period. Farm income also
worsened while debt burdens began to rise. Government
began to implement various programs to fix these ills
among which Rural and Fishing Village Development Plan
of 1986, Debt Relief Plan and Rural Community Develop-
ment Plan, both in 1989, are the major ones. However,
despite large investments in these programs, little success
materialized, so the government began to allocate more
resources to a variety of different plans and rural develop-
ment projects (KREI, 2008; KREI, 2010; Kim, 2011)

The major goals of these projects during this era were to
improve the living conditions in rural regions through physical
reorganization of rural infrastructure and to increase rural
income through creation of off-farm and non-farm activi-
ties. Focus was placed on improving rural infrastructure
such as roads, communication networks, and waterways,
etc. Rural Industrial Complexes were built and factories
were moved to rural areas to provide new jobs and addi-
tional non-farm incomes to rural residents and to expand
food processing businesses and develop unique products.
Several new programs were developed to reach these pol-
icy goals. Although there was some sort of competition
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among various central agencies in the process of imple-
menting these rural development projects, they were
largely successful and have led to significant improve-
ments in the living conditions of rural villages (KREI,
2010; Kim, 2011).

However, there were a number of problems too. Firstly,
the high extent of top-down approach to implement the
projects began to fuel distrust between the government and
the local residents. Secondly, the use of public funds for
every project was not commensurate to the level of invest-
ment. That is, there was no contribution in any form from
the locals, thereby making the projects less efficient. Lastly, the
uniformity in implementation of these projects eradicated
much of the specific characteristics of individual villages.

The share of the agriculture in the national economy fur-
ther fell from 7.6% in 1990 to 4.6 in 2000. Rural popula-
tions continued to decline and become older making public
facilities unused and rural centers dysfunctional. Hence,
the direction of rural development began to change in this
decade. Consumer safety, product quality enhancement
and the expansion of environmentally friendly agricultural
production and distribution became important policy goals
of the time.

Korean Model of Rural Development: The Case of

Saemaul Undong (SMU)
Saemaul Undong is Korea’s unique community develop-

ment model initiated in the 1970s in order to develop
Korean rural sector and Korea’s overall economic develop-
ment in general. Korea’s economic development started
from a desperate situation inherited from the devastating
war in 1953, with a per capita GDP of only $73 in that year
to reach a remarkable level of $21, 695 in 2007. The coun-
try was in a situation of abject poverty in 1965 with nearly
41% of the population suffering from absolute poverty. But
the poverty rate was reduced to only 10.9% in the year
2007 (Park, 2009; Tru & Kim, 2008).

Though this remarkable achievement is largely due to
economic development policy that was focused on indus-
trial development, most of the rural areas of the country
were still in the viscous circle of poverty in early 1970s.
The export-driven economic growth policy of those days
did not improve the livelihood of the rural community
commensurate to the progress made in the urban and
industrial sectors of the economy. As a result the rural
areas remained largely unchanged, with nearly 80% of the
households living under thatched roof houses and only
20% having access to electricity supply.

It was against this background that the idea of Saemaul
Undong was conceived as an initiative to reverse the situa-
tion through reforming the underdeveloped rural commu-

nity. A movement with a central emphasis on creating a
wealthier life for rural villages, SMU proved to be not only
the basis of Korea’s successful stride towards rapid eco-
nomic development but also of democratization at large.
The movement was the key for the country’s rural devel-
opment.

Initiation and Development of SMU

The SMU was initiated in the early 1970s by president
Park Chung-Hee, which was (in 1973) officially defined as
a movement for a better living and later interpreted as “a
movement to develop the work ethics of farmers by partic-
ipating in village projects to accelerate rural moderniza-
tion” (Park, 2009). The aim was to generate economic,
social and attitudinal improvement with the broad objec-
tives of enhancing income generation, improvement of liv-
ing environments and basic rural infrastructure and
capacity building.

During its initial phase, the focus was to improve the
physical infrastructure at village level. Selected projects
were developed by the government and given to the villag-
ers as a guideline to help them develop general ideas on
what they could do on their own. With the villagers gain-
ing more confidence and experience and with the initial
basic infrastructures acquired in the process for improve-
ment in agricultural productivity, the focus of SMU shifted
to income generation projects. This was followed by
capacity building and attitudinal changes, in the final
stage, while the scope of the projects was also broadened
simultaneously. Urban areas, factories and corporations
were also embraced in the SMU activities, making it a
national campaign (Park, 2009). It has been widely recog-
nized as a successful model of community development,
especially for underdeveloped and developing nations
(Choe, 2005).

