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On March 22, 2008, Ma Ying-jeou, the Kuomintang (KMT) candidate for president of the Republic of China (ROC or Taiwan), won the electoral contest in a landslide.  Ma garnered roughly 58 percent of the vote, compared to 42 percent for his chief rival, Frank Hsieh, of the pro-independence Democratic Progressive Party (DPP).  In his victory speech before a roaring crowd in Taipei, the charismatic candidate declared that “the end of this election is the beginning of change.”


During the campaign, Ma and his supporters charged that numerous events had negatively affected Taiwan during the administration of Chen Shui-bian.  These included unprecedented strains in relations with the US, a precipitous deterioration in ties with the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and increased political polarization, ethnic division and gridlock at home.  In his inaugural address on May 20, 2008, President Ma promised that he would reverse each of these trends.


This paper examines several of the major challenges that President Ma confronts in his first term of office.  The author suggests that, while these problems are certainly formidable, they should not be exaggerated.  In fact, it appears that Taipei already has achieved some progress in mending the island’s troubled ties with both Beijing and Washington.  At the same time, however, political divisions and distrust within Taiwanese society remain deep and there is still a long way to go toward achieving a “peace agreement” with the Chinese mainland. 

I.  STABLIZING TAIWAN
A vast majority of Taiwan’s 23 million people are ethnic Chinese.  However, this has not prevented the population from often dividing itself into two groups: the “native Taiwanese” whose ancestors began to migrate to Taiwan from mainland China in the 17th century and the “mainlanders” whose families accompanied Chiang Kai-shek’s government to the island in 1949.  Many of the mainlanders, who comprise roughly 15% of the population, tend to favor the KMT and its allies in the so-called “blue camp.”  The DPP and the “green camp” are supported primarily by native Taiwanese and their support base is located in central and southern Taiwan.

In recent years, numerous Taiwanese politicians, particularly members of the DPP, have been accused of seeking to “play the ethnic card” and stir up ethnic divisions in an effort to attract voters during electoral contests.   As Denny Roy, an analyst at the Asia-Pacific Center for Security Studies, observed, “open appeals to ethnicity by politicians have become common.”
  For example, during Taipei’s 2000 mayoral race, the DPP accused Ma Ying-jeo, then the city’s mayor, of being “an outsider from Hong Kong.”  While stumping for Ma’s opponent, President Chen shouted, “do you want a Hong Kong Special Administrative Region leader to be Taipei’s mayor?”
 Moreover, some DPP officials contend that many of society’s problems may be traced to ethnic divisions.  During an interview with the author in 2004, Parris Chang, then Deputy Secretary General of the ROC National Security Council, attributed the gridlock in Taiwan’s legislature to ethnicity.  Chang argued that, unlike America where one’s position on an issue might be influenced by the position one occupies in the government (“where you stand, depends on where you sit”), in Taiwan’s government “where you stand depends on where you are born. Ethnicity often becomes a factor.”

During the eight years of the Chen administration, Taiwan became increasingly polarized. Indeed, some believe that the controversial president’s chief legacy is that he “will always be seen as the one who split Taiwan by playing up ethnic divisions.”
  Political analysts began to describe Taiwanese society as “fractured” and warned “if the rupture continues to be enlarged, it will become the biggest danger to Taiwan’s stability and security.”
  
During the run-up to the 2008 presidential election, Ma Ying-jeou went to great lengths to stress his identification with the Taiwanese people and his love for the island. He openly acknowledged that he was born in Hong Kong, but declared on more than one occasion that “I eat Taiwan rice, drink Taiwan water, I will die and be buried here as a Taiwanese.”
   In other words, Ma wanted voters to consider him as one of their own and not an outsider.


Following his decisive electoral victory, Ma sought to reassure those who had supported his opponent.  During his inaugural address, Ma declared that it was not his intention to “celebrate the victory of a particular party.”  Rather, he pledged to strive for a political environment that is “rational and pluralistic” and one that “fosters political reconciliation and coexistence” while promoting “harmony among sub-ethnic groups and between the old and new immigrants.”   The new president promised to rebuild trust in the government, cooperate with all political parties and operate a government “that will be for all the people [emphasis added].”
  Perhaps to underscore his sincerity and rebuild trust, Ma immediately appointed Lai Hsing-yuan, a former lawmaker from the pro-independence Taiwan Solidarity Union (TSU), as head of the Mainland Affairs Council (MAC), a ROC government body that handles cross-strait policies.

The appointment of a pro-independence politician to head the MAC appears to indicate that the new administration understands that many Taiwanese view the “mainlander” president’s efforts to patch up relations with the Chinese mainland with suspicion.  Indeed, despite the margin of Ma’s electoral victory and his successful cross-strait initiatives, the island remains deeply divided over the consequences and future trajectory of ties with the PRC.  Public opinion polls reveal that 43.2 percent of the population believes that the opening to China can boost Taiwan’s economy and competitive edge, but 36.1 percent fear that the island will become too dependent on the mainland and reduce its competitiveness.


