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Taiwan update: domestic reform and soft power diplomacy
Stephen Hoadley comments on the state of economic and
political affairs in the small but prosperous Republic of

China.

Stephen Hoadley is an associate professor of political studies
at the University of Auckland. He conducted research in Taipei

in July 2012.

The Republic of China (ROC) on Taiwan has transformed
itself from an authoritarian one-party state into a
liberal democracy in less than a quarter-century. It has
developed its economic base from small-holder
agriculture to high-tech manufacturing and exporting,
and reformed its society and environment to distribute
Taiwan's new wealth. To offset its diplomatic ostracism,
the ROC government has devised innovative unofficial
diplomacy stressing rapprochement with neighbouring
China, achievement of international trade, human rights
and environmental standards, deployment of soft power
such as aid, and projection of a non-confrontational
approach to regional problems. An economic co-operation

agreement with New Zealand is imminent.

In a neighbourhood dominated by major powers, measured




demographically and economically as well as geo-politically,
Taiwan is barely visible. Nevertheless its government has
achieved much in enhancement of prosperity, democracy and
human rights, and these achievements have contributed to the
success of Taiwan’s soft power diplomacy.

Relatively small in population (23 million), Taiwan ranks
ahead of Singapore, Brunei, Laos, Cambodia and Mongolia, but
behind the rest of its Asian neighbours. Its islands are not
rich in minerals, timber, fish, or hydrocarbon energy
resources. Nevertheless, the people of Taiwan enjoy a standard
of living comparable to that of New Zealanders, particularly
when measured by the purchasing power parity (PPP) index, and
six times higher than that of their mainland Chinese
counterparts.i

Economic transformation

Taiwan is one of the four ‘Asian tigers’, exemplars of rapid
economic development following the Second World War,
following the model of Japan and foreshadowing in some
respects that of China. The ‘Asian tiger model’ identifies
government-led investment and innovation in manufacturing for
export as the key strategy.'' The Republic of China (ROC)
government on Taiwan fits the model inasmuch as it was
semi-authoritarian until the 1980s. The mainlandmilitary and
civil elites of the Kuomintang (Nationalist) Party that
retreated to Taiwan upon the victory of the People’s Republic

of China in 1949 were strongly motivated to modernise



economically and militarily to defend their island haven.
Military and development aid from the United States, building
on infrastructure bequeathed by the Japanese colonial
administration 1895--1945, gave the Taiwan economy a boost
and allowed the ROC government to channel domestic savings
to favoured entrepreneurs for further development.
Furthermore, the openness of the US market provided a
lucrative outlet for Taiwan’s exports, initially processed
foods and light manufactured goods, and later its high-tech
electronics and information technology products. With the
advent of Deng Xiaoping’s ‘open policy’ in 1978, Taiwan’s
manufacturers moved much labour-intensive work to the China
mainland, with consequent cost savings.

Investment in education at all levels, and dispatch of
students to higher study in the United States, sustained the
drive to innovate and export and, as well, broadened social
opportunity. Policies to provide health care and public
amenities, clean up the environment and encourage
energy-saving practices followed. Despite exclusion from
participation in the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change
and the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, Taiwan in
2007-08 reduced its carbon emissions by 4 per cent at a time
when most industrial countries’ emissions were rising
inexorably, as were New Zealand’s.iﬁ'Consequently, enjoying
a secure, comfortable, and sustainable lifestyle at home, few

Taiwanese feel the need to emigrate, minimising the brain



drain.

Despite diplomatic isolation, Taiwan as an economic entity
has joined the international trend to trade liberalisation.
It entered the WTO in 2001, has completed free trade agreements
with four of its Central American partners, and is currently
negotiating free trade agreements with New Zealand and
Singapore. It aspires to join the Trans-Pacific Partnership
Agreement in due course.

Democratic transformation

The ROC government presided over economic growth 1949-87 as
a one-party state exercising martial law. However, starting
in 1987 the administration led by President Chiang Ching-kuo
initiated a series of domestic civil liberties reforms that
brought liberal multi-party democracy to the country in little
over a decade.' These reforms included the lifting of martial
law, the ending of media censorship and public assembly
constraints, the abolition of distinctions between
mainlanders and Taiwanese, and the institution of direct
elections for the legislature and the presidency.” In 2000 the
heretofore opposition Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) was
elected peacefully to power, and in 2008 the Kuomintang was
returned, thus establishing a pattern of two-party
alternation in power.

