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After two rounds of renewed cross-Strait dialogue in 2008, PRC President 
Hu Jintao took the initiative at the end of the year to put forward an 
ambitious agenda for advancing the relationship and consolidating it for 
the long run. He embedded his proposals squarely in the long-standing 
orthodoxy on “one China” and ultimate reunification. But in the most 
important aspect of the speech, he fundamentally, if largely implicitly, 
recognized that unification is at best a distant prospect. Consistent with his 
approach to date, he exhibited a willingness to be patient as long as 
developments were consistent with—or at least not inconsistent  
with—these two ideas. 
 
 On a tactical level, while officials on both sides continue to speak 
of the need to move “step-by-step,” in fact, some people in Taiwan as well 
as on the Mainland have shown a desire to accelerate the pace, trying to 
get as much as possible done while Ma and Hu are both in power. 
Moreover, while agreements to date have focused on specific issues such 
as cross-Strait transportation and tourism, Hu’s endorsement of an 
umbrella economic agreement—an idea Ma had first floated in the 2007–
08 presidential campaign—has raised the issue to new prominence in the 
cross-Strait dialogue for 2009. It has also precipitated a sharp debate in 
Taiwan about the merits of such a deal. 
 
 Finally, the tyranny of the calendar brought the issue of Taiwan’s 
participation in the annual World Health Assembly meeting front and 
center. Although this has, as with the economic umbrella agreement, 
forced both sides to wrestle with domestically sensitive questions of 
sovereignty and status, successful handling of the issue could provide 
useful lessons for handling other issues of “international space” in the 
future. Failure, on the other hand, could seriously set back prospects for 
cross-Strait relations. 

 
 
Overview 
 
As discussed briefly in the last issue of CLM, on 31 December, at a gathering to 
commemorate the 30th anniversary of the January 1979 “Message to Compatriots in 
Taiwan,” PRC President Hu Jintao gave an important speech laying out a major new 
cross-Strait initiative.1 As he has with each new step in cross-Strait policy since 2003, Hu 
placed his proposals squarely within the “one China” framework and the ultimate goal of 
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reunification. He then cast the six points of the initiative that he presented not as 
departures in policy but as appropriate adaptations to the positive changes in Taiwan 
since last year’s elections and the “new starting point in history” at which cross-Strait 
relations have now arrived. 
 
 Although the three main points of focus for 2009 were later identified as 
economic, cultural and educational, and personal exchanges (i.e., visits),2 in fact there is a 
general consensus in both Taipei and Beijing that the three most important proposals Hu 
put forward were for a comprehensive economic agreement, political dialogue and 
accommodation to Taiwan’s aspiration for “international space,” and dialogue to consider 
a mechanism to enhance mutual military trust—essentially what could be labeled 
confidence- and security-building mechanisms (CSBMs).3 
 
 But what was even more noteworthy than the specifics of these proposals was that 
Hu’s speech tacitly—and perhaps not so tacitly—recognized the reality that reunification 
is not on the table at this point. Not only was his approach embedded in the context of the 
current “un-unified status” being maintained “for a long time to come,” but none of the 
proposals makes sense in the context of presumed near-term unification. Rather, they are 
designed to foster, for the indefinite future, cross-Strait relationships that Beijing hopes 
will contribute to ultimate reunification even though the specific steps might not be 
explicitly or directly linked to that goal. 
 
 Hu left no doubt that reunification remains the ultimate objective. But, rather than 
creating “litmus tests” for each step in terms of whether it promotes unification, and 
although he did not quite put it this way, the criterion the PRC leader established in 
practice was that each step should be consistent with—or at the very least not inconsistent 
with—that goal.4  
 
 Debates followed Hu’s proposal, both on Taiwan and on the Mainland, centered 
not only on the “what” and “how” of the six points, but also on the pace at which 
progress might be made. Central players on both sides of the Strait used almost identical 
language in arguing that things must proceed step by step. They continued to refer to the 
agreement, reached shortly after Ma Ying-jeou’s election in spring 2008, to handle 
economic issues first, then political and security ones: easy issues first, then harder ones. 
Nonetheless, Wang Yi, the minister-level director of the Mainland’s State Council 
Taiwan Affairs Office (TAO), recently said that, while the agreed pace and prioritization 
remain generally valid, in terms of economic relations “the preliminary thinking at this 
point is that we shall accelerate the institutionalization” of cross-Strait cooperation. 
Moreover, even with regard to other—political and security—issues, he said, “there is no 
need for us to make a point of steering clear of sensitive issues.”5 
 
 On the Mainland, some of the impatience seems to come from those who assume 
that whatever is left undone when Hu steps down after finishing his second term in 
2012/2013 will languish for a considerable period of time as the next leader establishes 
his position and sets his priorities. And they fear that this “delay” will last at least through 
most of the successor’s first five-year term, leaving a policy vacuum in which political 
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developments in Taiwan could bring new challenges. Perhaps even more important, 
while many in the PRC are concerned—or at the very least uncertain—about some 
aspects of Ma’s ambitions in cross-Strait relations and especially with respect to 
international space, Beijing wants at all costs (albeit within the “one China” context) to 
ensure Ma’s re-election in 2012 and prevent the DPP’s return to power. 
 
 In Taiwan, judging by a variety of signs, including discussion of how and when 
the issue of a cross-Strait economic framework agreement will be approached (see 
below), the principal expressions of impatience would seem to be coming from President 
Ma himself. 
 
 In any case, if progress is to be accelerated even on economic cooperation, it 
would appear that authorities on both sides have some work to do to allay concerns and 
generate support for the quicker pace. Again, Wang Yi seemed to recognize this point 
when he said that the terms of an overall economic agreement needed to be “supported by 
all circles on both sides” and that Beijing would not only take into account the 
“reasonable demands” of Taiwan but also “take full account of the practical interests of 
the Taiwan public.”6 
 
 Although the general level of public support for Ma’s approach to cross-Strait 
relations remains high, the concerns expressed by the DPP go across the board to include 
sovereignty, economic dependence, and even basic identity. Looking beyond the 
immediate “international space” issue of Taiwan’s attendance at the May 2009 World 
Health Assembly (WHA) meeting, discussed below, Hu’s positive response to Ma’s 
proposal for a comprehensive economic framework agreement has risen to the top of the 
heap of Hu’s six points as the first candidate for action. 
 
 
Hu’s 31 December Speech 
 
In the first half of Hu Jintao’s 31 December speech, great emphasis was placed on 
adherence to the “one China” principle as the only basis for peaceful development of 
cross-Strait relations, and on eventual reunification. But even as he articulated and 
embraced the orthodoxy of the past, in the second half of his talk Hu laid out six 
propositions that in tone and nuance suggested possible future flexibility in 
implementation:7 
 
1. Scrupulously abide by the “one China” principle and enhance political mutual trust 

 
In this section, Hu stressed the “core interest” in “safeguarding national sovereignty and 
territorial integrity” and of continuing to oppose “Taiwan independence.” He argued that 
the lack of unification is not a state of division of Chinese territory and sovereignty but “a 
state of political antagonism.” Having thus defined the “issue” that needed to be resolved, 
he then laid out a pathway for moving ahead. Since it was clear that the two sides were 
not going to come to a common understanding on the meaning of “one China,” his 
proposal focused instead on developing a common understanding on how to safeguard 
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the “one China” framework—with “one China” itself necessarily left undefined: 
 
When the two sides of the Strait develop a common understanding and 
united position on safeguarding the one-China framework, which is an 
issue of principle, it will form a cornerstone on which to build political 
mutual trust and anything can be discussed.8 

 
2. Advance economic cooperation and promote common development 
 
In addition to touting extensive economic cooperation, expanding the “three links” 
connections, and supporting Taiwan-invested enterprises in the Mainland, Hu said he 
looked forward to the “normalization of cross-Strait economic relations and the 
institutionalization of economic cooperation” so as to lay a “more solid material 
foundation and provide a greater economic impetus for the peaceful development of 
cross-Strait relations.” 
 
