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Introduction

This study analyzes the coal production expansion policy implemented by the 
Government-General of Joseon (Chosēn), during the wartime period and the 
impact which this policy had on the management of coal mining companies. 
In addition, a review of the actual state of coal production and consumption, 
as well as of the historical origin of the Korean coal industry that emerged after 
liberation, is also presented.

Failure to ensure a stable supply of energy can seriously impact the 
industry’s industrial and economic activities. The present study focuses on 
the fact that the energy crisis was not a phenomenon that first emerged after 
the Pacific War, but in fact one that had already begun during wartime. The 
inability to ensure a smooth supply of coal from Kyushu, Japan and China 
inevitably impacted the Korean economy. In this regard, the Government-
General of Joseon (Chōsen) responded to this denouement by implementing 
the Coal Production Expansion Plan designed to greatly increase coal 
production in Korea.

Various means, including subsidies, the introduction of laborers, and 
the control of the distribution of materials, were used to ensure the large-scale 
production of coal. The fostering of coal development in the southern part 
of Korea that was undertaken as part of this plan contributed to overcoming 
the energy crisis that emerged after liberation when North Korea blocked 
all transmission of energy to the South. However, these measures proved 
insufficient to ensure the continued development of the coal industry after 
liberation. In this regard, not only was there a limited amount of coal reserves 
and a limited number of coal mines in South Korea, but there was also during 
the final period of the war an overarching emphasis on short-term increases 
in coal production through the input of non-skilled laborers and excessive 
mining. To this end, the increase of coal production that occurred during 
wartime can be regarded as having simultaneously achieved results and been 
laden with inherent limitations.

Existing studies on the Korean coal industry during the war have so far 

*  This study was based on a paper presented during an academic conference organized by the 
Korean Economic History Society in December 2009.
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yielded results that have been well behind those achieved by studies on colonial 
industrialization. Using materials prepared by the Government-General of 
Joseon, Ayukawa Nobuo (2000) revealed that Japanese capital pursued large-
scale development during wartime that revolved around the introduction 
of coal mining tools and management methods. Moreover, it also oversaw 
the rationalization of coal mining tools and the introduction of machinery. 
However, the Korean foreman, in his capacity as middle management, was 
the party at the center of the transitions in terms of the management of labor. 
Ayukawa’s study fails to take into account crucial elements from the standpoint 
of the industrial organization theory. Here, one can identify the coal policy 
put in place by the Government-General of Joseon, the reorganization of 
company relations as part of efforts to address the manner in which the 
wartime economy was unfolding, as well as the impact which such factors 
had on individual companies.2 As a result, his study fails to properly explain 
the changes that took place during wartime, and instead emphasizes the 
transitional characteristics of the bodies responsible for the management of 
miners through a comparison with Japan. In addition, the unique natural 
conditions of Korea were not considered.

For her part, Kim Eun-jeong (2007) conducted a study on the process 
through which imperial Japan exploited Korea’s coal industry during the time 
frame that spanned from the final period of the Daehan Empire to the end of 
the colonial era. In particular, Kim pointed out that the Government-General 
of Joseon had concentrated on increasing coal production and coal distribution 
controls during wartime. Under such circumstances, rigorous limitations were 
placed on the consumption of coal amongst the general population. Koreans, 
who were regarded by large-scale Japanese capitalists as a source of labor that 
could be exploited, became seasonal, low-wage laborers, a denouement which 
the author sees as having led to the development of the labor movement. 
Although Kim’s study focused on colonial rule, it did not properly explain the 
impact which the energy shortages that occurred during wartime had on the 
coal industry, or the implications of this situation on the history that unfolded 

2.  In this regard, Masahiro Shimotani (1990) stressed the fact that companies responded to the 
changes in the external environment characterized by the following progression: ‘autonomous-
control system -> control associations system -> munitions companies system’ by actively 
reorganizing their company structure and inter-company relations.
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in the post-war era. These limitations of the existing studies can be traced 
back to their inability to highlight the Government-General’s distribution of 
resources in colonial Korea. In other words, these studies have not focused 
on the limitations of the market mechanisms in terms of the distribution of 
resources, the industrial reorganization that was implemented under these 
limited conditions, and the shock which such moves caused for the pertinent 
companies.

Park Giju (2009, 2010) analyzed the development of the coal industry 
during the colonial period from the standpoint of the policy history of 
the Government-General of Joseon. According to Park, the Government-
General of Joseon actively imposed distribution controls during wartime, 
thus accentuating the move away from autonomous-control by the market 
(companies) and towards forced control by the government. Park interpreted 
the coal policy of the Government-General of Joseon as being part of what 
he referred to as developmental governance. In particular, Park argued that 
the leading role played by the Government-General of Joseon ensured that, 
unlike the zigzag-style coal controls that were imposed in Japan, Korea enjoyed 
consistent coal industry controls. However, there is little evidence to support 
Park’s assertion that coal industry controls were consistently strengthened in 
Korea. Japan’s wartime economy was implemented in an ad hoc manner that 
was heavily impacted by such events as the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War, 
Germany’s invasion of Poland, the German-Soviet War, and the outbreak of 
the U.S.-Japan War. To this end, Korean wartime economy was also heavily 
impacted by these events. Of course, the fact that Korea did not have any 
cabinet system and that its economy was also smaller than Japan’s lends itself 
to the conclusion that the Government-General of Joseon was better placed 
to establish its control over the Korean economy. Nevertheless, the claim that 
the coal industry control policy was implemented in a consistent manner 
can be regarded as somewhat of an overstatement. For example, the subsidy 
policy implemented as an incentive to cope with the worsening management 
conditions affecting coal mining companies, the implementation of the pool 
pricing system, and the increase in anthracite coal production within Korea, as 
well as the promotion of the consumption of anthracite coal occasioned by the 
rapid decrease of marine transport capacity, can be regarded as the response of 
the Government-General of Joseon to unexpected circumstances. 

As such, existing studies have failed to address many of the key issues. 
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Above all, these existing studies have analyzed the development process of the 
coal industry during wartime from the common vantage point of the early 
1930s, while failing to attach proper importance to the characteristics of the 
wartime economy. In this regard, the present study seeks to reveal the actual 
state of the control policy implemented by the Government-General of Joseon 
to cope with the energy crisis, as well as the management of coal mining 
companies, by analyzing the implementation of the coal production expansion 
plan, production at the individual coal mine level, and the distribution and 
consumption structure that was put in place for the coal that was produced.

The First Coal Production Expansion Plan and the Actual 
State of Individual Coal Mines

The Drawing Up of the First Coal Production Expansion Plan 
and the Contents Thereof

The demand for coal in Korea increased alongside the advancement of colonial 
industrialization in the 1930s. As part of this process, while existing coal 
mines were expanded in Daebu, Gangdong, Samsin, Gangseo, Yongdam, 
Gambuk, Daemunsan, and Ganggye, new ones sprung up in Samdeung and 
Bongcheon. Meanwhile, mines were also developed in the southern areas of 
Korea, including the Hwasun Coal Mine and the Iyang Coal Mine founded 
in Guam. Coal mines also began to be developed in earnest in Samcheok and 
Yeongwol in 1935. Thus, the coal industry developed nationwide, from the 
northern to the southern regions of Korea, with the production of anthracite 
and bituminous coal respectively surpassing respectively the one million ton 
mark in 1936. This process was further accelerated after the outbreak of the war. 
From 1931 to 1938, coal production in Korea increased three-fold; meanwhile, 
Japan experienced a two-fold increase over the same period (Otsuka 1939).