Factors that Contributed to the Success of SMU

Many factors, socio-economic as well as policy-related,
have contributed to the success of SMU. First and fore-
most, a series of land reforms (redistributions) since 1948
had a notable impact in transforming the rural economy
and social structure’. These reforms were important in
bringing political stability to rural areas in the 1950s and
1960s thereby allowing the government to turn attention to
promoting economic development through industrializa-
tion (Edwards, 2010). More importantly, the land reforms
had contributed to the leveling of incomes and homogeniz-

The land reform which occurred a couple of decades before the
SMU was actually considered as an enabling pre-condition to the
success of SMU.
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—

A B
e — Community: Top—Down Approach
l (The Continuity of Development Process)
— —_—

(People’s Participation based on Communitvy Autonomy)

A Integrated Approach
Fig. 1. Schematic representation of the SMU approach.

ing the rural population (Park, 2009). Moreover, the land
reform provided two vital conditions for the success of
SMU. Firstly, farmers who are now owners of their own
lands realized that modernization of the infrastructure of
their community, which was the core of the SMU, would
directly lead to increased productivity of their own agricul-
tural land. Consequently, the voluntary participation at the
grass roots level witnessed during the SMU was made pos-
sible not only by government mobilization, but also by
farmers’ beliefs in the prospects for a better life. Secondly,
with the implementation of land reform, expansion of edu-
cation was boosted. This became a catalyst for the SMU as
the community leaders were able to organize the move-
ment effectively (Kwon, 2010).

Another factor key to the success of the SMU was the
close social ties among villagers. Rural communities in
Korea had some distinct features like settlement by people
who are related to each other by kinship, economic ties and
sharing of traditional customs and norms based on Confu-
cian teachings. The most notable of such ties include
‘kohyang’ and ‘dongjok’ (Edwards, 2010). The contribu-
tion of ethnic homogeneity towards cohesive cooperation
is also a key factor in advancing mutual understanding and
reducing disputes and conflicts (Park, 2009). Each village
had its own autonomous rules and customs for cooperation
like doorae (cooperation to do the difficult work that could
not be done by one household), gyae (small savings
scheme especially popular among housewives) and /#yang-
yak (an autonomous customary norm promoting coopera-
tion and good deeds among villagers, based on its Confu-

B: Government-Initiated Bottom—-up Approach

cian tradition). This rich social capital in rural villages
made rural people feel less hostile towards Saemaul
Undong since collaboration for the common good was not
a foreign idea. Saemaul Undong in turn further developed
the traditional exercise of cooperation to be more deliber-
ate and sophisticated (Edwards, 2010; Park, 2009).

The existence of strong institutional support was also
another conducive factor. During the 1950s and 1960s,
Korea built up an impressive and effective agricultural
research and rural extension service with the assistance of
its donors. A government-sponsored cooperative, called
‘Nonghyeop’, was also established with near-universal
farmer membership that effectively provided credit, sold
inputs, and purchased the bulk of agricultural production at
prices established by the government.

Another important factor for the success of SMU was
the strong leadership and political commitment on the part
of government. President Park, with his strong will and
commitment, initiated, designed and provided continuous
support for SMU. He made Saemaul Undong a top priority
of his Government, checking monthly progress, inviting
villagers to cabinet meetings to give presentations, and
making surprise visits to villages and training centers. This
enabled effective vertical integration linking all levels of
the government and created a holistic approach horizon-
tally mobilizing resources and coordinating plans among
the relevant ministries. With Saemaul Undong a top Gov-
ernment priority, Government officials made significant
efforts for the programme’s success as they knew that they
would be evaluated based on their performance in SMU
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(Park, 2009).

Other factors like incentive system and competition that
acted as a strong motivation for the villagers to be actively
involved, social integration and transformation as a result
of SMU that underlies the country’s successful and sus-
tained industrialization efforts, capacity building training
programs, effective authoritarian leadership that was effec-
tive in mobilizing support to the movement at all levels
and the near-universal literacy that enabled Korean farm-
ers to readily participate in development projects and
accept technical innovations have all played their part in
making SMU a success (Edwards, 2010; Kwon, 2010,
Park, 2009).