Human rights

As a charter member of the United Nations and member of the

Human Rights Commission, the ROC government signed the



Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948. In 1967 it
signed the International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights (ICCPR) and the International Covenant on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) . As human rights standards
became more prominent in international discourse, encouraged
not least by democracy promotion by the United States in its
Cold War rivalries, and later in its ‘democratic peace’
doctrines, the ROC embraced them. And when Beijing embarked
on its post-Mao Open Policy led by Deng Xiaoping and became
less overtly threatening, the security rationale for the
Kuomintang-dominated government’s cautious authoritarianism
eroded. The project to ratify international human rights
treaties was revived as democracy and protection of human
rights in Taiwan deepened in the 2000s, exemplified by the
ROC government’s adoption of the Convention on the Elimination
of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) in 2007. In 2008
President Ma Ying-Jeou made ratification of the ICCPR and
ICESCR a priority of his new presidency. Subsequently the two
covenants were ratified in May 2009 and incorporated in
Taiwan’s domestic law in December 2009.

The ROC’s two decades of democracy and human rights reforms
have been recognised abroad. In 2012 Freedom House rated the
ROC as seven (top) on political rights and six (next to top)
on civil liberties. These scores stand in contrast to those
of the PRC at one (worst) on political rights and two (next
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to worst) on civil liberties. The ROC can now claim to be



one of the most liberal-democratic governments in the world.
Diplomatic adaptation

In 1971 the ROC withdrew from the United Nations General
Assembly and most international organisations, and the
People’s Republic of China (PRC) took its place in accordance
with the One China Policy. As most governments of the world,
including New Zealand’s, switched diplomatic recognition to
the PRC, the ROC was reduced to three dozen small diplomatic
partners, mostly Pacific and Central American mini-states.
The ROC was obliged to conduct its relations with the rest
of the world through trade and cultural offices, often
labelled Taipei Economic and Cultural Offices (TECO) as in
Wellington and Auckland,** and informal or unofficial
contacts by officials, within the limits set by Beijing,
backed by the threat of retaliation.

Soft power

Consequently ROC leaders turned to non-governmental
organisation channels to facilitate international contact,
and this led them to adopt ‘soft power’, or power of example,
as a means to win respect and gain voice in the absence of
formal diplomatic relations. ROC leaders set about adopting
Western democracy and human rights standards (and economic,
social, and environmental standards as well) in order to make
Taiwan into a model polity, thereby gaining influence by
attraction.

Throughout this transition period the ROC attempted to rejoin



international organisations. It was eventually successful in
joining APEC, the WTO, the International Olympic Committee,
and the World Health Assembly, although not as a sovereign
state but as a hybrid entity labelled Chinese Taipei or other
title devised to mollify Beijing.
The ROC government’s initiatives to enhance human rights
protections and ratify international human rights treaties
were part of this effort to ease Taiwan’s diplomatic ostracism,
for it promised to link the ROC to treaty bodies such as the
ICCPR’s Human Rights Committee, and to the UN Secretariat
where treaty ratifications are deposited. It was hoped this
would enhance the ROC’s engagement with international
institutions and raise the ROC’s profile as a constructive
actor. The linkage was made explicit by President Chen in his
assertion at his inaugural speech in 2000:

The ROC cannot and will not remain outside global human

rights trends.... We will bring the ROC back into the

international human rights system."**!
Continuing reforms
But the ROC faced unique obstacles to completion of the
ratification process. Because the ROC had no official status
in the United Nations, it asked Nauru to submit the instrument
of ratification of the CEDAW, but in March 2009
Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon refused to accept it.'*
Similarly, the ROC’s instruments of ratification of the ICCPR

and ICESCR, submitted on its behalf by Nauru, Belize, The



Gambia, and St Vincent and the Grenadines, were also rejected.”
Undeterred by these brush-offs, Taiwan in 2012 published its
first report on compliance with ICCPR standards, fulfilling
its obligation as if it were a treaty member, outperforming
those treaty parties chronically delinquent in submitting
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reports.” Reports on compliance with the CEDAW, which entered
ROC law on 1 January 2012, are to be issued every four years
as prescribed.**