The Government-General of Joseon reviewed the possibility of meeting 
the great demand for coal that existed at the time by implementing a plan for 
the supply and demand for coal. As can be seen in Table 1, the Government-
General of Joseon in effect prepared a five-year plan for the supply and demand 
for coal in December 1937. A look at the year 1936 that immediately preceded 
the outbreak of the war reveals that while lignite and anthracite coal were being 
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produced in Korea, the majority of which was then exported, high thermal 
capacity bituminous (black) coal was being imported from Kyushu in Japan, 
Manchuria, and Northern China. In this regard, a greater amount of anthracite 
coal was being exported than set aside for domestic consumption. This 
situation had less to do with the industrial structure of Korea than the fact that 
most of Korea’s coal reserves consisted of anthracite. Taking a look at the 

Item 1936 1937 1938 1939 1940 1941

Demand Demand in Korea 3,112 3,629 4,536 5,168 6,424 8,349

Bituminous coal 1,160 1,303 1,647 1,922 2,315 2,520

Anthracite coal 451 587 989 1,168 1,791 2,524

Japanese coal 884 973 1,005 1,037 1,088 1,248

Manchurian & N. Chinese coal 617 766 895 1,041 1,230 2,057

Exported within the empire 560 611 970 1,351 1,498 1,671

Bituminous coal 26 40 40 10 10 10

Anthracite coal 534 571 930 1,341 1,488 1,661

Export 40 40 40 40 40 40

Bituminous coal 40 40 40 40 40 40

Total 3,716 4,280 5,546 6,559 7,962 10,060

Supply Production in Korea 2,215 2,541 3,646 4,481 5,644 6,755

Bituminous coal demand in Korea  1,160 1,303 1,647 1,922 2,315 2,520

Exported within the empire 70 80 80 50 50 50

Subtotal for bituminous coal 1,230 1,383 1,727 1,972 2,365 2,570

Anthracite coal demand in Korea 451 587 989 1,168 1,791 2,524

Exported within the empire 534 571 930 1,341 1,488 1,661

Subtotal for anthracite coal 985 1,158 1,919 2,509 3,279 4,185

Imported within the empire 884 973 1,005 1,037 1,088 1,248

Import 617 766 895 1,041 1,230 2,057

Total 3,716 4,280 5,546 6,559 7,962 10,060

Source: The Government-General of Joseon (1937).
Notes: 1.  Coal employed in conjunction with naval vessels (Fuel Division, Mining Department) was 

deleted from both the supply and demand columns. 
 2.  While the year 1936 is based on actual production results, the year 1937 is based on 

estimated production results.

Table 1. The supply and demand for coal in Korea 

(unit: 1,000 tons)
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consumption of coal by usage purpose found in Table 2, we can see that, 
leaving aside the heating category, the most significant consumption took place 
in conjunction with railways, followed by iron and steel, electricity, and the 
ceramic industry. Most of the coal used within the heating category was locally 
produced lignite. By the time 1941 rolled around, the consumption of coal 
was expected to increase 2.7-fold, with the greatest amount of coal to be 
consumed in the iron and steel rather than heating and railway categories. This 
prediction, of course, reflected the intention at the policy level to increase iron 
and steel production in Korea. In addition, heavy emphasis was also placed on 

1936 1937 1938 1939 1940 1941

Iron and steel industry 380 480 730 780 990 1,720

Electricity 258 324 305 290 406 856

Railways 818 938 1,050 1,182 1,324 1,506

Ceramic industry 232 295 368 488 649 787

Textile industry 81 105 175 255 290 295

Raw materials for coal 
briquettes 

134 144 156 168 182 196

Raw materials for artificial 
petroleum  

147 210 490 600 900 1,000

Chemical industry 141 155 170 193 198 213

Pulp industry 30 68 74 79 84 89

Food industry 40 42 44 47 50 53

Gold mining 40 45 60 65 70 75

Onsite consumption 30 35 40 45 50 60

Heating - baths 500 550 600 660 730 800

Other 281 238 274 316 501 699

Total 3,112 3,629 4,536 5,168 6,424 8,349

Source: The Government-General of Joseon (1937).
Notes: 1. The briquettes used by railway organizations were included in the railway category.
 2.  The fuel needed to generate electricity in coal mines was included in the electricity 

category.
 3.  The coal used in brewing factories such as those manufacturing beer were included in 

the food industry category.
 4.  The raw materials for artificial petroleum refer only to the amounts used for direct coal 

liquefaction and low temperature carbonization.
 5.  An exact estimation of the coal used for heating purposes in the year 1936 was difficult 

to bring about, and some of the coal used for this purpose was included as part of the 
coal for small industries.

 6. Although it includes some errors, the table is nevertheless presented as is.

Table 2. The demand for coal in Korea by usage purpose 

(unit: 1,000 tons)
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the production of raw materials for artificial petroleum. The Government-
General of Joseon intended to use the lignite produced in Korea to produce 
artificial petroleum.

To maintain these coal consumption levels, the Government-General of 
Joseon set for itself the production of 6.755 million tons of coal as its goal. This 
amount was three times greater than the 2.215 million tons of coal production 
in 1936. This five-year coal production plan developed by the Government-
General of Joseon was integrated into the first Production Expansion Plan 
(1938-1941), with an established higher production goal of 7.0 million tons 
by 1941. In particular, the Government-General of Joseon planned to rapidly 
increase the production of anthracite coal to 4.185 million tons by 1941, a 
total that was much greater than the 2.57 million tons of bituminous coal 
slated to be produced. The plan called for the export within the empire of 
1.661 million tons of the anthracite coal produced.  Furthermore, as far as 
the bituminous (black) coal to be consumed in Korea was concerned, the 
Government-General of Joseon favored increasing the import of bituminous 
(black) coal from Manchuria and Northern China over Japan.

The implementation of this five-year plan required the securing of large-
scale capital, labor force, and materials (Government-General of Joseon 1937). 
With regard to the management of industrial funds, the Government-General 
of Joseon planned to invest 36.573 million yen in fixed capital from 1937 to 
1941, the majority of which was to emanate from investment funds, and to 
invest 6.232 million yen as working capital. As production was focused on 
anthracite coal, two-thirds of these funds were to be invested in the latter. As 
far as labor was concerned, the plan called for 1,064 technicians and 22,641 
laborers to be deployed by the end of 1936, with another 1,220 technicians 
and 30,752 laborers added by 1941. Two-thirds of the technicians and laborers 
were to be assigned to the task of anthracite coal production. This anthracite 
coal-first policy reflected the nature of Korean coal reserves. Anthracite coal 
had lesser thermal capacity than the bituminous (black) coal imported from 
within the empire.

As far as material procurement was concerned, the Government-General 
of Joseon planned, by 1941, to increase the 349,000 seok of wood, 4,678 tons 
of iron and steel materials needed to make rails and pipes, and the 222 tons 
of explosives needed to conduct the mining process, that were expected to be 
produced in 1937 to 909,000 seok, 21,470 tons, and 1,061 tons respectively. In 
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addition, the available drilling equipment, coal conveyors and compressors that 
constituted implements essential for the mining and conveying of coal were 
slated for increase every year.  A closer look at the machinery employed reveals 
that 135 inclined shaft conveyors, 109 horizontal conveyors and line shaft 
conveyors, 380 electric drills, 818 air rock drills, 8 coal cutters, 121 armored-
face conveyors, 79 air compressors, 269 drainage containers, 258 fans, 14,250 
safety lamps, 13,545 flashlights, and 22 coal freight trains were used during the 
period spanning from 1938-1941.

Let us now take a look at the actual results of the Coal Production 
Expansion Plan.

Implementation of the First Five-year Plan at the Individual Coal 
Mine Level

Table 3. The Coal Production Expansion Plan in Korea and the actual results thereof 

   (unit: 1,000 tons, %)

Year

Bituminous coal 
production

Anthracite coal
production

Total

Planned Actual  
Perfor-
mance 
ratio

Planned Actual 
Perfor-
mance 
ratio

Planned Actual 
Perfor-
mance 
ratio

1st
5-yr 
plan

1938 1,727 1,666 96 1,919 1,595 83 3,646 3,261 89

1939 2,226 2,262 102 2,509 2,909 116 4,735 5,171 109

1940 2,600 2,639 102 4,200 3,457 82 6,800 6,096 90

1941 2,900 2,854 98 4,100 3,948 96 7,000 6,802 97

2nd 
5-yr 
plan

1942 3,000 2,730 91 4,100 3,931 96 7,100 6,661 94

1943 3,200 2,430 76 4,500 4,159 92 7,700 6,589 86

1944 3,000 2,587 86 5,100 4,530 89 8,100 7,117 88

1945 4,530 6,100 10,630

1946 4,730 6,710 11,440

Source: The Government-General of Joseon (1943a, 1944);  Kim U-geun (1952) 
Notes: 1.  The difficulties associated with achieving these goals led to the following amendments 

being made to the second five-year plan:  a total of 7.10 million tons of coal in 1943, 
consisting of 2.90 million tons of bituminous coal and 4.20 million tons of anthracite coal; a 
total of 7.10 million tons of coal in 1944, composed of 2.60 million tons of bituminous coal 
and 4.50 million tons of anthracite coal; and a total of 9.35 million tons of coal in 1945, 
consisting of 3.46 million tons of bituminous coal and 5.89 million tons of anthracite coal. 