 Moreover, he noted that the two sides of the Strait could sign a “comprehensive 
economic cooperation agreement” (综合性经济合作协议) to this end and establish a 
mechanism of economic cooperation reflecting the characteristics of the two sides. It was 
also under this rubric that Hu dangled a carrot regarding Taiwan’s access to the larger 
Asian economic architecture—a well-known priority for Taipei. He said that the process 
of establishing a closer mechanism of cross-Strait economic cooperation would be 
conducive to, among other things, the “exploratory discussion on feasible approaches to 
the dovetailing of the common development of the economies on both sides with the 
economic cooperation mechanisms in the Asia Pacific.” 
 
3. Promote Chinese culture and strengthen the spiritual cord 

 
Tying Taiwan culture to broader Chinese culture, Hu said that “the Taiwan awareness  
of . . . [loving] their home and [loving] their land is not the same as ‘Taiwan 
independence’ awareness.” Stressing youth exchanges, he spoke of boosting “national 
awareness,” building up a “common will,” and generating “spiritual strength for the joint 
endeavor toward the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation.” He also suggested an 
agreement on cross-Strait cultural and educational exchange in order to take connections 
in these areas to a “new level,” more extensive in scope and higher in caliber. 
 
4. Strengthen two-way visits of people and expand exchanges in various circles 
 
In addition to pledging to continue the KMT-CCP dialogue, Hu spoke of the lack of 
understanding or even misunderstanding, as well as misgivings, that some people in 
Taiwan have about the Mainland. In somewhat paternalistic terms, he said “we are not 
only willing to undo such sentiments and counsel them with the greatest tolerance and 
patience,” but also to ensure that peaceful development of cross-Strait relations brings 
greater benefits to an increasing number of people in Taiwan. He reiterated previously 
expressed welcome to former advocates of “Taiwan independence” as long as they 
changed their separatist position. 
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5. Safeguard national sovereignty and hold consultations on external affairs 
 
Beyond expressing what also comes across as a somewhat paternalistic call for the PRC’s 
overseas diplomatic missions to strengthen ties with “Taiwan compatriots” and “help 
them solve their practical difficulties in earnest,” Hu reiterated awareness of the feelings 
of people in Taiwan about participation in international activities, adding: “we attach 
importance to the settlement of related issues.” Having called for further consultation “as 
needed” on Taiwan’s unofficial economic and cultural interactions with other countries, 
he then went on to say that, with regard to participation in international organizations, 
“fair and reasonable arrangements can be made through pragmatic consultation between 
the two sides, provided that this does not give rise to ‘two Chinas’ or ‘one China and one 
Taiwan.’” 
 
 At the end of this paragraph, Hu abruptly inserted the sentence: “Settling the 
Taiwan question and realizing the complete reunification of the country is an internal 
affair of China and is not subject to interference by any foreign forces” [in traditional 
rendering: “brooks no foreign interference”].9 This statement was reportedly met with 
loud applause.10 
 
6. End the state of hostility and reach a peace agreement  
 
Under this proposal, Hu made two very intriguing points. First: “In the interest of 
conducting consultation and negotiation across the Strait and making arrangements for 
their interactions, the two sides can hold pragmatic exploratory discussions on their 
political relationship in the special context where the country has not yet been 
reunified.”11 
 
 And second: “In the interest of stabilizing the situation across the Taiwan Strait 
and mitigating military security apprehensions, the two sides can, in due course, engage 
and exchange with each other on military issues and hold exploratory discussions on the 
issue of establishing a mechanism of mutual trust for military security.”12 
 
 He then closed with a renewed “appeal,” on the basis of the “one China” 
principle, to formally end the state of hostility across the Strait through consultation, 
reach a peace agreement, and build a framework for the peaceful development of cross-
Strait relations. 
 
 To ensure Hu’s proposals and their importance were understood properly, his 
speech was immediately followed up by supplementary explications by senior officials. 
TAO Director Wang Yi explained that while “principle and policy” toward Taiwan have 
been consistent, they also “are able to advance with the times . . . and are developing.” He 
said that the “theoretical significance” of the speech is the formation of the “newest 
theoretical achievement on the basis of continuous development” of the central 
authorities’ principles and policies developed over the past 30 years, and that its 
“practical significance” is in pointing out the direction for development of cross-Strait 
relations from the “new historic starting point”: “The speech points out a clear direction 
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for efforts to be made on the work toward Taiwan. We should use this speech as an action 
guide to unify our ideological understanding and promote the work toward Taiwan.”13  
 
 Some weeks later, Politburo Standing Committee member Jia Qinglin, often a 
leading spokesman on Taiwan policy, amplified: 

 
In the core contents of the speech (讲话的核心内容), Hu Jintao has, for the 
first time, comprehensively and systematically expounded the idea of the 
peaceful development of cross-Strait relations, put forward a six-point 
proposal on promoting the peaceful development of cross-Strait relations, 
and scientifically answered the important questions of why it is necessary 
to promote the peaceful development of cross-Strait relations and how it 
should be promoted, on the basis of inheriting the fundamental policy for 
Taiwan-related work of the central authorities.14 
 

 In Beijing, specialists argued that not only was the first part of the speech directed 
at a PRC domestic audience (to demonstrate that Hu was not straying from the “one 
China” orthodoxy), but that the six points—what Wang Yi, like Jia Qinglin, characterized 
as the “core idea” of the speech15—were as well, even as they also, of course, were aimed 
at Taiwan. In the case of the Mainland audience, it was explained that it was a call to 
“liberate thinking” (解放思想). In this regard, as Wang Yi observed that the speech was 
important guidance to hold firm to the “main theme” of “peaceful development of cross-
Strait relations,” including a call to “continuously carry out explorations and 
innovations,” he also enjoined his listeners to “improve the interpretations of policies, 
deepen theoretical thoughts, further understand and control the development law on 
cross-Strait relations, and bring about new progress and new results in the work toward 
Taiwan.”16 
 
 As he further observed to the TAO “central group” established exclusively for the 
purpose of studying Hu’s speech, Wang said it was a programmatic document, and “we 
should have an in-depth understanding of the series of demands put forth in the speech 
concerning Taiwan affairs under the new circumstances.”17 A few days later, he 
explained to Deputy Secretary of State John Negroponte that the speech had three 
prominent features: it explicitly put forth a series of important policies and proposals in 
all spheres related to cross-Strait ties; it put forward both the basic framework and 
substantive content of peaceful development of cross-Strait relations; and it gave “as 
much considerations as possible” to the “reasonable wishes and requests” of Taiwan 
compatriots and fully expressed the Mainland’s sincerity and goodwill.18 
 
 Although Hu noted that Taiwan independence forces still existed and their plots 
represented “the most serious threat to the peaceful development of cross-Strait 
relations,” nonetheless, in an interview with People’s Daily in mid-January, Wang 
observed that the important change that allowed Beijing to move along the course Hu had 
outlined was that “the various plots of separatist forces for ‘Taiwan independence’ were 
frustrated” [遭到挫败] and “the gloom that had hung over the Taiwan Strait dissipated at 
long last.”19 ARATS head Chen Yunlin later used even more absolute language—“the 
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years-long period of high risks in the Taiwan Strait’s situation ended.” But Chen also 
picked up on the ubiquitous theme that, “for now and for a period to come, ‘Taiwan 
independence’ forces are still the largest actual threat to the peaceful development of 
cross-Strait relations” and, to eliminate the “poisonous harm” of their ideology on the 
Taiwan public, “we still need to make great efforts.”20  
 