In sum, the movement is characterized as an integrated
community development project that combines top-down
and bottom-up approaches working in tandem. In fact the
most important aspect in the implementation of SMU was
the strong commitment and effective support of the gov-
ernment (Edwards, 2010). Not only was every level of
government involved in promoting SMU, but an entire
parallel bureaucracy was set up to ensure that government
initiated plans at the top level were communicated all the
way down to the local and village levels. At village level
the traditional forms of cooperation and the roughly egali-
tarian societal structure ensured that the authoritarian rules
were buffered and translated into collective action through
community cooperation (Edwards, 2010)..

LESSONS FOR ETHIOPIA: IS SMU ADAPTABLE
AS A MODEL FOR RURAL DEVELOPMENT
IN ETHIOPIA?

A close look at the situation that existed in the two coun-
tries would reveal that there are a number of similarities as
well as differences that on the one hand contributed to suc-
cess in the Korean case, while on the other hand failed to
deliver in the case of Ethiopia. It is quite imperative to
examine these areas to come up with useful insights for
guiding the rural development policy strategies of Ethio-
pia. Accordingly, the following questions seem relevant.
Given similarities in the existing enabling environments
that the two countries have in common, how can Ethiopia
revitalize and build on them for achieving successful rural
transformation? Given the differences, what can Ethiopia
learn from the Korean experiences? Are there issues that
have worked out well in the case of Korea but may not
necessarily be useful for the Ethiopian case? Are there any
failures in Korea’s rural development journey from which
Ethiopia can learn? These are some of the relevant issues
to be highlighted in this section.

The Korean experience of agricultural and rural develop-

ment shows that there is a significant role for the agricul-
tural and rural sector to bring about a meaningful and all-
encompassing development of a nation. This is quite evi-
dent from the fact that the sector has greatly contributed to
the country’s overall development, despite its declining
role in the national economy. In this regard, the current
policy focus in Ethiopia that recognizes the importance of
agricultural and rural sector development as key to the
overall economic growth of the nation appears to be con-
ducive. To this end, it would be worthwhile to examine to
what extent Ethiopia is similar to and different from Korea
before and during Korea’s successful transformation in
agriculture and rural sector. We will examine this with spe-
cial reference to the role SMU played in shaping the rural
economic transformation in Korea.

Important Similarities and Enabling Conditions

At the start of its economic reforms, Korea like Ethiopia
was a primarily rural economy with a large state role in the
management of the economy. Korea started from the dev-
astation of the Korean War in 1953 that left the country in
ruins and its people in starvation and destitution. In 1965,
about 63.9% of the rural population was in absolute pov-
erty (Park, 2009). In fact Korea’s rural development suc-
cess took place in the context of a rapidly expanding
economy. When compared to Korea before its economic
takeoff in general and rural transformation in particular,
Ethiopia today is a better country in terms of rural poverty.
Even though the ownership of land is attributed to the
state, farmers in Ethiopia have a usufruct right with the
right to manage and utilize all resources produced on the
land.

Korea then had a strong industrialization and export-ori-
ented economic policy which has led to huge urban-rural
disparities that called for a swift action to bridge the gap
through the much successful SMU. Even though Ethio-
pia’s economic policy is largely agriculture oriented, espe-
cially since 1991, there has been recent shift of focus to
industrialization on the one hand and export-oriented agri-
cultural commercialization such as floriculture, fruits, veg-
etables, and others on the other. As a result of such trends
and other related reasons, rural-urban inequality is emerging
and growing overtime. In addition to industries, workers in
those export-oriented agricultural farms also reside in the
urban areas. This is because, the facilities, which are
required for the production of those agricultural products,
are concentrated close to urban areas. Furthermore, there is
growth of service sector and other infrastructures in urban
areas than the rural. As a consequence of all these and
other reasons, the rural-to-urban migration rate is on the
rise. Such trends call for well-designed and integrated
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inter-  ventions like SMU.

The Korean society had strong social ties and is more
homogenous, in fact completely homogenous, a factor so
important in making the village level cooperation success-
ful for the implementation of the SMU. On the other hand,
the society in Ethiopia is fairly heterogeneous. Nevertheless,
down at village levels the homogeneity increases. Moreover,
similar to Korea, there has been and still are strong shared
values, religious ties, and cooperative cultures and grass
roots community organizations. Indigenous traditional insti-
tutions such as iddir are voluntary organizations and asso-
ciations involved in self-help and other social activities
(Pankhurst, 1998). Iddir can have different forms, though
the objectives are almost the same. /ddirs in rural areas are
established primarily to provide mutual support in burial
matters (Pankhurst & Hailemariam, 2004) but may also
address other community concerns (Cathrine, 2007). Iddirs
contribute either in terms of cash or in kind for a household
who lost its member or relative and its asset such as oxen,
house or crop due to a phenomenon beyond its control.
The contribution, however, varies for different cases.
Iddirs also offer loans for their members with the majority
of these loans meant for shocks experienced by members
such as destruction of the family home, illness and death of
cattle (Cathrine, 2007). Hence, iddir is a risk-sharing
mechanism and provides sort of insurance for its partici-
pants. Households might belong to more than one iddir
further increasing their insurance and reducing risk.