 2. The actual production of coal in 1944 was based on Kim U-geun (1952)’s study.

Let us now compare planned and actual coal production totals. While 
coal production from 1938 to 1939 (Table 3) essentially met the planned 
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objectives, the year 1940 saw regional coal production totals that did not meet 
the plans for that specific time frame. In particular, the expansion of coal 
production was not stable as the plans had called for. Rather, serious 
fluctuations were reported. One of the reasons for these fluctuations was the 

Korea Japan Korea/Japan (%)

Number KW Number KW Number KW

Compressor

Less than 35KW 0.9 1.8 0.3 0.5 300 360

35-100KW 1.4 9.4 0.8 5.5 175 171

Over 100KW 0.2 2.3 0.5 5.5 40 42

Total 2.5 13.5 1.6 11.5 156 117

Drill and cutter 24.6 25.5 96

Coal conveyor

Less than 35KW 2.4 4.8 4.6 9.3 52 52

35-100KW 2.0 13.2 1.4 9.0 143 147

Over 100KW 0.5 6.1 1.2 14.0 42 44

Total 4.9 24.1 7.2 32.3 68 75

Drainage 
facility

Less than 35KW 9.3 18.6 3.0 6.1 310 305

35-100KW 0.3 2.1 1.0 6.2 30 34

Over 100KW 0.3 0.7 8.9 0 3

Total 9.6 21.0 4.7 21.2 204 99

Ventilation 
facility

Less than 10KW 5.2 4.1 4.1 3.3 127 124

10-35KW 1.2 2.3 0.4 0.7 300 329

35-100KW 0.1 1.0 0.3 1.8 33 56

Over 100KW 0.2 2.4 0 0

Total 6.5 7.4 5.0 8.2 130 90

Mechanized 
coal 
preparation 
plant

Less than 200 tons 0.3 4.4 0.2 2.8 150 157

200-300 tons 0.1 2.4 0.1 2.9 100 83

300-1,000 tons 0.1 4.1 0 0

Over 1,000 tons 0.1 14.8 0 0

Total 0.4 6.8 0.5 24.6 80 28

Source: Policy Planning Division, Policy Planning Department, Japan Coal Development Co. (1941).
Notes: 1.  In the case of Korea, the relevant information was based on data prepared by the 

Government-General of Joseon at the end of 1939. Meanwhile, in the Japanese case, data 
prepared by the Ministry of Commerce and Industry at the end of 1938 was employed.

 2.  Compressors: Attention should be drawn to the fact that there were big differences 
between the compressors based on their capacities.

 3. Drills and cutters: While 275 cutters were installed in Japan, there were none in Korea.
 4.  Coal conveyors: While there were 1,591 coal conveyors in Japan, the details surrounding 

their capacity are sketchy.

Table 5.  Comparison of the coal-mining facilities and equipment required in Korea 
and Japan to produce 100,000 tons of coal
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fact that the overall coal production goal increased significantly from 2.509 
million tons in 1939 to 4.20 million tons in 1940. Let us take a good look at 
individual coal mines.

A look at the output of major coal mines found in Table 4 shows that the 
bituminous coal mines exhibited comparative stability. However, the output 
of anthracite coal, especially at the mines possessed by the Joseon Anthracite 
Coal Co. and the Joseon Anthracite Coal Mining Co. hardly increased. In this 
regard, while the planned and actual production (performance ratio) of coal 
by the Joseon Anthracite Coal Co. was 800,000 tons and 734,000 tons (92%) 
respectively in 1938; it reached 1.0 million tons and 1.11 million tons (111%) 
in 1939; 1.36 million tons and 1.315 million tons (97%) in 1940; 2.060 
million tons and 1.602 million tons (78%) in 1941; and 2.360 million tons 
and 1.594 million tons (68%) in 1942 (The Committee for the Compilation 
of the Memoirs of the Joseon Anthracite Coal Company 1988b). As one can 
see from these figures, the increase in the output of existing coal mines began 
to slow after 1940.

This slowing of the upwards trend in coal production was the result of 
the fact that although large amounts of investment goods were needed to 
develop deep-seated anthracite coalfields, such delivery was not carried out in 
accordance with the five-year plan. According to the memoirs of the workers 
who worked for the Joseon Anthracite Coal Co., materials were smoothly 
supplied up until mid-1940. However, from mid-1940 coal freight trains 
began to return in an increasingly infrequent manner and the arrival of large 
pit props was delayed. As a result, there emerged a shortage of mining timber 
reserves, and in particular timber that was highly in demand such as those that 
were 6 cheok (1 cheok=30.3 cm) 5 chon (1 chon= 3.03 cm) and 6 cheok 2 chon 
in size. (The Committee for the Compilation of the Memoirs of the Joseon 
Anthracite Coal Company 1988a). The shortage of such materials thus proved 
to be the main factor which impeded the mechanization of coal mines and the 
expansion of coal production.

Let us compare the level of mining equipment employed in Japan and 
Korea based on Table 5. Above all, one finds that the gap between Korea and 
Japan for each piece of equipment or facility is quite limited. In fact, Korea had 
a greater number of facilities and equipment. In other words, Korea boasted a 
large number of small-sized facilities. This trend is especially evident in the case 
of the coal preparation plants. In terms of capacity (KW), Korea’s equipment 
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and facilities only reached 28% of Japan’s totals. More to the point, Korea was 
well behind Japan in terms of compressors with a capacity of over 100 KW 
(42%), conveyors with a capacity of over 100 KW (44%), drainage facilities 
with a capacity of 35-100 KW (34%), and drainage facilities with a capacity of 
in excess of 100 KW (3%). There were no ventilation facilities with a capacity 
of 35-100 KW, or mechanized coal preparation plants capable of handling 
over 300 tons. Although basic mechanization was implemented with regards 
to mining and conveying coal, drainage and ventilation, we can conclude from 
the fact that the coal mines were in general smaller than Japan that no large-
scale coal mines were operated in Korea.

A look at the technological level of coal mines in Table 6 reveals that 
the majority of mining processes were not mechanized, and that the main 
method employed was the room and pillar method. In particular, the Joseon 
Anthracite Coal Mining Co. only employed drills in its Heuknyeong Coal 
Mine. Meanwhile, Samcheok Development Co. and Daedong Mining Co., 
both of which were opened later on, employed a long wall mining method 
which was based on mechanical power. In terms of the coal conveying process, 
while some coal mines featured a mechanical power system, the majority 
employed winches in inclined shafts. As far as coal preparation was concerned, 
various methods such as manual coal preparation, mechanical coal preparation, 
and metal net coal preparation, were employed. In this regard, although 
the Joseon Anthracite Coal Mining Co. boasted a relatively long history, it 
nevertheless employed manual methods in conjunction with processes ranging 
from coal mining and conveying to coal preparation. On the other hand, 
the mechanization process was greatly advanced in areas such as Samcheok, 
Daedong, and Bongcheon. These facts, along with the contents of Table 5, 
lend themselves to the conclusion, that unlike Japan, the development of 
coal mines in Korea revolved around small-scale facilities and equipment. An 
obvious technical gap between coal mines in Korea is also evident.

However, these gaps cannot be explained based solely on the backwardness 
of the Korean coal industry (Ayukawa 2003). As evidenced by the gap 
between the coal mines, clear differences existed in terms of the potential coal 
deposits in individual mines. In the case of Korea, coal cutters could not be 
used because the majority of the coal was produced in powdered coal form. 
Furthermore, the coal mines located to the south of Pyeongyang, where the 
biggest anthracite coal mines in Korea were located, were characterized by the 
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presence of many pockets within the coal seams, thus making it impossible to 
employ the long wall mining method.

As a result of these factors, it became important to secure the basic 
materials and machines called for in the coal production expansion plan in a 
manner that took into account potential coal deposits, and then to carry out 
the actual expansion of coal production by appropriately assigning additional 
labor. However, difficulties also sprung up with regard to the securing of the 
required labor. The absence of key materials and inability to ensure the smooth 
provision of the freight trains needed to transport the coal were identified as 
the main cause of the drop in coal production during a meeting that took 
place between bituminous coal producers and a representative from the Fuel 
Department of the Government-General of Joseon in Nanam, Hambuk 
Province on December 3, 1940 (Joseon Mining Association 1941a). In 
addition, individual companies suffered from a shortage of miners. While the 
number of mineworkers employed by the coal mines within Korea rapidly 
increased from 29,977 workers in 1938 to 44,137 in 1939 and 53,493 in 
1940, the coal mining companies nevertheless continued to complain of 
insufficient labor. For example, the conclusion was reached that the shortage of 
labor would result in the production at the Aoji Coal Mine being about 20% 
lower than what had originally been planned. 

In addition, during a meeting of anthracite coal producers to discuss the 
implementation of measures to ensure the proper supply of coal mine workers 
that was held on December 17 of that same year, the conclusion was reached 
that many people in the southern areas of Korea preferred to go to Japan 
because the coal mines there paid higher wages. Moreover, the workers were of 
the mindset that rather than applying for work in the coal mines in Korea, one 
should apply for those in Japan as this made it possible to see the world. Thus, 
one could work at a coal mine for half of the year or one full year and then 
visit Tokyo and Osaka. (Joseon Mining Association 1941b). In other words, 
while mines in Japan were attracting skilled miners, especially in terms of their 
foremen, Korean mines had an increasingly difficult time meeting their labor 
requirements. Furthermore, the labor recruitment system implemented during 
wartime made it even more difficult to secure mine workers. Recruiting only 
took place in five or six provinces, and the recruiting period only lasted for two 
months. In addition, as labor recruitment was based on the issuance of permits 
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for laborers rather than a reporting system, the use of the existing connection-
based recruitment mechanism, which had shown a low turnover rate, could 
not be implemented properly (The Government-General of Joseon 1943b). 
As such, the labor recruitment policy of the Government-General of Joseon 
created problems as far as coal mining companies’ recruitment of mineworkers 
was concerned.