 But even beyond that, Chen acknowledged, as had Hu, that “there still remain 
certain inherent contradictions and problems across the Taiwan Strait in political, military 
and external affairs.” He said Hu had already indicated in his speech the direction both 
sides needed to strive on a joint basis and through consultations “on an equal footing” to 
gradually work out solutions to those problems “in a constructive and future-oriented 
manner.”21 
 
 Taipei’s official reaction to the Hu speech has been cautious but generally 
welcoming. Within hours of the speech, the Mainland Affairs Council (MAC) issued a 
statement reaffirming Taipei’s commitment to improved relations under the Republic of 
China constitution, i.e., maintenance of the status quo.22 The MAC statement called for 
continued progress in cross-Strait relations on the basis of Ma Ying-jeou’s “three noes”—
no unification, no independence, and no use of force—“in an orderly manner through the 
institutionalized negotiation mechanism between the two sides based on the principles of 
‘equality and dignity.’” Expressing some caution, MAC noted that issues related to a 
peace accord and CSBMs could be deliberated “once a sufficient degree of mutual trust 
has been established in cross-Strait relations.” It placed emphasis for the near term on 
economic and cultural exchanges and negotiations, noting that they could contribute to 
the development of such mutual trust. MAC closed with a call urging the Mainland 
authorities to “deeply understand the Taiwan people’s expectations and need in 
participating in the international community”—a pretty direct reference to the priority 
Taipei assigned to the WHA issue—and to extend the idea of “peaceful development” to 
cross-Strait interaction in the international, military and political spheres.  
 
 The presidential office in Taipei also reacted within days with a general statement 
that seemed forward-leaning, welcoming the fact that both sides of the Strait were 
promoting cross-Strait consultations and exchanges under the theme of “peaceful 
development.”23 It praised the “new thinking and pragmatism” shown in the Mainland’s 
policy toward Taiwan in recent years “under the leadership of General-Secretary Hu 
Jintao.” By the time this statement was issued, however, domestic concerns about falling 
into a PRC trap were already being loudly voiced, and the statement noted: “Taiwan is a 
pluralistic democratic society, and people have different views toward the future of 
Taiwan. We must respect these different political advocacies and political views.” It 
stressed that, under Ma, Taipei had consistently operated on the basis of defending the 
sovereignty of the Republic of China, upholding Taiwan’s dignity, and putting Taiwan’s 
interests first under the “1992 Consensus” and the principle of “mutual non-denial.” 
Reiterating the administration’s basic mantra of “no unification, no independence and no 
use of force,” it called for building trust and overcoming obstacles through “greater 
wisdom, understanding, creativity and flexibility.” 
 
 It seemed evident on the Taiwan side at the time that Ma Ying-jeou was planning 
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to make a direct response within a few weeks, and on the PRC side it was clear they were 
looking for one—one that would be positive.24 Ma personally saw various aspects of 
Hu’s proposals as a “concrete response” to Taiwan’s desire for reconciliation and to some 
specific ideas that Ma himself had initially put forth. But even then he indicated that 
Taiwan had to understand more clearly the detailed content and policy implications of 
what Hu was proposing.25 And he wanted to make clear that he would listen to the 
domestic voices raised in criticism and that, by doing so, he would convince people that 
he would never sacrifice Taiwan’s interests.26  
 
 In fact, however, Ma did not immediately issue a direct response to Hu, although 
he is now reported to be planning to do so during a videoconference link with American 
think tanks in late April.27 His decision not to respond immediately was apparently part 
of a strategy to take the initiative to address the issue on Taipei’s own terms and at a time 
of its own choosing, rather than in the context of the anniversary of the “Message to 
Compatriots.” But it also seemed to have been importantly conditioned by domestic 
politics. The DPP chair, Tsai Ing-wen, had quickly taken the position that Hu’s speech 
showed Beijing had not changed its stance on issues of sovereignty and was, if anything, 
less flexible than before. She described the six-point proposal as detrimental to Taiwan’s 
sovereignty and charged that, in a series of retreats, the KMT’s position on “one China, 
respective interpretations” had first taken a step back to become the “1992 Consensus” 
and now had taken a step even further back and had become identical to the PRC’s “one 
China principle.”28 
 
 And over time, as controversy has mounted within Taiwan over the substance of 
any response, the tone from the administration has become more openly skeptical. In 
early February, for example, a senior MAC official commented critically on Hu’s 
emphasis on retaining the “one China” principle and the PRC leader’s insistence on 
negotiating the end to cross-Strait hostilities and reaching a peace accord on the basis of 
that principle.29 
 
 
“One China” 
 
Before moving on to discuss the major specific issues currently on the cross-Strait 
agenda, it may be worth taking a moment to consider the dilemma that both sides face in 
handling the “one China” issue—the basis for any serious progress in managing cross-
Strait relations in the foreseeable future. 
 
 Ma has endorsed a very specific definition of “one China” that takes the form of 
“one China, respective interpretations.” He notes that this position is grounded in the 
ROC constitution and that the “one China” he refers to is the Republic of China. The 
“respective interpretations” is simply a reflection of the reality that has underlain cross-
Strait dealings since 1992, that is, that Beijing cannot accept his definition any more than 
Taiwan can accept the PRC’s. But even setting aside this irreconcilable difference with 
Beijing, if Ma were to accept agreements explicitly based on acceptance of “one China,” 
he would, as we have already seen, be pummeled domestically for allegedly either 
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accepting the PRC’s definition or at least starting down the slippery slope to doing so.30  
 
 Similarly, although the PRC insists that cross-Strait relations must proceed under 
the signboard of its own “one China principle,” if it insists that Taipei accept this as the 
basis for any agreement, or, as we have said, even that “one China” without further 
definition is the basis, then Taiwan will be unable to come to terms.  
 
 The “solution” appears to be to continue on as at present. That is, while in a 
domestic context, each leadership will apply its own definition and the other side will 
simply “live with” that, and in cross-Strait dealings both will adhere to the mutually 
acceptable but vague “1992 Consensus,” which each continues to define in its own way. 
That said, specific agreements cannot be described as having been negotiated under the 
rubric of “one China,” no matter by whose definition. To some extent this creates 
vulnerabilities for both leaderships from domestic elements who will accuse them of 
kowtowing to the other side and not standing up for principle. But it is really the only 
basis for advancing cross-Strait relations, and it provides a way for both sides to achieve 
results that they feel are in their own national interest without yielding on principle. 
 
 In the long run, should negotiations turn to the ultimate resolution of the cross-
Strait relationship, this will require adoption of some other approach that both sides can 
endorse. But that long run will be very long, indeed, and there is not much point in 
speculating on what such a formulation might look like.  
 