Some observers declared—perhaps prematurely—that the 2008 election signaled an end to the ethnic divisions and extreme political partisanship that had come to characterize in Taiwan’s politics.
  But recent public opinion polls show that a plurality of the Taiwanese people does not agree with this assessment.  When asked to identify problems confronting the island, 45.3 percent believe that “Ma’s incapability to reduce tension between pan-blue and pan-green supporters even after he nominated people from the pan-green camp to key governmental posts is the island’s biggest crisis.”
  In short, there is a common perception that Taiwan remains politically polarized. 

It appears that Ma’s promise not to seek unification with the Chinese mainland (a critical component in his “three-no’s policy” of no unification, no independence and no use of force) and the appointment of pan-green supporters to his administration has done little to reassure the opposition.  They charge that Ma is out of touch with roughly one-half of the island’s inhabitants.  Jou Yi-cheng, chairman of Taiwan’s Third Society Party, explains:

I still feel that the green camp and the blue camp are very different and Ma Ying-jeou clearly doesn’t understand the other half of Taiwan. Despite his travels as a presidential candidate, when he did ‘long stays’ at the homes of ordinary people in central Taiwan. . . . He doesn’t actually understand the half of Taiwan that puts top priority on Taiwan-centric values and a Taiwan-centric regime, the half whose support was not shaken by revelations of DPP corruption, or people like former national policy adviser Alice King, who declared that ‘anyone who votes for Ma Ying-jeou is not Taiwanese.’”

It is difficult to find common ground between Taiwan’s two political camps.  The president’s opponents contend that campaign promises not to seek an accommodation with the PRC were little more than political posturing.  Many in the pan-green camp oppose the president’s endorsement of the so-called “1992 consensus,” an arrangement whereby Beijing and Taipei recognize there is only one China but agree to differ on its definition, as the basis on which cross-strait discussions may resume.  With respect to economic links, they charge that Ma “is placing Taiwan’s economic future entirely upon China and is also willing to give up on Taiwan’s sovereignty.”
 Annette Lu, former Vice President, cautions that the island might one day decide its wants out of the relationship, but will discover that its too late “like the proverbial frog cooking a slow, warm death in the hot spring.”
 Calls for a “diplomatic truce” with Beijing are blasted as a “sellout,” while a new and less confrontational approach to participation in the United Nations (UN) is criticized as having “broken the hearts of the Taiwanese people.”
   Given such strong sentiments, it should come as little surprise that on August 30, 2008, over 50,000 protesters crowded Taipei’s streets calling on Ma to resign and waving signs that read, “China No!”


In addition to complaints that he is too “friendly” to the Chinese mainland, it is noteworthy that the president confronts countervailing pressures.  Many business people (ironically including some in the green camp) hope that Ma’s policies will quickly boost the island’s economy.  The president fueled such expectations by arguing that an improvement in cross-strait ties is not an end in itself but “a way to boost the island’s economy.”
  Some want to accelerate the pace of the cooperation and view an expansion of cross-strait ties as a “panacea” for all Taiwan’s economic problems.  After all, China now enjoys the world’s fourth largest economy, its annual GDP growth rate has averaged almost ten percent for the past twenty years, the country has US $1.6 trillion in foreign exchange reserves and it is expected to soon overtake Germany as the world’s largest exporting nation.
 On the other hand, Taiwan’s economic growth chugs along at about 4 or 5 percent in a good year and actually contracted by 2.2 percent in 2001—the island’s first economic contraction in 26 years.
  As Chiu Chuang-sheng, executive director of the Taiwanese Business Association in Shanghai, gushed, “we’re expecting a lot of the new government.”

The recent global economic downturn and accompanying financial turmoil has fueled arguments that the pace of expanded economic linkages cannot come fast enough.  For example, high-tech industry representatives argue that, if Taiwan hopes to achieve the “develop in Taiwan, build in the mainland” model for industry, it must throw its doors wide open immediately and permit high-level mainland personnel to re-locate to the island on a long-term basis.  Others point to Hong Kong’s tourism boom and claim that Taipei must do more to attract mainland tourists (Hong Kong attracted roughly 14 million Chinese visitors in 2007).  Still others predict that enhanced economic linkages with the mainland will spillover into cooperation in other areas.  Some academics and business leaders argue that the thawing of cross-strait relations may offer Taiwan opportunities sign Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) with other countries and join numerous international organizations.  As Sun Chen, an economist and former president of National Taiwan University explained, “when  you’re faced with an opponent you can’t out compete, your best bet is to ally with him.”
  

Finally, brief mention should be made of the fact that President Ma confronts numerous problems and challenges within the ranks of his own party.  Like the DPP, the KMT is a party plagued by factionalism and internal bickering:

The KMT that Ma leads is very divided. On one hand there are the old, China-centric conservatives, many of whom go back to the dictatorial period. On the other hand, there are the more Taiwan-centric reformers. Ma is a bridge between these groups and frequently leaves both unhappy. Thus, the old conservatives refused to accept Ma's suggestion that the KMT publicly accept defeat in 2004 and they criticized him when he sold the old KMT party headquarters and old party-run enterprises.
 

Some KMT heavyweights did not mince words and criticized the appointment of Lai Hsing-yuan to head the MAC as “idiotic.”  Others support a lengthy (and expensive) investigation into what they describe as the “staged” assassination attempt on President Chen in 2004 and oppose any suggestion that the former president receive a pardon for alleged financial improprieties.  They are outraged that Ma does not stand up and criticize Chen and chastise him as weak and indecisive.
 It is difficult to see how such attitudes can contribute to Ma’s professed goal of striving for “political reconciliation” in Taiwan.