Coal Mine Subsidization Policy and the Coal Consumption 
Structure

The Worsening of Coal Mine Management and the Subsidization 
Policy

   
Figure 1. The price of basic coal in Korea (price index per ton, January 1938 = 100)
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Source: The Bank of Joseon (monthly basis)
Notes: 1.  Fushun coal (egg coal) and Chikuho coal (egg coal) were used until the end of 1942. 

Fushun coal (lump coal), Chikuho coal (special level), and Korean coal (level 3) were 
used from 1943 onwards.

 2. Wholesale prices and wages were based on data from the Gyeongseongbu.

The shortage of materials and labor had an impact on the management 
of coal mining companies via price related factors. Proving this correlation 
without a shadow of a doubt requires access to specific materials pertaining 
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to coal mining and wage indexes. However, as such data is difficult to obtain, 
let us compare wholesale prices, wages, and coal prices in Seoul. Of course, 
price controls were imposed on such wholesale prices and wages. As we can see 
from Figure 1, the price of the three different coal products exhibited serious 
fluctuations prior to 1939. However, prices were stabilized when price control 
measures were implemented in April 1939. In accordance with the reply 
submitted by the Fuel Price Policy Committee, the official price started to be 
implemented in conjunction with coal, briquettes, and charcoal in October 
1938 as part of the price control policy (Donga Ilbo, October 16, 1938). In 
this regard, while Korean coal experienced a rapid increase in price during the 
second half of 1938, it was subsequently adjusted to bring it back to a more 
acceptable level.

A look at the process through which coal price controls were implemented 
reveals that the Government-General of Joseon decided to integrate bituminous 
and anthracite coal producer associations, as well as those pertaining to coal 
importers, into one organization. To this end, the Joseon Coal Association was 
established as the body responsible for matters related to the implementation of the 
production and distribution of coal, including the introduction of the materials 
and laborers needed to expand coal production, the surveying of coal demand, 
and the establishment and implementation of a coal import plan (Pyeongyang 
Maeil Sinmun, March 25, 1939). The Joseon Coal Association was organized in 
early April following negotiations led by the Hambuk Coal Mining Co. on behalf 
of bituminous coal companies and the Joseon Anthracite Association, acting on 
behalf of anthracite coal companies. The Joseon Coal Association was designed to 
simultaneously carry out the functions of the Japanese Coal Mining Association 
and Showa Mining Company.3

The emergence of electricity shortages in Japan in 1939 as a result of a 
lack of water had the effect of increasing the demand for coal. In response to 
this denouement, the Government-General of Joseon, based on the ‘Act on 

3.  The Japanese Coal Mining Association was an association of coal mining companies which was 
formed prior to the outbreak of war. It represented the common interests of the coal mining 
companies. The Showa Mining Company was established to cope with the rapid decrease in 
demands following the emergence of the Great Depression by helping to stabilize the market 
and maintain coal prices. During the war, it served as an independent body which controlled 
the private sector (Hokkaido Coal-Mining & Steamship Company 1958).
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Temporary Measures for Export and Import Commodities, etc.,’ adopted in 
November 1939 the Regulations Governing the Control of Coal Distribution 
in Korea (The Government-General of Joseon 1939; Bureau of Productive 
Industries (殖産局), Government-General of Joseon 1939; Sanada 1940). As 
a result of these regulations, the discretionary sale of coal products became 
prohibited as part of strengthened controls over the sale and use of coal. 
Producers and merchants who did not belong to distribution organizations 
designated by the Government-General of Joseon had to obtain permits from 
the Government-General of Joseon before they could engage in the sale of 
coal products. In addition, they also had to obtain written sales instructions. 
Furthermore, those who on average used more than 100 tons of coal per 
month had to apply with the Government-General of Joseon for permission. 
For their part, the control organizations had to submit coal distribution plans 
on behalf of the distribution organizations to the Government-General of 
Joseon for approval 60 days before the actual implementation of such plans.

Of course, the body which controlled these distribution organizations 
was the Joseon Coal Association. Four associations (Joseon Anthracite Coal 
Association, Joseon Bituminous Coal Association, Inland Coal Transport 
Association, and Coal Importers Association) were designated as distribution 
organizations. In accordance with the Ordinance on Key Product Trade 
Associations, the four associations were merged into one overarching trade 
association; meanwhile, the Joseon Coal Association was also altered to become 
the Joseon Coal Trade Association (Donga Ilbo, May 26, 1940). In March 
1941, the ten provincial coal distribution control associations and the members 
of the Joseon Coal Trade Association were integrated into one body under the 
leadership of the Joseon Coal Trade Association (Joseon Mining Company 
1939, 1941a). As such, the previous practice of resources distribution based on 
market mechanisms was abandoned in favor of planned distribution based on 
the directives of the Government-General of Joseon.4 

4.  Here, autonomous market mechanisms should not be taken to mean a free competition market, 
but rather an oligopolistic or monopolistic market. Cartels existed in all parts of the Japanese 
empire, including Japan, Joseon, and Manchuria, after the Showa Depression. It is a well-known 
fact that cartels were encouraged by national bodies, including the Government-General of 
Joseon, during the 1920s-1930s (Hokkaido Coal-Mining & Steamship Company 1958; Park 
2008). However, the regulative power of these cartels was rooted in the private sector’s desire to 
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On the contrary, the wholesale price of the items over which the Government- 
General of Joseon exercised weak control exhibited a continuous upwards 
trend (Figure 1). Especially outstanding was the rapid rise in the price of the 
machinery and timber essential for coal production. While wage increases were 
relatively under control during the Sino-Japanese War, they rapidly surpassed 
increases in wholesale prices during the 1940s. Of course, one can see that 
coal prices increased at the end of 1939, during the second half of 1942, and 
the second half of 1943. However, there was no elastic adjustment similar 
to what occurred in the case of wholesale prices and wages. As such, coal 
production inputs and outputs found themselves subject to the so-called price 
scissor phenomenon. As a result, the management of coal mining companies 
inevitably became more complicated.

Figure 2. The profit rates of coal mining companies

14

12

10

8

6

4

2

0

-2

-4

19
36

 1
/2

19
37

 1
/2

19
38

 1
/2

19
39

 1
/2

19
40

 1
/2

19
41

 1
/2

19
42

 1
/2

19
43

 1
/2

19
44

 1
/2

19
36

 2
/2

19
37

 2
/2

19
38

 2
/2

19
39

 2
/2

19
40

 2
/2

19
41

 2
/2

19
42

 2
/2

19
43

 2
/2

19
44

 2
/2

%

Anthracite Coal 
Mining Co. 2

Joseon Anthracite 
Coal Co.

Joseon Anthracite 
Coal Mining Co. 1

Samcheok 
Development Co.

Joseon Bituminous 
Coal Co. 2

Joseon Bituminous 
Coal Co. 1

Source:  Samcheok Development Co. (quarterly basis); Joseon Anthracite Coal Co. (term basis); 
Joseon Anthracite Coal Mining Co. (term basis); Joseon Bituminous Coal Co. (term basis)

Notes: 1.  Profit rate = profit for the term ÷ paid-in capital. In the case of Joseon Anthracite Coal 
Mining Co. 2, this was based on (profit for the term – subsidies) ÷ paid-in capital.

 2.  In the case of the Joseon Anthracite Coal Co., the 27th business term was omitted because 
it lasted only three months, from January to March in 1940, and the profit rate dropped 
abnormally.

Let us take a look at the profit rates of leading coal companies in Korea 
such as the Joseon Anthracite Coal Co., Joseon Anthracite Coal Mining Co., 

guarantee its profits rather than the specific directives (price and distribution) of the state.
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and the Samcheok Development Co. found in Figure 2. In the aftermath of 
the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War, the demand for coal continued to 
rapidly increase, and this even during the off season when coal consumption 
should have dropped. The steady increase in the price of coal resulted in the 
gradual improvement of coal mining companies’ bottom line up until the 
1930s. While no clear price scissor phenomenon is visible in Figure 1, the 
profit rate of all three of these companies dropped by the time the 1940s rolled 
around. It was during this period that the price scissor phenomenon began to 
be further entrenched (Figure 1). The seemingly exceptional case of the Joseon 
Bituminous Coal Co. will be discussed later on. The business report published 
by the Samcheok Development Co. (second half of 1940) pointed out that in 
spite of production and sales figures, the company’s profits had in fact declined 
because of an increase in coal prices stemming from rising mining costs such as 
the rapid spike in wages and the cost of mine posts. The business report 
published by the Joseon Anthracite Coal Co. (second half of 1940) stated that 
the company’s failure to make resonable profits had resulted in limiting the 
expansion of production.