 
The World Health Assembly  
 
In his 1995 “eight-point proposal,” General Secretary Jiang Zemin briefly addressed the 
question of “international space” for Taiwan as follows: 

 
We do not have objections to the development of nongovernmental 
economic and cultural ties between Taiwan and other countries. According 
to the principle of one China and the characters of international 
organizations concerned, Taiwan has joined the Asian Development Bank, 
the Asian-Pacific Economic Cooperation Forum and other international 
economical organizations in the name of “Chinese Taibei [sic].” However, 
we oppose Taiwan’s activities in “expanding its living space 
internationally,” aimed at creating “two Chinas” or “one China, one 
Taiwan.”31 
 

 At the 16th Party Congress in 2002, Jiang expanded on the point: 
 

On the basis of the one-China principle, let us shelve for now certain 
political disputes and resume the cross-straits dialogue and negotiations as 
soon as possible. On the premise of the one-China principle, all issues can 
be discussed. We may discuss how to end the cross-straits hostility 
formally. We may also discuss the international space in which the Taiwan 
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region may conduct economic, cultural and social activities compatible 
with its status, or discuss the political status of the Taiwan authorities or 
other issues.32 
 

 In early 2005, Hu Jintao made the first of a series of statements that he would 
make over the next few years that address “international space” and specifically the 
WHO/WHA issue. In his March “four-point guidelines” he said:  
 

Once the one-China principle is followed, we are willing to make positive 
responses to any proposals and suggestions which are conducive to 
maintaining peace in the Taiwan Straits, developing cross-Straits relations 
and promoting peaceful reunification, and also willing to seek, on the 
basis of the joint efforts by both sides, new ways for contacts and 
communications.33 
 

 This was then followed up with more specific language in April of the same year 
in a joint press communiqué during the breakthrough trip to Beijing by then-KMT chair 
Lien Chan. Among the five “tasks” that Hu and Lien “urged” was the following: 

 
Promote discussion on issues of participation in international activities, 
which concern the Taiwan public, after cross-strait consultations are 
resumed, including priority discussion on participation in the World 
Health Organization’s activities. The two sides will work together to 
create conditions to gradually find the ultimate solution method.34 
 

 As we have noted in recent CLM essays,35 since Ma Ying-jeou assumed office in 
May 2008 this issue has moved front and center in cross-Strait relations. While it has 
reportedly not yet been the subject of direct negotiations—and will not be handled in the 
SEF-ARATS channel—there has obviously been much signaling between the two sides 
that has led each to express what TAO Director Wang Yi termed “cautious optimism” 
[审慎乐观] that the issue would be resolved.36  
 
 If this upbeat assessment proves justified, it will be an important development. As 
we have previously discussed, Ma has identified participation in the annual WHA 
meeting as an even higher priority than greater participation in technical activities of the 
WHO itself, much less in any other international organization. How it is addressed, 
however, is almost as important as whether it is. That is, even if a way is found to allow 
Taiwan participation in the meeting, if Beijing casts itself as the sovereign granting a 
favor to its subject, it will totally undermine the positive effect it would otherwise have in 
Taiwan. Based on its current “just say no” approach, one can assume the DPP will find 
fault with whatever arrangement is made. But the broader Taiwan public is likely to 
warmly welcome the opportunity to sit—at long last—at the table where international 
health issues are discussed, even if it is not in the status of a sovereign state. 
 
 In this regard, the experience with the International Health Regulations (IHR) is 
encouraging, on the one hand, but it also provides a cautionary tale, on the other. In late 
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January it was announced that the WHO had recently notified Taipei’s cabinet-level 
Department of Health (DOH) that Taiwan had been brought into the IHR mechanism and 
that WHO would henceforth deal directly with the Taiwan Centers for Disease 
Control―which comes under DOH―rather than via Beijing.37 This was viewed as an 
important step forward. However, the positive effect was undercut somewhat by what 
followed. 
 
 Perhaps it was because the CDC director in Taipei provocatively (in Beijing’s 
eyes) argued that the new, direct tie with WHO meant that “the principle of universality 
is being realized,”38 or perhaps it was just that Beijing decided to reiterate its basic 
principles. In any case, when the TAO spokesman was asked about the new WHO-CDC 
relationship several weeks later, he in essence reaffirmed the PRC’s position that it was 
the representative of all of China, including Taiwan, and that it was, in that context, 
showing its beneficent concern for the well-being of the people of Taiwan by arranging 
for the new link-up between WHO and Taipei: 
 

The “International Health Regulations” is an important legal document for 
preventing the spread of diseases. We attach great importance to the 
implementation of the “Regulations” and have announced in 2007 that the 
“Regulations” is applicable in the entire territory of China 
[适用于中国全境]. On this basis [在此基础上], the Chinese government has 
consulted with the Secretariat of the WHO and made some relevant 
arrangements [做出相关安排] for the application of the “Regulations” in the 
Taiwan region. This shows that we are highly responsible for the 
prevention of diseases in the entire globe. We are sincere in solving the 
issue of hygiene and health of concern to the compatriots in Taiwan, and 
the positive move we have adopted is feasible. Taiwan’s health experts 
have a clear channel for obtaining technology and information from the 
WHO.39 
 

 A MAC vice chairman retorted that “the procedures in the [IHR] integration 
process have nothing to do with China,” and that Taiwan’s participation in the IHR 
mechanism is conducted through the WHO and does not need Beijing’s approval.40 
Despite this unhelpful tit-for-tat exchange, a determined effort in Taipei ended the 
official comment there in order to prevent the issue from blowing up and spoiling the 
IHR development or affecting other, more important questions.41 
 
 The likely outcome of the current minuet over Taiwan’s “observing” the WHA 
meeting in May 2009 is that the WHA will issue an invitation to “Chinese Taipei” “to 
attend the 2009 meeting.” While this is not the first preference of Taiwan—which would 
rather be asked to attend either as the “Republic of China” or “Taiwan,”42 and with an 
open-ended invitation43 even though it would be recognized that, as a practical matter, 
Beijing could pull the plug in the future if, for example, an independence-minded 
administration returned to office in Taipei—it would generally be welcomed by the 
government and people of Taiwan, even if not by the DPP and its supporters. 
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 The problem would come if Beijing asserted again, as in the IHR case, that the 
PRC is really “the decider” in this case based on its “sovereign right” to be the sole legal 
international representative of all of China and all the Chinese people, including those in 
Taiwan. This not only would be unnecessary but, given the political importance of the 
WHA issue in Taiwan, wholly counterproductive.  
 
 It would be far more useful if both the WHO and Beijing could agree to simply 
say the former had consulted with all concerned parties, including the PRC, and gotten 
unanimous agreement to invite Taiwan. And Taipei also would need to exercise 
discipline to stick with the fact that the invitation would have come from the WHO/WHA 
and avoid a repetition of the sort of “China has nothing to do with it” language used in 
the IHR case. 
 
 Regarding the “status” in which Taipei would be invited to participate, Ma Ying-
jeou explicitly—and unsurprisingly—has ruled out “associate membership” in the WHA 
(which clearly would allow it to attend the WHA meeting), since this would require 
subordination to PRC sovereignty.44 Despite attempts by some political opponents to 
claim this was the basis on which Ma was seeking attendance at the WHA,45 it never was 
and obviously could not be. The most likely provision of the WHO Constitution that 
would apply to the Taiwan case would be Chapter V, Article 18 (h), which provides that 
among the functions of the WHA shall be  

 
to invite any organization, international or national, governmental or non-
governmental, which has responsibilities related to those of the 
Organization, to appoint representatives to participate, without right of 
vote, in its meetings or in those of the committees and conferences 
convened under its authority, on conditions prescribed by the Health 
Assembly; but in the case of national organizations, invitations shall be 
issued only with the consent of the Government concerned.46 
 

 But even this approach could raise a question about China’s role (the 
“Government concerned”), leading some to argue that there ought to be a way to invite 
Taiwan under what might be termed “general custom” and not under a particular 
provision. Such an approach would avoid the potential awkwardness of the “Government 
concerned” issue while not compromising anyone’s position on sovereignty, including 
Beijing’s. It is not clear, however, how—or if—this could be worked out. Presumably 
such questions will be pursued when formal talks on the WHA issue take place in April 
in an as yet unannounced location “overseas.”47  
 
 Another point Taipei will apparently raise in those talks is concern about the 2005 
Memorandum of Understanding between the PRC and the WHO Secretariat, under which 
Beijing essentially has to rule on every proposal by Taipei to participate in any WHO-
related activity.48 Common sense would seem to dictate that while no one should expect 
the PRC to cancel the MOU, it could suspend it as long as Hu’s criteria on no “two 
Chinas” or “one China, one Taiwan” were met. Whether Beijing can bring itself to do so 
remains to be seen, but in the battle for hearts and minds in Taiwan it would seem to be a 
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wise and even obvious step to take. 
 