Another indigenous association is igqub, which is an
informal rotating savings association in which households
pool their resource together mostly in cash and rotate the
pooled cash money among member households. The rota-
tion is mostly done by drawing a lottery to identify a per-
son who has to collect the money on the due date. The
rationale for taking part in igqub is to utilize the fund for
consumption and planned investments in small businesses
development and construction and re-construction of
house (Daniel, 2003). Iqqub in Ethiopian case is similar to
Gyae in the Korean case.

Furthermore, there are other forms of social net-works in
Ethiopia. These take the form of labor and oxen sharing
arrangements (Daniel, 2003). Labor sharing arrangements
are mostly used in the situation where the households can-
not do the work alone or there is difference in timing of the
activities to be undertaken by different participating house-
holds. The labor and oxen sharing arrangements have dif-
ferent forms. Though the naming might differ from place
to place and from language to language, the meanings are
more or less the same. The first is called debo in which
other households help a calling household without reci-
procity of the same action. While wonfe! is a form of labor

and oxen sharing in which the calling household will give
the same service for those who helped. Such type of coop-
eration among communities in Ethiopia is similar to doo-
rae in the case of Korean communities. In summary, the
grass-root social structures of Korea and Ethiopia are more
or less similar and this can be capitalized on paving the
way for the adaptation and implementation of rural com-
munity development movements like that of Korea in Ethi-
opia.

Important Dissimilarities

An important point about rural development efforts in
the post-1991 era in Ethiopia is that the policies were
implemented in an all-at-once manner without any effort
of piloting. For instance, the construction of FTCs in each
kebele at a time was implemented all-at-once throughout
the country. Such a trend, which has been followed all
along with successive development plans to-date did not
give the opportunity to tackle implementation problems on
the ground. With SMU in Korea, it was a bit different in
that there was some sort of piloting, where projects in
selected villages are launched first and progress monitored.
Hence, there is a great deal that the Ethiopian policy mak-
ing can learn in this regard.

Community empowerment is another key difference
between the two countries. For any rural development pro-
gram to be successful, active participation and ownership
by village communities is crucial. With Saemaul Undong,
the tradition of cooperation evolved into a calculated par-
ticipation with the experience of consensus building, and
collective decision-making and implementation in manag-
ing village projects (Park, 2009; Kim and Jemal, 2012). In
the case of Ethiopia, community ownership and participa-
tion is largely lacking due to the mainly top-down
approach followed by the government. Even the leaders in
the recent village level networks comprising developmen-
tal groups (DGs) lack the trust of the group members as
mentioned in section two. In fact this can be easily
resolved through empowerment and awareness creation
activities.

Another key difference relates to incentive mechanism.
During the implementation of the SMU, the principle of
“more assistance to more successful villages” acted as an
effective stimulator, increasing healthy competition among
villages and promoting more participation for better
achievement (Kim, 2009). Although recently Ethiopia has
started implementing incentive mechanisms for successful
and model farmers with good performance, it is only appli-
cable to individual farmers and doesn’t have much in the
way of promoting cooperation and collective action at
community level. Similarly, the issue of human capital is
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also an important difference between the two countries. In
fact, according to Kwon (2010), expansion of education
together with land reform has served as a catalyst for the
SMU implementation in terms of village leaders’ leader-
ship capacity. Despite concerted efforts of the current gov-
ernment, however, the level of education in Ethiopia is
generally quite low particularly in rural areas. However,
the farmers’ training centers (FTCs) can be used as impor-
tant launching pads for the human capacity building
requirements in rural Ethiopia.

In general, the social, political and cultural characteris-
tics existing in Korea and Ethiopia are quite different.
However, the similarities and differences outlined above
are not exact and have to be understood in relation to the
enabling conditions that were underlying the success of
SMU based on Korean experience in the 1960s and 1970s.