The coal industry naturally responded to the deterioration of the business 

Year 1940 1941 1942 1943

Subsidy for 
production 
increase

Subsidy provided (yen) 1,548,994 1,187,720 852,811

Amount (tons) 1,032,808 643,875 969,120

Subsidy per ton (yen) 1.53 2.00 0.88

Number of coal mines 28 23 26

Coal purchase  
price 
compensation

Subsidy provided (yen) 2,295,253 5,365,000 6,992,000 5,633,000

Amount (tons) 1,790,663 4,079,921 5,252,581 2,355,920

Subsidy per ton (yen) 1.28 1.31 1.33 2.39

Number of coal mines 19 25 40 48

Funds for the  
new coal mine 
development

Subsidy provided (yen) 105,260 104,650 170,240

Length of the  
developed coal mine (m)

4,759 3,458 7,038

Subsidy per 1m (yen) 22.12 30.26 24.19

Number of coal mines 19 16 12

Source: The Government-General of Joseon (1943a)
Notes: 1. Although there are errors involved, the original data is presented.
 2.  The subsidies provided for 1943 refer to the amount issued for coal outputs from January 

to June 1943.
 3.  The subsidies to encourage coal production and coal purchase price compensation were 

integrated from 1943.

Table 7.  The coal production expansion subsidies offered by the Government-General of 
Joseon
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environment by trying to seek ways to enhance the price of coal that included 
demands for an increase in the official price. However, the Government-
General of Joseon had different ideas about this situation. Its desire to restrain 
the increase in coal prices was rooted in the fact that such an increase could 
lead to inflation. This is evidenced by the fact that coal price increases were 
restrained from 1939 onwards. The Government-General of Joseon also 
decided to provide subsidies to coal mining companies as an incentive to 
facilitate the expansion of production. To this end, the Government-General 
of Joseon enacted the Regulations Regarding the Provision of Subsidies to 
Encourage the Expansion of Coal Production in November 1940.

First, let us look at the subsidies used to encourage the expansion of 
coal production (Table 7). Subsidies were provided in cases where companies 
that produced an annual coal output that exceeded 10,000 tons were able 
to expand their coal production by an additional 1,000 tons a year. Thus, 
subsidies were provided when certain coal production expansion goals were 
met. Second, as far as coal purchase price compensation was concerned, 
production subsidies began to be provided once the production conditions 
were judged less than ideal. In this regard, coal purchase price compensation 
was provided alongside the subsidies designed to encourage the expansion of 
coal production in 1943. Third, funds were also provided for the development 
of new coal mines. In addition, in order to improve the overall quality of coal, 
subsidies for coal-preparation facilities (budget of 487,500 yen in 1943) were 
from 1943 onwards provided to coal mines that intended to install such coal-
preparation facilities. 

In order to analyze the effects of these subsidies, let us zero in on the 
Joseon Anthracite Coal Mining Co. 2 and Joseon Bituminous Coal Co. 2 
found in Figure 2. As the subsidies were included in the income statements 
of both companies, it becomes possible to calculate the profit rate prior to the 
provision of the subsidies by deducting the latter from the profit for the term. 
As a result of this exercise, it becomes evident that both companies not only 
exhibited very low profit rates, but even recorded negative figures in some 
years. This can be construed as a result of the fact that coal mining companies 
profit rates during the early 1940s were based in large part on the guaranteed 
profits that stemmed from the subsidies. The important role played by 
subsidies in coal companies’ bottom lines is evidenced by the fact that although 
such funds were not included in their income statements, they routinely 
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submitted applications for subsidies.

Examples of Coal Consumption during the Second Sino-Japanese 
War (1937 -1945)

As a result of this support at the policy level, coal production levels recovered 
to reach 97% of the planned production amounts in 1941. Nevertheless, the 
actual coal consumption in Korea continued to be limited by its dependency 
on supplies from abroad. A comparison of the planned production levels 
in Table 1 and actual production outputs in Table 8 reveals that both the 
demand and supply of coal within Korea was suppressed because of an 
inability to secure the necessary coal from Manchuria and North China. Coal 
consumption was only 7.047 million tons or 1 million tons less than the 
planned production levels in 1941. In this regard, anthracite coal consumption 
did not even reach 2.0 million tons (Table 9).

The serious shortage of bituminous coal spurred the government to 
impose consumption controls within Korea on April 24, 1941 (Joseon Mining 
Company 1941b). The Joseon Coal Trade Association collaborated with the 
National Federation for the Spiritual Mobilization of Korea in a campaign 
to promote awareness of the national fuel policy and detailed methods to 
save fuel that involved mediums such as newspapers, public exhibitions, and 
pamphlets. Furthermore, officials in charge of the fuel policy implemented on-
the-spot training and lectures designed to facilitate the improvement of fuel 
combustion. Nevertheless, having identified a potential 600,000 ton shortage 
in terms of bituminous coal during the audit process for the second half of 
1941, the Government-General of Joseon found itself having to implement in 
its distribution plan consumption controls that limited usage within individual 
fields by an average of 16% while continuing to place the emphasis on core 
materials (The Government-General of Joseon 1941).

A comparison of actual industrial consumption (Table 9) and planned 
demand (Table 2) reveals that coal consumption in the steel industry, as well as 
the oil refining and artificial petroleum industry, did not increase to the extent 
that had been predicted in terms of planned demand. Coal consumption in 
the electricity and ceramics industries was also much lower than the planned 
demand. On the other hand, coal consumption in the chemical and briquette 
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industries proved to be higher than the projected demand. This widespread 
denouement was the result of the fact that the actual expansion of coal 
production in Korea did not reflect the numbers called for in the relevant plan, 
and a smooth supply of coal from the outside could not be ensured.

In the case of anthracite coal, measures were taken to increase local 
consumption. In June 1941, the decision was made to implement measures 
designed to raise the anthracite coal consumption rate to 60% of overall coal 
consumption (Joseon Mining Company 1941c). In July of 1941, measures 
that revolved around setting the use of anthracite coal in conjunction with 
the combustion apparatus as the precondition for the granting of permits for 
the establishment of new factories were adopted (Joseon Mining Company 
1941d). As the majority of anthracite coal consisted of powdered coal, the 
decision was made on September 16, 1941 to greatly increase the production 
of coal tar pitch and round briquettes so as to facilitate the consumption of 
anthracite coal (Joseon Mining Company 1941e).

Although coal production increased, the lack of synchronicity in terms of 
the coal supply-demand structure at the regional level rendered it necessary to 
deliver the needed coal from the outside. As such, steps had to be taken at the 
policy level to increase the demand for anthracite coal. This situation became 
even more pronounced after the transportation of coal via marine routes was 
decreased as a result of the emergence of the Pacific War between the United 
States and Japan.

The Second Coal Production Expansion Plan and the ‘Exclusive 
Purchase and Sale’ System

The Second Coal Production Expansion Plan and the Establishment 
of the Joseon Coal Corporation

The Government-General of Joseon established the second Production 
Expansion Plan, which was to run from 1942 to 1946 (Table 3). While planned 
coal production in 1941 was projected at 7.0 million tons (6.80 million tons were 
actually produced), a goal of 7.10 million tons, which marked a 100,000 ton 
increase over the previous year, was set in 1942. By increasing coal production in 
existing mines and developing new ones, it was hoped that overall coal production 
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could reach 11.44 million tons by 1946. In this regard, the Guadalcanal Campaign 
initiated in August 1942 had the effect of bringing about a great increase in the 
amount of anthracite coal that had to be produced during the period in which 
the second plan was implemented. As the Guadalcanal Campaign involved 
the requisitioning of all large-scale vessels, concerns emerged about the impact 
of the anticipated absence of vessels for private sector purposes.  It was in 
response to such concerns that the ‘emergency management of the overland 
transport system during wartime’ (October 1942) was established (Lim Chai-
sung 2005:105-112). This system was designed to limit the use of marine 
transportation capacity by having the coal transported within Japan be moved 
on railways rather than by ship, and replacing the coal which Korea usually 
shipped in from Japan and Sakhalin with coal from Northern China. The 
onset of such overland transport methods greatly complicated the task of 
shipping bituminous (black) coal in from Kyushu, Japan.

