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The Reinterpretation of the Historical Irrigation Canal Culture in
Taiwan: the Promotion and Revitalization of Irrigation Culture
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Abstract

This study focuses on promoting and revitalizing irrigation culture activities. Aiming to
reinterpret the connotations of historical irrigation canal culture in Taiwan, this study explores
the background of canal restoration, including the promotion process, specific revitalization

measures, and the preservation of irrigation culture.

Irrigation culture originates from agricultural society's processes of developing, using,
managing, and distributing irrigation water. Throughout different eras, this culture has evolved
into daily practices, beliefs, systems, and rituals closely related to the historical irrigation canals.
This includes activities such as washing in pools, playing in the canal, catching fish, the concept
of "April showers bring May flowers," joint water patrols, dredging together, water distribution

lotteries, water allocation agreements, canal worship rituals, and ancestor veneration rituals.

However, since the 1970s, irrigation canals in Taiwan have gradually declined due to
industrialization and urbanization, resulting in weakened irrigation functions. Firstly, water
quality has deteriorated due to pollution caused by discarded garbage, discharged household
wastewater, and illegally discharged industrial wastewater. Secondly, historical canals have
been covered and disappeared due to environmental deterioration or land demand after losing
their irrigation function. Finally, there has been destruction of historical canals and improper
use of irrigation agency land by the canals.As a result, the public's daily life is gradually moving
away from irrigation canals, causing the historical irrigation canal culture, centered around

agriculture, to fade away.

Since the 1990s, driven by policies on urban and rural development, ecological
conservation, and improved irrigation maintenance, both the government and the public have
undertaken efforts to preserve, revitalize, and promote irrigation culture. These efforts can be

summarized into the following four initiatives:

1. Landscaping the Environment: Landscaping around canal routes, employing ecological
engineering methods to enhance canals, and creating waterfront environments. For instance,
the Yilan Management Office pioneered greening efforts along the Chun Kuan irrigation canal,

and the Irrigation Agency has developed Canal Greenways in recent years.

2. Maintaining Functionality: Strengthening and improving the irrigation capabilities of
agricultural water, ensuring continuous use, and expanding irrigation areas. This includes
repairing and maintaining canals and promoting mid- to long-term plans to enhance irrigation

infrastructure.
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3. Creating Diverse Values: Enhancing environmental improvements and establishing
irrigation culture exhibition venues to enhance tourism, leisure, and educational opportunities
related to canals. Noteworthy examples include the Wushantou Reservoir in Tainan County and

the Farming and Irrigation Artifacts Museum in Yunlin County.

4. Increasing Connectivity: Developing websites and organizing promotional events to
foster greater engagement with irrigation culture among different groups. Examples include the
early establishment of the "Taiwan Digital Museum for Agricultural Irrigation" website and
recent initiatives such as digital canal maps, exhibitions, video submissions, skills inheritance

programs, and running and cycling events.

These initiatives have reinterpreted Taiwan's historical irrigation canals, enabling the
public to actively engage with, appreciate, and deepen their understanding of irrigation culture.
They also promote the modern preservation and continuation of Taiwan's historical irrigation

canals into contemporary times.
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