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Raising and Managing Local Water
Conservancy Funds under the Nationalist
Government: A Study of the Embankment

Fund in Hupeh Province,
1926-1938

Kai Luo’

Abstract

River engineering and water conservancy had always been an important
public project in China. During the Ming-Qing period, Hupeh, known as the
“province of thousands of lakes,” saw important advances in the management and
maintenance of dikes. As for the sources of funds for embankment repair, they
basically came from two categories: government revenues and public contributions.
Public contributions were in fact the main sources and they generally followed the
principle of "benefit". However, after the Northern Expeditionary Army captured
Wuhan in 1926, this situation changed significantly. In order to ensure the safety of
Hupeh province, the new regime held several meetings and negotiated with Francis
Aglen, then Inspector-General of the Chinese Maritime Customs, for new sources
of funds. It was finally decided that a fixed portion of Hupeh’s special taxes, Likin,
and surcharges of land tax, as well as that of tariffs of Hunan and Hupeh provinces,
to be used as specific funds for the maintenance of the embankment. A special
agency was subsequently established to manage the funds.

However, as years went by the collection and custody of the embankment
funds gradually developed disadvantages. To solve this problem, the Hupeh
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Provincial Government carried out reforms in 1931 which eliminated certain abuses
and improved the situation, but the supporting measures were still not in place. In
1932, the Hupeh Embankment Special Fund Custody Committee was established;
revenues, expenditures and the management of embankment funds were integrated
into a relatively complete system. A budget system was set up, and responsibilities
for collection, storage and payment of embankment funds were assigned to
different agencies with rigorous regulations governing these operations.

Hupeh’s river engineering and dike construction obtained a stable source
of funding after 1926. As the management of embankment funds became more
institutionalized, the project occupied an important position in the total fiscal
budget of the province. All of these indicated that traditional public projects in
China had entered a new stage of development.

Keywords: Water Conservancy, the Principle of '"Benefit", Hupeh Province, the
Embankment, Specific Funds
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