II.  STABLIZING RELATIONS  WITH BEIJING

  During his tenure as ROC president, Chen Shui-bian and his administration orchestrated a series of “surprises” that outraged PRC authorities.  These moves included changing the name of Taiwan’s state corporations, shelving the National Unification Guidelines and National Unification Council, holding a series of controversial referendums and making repeated calls for a new Taiwan constitution.  Perhaps most provocative, however, was the noisy 2008 campaign to join the UN and other international governmental organizations (IGOs) as “Taiwan,” an initiative that appeared to put Taipei on a collision course with both Washington and Beijing.  

To be sure, Beijing adopted policies that provoked Taipei and helped stoke “anti-China” sentiment on the island.  For example, the campaign to isolate the ROC internationally escalated and the number of ballistic missiles deployed directly opposite Taiwan soared to over 1,000 during the Chen era.  But it also appeared that key elements in the mainland’s policies toward the island were modified and softened. Rather than call for the  “reunification” of China under the banner of the so-called “one country, two systems” reunification formula, Beijing began to push for “the peaceful development of relations” and “the maintenance of the status quo.”  Perhaps equally significant, all talk of some sort of a “timetable” for reunification was shelved, the meaning of the “one China principle” was softened and President Hu Jintao began to call for a “peace agreement” with Taiwan.
 

President Chen dismissed Beijing’s new initiatives and soft policies as “sugar coated poison.”
   During an interview with the author, he claimed that all changes in policy were “just part of China’s ‘united front tactics’ and ‘divide and conquer’ strategy.”
 Chen complained that KMT efforts to reach out to the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) were useless and proved only that the party had “not learned any lessons from the past. When they are of no use or value anymore, the CCP will throw them away like rubbish.”

During the presidential campaign, Ma Ying-jeou declared that he would not promote China’s unification or Taiwan’s independence.  He explained that “the mainstream opinion in Taiwan supports maintenance of the status quo.”
 However, Ma did pledge to seek out opportunities to improve ties with the Chinese mainland.  
As one US Congressional study observed, “Ma’s election presents a huge opportunity to lay a new framework in Taiwan-PRC relations—one that moves toward cross-strait improvements and new understandings, and away from the more confrontational policies of the past.”
 For starters, he promised to return to the “1992 consensus” so Taipei could reopen a dialogue with Beijing.  Then, as a first step, Ma will work toward a normalization of economic relations.  Once this is accomplished, he believes Taipei and Beijing might be able to reach an understanding that will provide Taiwan with more “international space.”  Ma reasons that mainland China’s cooperation in this area is “essential to improving relations between the two sides of the Taiwan Strait.”
  Finally, Ma hopes that the two sides may eventually cobble together some sort of peace agreement.  As the president explained, “I think that’s the order—first is economic normalization, and then international space and then the peace accord.”

Taiwan officials are understandably reluctant to publicly discuss or outline any sort of timetable for progress in cross-strait relations.  After all, things could change.  During an interview with the author, however, a senior ROC Presidential official, who requested anonymity, speculated on the anticipated pace of progress in PRC-ROC relations:

We want to be prudent, so the first year we concentrate only on economics and trade issues—trying to establish direct trade links and working on some economic issues which are the focus of attention of many people in Taiwan. For instance, the investment guarantee, the double taxation issue and banking in China.  The second and maybe third year—we don’t know because it depends on progress—we will probably work on international space.  Talk of a peace agreement will probably come after that.


Public opinion polls reveal that an overwhelming majority of Taiwanese (roughly 73%) approve of the government’s approach—namely, putting economic issues first and settling political issues at a later date.
  The discussion below briefly examines each of these initiatives.

Economic Normalization

Since the opening up of cross-strait economic relations in the late 1980s, Taiwan’s investment in the PRC has soared.  In fact, the Taiwanese are presently the chief investors in China.  According to some estimates, by 2006, they had plowed over US $240 billion into the mainland.
  Bilateral trade has also escalated steadily and now exceeds over US $120 billion.  Taiwan enjoys a huge trade surplus with the mainland (its chief trading partner) and would suffer from a massive international trade deficit without the cross-strait trade relationship.


Despite the explosion in cross-strait trade and investment, economic relations have long been hobbled by a plethora of irrational governmental policies. For example, travel from Taipei to Beijing had to be “indirect,” meaning that flights to and from the mainland were routed through Hong Kong or foreign countries such as Japan or the Republic of Korea.  As one member of the US Chamber of Commerce in Taipei complained during an interview with the author, “what should be one-day trip back and forth to Shanghai becomes a three-day ordeal.”
  Limits on Taiwanese investment in the mainland and a host of other restrictions also appeared increasingly irrational.    Moreover, Taipei enforced a number of anachronistic policies designed to prevent mainland compatriots from investing in Taiwan or even visiting the island as tourists.  Other initiatives—such as the “go south” policy that encouraged Taiwanese businesses to invest in Southeast Asia rather than China—appeared ridiculous. 


President Ma came to office determined to put an end to such practices.  During the presidential campaign, he even spoke of establishing a “cross-strait common market.” As Francisco Ou, Taiwan’s Foreign Minister, explained, “we cannot keep blindfolding ourselves by pretending China does not exist.”


