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Abstract

Development and laborer control
of Japan Nitrogenous Fertilizer Company
in Bujeon river and Jangjin river
uner Japanese imperialism

Park Sang Fil
History Education Major,
Department of Social Education School

Seoul National University

Japan Nitrogenous Fertilizer Company was established in 1908 by a
merger between Sogi Electric Company and Nippon Carbide Industries Co.
Inc. Japan Nitrogenous Fertilizer Company needed much electric power for
mass production of inexpensive chemical fertilizers. However, since the
electric power zone in Japan was already occupied by five maor €electric
power companies, Japan Nitrogenous Fertilizer Company paid attention to
Korea (Joseon) under Japanese rule. Just at that time, an inter-basin transfer
type power plant was successfully constructed, and a survey on the
hydroelectric power began. Japan Nitrogenous Fertilizer Company focused on
the possibility of constructing an inter-basin transfer type power plant at the
Bujeon river, and requested the development right to the Japanese
Government-General of Korea. The Japanese Government-General of Korea
granted the development right for the Jangjin river to Mitsubishi, which had
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aready requested business right, and the development right for the Bujeon
river to Japan Nitrogenous Fertilizer Company.

Japan Nitrogenous Fertilizer Company had to reduce the cost of constructing
the power plant to produce cheap fertilizers. Hence, Japan Nitrogenous
Fertilizer Company forced the local residents to sell their lands for the
construction of the Bujeon River Power Plant by utilizing the authority of
the military and the police. The cost of construction per 1 kW of the
Bujeon River Power Plant, built on the land obtained through the coercion,
was very low in comparison with Japan. Kazushige Ugaki, who came to the
post of the Governor General of Korea in 1931, announced the Joseon
Electric Business Act and started to control electric power. Subsequently,
Ugaki received back the development right for the Jangjin river from
Mitsubishi, and gave it to Japan Nitrogenous Fertilizer Company under the
condition that half of the produced electric power should be provided for
public purposes. The Japanese Government-General of Korea applied the
Land Expropriation Act to the landlords who continuously opposed the land
purchase, and Japan Nitrogenous Fertilizer Company bought the expropriated
land at a giveaway price. As a result, the cost of construction per 1 kW of
the Jangjin river also became very low.

Laborers from 8,000 to 15,000 worked each day for the Bujeon river
development project. However, employing the laborers was not an easy task
in Korea where industries were not developed yet. Therefore, the Japanese
Government-General of Korea stopped in Busan the laborers who wanted
migration to Japan, which was a socia issue at that time, and sent them to
the power plant construction sites. Since not many people accepted the
suggestion, the Japanese Government-General of Korea provided benefits,
such as provision of travel expenses, and advertized the arrangement by
utilizing mass media. However, the contractors in charge of the construction
work preferred Chinese laborers due to the low wage and organization
issues, and actually employed a considerable number of Chinese laborers.
After Ugaki came into the post of the Governor General, the job placement



plan for Korean laborers was enforced more strongly than before. The
Japanese Government-General of Korea positively engaged in the job
placement for Korean laborers by using all available resources, including
employment agencies, administrative power, and mass media organizations.
Eventually in February 1934, the Japanese Government-General of Korea
recruited laborers by preparing the South Korea Laborer Group Migration
Plan. The purpose of the Plan was to transfer laborers as a group of 20
laborers to enhance the settlement by preventing escape of the laborers and
strengthening the unity among them. In addition, various benefits were given
to the laborers according to the Plan, including wage, dormitory, and travel
expenses. However, a number of laborers returned home due to the poor
working conditions and low wage. This was because the Japanese
Government-General of Korea had not made appropriate agreements with the
Company and the contractors with regard to the working conditions and
wage.

The construction of the inter-basin transfer type power plants at the Bujeon
river and the Jangjin river was a very difficult project. Accidents occurred
unceasingly because of poor safety facilitiess. Many accidents occurred
especially in inclined adits and vertical adits. One of the most important
parts of the construction of an inter-basin transfer type power plant is the
construction of watercourses. The total length of the watercourses in the
power plants at the Bujeon river and the Jangjin river was 23 to 27 km.
Therefore, the watercourse construction was alocated to contractors,
including Matsumoto Gumi, Nagato Gumi, Nishimoto Gumi, and Hazama
Gumi. The contractors excavated aidts through which laborers or materias
could pass to reach the watercourse construction sites, including horizontal
adits, inclined adits, and vertical adits. The reason why many accidents
occurred in the inclined adits and vertical adits was because laborers had to
move through narrow adits that were 37 to 162 m long. In addition, many
dynamite-related accidents continually occurred because a lot of dynamite
was used for the excavation works for watercourses, inclined adits, vertical
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adits, and horizontal adits. The Company and the contractors attributed most
of the accidents to the laborers. However, most of the accidents occurred
due to the carelessness of the Company or the poor conditions of safety
facilities rather than the mistakes of the laborers. A relief measure was
prepared for the accidents, but applied to almost no accident cases.

The Company and the contractors appointed middle managers for the
surveillance and management of the thousands of laborers working at the
Bujeon river and the Jangjin river power plant construction sites each day.
The middle managers thoroughly supervised the laborers at the construction
sites, even beating some laborers to death. In addition, to lower the wage
for the laborers, the Japanese Government-General of Korea emphasized that
the living cost of the laborers was low. The lower limit of the wage for
the recruited laborers was determined by investigating the living cost of the
laborers at the construction sites. However, even the lower limit of the wage
was often unobserved. Even the minimum living cost of the laborers was
not guaranteed. Moreover, the laborers were given the wage not in cash but
in dips, and the laborers who were in an urgent need of cash had to
exchange the dips with cash at a discounted exchange rate. Most of
unmarried laborers stayed in worksite canteens that were extremely poor
with respect to space and hygiene.

Most of the laborers at the power plant construction sites worked with pride
and made positive efforts to fulfill their mission even under the poor
working conditions. They sometimes employed passive methods of protest
against unjust working conditions or wage, including fleeing, complaint, and
submission of a written petition, or positive methods, such as strike.
Although Korean laborers and Chinese laborers sometimes stood against each
other, they were sometimes united for a joint strike. As these examples
show, the laborers at the power plant construction sites resisted in various
ways the supervision and control by the Company and the contractors.



Key words: Japan Nitrogenous Fertilizer Company, Bujeon river, Jangjin
river, inter-basin transfer type power plant, laborer
mobilization, laborer control
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