 If against all expectations the WHA negotiation were to fail, Foreign Minister Ou 
has said that Taiwan would then move back to the path of seeking UN membership.49 
More important, Ma has reiterated his frequently expressed point that continued isolation 
in the international community would make it difficult to develop cross-Strait relations.50 
 
 These are not new positions, and their repetition may rankle some in Beijing. But 
somewhat new, and perhaps even more upsetting, was Ou’s reported suggestion that if 
Taiwan succeeds in its efforts to attend this year’s WHA meeting as an “observer,” it will 
then work toward full WHO membership.51 If this report is accurate, it would seem to be 
at sharp odds with the theme of reassurance to Beijing coming out of the presidential 
office that WHA observership will not start a fall of other dominoes. Clearly WHA is not 
the last step in the “international space” process, but raising WHO “full membership” 
flies directly in the face of Ma’s approach of avoiding sovereignty questions. 
 
 The DPP will no doubt find fault with virtually any terms. But in formulating its 
formal position, the party has taken care not to paint itself entirely into a corner where it 
is protesting while the majority of people in Taiwan are satisfied. Thus, the party’s four-
point resolution on the WHA adopted in late March was carefully formulated. It stated 
that the DPP:52  
 
• did not accept the secret May 2005 PRC-WHO Secretariat MOU that subordinated 

Taiwan’s participation in WHO under China; 
• opposed having WHA information being forwarded to Taiwan via the PRC; 
• did not accept a situation where the PRC would annually be able to control whether 

Taiwan could participate in WHA activities; and 
• did not accept Taiwan participating as an “associate member” of the WHO under 

PRC sovereignty. 
 
 The first three points are virtually universally agreed in Taiwan, including by the 
Ma administration. The issue is whether Taiwan’s inability to do anything to remedy one 
or more of them means that the party advocates not accepting an invitation to WHA. This 
would seem not to be a winning position, and the DPP is not likely to go that far. As 
already indicated regarding the fourth point, the Ma administration, by all appearances, 
has never considered “associate membership”—for the same reason that the DPP objects 
to it, namely, the implication of subordination to Beijing. 
 The DPP has also implicitly attacked the idea of participating under the name 
“Chinese Taipei.” But, again, while it will predictably attack the Ma administration for 
undermining Taiwan’s sovereignty by going along with the name, if that is the final title 
used, it seems unlikely―given the DPP administration’s willingness to apply to WHA 
(unsuccessfully, as it turned out) as a “health entity” or “health region”―that it would go 
so far as to argue that the Ma administration should be rebuffed for accepting an 
arrangement that actually works and that does not accept PRC sovereignty. Of course, at 
this writing at the beginning of April, all of that remains to be seen. 
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Diplomatic Truce 
 
Another related area where Taipei seems to be having trouble getting its talking points 
together is in connection with indications that the newly elected government of El 
Salvador may want to establish diplomatic relations with the PRC. Officials in Taipei 
have been scrambling to come up with strategies to prevent that from happening. At first, 
however, the foreign minister was reported to have said that, while he hoped that El 
Salvador would not switch recognition, Taipei would not oppose such a step53 or cut off 
ties with El Salvador “of our own accord,”54 if that country established relations with the 
PRC.  
 
 This led to speculation that Taipei would try to hold out for a “dual recognition” 
approach. The foreign ministry quickly clarified that what Ou meant was not that Taipei 
would not oppose a diplomatic switch or that, if it happened, it would seek “dual 
recognition,” but that Taipei would work hard to lead the new Salvadoran leader to “fully 
understand” all of the cooperative approaches between El Salvador and Taiwan so that he 
would not switch recognition, but that it had no objection to El Salvador strengthening 
economic relations with the Mainland.55 A presidential spokesman went quite far in the 
other direction, saying that Taiwan could “of course not accept” dual recognition.56  
 
 More logically, in emphasizing the next day that under the “diplomatic truce” 
strategy he was not pursuing “dual recognition,” Ma did not say he would refuse to 
accept it were it to evolve. What he did say, however, was that it was “too impractical” to 
go after (or expect) such an outcome, as it created more problems than it solved.57 And 
the foreign ministry in Beijing reinforced the wisdom of this judgment by stating, in 
answer to a question about El Salvador, that “No matter how the situation changes, the 
one-China principle will remain unchanged,”58 a clear if implicit rebuttal of “dual 
recognition.”  
 
 Still, and of greater operational interest, consistent with the apparent tacit 
“diplomatic truce” that has denied Paraguay the ability to switch recognition,59 the PRC 
foreign ministry spokesman went on to address the issue in terms that implied a 
Salvadoran switch was not in the cards either:  
 

Despite the absence of diplomatic ties, the Chinese people have friendly 
feelings towards the Salvador people, and we are willing to carry out 
friendly exchanges and mutually-beneficial cooperation in various areas 
with Salvador in line with the principles mentioned.60 
 
 

An Economic Framework Agreement 
 
As the Taiwan economy has continued to struggle,61 and as the PRC has continued to 
take steps to help Taiwan firms operating in the Mainland,62 the most urgent cross-Strait 
economic issue has become the prospect of an umbrella economic accord. Although the 
exact nature of the proposed agreement proved to be something of a moving target during 
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the presidential election campaign, basically the idea of such an accord has been a part of 
Ma’s program since that time.63 In his inaugural, in calling for resumption of dialogue on 
the basis of the “1992 Consensus,” Ma said: “The normalization of economic and cultural 
relations is the first step to a win-win solution.”64  
 
 Nonetheless, discussion of an agreement seemed to lag in the early months of the 
Ma administration, as the first two SEF-ARATS meetings focused on much more specific 
topics such as charter passenger flights, tourism, and direct shipping and air cargo links. 
As we observed last fall, any consideration of negotiating a Comprehensive Economic 
Cooperation Agreement (CECA) appeared to be in abeyance until experience could be 
gained with implementation of some of the specific arrangements.65 But as we also noted 
at the time, Ma indicated that work had already begun on what a CECA might look like, 
because its eventual adoption would be important to help achieve the “normalization” of 
cross-Strait trade that he had called for and to avoid Taiwan’s marginalization as Asian 
economic regionalism took hold. 
 