In April, 2008, the groundwork for rationalizing cross-strait economic relations was laid during the Boao Forum on Hainan Island when Vice President-elect Vincent Siew met with President Hu Jintao on the sidelines of the meeting to discuss a variety of economic initiatives.  On June 11, 2008, negotiations between Taiwan’s semi-official Straits Exchange Foundation (SEF) and Beijing’s Association for Relations Across the Taiwan Strait (ARATS) re-opened for the first time in a decade.  The two bodies agreed to focus on economic matters and set aside thorny issues relating to sovereignty and Taiwan’s international space.  Much to the surprise of some foreign observers, they quickly hammered out a transportation pact that would allow regular “weekend charter flights” to cross the Taiwan Strait beginning July 4, 2008.  Moreover, a separate tourism agreement was signed enabling up to 3,000 PRC tourists to visit Taiwan each day for a maximum of 10 days.  This arrangement could conceivably enable up to one million Chinese tourists to enter Taiwan annually, up from the previous level of roughly 80,000.  

In addition to the negotiated agreements, Taiwan has announced a number of unilateral initiatives.  These include allowing the conversion of the PRC yuan (renminbi) into New Taiwan dollars (NT$) and a series of moves to ease restrictions on investment in China.  Other actions appear still to be in the discussion stage.

Looking to the future, Taiwan officials acknowledge that “there are still many issues to be discussed.”
  President Ma has stated that he wants “broad access to the mainland market for Taiwanese financial businesses, an end to double taxation by governmental agencies in Taipei and Beijing and the removal of investment restrictions.”
  He is also pressing for regularly scheduled airline service, direct sea and air cargo links, common technical standards and establishment of a mechanism to handle commercial disputes.  The president predicts that “if we could continue the current talks with them to achieve economic normalization, I’m sure the feeling of a peaceful environment will continue to grow and this is exactly what I have in mind.”

International Space

During the ROC’s authoritarian era, both Beijing and Taipei adhered to a “one China policy” and “one China principle.”
  If a foreign government opted to recognize one rival, the other would break diplomatic relations with it.  In a similar vein, if one government succeeded in joining an IGO, the other would immediately resign from it.  As President Chiang Kai-shek explained in a letter to President John F. Kennedy, “there is no room for patriots and traitors to live together.”
 
With the passage of time, Beijing began to win the diplomatic tug-of-war.  More and more governments switched recognition to the PRC.  Under intense pressure, ROC representatives walked out of the UN in October, 1971, and Taipei lost is seat in most other important global bodies shortly afterwards.  In the late 1980s, Taiwan junked the old policy and embraced a new “pragmatic approach” to international affairs.  This appeared to signal a willingness to forsake the ‘one China policy” in an effort to improve its diplomatic fortunes and return to the global community.  But Beijing did not reciprocate and clung to the “one China policy.” 

Out of the world’s 193 nations, 171 now recognize the Beijing as the legitimate government of all China (interpreted by the PRC to include Taiwan) and less than two dozen still maintain diplomatic relations with Taipei. As outlined in Table 1 (below) no important governments maintain formal ties with the ROC. 

Table 1: Taiwan’s Diplomatic Allies in the South Pacific, Latin America and Africa
	Republic of Palau
	Republic of Nicaragua

	Tuvalu
	Dominican Republic

	Republic of the Marshall Islands
	Republic of Honduras

	Solomon Islands
	Republic of Panama

	Republic of Kiribati
	Saint Christopher and Nevis

	Republic of Nauru
	Saint Lucia

	Republic of Guatemala
	Burkina Faso

	Republic of Paraguay
	Democratic Republic of Sao Tome and Principe

	St. Vincent and the Grenadines
	Kingdom of Swaziland

	Belize
	Republic of The Gambia

	Republic of El Salvador
	The Holy See

	Republic of Haiti
	


Source:  Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Republic of China (Taiwan), Diplomatic Allies, on the world wide web at http://www.mofa.gov.tw.

Taiwan’s small coterie of diplomatic allies are important to Taipei as they bestow a degree of international legitimacy upon the ROC government, speak for Taipei in the international community and provide the island’s leaders with an excuse to make so-called “transit stopovers” in more important countries.  President Ma believes that for China, “the marginal utility of adding one country to that 171 list is getting less and less.  On the other hand, the 23 countries [that represent Taipei] are very important to us as a source of dignity.”

Both Beijing and Taipei have long employed “checkbook diplomacy,” various forms of bribery, in an effort to lure away each other’s diplomatic partners.  In recent years, the PRC has been winning the battle as Taiwan’s “small friends,” including Grenada, Liberia, Senegal, Chad, Costa Rica and the Commonwealth of Dominica, have yielded to temptation and switched recognition.  For example, Malawi reportedly received a US $6 billion financial assistance package to dump Taipei for Beijing.
  If a country dares to recognize Taipei, Beijing seeks to ensure that the move will cost it dearly.  When Macedonia recognized Taiwan, China used its clout in the UN to end a peacekeeping mission in that war-torn country in 2001.  The country quickly switched back to Beijing.  Hardball tactics of a similar nature have been used against other nations that get too close to Taiwan.  When Vietnam refused to bar Taipei’s participation in the 2006 APEC summit in Hanoi, Beijing reportedly halted economic aid to the country.