However, despite the implementation of this second Production 
Expansion Plan, actual industrial performance continued to decline. A 
comparison of the rate of increase in coal production at the individual company 
level in 1941 and 1942 involving 24 bituminous coal companies and 13 
anthracite coal companies reveals that, with the exception of certain companies 
(5 bituminous coal and 3 anthracite coal companies), an increase rate that 
was lower than that of 1941or even running as a negative increase rate was 
recorded in 1942 (Bureau of Productive Industries, the Government-General 
of Joseon 1943b). Thus, the expansion of coal production had reached its 
limit. While labor productivity had increased from 97.9 tons in 1937 to 114.1 
tons in 1938 and 117.2 tons in 1939, it subsequently decreased from 105.0 
tons in 1940 to 101 tons in 1942 and 85 tons in 1943 (The Government-
General of Joseon, Trends in the Korean Coal Industry, 1944). This situation 
can be attributed not only to the increasingly unfavorable outlook on the war 
front, but also to the worsening of production conditions, such as the rapid 
increase in production costs, labor shortages, large-scale reductions in terms 
of the allocation of materials, and difficulties associated with the delivery of 
spot goods and transport. In particular, the onset of the transport of materials 
produced on the Mainland via Korea put more pressure on the railroad system, 
which in turn made it increasingly difficult to ensure adequate coal transport 
capacity levels. As such, the implementation of the ‘original second plan’ had 
reached an impasse, and the coal production plan was readjusted downwards 
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from 10.63 million tons to 9.35 million tons in 1945.
This situation naturally resulted in coal mining companies having an 

increasingly hard time from a management standpoint. While production costs 
averaged 17.35 yen per ton during the first half of 1943, average sales revenue 
was estimated at only 14.56 yen per ton, thus implying an average loss of 2.79 
yen per ton (The Government-General of Joseon 1943a). As the government 
provided coal companies with an average of 2.51 yen per ton as production 
compensation, the latter were able to avoid an excessive deficit. From the 
government’s standpoint, the ignoring of the financial difficulties faced by these 
coal mining companies would have not only resulted in the failure to achieve 
production goals, but also shaken the very foundation of the coal industry.

In addition to low production, problems also emerged within the 
distribution sector. The Government-General of Joseon had already attempted 
to improve the methods in which coal was controlled. It had reviewed 
two proposals regarding the establishment of a control company and the 
enforcement of association bodies as part of efforts to implement a quasi-state 
coal management structure. The first involved the establishment of the Joseon 
Coal Sales Company (provisional title) as the body responsible for the purchase 
of all the coal produced in Korea (Joseon Mining Company 1942a). However, 
given the position of the Joseon Coal Association, the proposal to establish the 
Joseon Coal Sales Company was withdrawn. Meanwhile, the suggestion to 
rationalize the management of the coal industry based on the reorganization 
of the Joseon Coal Association was adopted. Accordingly, the Joseon Coal 
Trade Association, which was a public corporation, integrated the four 
organizations under its control into a single organization named the Joseon 
Coal Trade Control Association in 1942. This new body was to be responsible 
for the unified management of production distribution, imports, transport, 
technology and materials (Joseon Mining Company 1940:39, 1941a:54).

However, looking at the coal distribution structure at the time, one 
sees that provincial coal distribution control associations were established 
under the auspices of the national control association. These were tasked with 
carrying out the direct sale and resale that had heretofore been conducted by 
members of the association such as wholesalers and trading companies. As 
can be seen in Table 10, 142 business entities belonged to the provincial coal 
distribution control associations in charge of coal distribution. Of course, 
some of these entities did business on a national scale based on nationwide 
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marketing networks. Mikuni Corporation and Mitsui & Co. Ltd. operated in 
six and four provinces respectively. Meanwhile, Umene Co., Joseon Coal, and 
Nakamura Co. operated in three provinces. Ten of these entities, including the 
Marrusan Co. and Kii Co., operated in two provinces. There were also 102 
local businesses that were active in one province alone. Therefore, there were 
approximately 127 businesses that engaged in coal distribution within Korea. 
Although these businesses carried out coal distribution based on the directives 
emanating from the Joseon Coal Association, the distribution process became 
difficult to control when these entities swayed from the scope of ‘self-control.’

Table 10. Coal distribution control associations’ sales by province 

(unit: 1,000 ton)

1941 1942 Members  
in the 

association
Direct 
sales

Resale Total 
Direct 
sales

Resale Total 

Gyeonggi 972 97.3 1,069 1,180 97.3 1,277 25

Jeonbuk 19 19 28 1.4 29 6

Jeonnam 21 21 37 0.1 37 11

Gyeongbuk 22 22 36 0.7 37 10

Gyeongnam 105 6.1 111 118 7.3 125 8

Hwanghae 11 0.7 11 11 4.6 16 11

Pyeongnam 174 7.8 182 205 11.8 217 14

Pyeongnam 52 5.4 58 65 9.5 74 2

Hamnam 124 2.4 126 148 3.5 152 13

Hambuk 384 90.7 475 363 74.0 437 42

Total 1,885 210.2 2,095 2,191 210.2 2,402 142

Source: Bureau of Productive Industries, the Government-General of Joseon (1943b)
Note: Among the 142 businesses/individuals are ones with businesses in two or more provinces.

The establishment of a corporation equivalent to the Japan Coal 
Corporation was identified as the best means to resolve the problems associated 
with the production and distribution of coal. The Japan Coal Corporation 
purchased the coal from coal mines at producer prices (‘production costs + 
reasonable profit’) and sold them to the public based on consumer prices. In 
other words, the Japan Coal Corporation promoted price stabilization for the 
producers by guaranteeing reasonable prices and provided consumers with 
coal at stable prices (Hokkaido Coal-Mining and Steamship Company 1958). 
In August 1942, or after the establishment of the Joseon Coal Trade Control 
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Association, the Government-General of Joseon’s Bureau of Productive 
Industries made the decision to establish a joint coal sale company to 
coordinate the gap in terms of Japanese, Korean and Manchurian coal (Joseon 
Mining Company 1942b). The passage of the Joseon Coal Distribution 
Control Act in June 1943 effectively dissolved the Joseon Coal Trade Control 
Association. Thereafter, the Joseon Coal Corporation was established based on 
10 million yen of capital stock in August 1943, and started to engage in the 
purchase and sale of coal from October 1943. The Joseon Coal Corporation 
intended to harmonize the goals of price control and production expansion 
by introducing an ‘exclusive purchase and sale’ system and adopting pool price 
mechanisms. At the same time, the Joseon Coal Corporation was also in charge 
of the basic duties related to the strengthening of the adequate distribution 
of coal and the promotion of the production thereof; doing away with the 
confusion surrounding coal prices; the purchase and sale of coal; imports and 
exports within the empire; the securing of funds and investments for the coal 
industry; trading and the introduction of coal materials; and coal transport 
related programs (Bureau of Productive Industries, the Government-General 
of Joseon 1943).

General Affairs, Control, and Production Departments were organized 
within the Joseon Coal Corporation to handle these tasks, and branch 
(Gyeonseong, Pyeongyang, Tokyo, and Singyeong) and sales offices (Busan, 
Cheongjin, Sinuiju, Rajin, Hamheung, Okamatsu, and Beijing) were 
established where deemed necessary.5 While one-third of the corporation’s 
capital stock emanated from financial institutions, the other two-thirds came 
from stakeholders. Although private investment was involved, the Joseon Coal 
Corporation was a government entity. To this end, the fact that the Oriental 
Development Company and other similar bodies invested in this entity makes 
clear the intention of the Government-General of Joseon. The president of the 
Joseon Coal Corporation was appointed by the Governor-General of Joseon 
to a five-year term of office. Although the three members of the board of 
directors (with four-year terms of office) were selected at the general meeting 

5.  In addition, sales officials were dispatched to Incheon, Yeosu, Jinnampo, Manpojin, Wonsan, 
and Janggagu (The Government-General of Joseon 1943a; Productive Industry Bureau of the 
Government-General of Joseon 1943b).
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of stakeholders, they nevertheless needed to obtain permission from the Governor-
General of Joseon. The two auditors (with three-year terms of office) were 
appointed during the general meeting of stakeholders. The corporation was of 
course managed based on clear directives and constant oversight. However, as 
far as the securing of funds was concerned, it could, based on the approval of the 
Governor-General of Joseon, collect corporate bonds whose yield was five times 
higher than the initial outlay. Furthermore, it enjoyed reductions and exemptions 
in terms of corporate income, capital interest, and temporary investment taxes, and 
6% in guaranteed dividends up until the fifth business year.