CONCLUSION

SMU has been the most successful program that has
contributed to rural transformation in Korea within short
period of time. This has become a source of inspiration and
an exemplary model for other developing nations. As a
result of Korea’s economic development path that focused
on the growth of the industrial and manufacturing sector in
the 1960s, urban-rural disparity worsened leading to
despair and dissatisfaction among rural community. Urban
areas were flooded with inflow of rural people resulting in
stains of housing, sewage, and other facilities. It was
important for Korea, at that time, to create an enabling
environment for rural residents to remain in rural areas and
engage in agriculture. SMU had an immense role in
bringing about such transformation. The movement was a
purely community development movement that espouses
self-help and cooperation among the community under the
sponsorship of government to bring about spiritual enlight-
enment and betterment of conditions of people and their
community. The movement has brought about effective
use and mobilization of local resources in the moderniza-
tion process of rural community. Furthermore, it effec-
tively mitigated unnecessary rural-to-urban migration.

Given the similarities in Korea back in the 1970s when
these programs were implemented and Ethiopia currently,
the SMU model has a potential to achieve a similar rural
development and transformation in Ethiopia. Many fac-
tors, socio-economic as well as policy related, have con-
tributed to the success of SMU in Korea. Factors such as
land reform; social ties among villagers; existence of
strong institutional support; strong leadership and political
commitment on the part of government; and incentive sys-
tem and competition among villages have positively con-

tributed to the success of SMU. Though inexact, most of
these enabling conditions are somehow available in Ethio-
pia. The government of Ethiopia is showing a strong moti-
vation and commitment to eradicate poverty, achieve
millennium development goals and join middle income
countries within foreseeable future. In line with this, the
leadership is highly committed to implement any workable
policy that helps achieve rural development goals. This
can be witnessed by its implementation of series of rural
development strategies. More importantly, the government’s
rural development policy framework gives the highest
priority to agricultural and rural sectors of the country,
guaranteeing the strong commitment and leadership as
well as institutional support required for the implementation
of a similar program like SMU in Ethiopia.

Another important factor relates to the socio-cultural
issues. Even though, Ethiopian society is pretty heteroge-
neous unlike Korea, there is more homogeneity at lower/vil-
lage levels. Moreover, like in Korea, the social ties and
cooperative culture is very strong with prevalence of many
forms of grass-roots indigenous institutions and coopera-
tives. These can easily be adapted to complement the level
of cooperation required for the successful implementation of
similar programs in Ethiopia. The government-led farmer
networks (DGs at kebele levels) are conducive organization-
ally and could be geared towards such purposes.

One key issue of concern in the implementation of rural
development programs in Ethiopia is the lack of
experimentation and piloting. Though most of the policies
and strategies are quite attractive and sound on paper, there
have been failures implementation-wise, probably due to
lack of piloting as well as lack of implementing capacity at
grass roots level. For instance, the all-at-once construction
of Farmers Training Centers (FTCs) for demonstration of
field level extension is one of such program implemented
without any prior piloting.

Therefore, capitalizing on the similarities and enabling
conditions already existing and through careful planning
and judicious use of existing institutions, a similar commu-
nity development movement can be worked out for imple-
mentation in some selected rural villages at a pilot level.
The villages for piloting could be selected from major
regional states in the country to capture regional diversi-
ties. In line with the basic implementation employed in
Korea back in the 1970s, the programs can be imple-
mented in phases, starting with infrastructure improvement
in the first phase and moving on sequentially to income
generation projects (farm and non-farm), community
building, socio-cultural development and health and sani-
tation projects to be implemented in a performance-based
approach. Based on these pilot projects, scaling-up of the
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program nationally can be subsequently carried out
through close monitoring and evaluation. These programs
should also incorporate key elements of empowerment and
ownership by the community through a participatory
approach. The FTCs can be modified to serve as SMU-
training and capacity building centers complementary to
their current purposes. The current incentive scheme in
rural Ethiopia, which focuses on the promotion of best per-
forming model farmers at individual level, can be applied
to selected successful projects. This can induce healthy
competition among villages and projects than rivalry that
the current incentive system entails.

Finally, as Saemaul Undong is not a project in the sense
that it was a movement for spiritual reform of Korean peo-
ple, the key to its success is also the change in people’s
attitude from laziness to diligence, from dependence to
self-reliance, and from individual selfishness to coopera-
tion with others so as to be dubbed as “Social Revolution
of Korean Rural Society”. In this sense, exploring whether
the existing social structure in rural Ethiopia is compatible
with such approach and whether such a spiritual aspect can
be achieved would be an interesting future direction for
further study.
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