 During his trip to Taipei in November, ARATS president Chen Yunlin observed 
that once progress had been made on the “three links,” ARATS and SEF would discuss 
financial cooperation and “the normalization of economic ties,”66 a phrase that featured 
prominently in Hu Jintao’s 31 December 2008 speech and that was cast as a direct, 
positive response to Ma’s earlier proposal. Hu’s raising the idea focused renewed 
attention on it. Still, Mainland economic officials signaled that, for Beijing, this was an 
“intermediate” goal to be achieved between 2012 and 2016, that is, in the next 
presidential term. It would require, they said, specific prior steps toward “normalization,” 
including elimination of various discriminatory restrictions that still existed. One 
Mainland official laid out a blueprint:  
 
• Short-term (2009–2012) – implement fair and equitable trade and investment, expand 

direct transportation links, and cooperate in the financial sector. 
• Medium-term (2012–2016) – sign CECA, strengthen the working of the cooperative 

mechanism, and achieve a consensus on joint participation in Asia-Pacific economic 
cooperation. 

• Long-term (2016– ) – open markets completely to one another, pursue integration of 
the economies and systems across the Strait, and jointly work for the cooperative 
development of the regional economy.67 

 
 While the notion of total integration and ultimate removal of all import 
restrictions (including in agriculture) was a political non-starter in Taiwan, the relatively 
slow-paced near-term approach and the focus instead on such issues as financial sector 
cooperation appeared to suit the Ma administration. MAC Chairwoman Lai Shin-yuan 
noted that there were still differences on the question of an umbrella agreement within 
Taiwan and that it was necessary to build a domestic consensus before proceeding with a 
CECA. In the meantime, she said, it was more practical for both sides to work on other, 
urgent matters such as negotiating the establishment of a mechanism for cross-Strait 
financial supervision.68 
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 Her comment about divisions over CECA within Taiwan was borne out in a 
number of ways, including the attacks on it as the functional equivalent of creating a “one 
China” market, which, it was argued, though perhaps resolving an immediate problem, 
would create total dependency on the Mainland for survival and lead down the slippery 
slope to unification.69 
 
 Still, the implication in Hu’s speech that such an agreement could facilitate 
Taiwan’s participation in “economic cooperation mechanisms” being actively discussed 
for the Asia-Pacific region caught the attention of many business leaders in Taiwan as 
well as of the Ma administration. Both were beginning to express concern over potential 
exclusion from regional economic and trade institutions that appeared to be just over the 
horizon.70 Nonetheless, MAC continued to say that, while a CECA would be signed “at 
some point in the future” as promised by President Ma during the election campaign, the 
issue was complex and would have to be addressed carefully, and that it was not on the 
agenda of the third SEF-ARATS meeting to be held during the first half of 2009.71 
Whether a CECA discussion would take place later in the year, MAC said, would depend 
on the results of the upcoming round, which would focus on joint efforts to crack down 
on crime, regularization of air and ship transportation, and financial cooperation and the 
opening of Taiwan to investment from the Mainland. A more gradual discussion of a 
CECA, it was argued, would allow the two sides to negotiate very carefully over 
economic and trade privileges, including whether to lift tariffs and non-tariff barriers on 
imports or, alternatively, to extend existing policies. 
 
 This position then evolved further within days. Although the timeframe was still 
not announced, the SEF head, P.K. Chiang, argued that “despite many political 
difficulties, Taiwan needs to sign a CECA with China as soon as possible.” The reason 
for such urgency was that tariffs for most ASEAN exports to the PRC will approach zero 
in January 2010 under the 2002 ASEAN-PRC Framework Agreement and subsequent 
detailed arrangements,72 and similar terms are scheduled to kick in for South Korea and 
Japan by 2015. If there is no CECA, Taiwan would find itself at a considerable 
competitive disadvantage in the Mainland as it would still face a relatively high tariff bar. 
In other words, despite Taiwan’s strong interest in the Southeast Asian market, the 
principal issue was not direct trade with those other states, but Taiwan’s competitive 
position on the Mainland.73  
 
 As the strength of the argument for moving ahead more quickly was growing 
within the administration, so, too, the strength of the DPP’s arguments against CECA 
began to mount. DPP Chair Tsai Ing-wen took up the cudgel for holding off on CECA 
negotiations until a social consensus had been achieved. She called for greater prudence 
in addressing this question, and for an effort to inform and convince the public about the 
purposes and effects of CECA.74 She pressed not only for greater transparency with the 
public, but also for the creation of a “monitoring” mechanism either within the 
Legislative Yuan (LY) or among the political parties.75 Over time Tsai came to insist that 
the agreement would have to be approved via a referendum,76 arguing that the people 
should be able to rule directly on an agreement that she believed would undermine  
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Taiwan’s economic strength, threaten its economic autonomy, and eventually surrender 
its sovereignty. 
 
 LY Speaker Wang Jin-pyng, who had been unsuccessfully trying for some time to 
involve the LY in actual negotiation of cross-Strait deals,77 now once again sought 
legislation mandating an LY role. Although the administration said it would consult 
closely with the LY before negotiating, and no CECA could come into effect without 
affirmative approval by the LY, it would not support such a bill and would not “clear” a 
CECA text with the LY before signing it.78 
 
 For his part, Ma sought to provide reassurance to domestic critics on a number of 
fronts. First, he would stick by his campaign promise that there would be no influx of 
Mainland workers or agricultural products. He also said that he welcomed public 
suggestions and concerns, and that the government would pay close attention to the 
results of “modern and scientific” polls.79 But he ruled out a referendum: “We simply 
cannot hold a referendum because some people are against a government initiative.” Ma 
also denied that a CECA would represent a threat to sovereignty of the nation, and, 
articulating a position that was later downplayed, said indeed he had no problem signing 
the agreement under the “one China” framework, since his “one China” was the Republic 
of China. Ma also reiterated the position that, unlike the previous agreements reached 
with the Mainland—which only needed to be sent to the legislature but not necessarily 
acted upon before coming into effect—the LY would have to affirmatively approve a 
CECA under the provisions of the Statute Governing Relations between the People of the 
Taiwan Area and the Mainland Area.80 
 
 On 21 February, Ma and Vice President Vincent Siew met with Premier Liu 
Chao-shiuan and other top finance and economic officials to discuss the state of the 
economy and countermeasures. Among the outcomes of that meeting, the Office of the 
President announced the following: 
 

Normalization of cross-strait economic and trade relations is a key priority 
in cross-strait relations. We should look at the realities of cross-strait trade 
and establish a reasonable framework under the principle of “putting 
Taiwan first for the benefit of the people,” and sign a Comprehensive 
Economic Cooperation Agreement with mainland China. The title, content 
and form of the agreement are open to discussion among the public, and 
opposition parties are welcome to join in the discussion in an effort to seek 
public consensus.81 
 

 Only two days later Ma let it be known that Taiwan should sign an economic 
agreement with the Mainland before 2012, that is, in his first term, but that, to deal with 
the misperception that he intended the initial umbrella agreement to be all-
encompassing—as well as to deal with a linguistic issue in which “CECA” in Taiwanese 
dialect has a negative connotation82—he would not use the name “CECA.”83 Instead, he 
opted for “Economic Cooperation Framework Agreement” (ECFA)—經濟合作架構協定.84 
He explained that “the purpose of adopting this name is to make the economic 
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cooperation with the Mainland more flexible. Both sides across the Strait could reach 
agreement first on the reduction of tariffs on certain products. As for the rest, both sides 
could work it out step by step.” 85 Ma not only reiterated that the government would seek 
public consensus before signing, but also once again stressed that, unlike the agreements 
signed so far or even the prospective financial supervision memorandum of 
understanding,86 it would have to be reviewed and ratified by the LY. 
 