Other initiatives to raise the ROC’s international profile
continued in parallel. In 2000 the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
established the NGO Affairs Committee, which served, among
other functions, as a channel through which ROC officials in
an unofficial capacity could participate in international
conferences, including those on human rights. In 2003 the Chen
administration established the Taiwan Foundation for
Democracy (TFD), modelled after the US National Endowment for
Democracy. In 2004 its chairperson noted how the TFD helped
the ROC to ‘keep in step with international democratic
processes to spread Taiwan’s democratic experience’ .**' The
following year the TFD established the Taiwan Youth for
Democracy in Asia, which in turn supported the World Forum
for Democratisation in Asia. President Ma’s administration
set up a Presidential Human Rights Advisory Committee in 2009
as a step towards establishing a human rights commission, and
in June 2012, with the TFD and Taiwan National University,

sponsored an international symposium on compliance with the



ICCPR and IESCR.

Aid power

One of the persistent images of China and Taiwan in the South
Pacific is their ‘check book diplomacy’ rivalry as each vied
for diplomatic recognition in the 1990s and 2000s. President
Ma, along with new initiatives to co-operate pragmatically
with China, in 2009 declared an end to this diplomatic rivalry
and a reform of Taiwan’s aid programmes. The current emphasis
of Taiwan’s International Cooperation and Development Fund
is no longer on budgetary and infrastructure grants but on
carefully targeted and monitored project aid, much of it for
agricultural, medical and educational improvements in the
islands.*"V One notable project aims to make Tuvalu the first
country in the world entirely independent of imported diesel
fuel by 2013 by installing solar panels for power and lighting.
Pacific aid is concentrated on the ROC’s six islands
diplomatic partners --- Solomon Islands, Nauru, Marshall
Islands, Tuvalu, Palau and Kiribati —--- but projects are also
directed to Fiji and Papua New Guinea even though they are
diplomatic partners of Beijing. Worldwide, the ROC gives aid
to 39 countries plus several international agencies.
Tension reduction

When the confrontation in 2012 between China and Japan over
the disputed islands of the East China Sea made world headlines,

Taiwan’s role was largely ignored. It should be noted that

the ROC’ s claims to the disputed islands are identical to those



of the PRC. But its methods were strikingly different.

elihile Beijing pursued its claims unilaterally, Taipei

urged multilateral negotiation.

eiWhile Beijing deloyed warships, Taipei conducted

diplomacy.

eiWhile Beijing asserted total ownership, Taipei advocated

joint development and sharing of resources.

President Ma’s contribution to dispute resolution, building
on informal talks between Taiwan’s and China’s research
institutes begun in 2008, was the East China Sea Peace

Initiative, announced on 5 August 2012.

Sidebar or box: President Ma Ying-jeou’s East China Sea
Peace Initiative of 5 August 2012 (slightly abridged)

eRefrain from antagonistic actions

eShelve controversies and pursue dialogue

eObserve international law and peaceful dispute resolution
eEstablish a code of conduct for the East China Sea

eSet up a mechanism for co-operative resource development

His initiative’s five recommendations converged with US
Secretary of State Hillary Clinton’s and Defense Secretary

Leon Panetta’s advice: avoid confrontation and negotiate



multilaterally to establish principles for managing the
dispute peacefully. Both Washington and Tokyo responded
favourably to Ma’s initiative, as did a German research
institute, the European Centre on Contemporary Taiwan.
Unprecedented transformation

Taiwan’s transformation from an authoritarian one-party state
into a liberal democracy in less than a quarter-century,
paralleling its economic transformation into a high-tech
industrial exporter, and its social and environmental
transformations as well, are almost without precedent. Also
noteworthy are Taiwan’s adoption of innovative unofficial
diplomacy stressing achievement of international standards
and deployment of soft power, and its constructive,
non-confrontational approach to regional problems, including
relations with its giant neighbour China. By skilful
initiatives ROC leaders have reduced Taiwan’s diplomatic
isolation and enhanced its profile internationally.

New Zealand leaders have responded favourably. Despite
diplomatic non-recognition of the ROC, New Zealand’s
politicians, officials, entrepreneurs and academics have come
to value the unofficial partnership with Taiwan. Wellington’s
willing entry into negotiations with Taipei for an economic
co-operation agreement provides evidence that diplomatic
non-recognition need not obstruct a cordial and mutually

beneficial relationship.
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