President Ma has complained the Chen administration’s confrontational approach to foreign policy proved to be a failure:

They had a very adventuresome foreign policy, trying to have conflict everywhere and what was the result? We gained three allies, but lost nine.  I don’t want to repeat that.

During an address before the ROC Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the president observed, while the budget of the ministry increased substantially in recent years, “the mutual trust with our non-diplomatic allies has fallen, the number of our diplomatic allies has decreased, our participation in international activities has encountered unprecedented pressure, and Taiwan’s international image has worsened.”
  This helps explain why President Ma is pursuing a new diplomatic strategy.


The Ma administration has called for a “diplomatic truce” with mainland China in an effort to create a “win-win” situation for both sides and signal a more conciliatory approach to cross-strait relations.  The new president wants to end the long-standing competition that has enabled little countries to “blackmail” Taipei and Beijing—expenditures that Foreign Minister Ou describes as “just a waste of money.”
  Moreover, as the foreign minister explained, the “underhanded” contest for diplomatic allies “is not only a monumental waste of money, but also creates animosity from the international community about creating instability in a certain region.”
  He has declared that “finding more new allies is not our priority task under the new thinking” and both governments need to “break free of the number obsession.”
  Public opinion polls show that, while most Taiwanese still believe that advancing foreign relations is important, over 67 percent now agree that the diplomatic competition between the two sides for allies and international space should stop.


In addition to seeking an end to the scuffle over diplomatic allies, Taiwan has embraced a less confrontational approach toward participation in the world’s IGOs.  President Ma branded the Chen administration’s efforts to join the UN as “tantamount to disaster” and believes that it succeeded only in antagonizing the island’s friends.
  He has signaled a willingness to accept participation in IGOs as “a tariff territory, an economic entity, a NGO [or] a geographic region like ‘Chinese Taipei.”
  In August, 2008, Taipei dropped Chen’s campaign to join the UN as “Taiwan,” and requested that the 63rd General Assembly figure out some way that would permit the island’s “meaningful participation,” in the global body’s auxiliary agencies like the World Health Organization (WHO), International Monetary Fund and International Civil Aviation Organization.  Shortly afterward, the president formally junked President Lee’s characterization of cross-strait relations as a “special state-to-state” relationship and described it simply as a “special relationship.”
It appears that Taiwan’s new strategy toward participation in international affairs already might be yielding some dividends.  Although Beijing has not formally agreed to a “diplomatic truce,” it appears that it is “pulling its punches” in the diplomatic tussle with Taipei.  For example, it was widely anticipated that Paraguay would switch recognition to the PRC.  However, Taipei’s only South American ally still remains in its camp, and when asked if Paraguay’s loyalty was “wavering,” President Ma replied, “no longer.”
  When questioned why Paraguay’s president, Fernando Lugo, had backtracked on his presidential campaign promise to switch ties to Beijing, Taiwan’s foreign minister replied only that he “didn’t understand the causes of the change.”
  During private conversations with the author, however, officials in the ROC Government Information Office suggested that the PRC had rebuffed Paraguay’s overtures, stating that “now is a not good time to establish formal relations.”
  A senior Presidential Office official, who requested anonymity, confirmed that “it’s already been done and Paraguay is a prime example—Paraguay and Panama.”
  He added that “some of their friends are also flirting with us.  So, both sides are exercising some restraint and its working.”
 For the record, however, ROC officials acknowledge only that “changes in the attitudes of Taiwan’s allies Paraguay, Panama and the Dominican Republic can serve as an indicator that China has shown goodwill toward Ma’s diplomatic strategy.”

With respect to participation in the UN and other IGOs, Taiwan remains locked out of most important global institutions.  However, it is noteworthy that President Hu has emphasized repeatedly that the mainland will find a way for the island to participate in the WHO.  Moreover, Beijing’s objections to Taipei’s 2008 bid to participate in UN activities could be characterized as mild when compared to past temper tantrums.  When defending Beijing’s opposition to the proposal, Wang Guangya, China’s representative to the UN, noted cross-strait relations have shown “a good momentum of improvement and development” since March and that Taipei’s participation in international activities should be settled through consultation “by the Chinese people across the Taiwan Strait.”
  Ma was not surprised by China’s opposition.  He noted, however, that “if you compare the intensity of the remarks to what they did barely six months ago, you will see the difference. And actually this is just the beginning.”

Cross-Strait Peace Agreement

 The Taiwan Strait has long been acknowledged as one of the principle “flashpoints” for conflict in East Asia.  Taipei unilaterally declared an end to the Chinese Civil War long ago.  But Beijing has not reciprocated.  Indeed, the PRC has never ruled out the use of force to take Taiwan and has deployed roughly 1,400 ballistic missiles directly opposite the island—the highest concentration of missiles anywhere on earth.  During the mid-1990s, mainland China conducted a series of highly provocative “missile tests” in the waters surrounding Taiwan.  Shortly after these moves, the National People’s Congress passed the “Anti-Secession Act of 2005” that authorizes a Chinese military attack on Taiwan.


