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Abstract

The question of why farmers' associations still exist cannot be answered by history, statutory mandates, or a single
financial statistic. If commercial banks, cooperatives, production and marketing groups, e-commerce platforms,
insurers, and digital government services can each replace part of their work, the institutional relevance of farmers'
associations should be assessed through three testable questions: how much service capacity they currently carry,
which functions are substitutable, and what coverage, information, coordination, or governance costs would arise
under replacement. This working paper combines Taiwan's official 2015-2024 membership statistics, the 21 statutory
tasks listed in Article 4 of the Farmers' Association Act, and institution-level public statistics for 283 farmers' association
credit departments at the end of 2025. It analyses membership change, the scale and heterogeneity of local financial

intermediation, statutory functions, and eight counterfactual substitution scenarios.

Regular membership fell from 977,242 in 2015 to 795,493 in 2024, a decline of 181,749 or 18.60%, equivalent to a
compound annual change of -2.26%. Total membership declined by 12.66%, supporting membership by 6.33%, and
local farming groups by 6.69%. The membership base is therefore contracting, but the institution still carries substantial
service volume. At the end of 2025, 283 farmers' association credit departments held NTD 2.249 trillion in deposits, NTD
1.536 trillion in loans, NTD 170.993 billion in net worth, and NTD 7.948 billion in profit before tax. The aggregate loan-to-
deposit ratio was 68.31%. The median credit department held NTD 6.025 billion in deposits and NTD 3.901 billion in

loans; 248 departments, or 87.63%, reported a narrow non-performing-loan ratio no greater than 1%, while nine
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exceeded 3%. Institutional size remained heterogeneous, with Gini coefficients of 0.409 for deposits and 0.461 for loans.
These figures establish scale and variation, not causal effects on farmer income, distributional fairness, policy efficiency,
or member trust.

The functional comparison rejects the claim that farmers' associations must be the most efficient provider in every
domain. General finance, retailing, processing, and e-commerce are comparatively substitutable, and prior Taiwan
evidence suggests that production and marketing groups or cooperatives may generate stronger direct economic
effects than association-only participation. Policy-loan intermediation, extension, disaster assistance, welfare
administration, rights representation, and bundled local service delivery also have possible substitutes, but
replacement may create frictions involving agricultural knowledge, last-mile coverage, digital exclusion, continuing
coordination, and service integration. The resulting conclusion is conditional: the institutional significance of a farmers'
association lies not in historical persistence or categorical indispensability, but in whether it can transparently reduce
the total transaction costs that small farms face across finance, information, risk, collective action, and policy access.
Institutional scale alone is insufficient justification when member representation, additionality, transparency, and
adaptive capacity cannot be demonstrated.
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