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The Controversy over Reconstructing
Environmental Governance in Taiwan
after the February 28th Incident:
The Case of Forestry

Kuang-Chi Hung Chia-Hsien Chang

Abstract

What were the economic, social, political and environmental issues facing
the Provincial Government of Taiwan in the wake of the February 28th Incident
in 1947? This question has been well addessed in political and economic history,
but similar studies in environmental history remain lacking. This paper explores
this topic by focusing on a major bureaucratic clash in postwar Taiwan's forestry
- the “wavering between integration and separation of forest administration and
forest product management” - and discusses its political, social, and environmental
impacts. Forestry administration and forest product management are two com-
ponents in the forestry system. The former encompasses conservation, afforestation,
and disposal of forest products, i.e. leasing logging rights to private companies
after evaluating the price of timber on state-owned compartments, and the latter
focuses on the governance of coniferous tree farms like Alishan, Baxianshan
and Taipingshan, which operate just like logging companies and earn profits by
harvesting and selling timber. Existing literature often treats the controversy
around the government’s wavering between integration and separation of forestry
administration and forest product management as either a conflict between
conservation and development or a reflection of the political limbo during the chaotic

transition of the Provincial Government after the February 28th Incident. This paper
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disagrees with those interpretations. At the center of the controversy were Minister
of Agriculture and Forestry Xu Qingzhong and Director of the Bureau of Forest
Product Management Tang Zhenxu. After examining the personal backgrounds,
academic lineages, and management philosophies of Xu and Tang, this paper
contends that what ignited the controversy was the divergent ideas of environmental
governance informed by physiological ecology (Xu) and by engineering (Tang)
in the first half of the twentieth century. As the demand for timber skyrocketed
during the Chinese Civil War, the differences between Xu and Tang continued to
grow and eventually engulfed local offices in charge of forestry administration and
forest product management, logging companies, forestry advisor from the United
Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration, and authoritative experts of
forestry in the Republic of China. What began as a simple adjustment in the division
of work in the forestry system in the end led to the biggest, and arguable the first,

environmental debate in postwar Taiwan.

Keywords: environmental history, forestry, environmental controversy, forest

management
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