In 2005, President Hu Jintao first raised the idea of a peace agreement with Taiwan.  Since that time, the Chinese president has continued to discuss the issue.  Unlike his predecessor, President Ma has expressed a keen interest in the proposal.   But he cautions that it will take time:

That will take some time to accomplish.  But you understand that this is not the most urgent thing to do.  Why?  Because in order to have a peace accord you do have to build up the preparations, the atmosphere, which can only be done by normalizing economic relations and making some progress on the issue of international space.  I think we are doing that and we are seeing some signs of a thaw in the iceberg.


Taiwan defense analysts are quick to point out that, thus far, “there have been no confidence building measures (CBMs) on the military side at all.  No one is even starting to look at the key issues.”
   It appears that the biggest roadblock to progress remains “the deeply ingrained suspicion on both sides of the strait.”
 Despite this fact, however, there are some encouraging signs.  
According to Taiwanese media reports, President Ma has ordered the ROC military to halt production of a new generation of Hsiung-feng 2E cruise missiles capable of hitting Shanghai and other high-profile mainland targets.
  Moreover, there are rumors that Taiwan plans to scale back military outlays in 2009.  Interestingly, there also are reports that PRC leaders “privately” informed KMT heavyweights that the PLA will “gradually” remove the missiles deployed opposite Taiwan.
  
If China does dismantle the ballistic missiles targeting Taiwan, President Ma believes the two sides could make real progress toward a peace agreement.
  In fact, Taiwan’s defense minister has conceded that, while the island’s armed forces are presently anticipating a defense buildup, the removal of the PRC’s missiles would prompt his ministry to “make adjustments on military procurements and research and development.”
  These moves could enhance the chances for a peace pact across the Taiwan Strait. 
III.  STABLIZING RELATIONS  WITH WASHINGTON

For over fifty years, the US has maintained a remarkably close relationship with Taiwan.  American officials readily concede that Washington’s “unofficial relationship” with Taipei is stronger than its “official” ties with many other nations.  Arguably, no other state maintains as many ties to the island.

During the early years of the Chen Shui-bian administration, Washington’s relationship with Taipei grew closer.  The George W. Bush administration increased American support for Taiwan’s participation in the world’s major IGOs, allowed Taiwan’s leaders to make high profile visits to the US, approved huge arms sales packages and appeared to boost America’s commitment to defend the island from PRC attack.  Indeed, during a television interview on April 25, 2001, President Bush promised to do “whatever it took to help Taiwan defend theirself (sic).”

The Bush administration’s “honeymoon” with Taiwan proved to be short-lived.  In fact, by 2004 some speculated that there was talk about a “divorce” within the White House. The September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks and the North Korean nuclear crisis effectively moved China off of Washington’s “enemies list.”  The dramatic economic rise of the PRC and a series of unwelcome “surprises” by the Chen administration also contributed to a perceptible shift in US policy.
 In time, the Taiwanese president began to be described as President’s Bush’s “least favorite” democratically elected leader.
Washington’s relations with Taipei probably sank to their lowest point after the Chen administration announced its intention to conduct a “UN referendum” to coincide with the island’s 2008 presidential election.  The US publicly criticized this “provocative” move as a “step toward a declaration of independence” that undermined the maintenance of the status quo in the Taiwan Strait and threatened cross-strait peace and stability.
  Dennis Wilder, Senior Director of Asian Affairs at the US National Security Council, went so far as to publicly declare that Taiwan was not entitled to join the UN because “membership in the UN requires statehood.  Taiwan, or the Republic of China, is not at this point a state in the international community.”
  US officials complained that the UN initiative was an election-year gimmick designed by the DPP to “improve its political position,” but needlessly provoked the PRC thereby “endangering Taiwan and American security.”
  The Bush administration became so nervous about the UN referendum and a PRC response that it deployed three aircraft carrier battle groups to patrol the waters around the island during the March, 2008, election.

The US did not publicly throw its support to either candidate during Taiwan’s 2008 presidential race.  In private conversations with the author during the run-up to the election, however, US embassy officials in Beijing stated plainly that Washington was praying for a Ma Ying-jeou victory.
  Consequently, it should come as little surprise that the US was pleased with the election’s outcome.  As Douglas Paal, the former “unofficial” American ambassador to Taiwan, observed, “the US will greet with relief the arrival of a new team in Taipei that understands that its actions cannot only be for domestic political consumption without regard for their consequences beyond the shores of the island.”

Commenting on the election, President George W. Bush declared that it “provides a fresh opportunity for both sides to reach out and engage one another in peacefully resolving their differences.”
  The president also observed that “it falls to Taiwan and Beijing to build the essential foundations for peace and stability by pursuing dialogue through all available means [emphasis added].”
  US Department of State officials made similar statements.  Douglas G. Spelman, Director of the State Department’s Office of Taiwan Coordination, declared that “a fruitful dialogue” enabling the PRC and Taiwan to “achieve progress” was a major objective of American policy.