 Within days, the administration was dropping hints that, despite many previous 
statements to the contrary, the agreement might be discussed at the next SEF-ARATS 
meeting in the first half of 2009.87 Still, officials continued to insist that there was no 
“specific timetable” for signing.88  
 
 All of this, of course, was taking place within an increasingly heated domestic 
political context. Whether the proposal to change the title, the reassurance that the 
negotiation would be conducted under the WTO (and hence clearly had no political or 
sovereignty connotation),89 and the reaffirmation of the commitment to gain public 
consensus and to obtain LY approval were all in response to a ratcheting up of opposition 
or not, the fact is that the DPP was raising the temperature on the issue. Tsai Ing-wen said 
that before evaluating the need for an economic agreement, the government should first 
conduct a comprehensive review of the state of trade with China, taking into account 
political and defense elements. She demanded that Ma publicly explain what he had in 
mind for an agreement and accused him of seeking to work out a deal with the Mainland 
without informing the people of Taiwan about its contents.90  
 
 Su Tseng-chang, senior party leader and former chairman (and premier), and 
Tsai’s potential rival for the DPP presidential nomination in 2012, seemed to take an 
even harder line, saying that the agreement would jeopardize Taiwan’s sovereignty and 
pave the way for unification. He thus announced that opposition parties would stage 
nationwide protests if the government continued to pursue such an agreement: 
 

If the KMT continues to make unilateral decisions concerning the 
economic and political development of the nation, it would force the 
opposition parties to gather the power of the people and take to the 
streets.91 
 

 Opposition leaders then turned the heat up another notch, saying they would 
launch an impeachment drive against Ma if he signed an economic agreement with China 
without first gaining the consensus of the Taiwan public. Tsai Ing-wen acknowledged 
that, given the overwhelming KMT majority in the LY, any such effort would likely fail. 
But she said the drive for impeachment would be important because it could force the 
government to review its policies.92 
 
 Eventually, while not dropping the charges with respect to selling out sovereignty 
or creating total economic subservience to the Mainland, Tsai Ing-wen placed an op-ed 
piece in Taiwan media to emphasize another populist element. She argued that large 
industry might benefit from an agreement, but the Mainland would eventually start 
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dumping low-priced goods on Taiwan, and this would harm small and medium 
enterprises and farmers. She painted a “nightmare scenario” (her words) in which an 
influx of Mainland workers would displace Taiwan workers, and where Taiwan 
investment would move from the island to the Mainland, taking jobs with it. Cheap goods 
produced from these investments would then flood Taiwan markets, triggering a 
downward spiral of even more business closures and mass unemployment.93 
 
 While a battle raged over estimates of ECFA’s impact,94 the Ma administration 
wrestled with itself over whether, in fact, the agreement could/would be discussed in the 
next SEF-ARATS meeting or not. After considerable to-ing and fro-ing,95 the outcome 
was that it will not be on the formal agenda but that “an initial exchange of ideas” will 
take place “on the margins” of the meeting.96 “Both sides should always exchange 
opinions and discuss the issues that should be negotiated during future rounds of talks,” 
Ma told the press.97  
 
 More than that, having just in late February said he wanted an agreement 
concluded by 2012, Ma now made clear that he wanted an agreement concluded in the 
next several months, before the end of 2009. Moreover, he intended to press ahead 
regardless of DPP objections: “Last year we had debates and the election had a result. 
Now we need to solve problems.” “The ruling party must be responsible for governance 
and we hope the opposition party can actively participate.” That said, “if we do not do 
something because the opposition does not approve, then they will become the ruling 
party.” 98 
 
 Time and again Ma repeated that he wanted to hear people’s criticisms. Indeed, 
his fear was not, he said, that they would criticize the proposal, but that they would fail to 
voice their objections: “We welcome all those who feel they have something to lose from 
an ECFA to speak up and voice their concerns. The government will examine the 
situation and include any items that may cause problems later.”99 In this vein, while 
refusing to debate the DPP chair, he once more stated his willingness to meet with Tsai 
Ing-wen for a dialogue and to hear her problems with EFCA, though she seemed unlikely 
to agree.100 
 
 Both government and industry are working to gauge—and shape—public 
opinion.101 And one presumes the administration will be responsive to concerns from the 
LY—not just from the DPP but also from the majority KMT—about receiving a full 
explanation of any agreement before formal SEF-ARATS negotiations proceed, even if 
the legislature has no role in the actual negotiations, nor an opportunity to “clear” a text 
ahead of time.102 In the meantime, the administration has said it is studying provisions 
that could be included in an ECFA to allow withdrawal from the agreement on one year’s 
notice if either side fails to live up to its terms.103 
 
 For its part, the Mainland continued to express strong support for an agreement 
but, obviously aware of the controversy across the Strait, also showed some flexibility as 
to the form that agreement would take. The most authoritative statement during the first 
months of the year came in Premier Wen Jiabao’s work report to the 11th National 



Romberg, China Leadership Monitor, No. 28 

 20 

People’s Congress when he said:  
 

We will accelerate normalization of cross-Strait economic relations and 
facilitate the signing of a comprehensive agreement on economic 
cooperation, and gradually establish economic cooperation mechanisms 
tailored to both sides of the Strait.104 
 

 Elaborating on this statement in his press conference at the end of the NPC 
session, Wen said that the agreement and mechanisms of which he had spoken should 
include “three alignments,” taking account of: the state of development of cross-Strait 
relations, the needs of cross-Strait economic and trade exchanges, and the distinctive 
cross-Strait economic and trade features.105 As the issue continued to be actively 
discussed in Taiwan, the Taiwan Affairs Office in Beijing reaffirmed that, while no 
cross-Strait discussions had yet taken place on an agreement, the Mainland would 
actively promote an accord that would help develop cross-Strait ties and contribute to the 
well-being of people on both sides, and that could assist in tiding Taiwan’s economy over 
its current challenges.106 
 
 Referring back to Hu’s notion that a cross-Strait economic agreement could 
facilitate Taiwan’s integration into the regional Asian economy, and seeming to respond 
to Taipei’s argument that it should be allowed to make trade arrangements including 
FTAs with ASEAN states under the WTO,107 it is perhaps worth noting views expressed 
by the Philippine finance secretary in late March. He said that one could indeed see 
creation of an “ASEAN+7” structure to include Taiwan. The conditions he laid out were 
that Taiwan continue to follow a non-confrontational policy with the Mainland and that it 
strengthen “barrier-free and close economic cooperation” with the nations of the region. 
Individual economic agreements that such a policy would permit would then provide the 
building blocks for inclusion of Taiwan in the broader framework.108 
 
 
The U.S. role 
 
In earlier issues of CLM we pointed to then-candidate Obama’s statements of support for 
Ma’s policies, including in particular Ma’s outreach across the Strait and his efforts to 
forge better relations with Beijing and greater “international space” for Taiwan on bases 
that did not counterproductively raise the sensitive issue of sovereignty.109 Those 
expressions of support continued into the new administration, with Secretary of State 
Hillary Clinton making an early statement praising these policies in her confirmation 
hearings, including direct endorsement of Taipei’s aspirations in the WHA.110  
 
 Deputy Secretary of State James Steinberg told a Washington audience in mid-
February that the United States would continue to adhere to the “one China” policy of the 
past 30 years, as it had been one of the most successful American foreign policies, 
serving the best interests of all parties concerned and helping to maintain peace and 
stability in the area.111 
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 That same day, the newly appointed Director of National Intelligence, Dennis 
Blair, drawing more on his deep background in Asian security issues—specifically 
including cross-Strait issues—than on his present non-policy role, expressed support for 
future arms sales: “Taiwan should not be so defenseless that it feels that it has to do 
everything that China says . . . [and] China cannot be so overwhelming that it can bully 
Taiwan.”112 “That means we’re going to have to help them some more in order to 
maintain a balance.”113 Secretary Clinton also reiterated administration support for arms 
sales while on her mid-February trip to Asia.114 
 