The business plan of the Joseon Coal Corporation (Tables 11 and 12) 
makes it clear that almost all the funds were expected to come in the form 
of loans that could be used as working capital for the purchase of coal and 
materials, floating capital, and facility investment. With regard to the balance 
of payment, the decision was made to use the revenue emanating from fees 
such as the control fees (15 jeon per ton), sales fees applied to coal mining 
materials (5% of the sale price of coal mining equipment and 2% of the sale 
price of labor materials), and the interest garnered from investment (dividends 
of the Japan Coal Corporation, and interest from the loans for coal storage) 
to cover the administrative expenses. As one can see from the control fees, the 
coal sale price was set by adding 15 jeon to the pool price of every ton of coal 
that was purchased.  As far as the amount of coal that was to be handled, the 
plan was to start with 5.34 million tons during the first business term (April-
September 1943) and then increase by 500,000-600,000 tons during each 
term to eventually reach 6.665 million tons during the eleventh business term 
(March –September 1948).

In addition to the pool pricing system, coal purchase price compensation 
was also provided to the coal mining companies. This had an immediate 
effect on their financial bottom lines. For instance, while the Samcheok 
Development Co. did not achieve its goals for both coal production and sales 
during the second half of 1943, a promise by the Joseon Coal Corporation 
that it would buy all the coal it produced during the following period if it 
could double its output caused many to conclude that ‘its outlook is good’ 
(Samcheok Development Co. first half of 1943). In order to heighten the coal 
production rate, the Fuel Department established within the Government-
General of Joseon’s Bureau of Mining and Industry implemented a ‘coal price 
recommendation system’ similar to the one that had been implemented in 
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Japan (Joseon Mining Company 1944b). The significant decrease in the gap 
in terms of the profits earned by mining companies in Japan as a result of the 
imposition of price controls from 1943 onwards resulted in a price guarantee 
policy being introduced to stimulate production through the provision of 
incentives. Under the Materials Mobilization Plan, the scale of the guaranteed 
production incentives was determined based on the amounts produced by 
individual mining companies. When mining companies achieved the targeted 
production, the Japanese government provided them with, as a form of special 
price guarantee, funds equivalent to 5% of labor costs (this rose to 10% of the 
labor costs when it achieved production that was 10% higher than the targeted 
amount) (Hokkaido Coal-Mining and Steamship Company 1958:541-542). 
The adoption of the super-priority system under the wartime economy resulted 
in the strengthening of the provision of incentives in Korea. To this end, it is 
necessary to pay attention to the fact that coal production increases began to 
occur when the Government-General of Joseon began to supplement rather 
than quash mining companies’ efforts to accrue profit.

In the midst of the implementation of coal production and distribution 
controls, the annual emergency production expansion campaign was carried out 
from September to October 1943. The Government-General of Joseon convened 
a meeting of the Central Council for the Ensuring of Coal Production in January 
1944. This meeting, which was attended by those involved with the Joseon coal 
industry, revolved around a review of possible measures to foster the expansion 
of coal production (Joseon Mining Co. 1944a). Nevertheless, as previously 
mentioned, coal production in fact decreased in 1943. In this regard, the coal 
supply-demand plan for 1944 forecast the production and consumption of 2.60 
and 6.035 million tons of bituminous coal respectively. As such, a shortage of 
3.435 million tons of bituminous coal was expected. On the other hand, 4.50 and 
3.367 million tons of anthracite coal were expected to be produced and consumed. 
Thus, a surplus of 1.133 million tons of anthracite coal was anticipated (The 
Government-General of Joseon 1944). Although coal in excess of 3.618 million 
tons was to be imported in order to assuage this shortage, the determination was 
made that it would nevertheless not be possible to meet the demand for coal. 

The Government-General of Joseon responded to this situation by 
implementing the munitions production responsibility system from 1944 
onwards. Here, the intention was to get coal mining companies to meet their 
production forecasts by designating munitions companies and resolving the 
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difficulties associated with coal production (Joseon Anthracite Coal Co., 
first half of 1944). Thereafter, the subsequent application of the Munitions 
Companies Law in Korea resulted in many enterprises being designated as 
munitions companies and receiving preferential treatment. Such treatment 
included being given priority in terms of the distribution of materials and labor 
and promises that their labor force would not be mobilized for war (Joseon 
Anthracite Coal Co., second half of 1944). While the Joseon Anthracite Coal 
Co., Samcheok Development Co., Joseon Bituminous Coal Co., Yuseon 
Mining Co., Japan Mining Co., Joseon Petroleum, Joseon Nitrogen Fertilizer 
Co., and Joseon Artificial Petroleum Co. were designated as munitions 
companies in December 1944, the Meiji Mining Co., Daedong Mining 
Co., and Bongcheon Anthracite Coal Co. received the same designation in 
April 1945. A look at the Production Expansion Plan for the Yen Block in 
1944 reveals that while coal production in Korea and Manchuria increased, 
production in Japan, China, and Mongolia experienced a downward 
phenomenon (Hokkaido Coal-Mining and Steamship Company 1958:376). 
However, the ongoing shortage of the necessary materials made it difficult to 
even maintain existing facilities. The desire to recklessly expand coal production 
over the short term had the inevitable effect of leaving mining facilities in a 
terrible condition (Day and Zimmermann, Inc. 1949:12).

The Actual State of Coal Consumption during the Pacific War

Bituminous coal began to be increasingly imported as part of efforts to 
overcome the shortage of coal occasioned by the slowdown in coal production 
in Korea. The decrease in coal that was shipped in from areas that had been 
heavily dependent on marine transport capacity such as Japan and the 
southern part of Sakhalin during 1942-1944 was in part offset by the increase 
in the import of coal from Manchuria and North China, which went from 
519,000 tons to 2.157 million tons during that same period (Table 13). To 
facilitate consumption of the anthracite coal produced in Korea, a meeting of 
the Committee for the Enforcement of the Use of Anthracite Coal was held 
on February 23, 1943, at which time ten measures to strengthen the anthracite 
coal usage, such as the adoption of anthracite coal as the fuel used for railways, 
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were adopted.6 The growing difficulty ensuring the necessary supply and 
demand for coal in 1944 led to the implementation from April to May in 1944 
of the emergency campaign to strengthen fuel management during wartime as 
part of wider efforts to limit coal consumption (Investigation Division of the 
Bank of Joseon 1944:14-17; Joseon Railway Association 1975:214-218). In 
keeping with the goals of this campaign, the fuel facilities for bituminous coal 
were modified to become facilities for anthracite coal. For their part, power 
plants, railroads, and factories had to use a mixed fuel made up of anthracite 
and bituminous coal.

Table 13. The coal supply and demand structure in wartime Korea 
   (unit: 1,000 ton)

1942 1943 1944

Bitum. 
coal

Anth.
 coal

Total
Bitum. 
coal

Anth.
 coal

Total
Bitum. 
coal

Anth.
 coal

Total

Production 2,731 3,931 6,662 2,430 4,153 6,583 2,587 4,530 7,117

Import 
within the 
empire

1,521 0 1,521 1,228 0 1,228 868

Import 512 7 519 1,677 5 1,682 2,157

Export 
within the 
empire

0 933 933 0 966 966 248 248

Export 0 281 281 0 175 175 159 159

Coal  
consump-
tion in 
Korea

4,764 2,724 7,488 5,335 3,192 8,527 8,891

Source: Lim Chaisung (2005:119); Japan Coal Association (1950); Kim U-geun (1952).
Notes: 1.  Although some errors were found, the original materials are presented as is.
 2.  Coal production in 1944 (bituminous coal, anthracite coal and total) was estimated based 

on the Monthly Report of the Development Bank.

6.  The ten measures were: 1) improvement of the public perception of anthracite coal; 2) change 
of the fuel used for railways; 3) change of the fuel used in regular and munitions factories; 4) 
increase in the production of briquettes; 5) change of the fuel used for households; 6) priority 
given to the distribution of the materials and apparatus needed to alter fuel sources; 7) education 
of direct users of anthracite coal, such as housewives, servants, and the stokers employed in 
factories; 8) reorganization of fuel research institutions; 9) strengthening of transportation 
capacity; and 10) increase of anthracite coal production (Kino 1943a:8-10; Kino 1943b; Joseon 
Mining Co. 1943b).
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As far as coal consumption was concerned, the Government-General 
of Joseon sought to maintain a balance in terms of the supply and demand 
for coal by employing a two-pronged approach that included the setting of 
priorities with regards to distribution and consumption regulations. During 
1942-1943, a period in which coal production in Korea decreased, more coal 
was distributed to the steel and briquette manufacturing industries than any 
other industry (Table 14). Meanwhile, the amount of coal distributed for such 
ends as heating, cooking, and bathing decreased. Although the demand for 
heating naturally decreased from April-September, this trend continued into 
1944. Here, it should be pointed out the purported drop in the ratio of coal 
consumed by industries has much to do with the fact that the coal consumed 
by modes of transportation such as private railroads and vessels was included 
in the government consumption category. The amount of coal consumed for 
transportation purposes, with the national railroads leading the way, reached 
32.4%, or one-third of the overall total. This was followed by 19.3% in the 
case of the steel industry, 7.7% for the briquette manufacturing industry, 
6.4% for the chemical industry, 6.9 % for the coal liquefaction industry, and 
5.8% for the ceramics industry. As such, the majority of coal was consumed by 
industrial sectors such as railroads during wartime.