President Ma believes that opening talks and mending relations with the Chinese mainland will enable Taipei improve its ties with Washington.  There is evidence to support this view.  American officials have welcomed the new administration’s prompt return to the “1992 consensus,” a move that enabled the island to reopen a dialogue with Beijing.  When asked if Washington had any reservations about the initiative, Raymond Burghardt, chairman of the Washington-based American Institute in Taiwan (AIT) chairman, replied, “what is there for the US to have an opinion about it?”
 Moreover, American officials have publicly applauded the negotiated agreements that led to direct weekend air travel and boosted the number of Chinese tourists allowed to visit Taiwan.  Stephen Young, director of the Taipei-based AIT office, declared that “we are very much encouraged by the recent steps in the expansion of cross-Taiwan Strait ties in the form of weekend passenger charter flights and mainland Chinese tourists.”
  It is Washington’s view that all such measures help to reduce tensions and promote peace and stability across the Taiwan Strait.
In addition to re-opening cross-strait negotiations, it is likely that Washington welcomes Taipei’s new approach to presidential “transit stops” in the US while en route to other destinations.  President Ma has promised not to “abuse” this practice and claims his low-key stopovers are designed to “restore mutual trust between Taiwan and the US.”
  A senior Presidential Office official explains:

We don’t view the transit stops the same way as the DPP.  This way, we build mutual trust with the US. Otherwise, the US always feels we are trying to use Washington to score domestic political points. And that is not our purpose.

The official added that the visits are not required to conduct negotiations with US lawmakers or other officials.  He explained that “we have other channels.  For example, this morning we met the largest group ever of US Congressmen—nine of them—here in Taipei.”
  As an added benefit, it is likely that any low-key visit may also be “seen as a goodwill gesture to Beijing.”


Washington appreciates Taipei’s new approach to participation in the UN.  In fact, only hours after UN General Committee rejected a proposal calling for the 63rd General Assembly to study ways Taiwan might “participate” in UN-affiliated agencies, the US Permanent Mission to the UN posted a statement on its official website emphasizing American support for the island’s “meaningful participation” in the WHO and other agencies.
  As described, the US had blasted the Chen administration’s 2007 campaign to join the UN as a full member as “provocative.”

Addressing another long-standing US concern, President Ma has proclaimed that Taipei is now willing to take more responsibility for its own defense.  Although he is determined to work toward a détente with the Chinese mainland, he has also proposed that defense outlays be boosted to 3 percent of the island’s GDP.  He reasons that the island must negotiate with the PRC from a position of strength. In addition to moving forward with long-delayed plans to purchase American helicopters, submarines and air defense missile batteries, the president hopes to purchase over 60 F-16 C/D warplanes in a deal worth more than US $3 billion.
  Ironically, it is no longer clear whether Washington remains interested in selling these weapons as the arms transfers could complicate relations with Beijing.  According to some media reports, a decision on the sales would be deferred until sometime after a new administration arrives in Washington.
  The US did approve the sale of US $6.5 billion in arms on October 3, 2008.  Most of the weapons had been offered originally in 2001. Noticeably absent from the list of approved arms were the F-16 warplanes and submarines that Taipei had requested.
 
In sum, the Ma administration is taking steps to repair ties with Washington that were damaged during the Chen era.  Officials hope that a more nuanced and thoughtful approach toward relations with the island’s most important foreign friend might even pave the way for a FTA and other cooperative ventures.  In any event, as Dr. Lin Chong-pin, president of the prestigious, Foundation on International and Cross-strait Studies, observed, “Washington should have no excuse to treat us as they did until May, 2008.”

IV. CONCLUSION:
MA THE MAGNIFICENT OR MA THE MEAGER?
Many political analysts—particularly realists and neo-realists—believe that the external behavior of a state is best explained by the structure of the international system.  However, others prefer to focus on internal considerations such as governmental structure, institutions and domestic political forces (for example, parties, interest groups and the media) in any given state and contend that these variables are the primary determinants of policy.  Still others argue that the personality and beliefs of a particular state’s leader is the most critical factor.  There is strong evidence to suggest that this last observation applies with special force to Taiwan.


The so-called “idiosyncratic” model of decision-making assumes that a country’s leader is much more than a passive agent who responds to external events, situations or shifts in the international system.  Rather, it is argued that an individual’s values, beliefs, personality, cultural baggage and perceptions can make a major difference on external policy outcomes.  But critics argue this is not the case.  They contend that often the global system shapes policy, “leaders who have different personal characteristics behave similarly when placed in common situations” or that complex bureaucracies “limit the effect of individuals’ characteristics.”


To be sure, one can make a strong case that seismic changes within the international system—particularly the astounding rise of mainland China and America’s global war on terror—would dissuade any rational Taiwanese leader from pursuing the Chen-era policies that put Taipei on a collision course with both Beijing and Washington.  It is noteworthy that even Frank Hsieh, the DPP presidential nominee, supported expanding economic ties with the Chinese mainland.  But it is difficult—if not impossible—to determine whether Hsieh’s position was merely election-year posturing designed to “move to the middle” and reassure voters.  After all, Chen Shui-bian also made numerous reassuring promises to win votes, but reneged on them at a later date.  Furthermore, it remains an open question as to whether Hsieh would have abandoned some policies—including the confrontational approach toward full membership in the UN—or approved of other moves such as Taipei’s sudden tilt away from Tokyo.