 The U.S. position on continuing arms sales, and its satisfaction with the 
improvement in bilateral relations with Taiwan—as well as with progress in cross-Strait 
relations—was most recently reiterated by Raymond Burghardt, the chairman of the 
American Institute in Taiwan (AIT), the institution designated to represent the United 
States in its “unofficial” relationship with Taipei. In a move designed to communicate a 
message of support directly to the people of Taiwan—and to those Taiwan media that 
frequently speculate about alleged American unhappiness with Ma and his cross-Strait 
policies—when Burghardt met with Ma in mid-March, while the press was still in the 
room he conveyed the “best regards” of the Obama administration and expressed “high 
regard” for Ma’s initiatives to improve cross-Strait relations.115 In his press conference 
that same day, Burghardt was even more expansive.116 
 
 One of Burghardt’s points was that, while the United States supported Taiwan’s 
aspiration to be an observer at the WHA, there was no expectation of U.S. mediation over 
that question.117 
 
 Although the PRC Ministry of National Defense continued to express strong 
objection to the October 2008 arms sales package—not to mention calling for a halt to 
any future sales―in fact deputy assistant secretary–level Defense Policy Coordination 
Talks were held in Beijing in February. The United States characterized this as 
restoration of military-to-military dialogue,118 but the Chinese side was reluctant to 
embrace that description. And while the U.S. negotiator described the talks as the best in 
his 18 years of negotiating with China,119 the PRC side continued to emphasize concern 
over Taiwan in statements made after the meeting, and the director of the defense 
ministry’s foreign affairs office, who chaired the PRC side of the February talks, said that 
Sino-American military ties “remain difficult” for now, and that “frankly speaking, it will 
take a long time to restore our military exchanges as not a single obstacle in military ties 
has been removed so far.”120 
 
 Nonetheless, the focus of broad-based PRC policy toward the United States is to 
try to ensure that the overall good state of the relationship is maintained, and that the 
Obama administration does not go through the painful “learning curve” period that every 
new American administration has traditionally had to experience in relations with China. 
The success of the 1 April Hu-Obama meeting in London, including the announcement 
that the American Chief of Naval Operations would visit China soon and that senior PLA 
leaders would pay reciprocal visits, would seem to augur well in that regard.121 
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 How the plethora of conferences in the United States and Taiwan in April to 
observe the 30th anniversary of the Taiwan Relations Act will play into American Taiwan 
policy and U.S.-PRC bilateral relations remains to be seen. In the context of such 
observances, a number of commentaries are emerging that could foreshadow a more 
active debate in the United States about ties to the island. While this writer’s view is that 
these commentaries will actually have very little impact, they are worth keeping an eye 
on as a barometer of changing perceptions of the place of the Taiwan issue in America’s 
Asia policy. 
 
 
Back to Basics: The Domestic Political Context in Taiwan 
 
Analysts on both sides of the Strait agree that Ma’s political fortunes—and future—
depend overwhelmingly on what happens with the economy. If there is recovery, he will 
probably be reelected in 2012 and in the meantime will have the support necessary to 
implement a wide variety of policies on Taiwan. If there is not recovery, he will be 
hamstrung and likely in deep political trouble. 
 
 An irony, of course, is that the specific steps the Ma administration can take, 
while important, are not nearly so important for Taiwan’s economy as what happens to 
the PRC economy, the U.S. economy, and the global economy. But whatever that reality, 
Ma is dogged by the perception of pursuing policies that are behind the curve and 
generally ineffective, and he has suffered greatly in public opinion as a result. 
 
 Despite some projections of better performance in the second half of 2009, the 
current economic news has not improved, and polls show that satisfaction with Ma has 
remained low.122 Trust in the president, which has hovered around or under 50 percent for 
the past nine months, also dipped in March, though it remained above the level of 
mistrust.123 Similarly, while the number of those who believe Ma was leading national 
policy in the right direction dropped precipitously, those seeing him leading in the wrong 
direction also fell somewhat, leaving his positive rating still slightly above the negative 
one.124 
 
 That said, the DPP has not benefited from Ma’s woes. The party’s own polling 
numbers remain very low, including the support rate of Chairwoman Tsai Ing-wen, 
whose popularity fell in the wake of the November demonstrations against ARATS head 
Chen Yunlin and so far has not recovered.125  
 
 Moreover, two recent polls show that thus far Taiwan voters have not descended 
into “buyer’s remorse.” That is, by large margins—approaching the margins in the March 
2008 election—they say that, if the presidential election were held again, they would still 
vote for Ma.126  
 
 All of this would seem to indicate that despite the continuous DPP railing against 
Ma, and in particular against his cross-Strait policies, the public basically backs his 
approach. A widely expressed lack of understanding of the ECFA issue is a potential 
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hazard for the administration, one that must be addressed urgently if progress is to be 
made on the schedule Ma has laid out. But, in general, people seem to instinctively grasp 
the potential economic benefits of a well-crafted agreement, and on the political side they 
are so far willing to give Ma the benefit of the doubt that he will, in fact, preserve 
Taiwan’s “dignity”—and its claim to sovereignty—in the course of coming to terms with 
Beijing. To return to our earlier discussion, however, if Ma were to agree to terms that 
seemed to be based on “one China,” that public support would be subject to serious 
challenge. 
 
 Public attention will likely focus back on the WHA issue again in the near future, 
as it will be on the screen over the next several weeks, first when Taipei and Beijing 
finally do negotiate an approach and then when the WHA meets in late May.127 The fate 
of that issue could have a significant impact on public perception of the wisdom of Ma’s 
overall cross-Strait policies and the willingness to support him in taking further steps in 
the future. Success would likely lay the groundwork for further progress; failure could set 
cross-Strait relations back considerably. On that issue, as on many others, the course of 
public perceptions will depend significantly on what Beijing does.  
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the first quarter of 2009 as against around 17 percent for the DPP, and support for the “Pan-Blue Camp” at 
close to 40 percent while the “Pan-Green Camp” was about half that, just above 20 percent. (“Party 
Identification Tracking Analysis in Taiwan―March 2009,” GVSRC Survey, 3 April 2009, http://www.gvm 
.com.tw/gvsrc/GVSRC_PID_200903_Eng.pdf.) 
126 P’ing-guo Jih-pao reported that 54.91 percent of voters would again support the Ma-Siew ticket, while 
31.6 percent would support Frank Hsieh Chang-ting and Su Tseng-chang. (“55% would still support Ma-
Siew if the general election were held,” [55％如重投票仍挺馬蕭], 21 March 2009, http://1-apple.com 
.tw/index.cfm?Fuseaction=Article&Sec_ID=1&IssueID=20090321&art_id=31484923.) While the absolute 
figure for both sides was lower than in March 2008 (Ma-Siew garnered 58.45 percent of the vote as against 
Hsieh-Su’s 41.55 percent, Alan D. Romberg, “After the Taiwan Election: Restoring Dialogue while 
Reserving Options,” China Leadership Monitor, No. 25, Summer 2008, p. 2), the margin of difference 
remained quite high.  
 The TVBS poll taken on 18–19 March (see endnote 122), though showing even lower numbers for 
both tickets than GVSRC did if the election were held now, nonetheless revealed a 15-point margin, even 
closer to the original difference a year ago. 
127 The WHA is scheduled to meet in Geneva from 18 to27 May. (“Meetings of the governing bodies of 
WHO,” WHO, http://www.who.int/governance/calendar/2009/en/index.html.)  