The ratio of overall coal made up by Korean bituminous coal, imported 
bituminous coal, and Korean anthracite coal (Figure 3) only experienced a 
slight change, going from 40.6%, 35.4%, and 23.1% respectively in 1940 
to 36.8%, 35.8%, and 27.3% in 1941 and 35.2%, 35.8%, and 29.0% in 
1942. Meanwhile, there was practically no change in the ratio of imported 
coal. There was however a clear move away from Korean bituminous coal and 
towards Korean anthracite coal. This decisive change occurred in conjunction 
with the move towards overland transportation methods.  The rapid increase 
in anthracite coal consumption from 1943 onwards resulted in the above consumption 
ratios moving to 26.8%, 30.1% and 43.2% respectively. Although it is not possible to 
clearly identify the consumption ratio of anthracite coal in 1944, it is estimated that it 
accounted for over 50% of all the coal that was consumed. As far as the use of imported 
coal is concerned, although Korean coal replaced imported coal, this amounted only 
to 5% of the total. That being said, in many of the cases in which Korean bituminous 
coal had previously been used, the latter was replaced by anthracite coal. Nevertheless, 
the inherent characteristics of Korean anthracite coal, such as low thermal power, low 
volatility, and a powdered nature, ensured that the ability to fundamentally replace 
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imported coal with Korean anthracite coal was limited. 
The collapse of the Japanese imperial zone proved to be a great shock that 

shook the coal production and consumption structure to its core. The immediate 
post-liberation era was rocked by an energy crisis that was occasioned by the 
impossibility of obtaining coal from the north of Korea and China following the 
division of the nation into North and South Korea (Lim 2008). 

Conclusion

Two separate Production Expansion Plans were established and implemented 
with regards to the coal mining industry during wartime. However, the 
inability to secure materials and human resources on the scale needed to 
achieve the goals of these plans made it effectively impossible to overcome the 
coal shortages. As the bituminous (brown coal) and anthracite coals produced 
in Korea boasted low thermal power and coking properties, Korea found itself 
having to import the black coal required by industrial sectors such as the steel, 
gas and coke manufacturing industries from outside of Korea. However, the 
state of the wartime economy in Japan resulted in the supply of black coal 
becoming limited, which in turn rendered it necessary to coordinate the supply 
and demand for coal within Korea proper. It was at this juncture that the Joseon 
Coal Association (or Joseon Coal Trade Association) emerged as an autonomous 
body responsible for controlling the supply and demand for coal. Four entities 
established under the auspices of the association were responsible for overseeing 
the actual implementation of the distribution of coal based on sales directives 
emanating from the Government-General of Joseon. However, the shortage 
of input factors such as materials and labor, and the coal price increases that 
emerged due to these problems, functioned as elements of instability that 
negatively impacted coal mining companies’ ability to manage their companies. 

Despite increases in the price of input factors, coal sale prices were 
nevertheless curbed through the implementation of a low pricing policy. As 
a result, coal mining companies’ bottom lines worsened, and they found 
themselves increasingly unable to achieve reasonable profits. Stunned by the 
denouement, the coal mining companies actively petitioned for higher coal 
prices. However, as the increase in the price of coal was connected to wider 
inflation in terms of prices, the Government-General of Joseon adopted a 
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subsidy policy that was designed to serve as an incentive for coal mining 
companies to increase their coal production. As such, the Government-General 
of Joseon sought to facilitate the expansion of coal production by guaranteeing 
coal mining companies reasonable profits.

However, the loss of marine transportation capacity occasioned by 
the onset of the Pacific War between the United States and Japan led to the 
implementation of an emergency overland transport wartime management 
system, the import of coal from Manchuria and North China, and increased 
consumption of anthracite coal. Meanwhile, the import of coal from Japan 
was curbed. However, after reaching its peak in 1941, coal production 
consequently began to decrease in Korea. This was accompanied by growing 
evidence of the emergence of obstacles that negatively impacted coal mining 
companies’ ability to manage their businesses. The input of unskilled labor 
was increasingly emphasized as coal mining companies failed to ensure the 
materials they required. Furthermore, the implementation of a subsidy policy 
failed to prevent the advent of a price scissor phenomenon as coal mining 
companies’ bottom lines continued to worsen. Meanwhile, the private sector 
continued to petition for higher coal prices. In addition, the Government-
General of Joseon found itself hard-pressed to inspect the 127 businesses and 
wholesalers that belonged to the association. 

An attempt was made to rectify the situation by establishing a monopolistic 
corporation under state control called the Joseon Coal Corporation. This new 
entity effectively replaced the Joseon Coal Trade Control Association that had 
served as a coal control body responsible for the private sector. A pool pricing 
system and coal purchase price compensation program were implemented 
through the Joseon Coal Corporation.  Thus, the coal industry’s identification 
as the subject of the super-priority policy resulted in the formation of a state 
body that was not only involved with the supply and demand for coal, but also 
facilitated coal production by guaranteeing reasonable profits to the private 
coal mining companies. A coal price recommendation system, munitions 
production responsibility system, and the Munitions Companies Law were 
implemented from 1944 onwards. The coal mining companies which were 
designated as munitions companies received preferential treatment as well as 
profit guarantees from the Government-General of Joseon. 

Based on this mode of operation, anthracite coal production was increased 
and the consumption of anthracite coal was emphasized. Meanwhile, the 
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production of Korean bituminous coal decreased amidst the exhaustion of 
coalfields and a shortage of facilities. In this regard, Korean bituminous coal 
boasted a much larger substitution effect in conjunction with Korean anthracite 
coal than it did with imported coal. In other words, the characteristics of Korean 
mines in terms of their coal reserves meant that the import of coal from abroad 
for industries such as steel and gas/coke manufacturing was always going to be a 
necessity. As part of the subsequent efforts to increase anthracite coal production, 
the production of such coal began to be implemented in the south of Korea. 
However, the limited amounts of coal produced in the southern area of Korea 
ensured that South Korea experienced a much more serious energy crisis than 
North Korea after liberation. The vested mines were directly operated by the 
United States Army Military Government in Korea (USAMGIK). This trend 
continued with the foundation of the Korea Coal Corporation following the 
establishment of the Republic of Korea. In other words, the state controls over 
coal production, consumption and distribution that had been established during 
the Japanese colonial period were further strengthened after liberation.7 This 
mechanism became the basis of the coal industry in South Korea until private 
coal mining companies began to develop in the late 1950s. 

As such, coal production, distribution, and consumption policy was 
essentially crafted as a response to the worsening of the state of the supply 
and demand for coal. This resulted in the Government-General of Joseon’s 
strengthening of its control over the Korean economy as the trade of coal 
based on market mechanisms was replaced by a state-directed preliminary 
distribution system. However, one should focus on the fact that this was 
designed to aid coal mining companies’ pursuit of reasonable profits in a 
manner that ensured that their bottom lines did not worsen rather than to 
quash their pursuit of profits.
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Abstract

This study analyzes the coal production expansion policy developed by the 
Government-General of Joseon (Chosēn) during the wartime period and the 
impact which this policy had on the management of coal mining companies. On 
two separate occasions, a coal production expansion plan was put in place to foster 
the development of large-scale coalfields. However, because of a lack of materials and 
labor, coal production failed to meet the established targets. Furthermore, as colonial 
Korea mainly boasted anthracite coal, authorities were forced to import bituminous 
(black) coal from abroad. In order to ease this imbalance between the supply and 
demand for coal, strict controls were implemented by the Joseon Coal Association. 
However, the Government-General of Joseon introduced widespread subsidy 
measures to help coal mining companies that found themselves faced with worsening 
operational conditions amidst a growing discrepancy between the price of inputs and 
outputs (scissor phenomenon). Nevertheless, faced with an inevitable decrease in 
production, the Government-General of Joseon, having reached the conclusion that it 
had become impossible to increase coal production based on the promotion of existing 
wholesalers, established the Joseon Coal Corporation as an implement through which 
to install a pool pricing system, and as a mechanism to supplement increases in the 
cost of purchasing coal. Thereafter, the Munitions Companies Law was applied to the 
major coal mining companies. As such, although coal trading, which had heretofore 
been based on market mechanisms, became based on a state-controlled planned 
distribution system, this course of action was implemented as a means to supplement 
the pursuit of profits within the coal mining field.

Keywords: wartime economy, Coal Production Expansion Plan, overland transportation, 
Joseon Coal Corporation, scissor phenomenon, subsidy measures

Submission: 2011. 8. 31.  Referee/Revision: 2011. 10. 5.  Confirm: 2011. 10. 19.