As described, President Chen rebuffed all of President Hu’s peace overtures.  Much of the political opposition in Taiwan still supports this position and brands efforts to seek a détente with the mainland as a “sellout” or “surrender.”  President Ma chaffs at such criticism asking, “why should we waster another half century in confrontation? Why can’t we seize the historic opportunity to plant the seed of peace in every soul of the people on the two sides of the Taiwan Strait?”
   A senior Presidential Office official argues that such sentiments underscore the deep differences between the two political camps:

This is the fundamental difference between the KMT and the DPP.  We recognize China as a threat. But at the same time, we see China as an opportunity. So, the government’s job is to manage the dynamics—or the dialectics if you want to put it that way—the dialectics of this opportunity and threat.  That is what the government is for.
 
Chen Shui-bian agrees that fundamental differences between the island’s political camps hold enormous consequences for Taiwan.  On more than one occasion, the controversial leader has told the author that Taiwan’s political parties and population are bitterly divided over the question of national identity—the KMT sees itself as part of “greater China,” while the DPP does not.


During his first months in office, President Ma engineered a major overhaul in Taiwan’s relations with both the Chinese mainland and the US.  It appears unlikely that a DPP administration would have enjoyed the same degree of success mending ties that had been so severely damaged by Ma’s predecessor—a leader described by some analysts as  “risk acceptant leader” who reportedly “seems to relish living on the edge.”
  In fact, public opinion polls reveal that a vast majority of Taiwanese approve of the new administration’s push to patch up relations with the mainland.  Despite his best efforts, however, it appears that Ma is experiencing numerous difficulties mending the social fabric of Taiwan’s bifurcated society.

In coming years, President Ma will confront numerous challenges.  Perhaps first and foremost, he must somehow build trust across Taiwan’s partisan divide.  This move is essential.  As Jou Yi-cheng observed, “a social consensus is necessary if he [Ma] wants to enter into cross-strait negotiations.”
  Indeed, during an interview with the author, James L. Huskey, then chief of the AIT’s political section in Taipei, expressed concerns that the island might descend into chaos and turmoil if a KMT administration moves too close to the Chinese mainland too quickly.


International events—particularly the global economic slowdown and accompanying financial crises—have conspired to complicate Taiwan’s domestic politics and undermine the president’s popularity.  The Taiwanese people—like people everywhere—demand fast and easy solutions to extraordinarily complicated problems.  The inability of the Ma administration to turn Taiwan’s economy around on a dime has helped cause the president’s approval rating to drop to 28 percent, while providing ammunition to critics who oppose economic and other linkages with the PRC.

To be sure, Ma has enjoyed some successes mending relations with the Chinese mainland.  Cross-strait ties appear to have “stabilized.”
  As one PRC official gushed, “the sun shines again after the rain.”
  But some Taiwan political analysts warn that “things will change when the honeymoon ends and interaction gets back to a more normal track.”

It must be remembered that the Chinese bureaucracy moves slowly and anti-Taiwan forces remain embedded within numerous ministries and governmental units.  Precious opportunities might be missed (or sabotaged) and long standing policies could conceivably take years to change—particularly questions relating to Taiwan’s international space.  On May 28, 2008, President Hu Jintao told Wu Poh-hsiung, Chairman of the KMT, that “after the two sides resume consultations [we] can discuss the issue of [Taiwan’s] participation in international activities…including giving priority to discussing the issue of attending WHO activities [emphasis added].”
  But reports indicate that Beijing’s leaders are split over how the country can achieve this goal while simultaneously sidestepping the sensitive sovereignty issue.  Moreover, during conversations with the author, analysts at Shanghai’s prestigious Institute for International Studies opined that Beijing might not want to give up too much at once—citing the 1,400 missiles deployed opposite Taiwan as an example—in order to save some bargaining chips for future negotiations.
  China’s heavy-handed behavior in the areas of democracy and human rights could also hobble future progress in bilateral relations.  Given President Ma’s longstanding and vocal interest in these areas, such an eventuality cannot be ruled out.
The current state of relations between Taipei and Washington is improving, but there is a long way to go.  It would be naïve to assume that all differences will disappear overnight.  Elements within US policy-making circles remain hesitant to get too close to Taipei for fear of jeopardizing America’s relationship with the PRC.  This represents a significant problem as Washington’s support helps Taipei negotiate with Beijing from a position of strength.  On other hand, some Americans are suspicious of the growing rapprochement between Taiwan and the Chinese mainland—a country they view as a threat to American interests.  Although this “anti-China” faction does not represent “mainstream opinion” within Washington, it is active and vocal and could conceivably form a tacit “united front” with pro-China elements (sometimes called “panda huggers”) to help derail a FTA, an arms sales agreement or another initiative deemed beneficial to Taipei.  Further complicating matters is the fact that some Taiwanese are reluctant to get too close to Washington believing that the island’s most advantageous position—a spot that places it in the most advantageous situation—is a point “not too close to Beijing or Washington.”
  But finding such an ideal spot could prove elusive. 
In sum, it is clear that President Ma is largely responsible for moving Taiwan more swiftly along the road toward a stabilization of relations with the Chinese mainland than any of the island’s past leaders.  This, in itself, is a laudable, albeit perhaps not magnificent, accomplishment.  However, there is still a long way to go.  There is an old Chinese saying that every journey begins with a few steps.  Keeping this adage in mind, it should come as no surprise that it might take quite some time before the two sides can reach an understanding that will enable them to co-exist, cooperate and develop peacefully and thereby genuinely establish a “win-win” situation for both the mainland and Taiwan.   
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