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The Republic of China's (ROC's) informal diplomacy has the essen
tial nature ofdiplomacy. As patterns show, Taipei will continue exercising 
informal diplomacy in order to obtain international acknowledgment and 
recognition ofits statehood. However, the inability to solve the sovereignty 
issue, enormous cost, and inconvenience mean that the informal diplomacy 
has its limitations. Taipei's strategy has been to minimize many barriers 
imposed by Peking (Beijing). While most scholars have complained about 
the inconvenience of these practices, the speed, privacy, and flexibility of 
the practices have facilitated many exchanges. Most significantly, the ex
perience that the ROC has gained over the two decades has helped Taipei 
to deal with Peking and to develop a subtle, informal relationship. 

* * * 

Over the years, in the face of pressure from the People's Republic 
of China (PRC), the Republic of China (ROC) on Taiwan has vigorous
ly striven to break through the isolation and to legitimize its interna
tional status as a sovereign state. The ROC is not formally recognized 
by most countries as an independent state and is not a member of the 
United Nations or the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). 
In the absence of an embassy and political leverage in most capitals, 
Taiwan has used informal diplomacy to substitute for a more orthodox 
one and wielded its economic strength to its own advantage at every 
opportunity. Recently, the ROC's diplomacy has reaped rewards. 
Although countries remain unwilling to modify their stance on formal 
political and diplomatic ties, they have responded to Taiwan's diplomatic 
efforts by slowly allowing gradual political extensions to commercial ties, 
such as upgrading unofficial ROC trade offices, permitting ministerial
level visits, opening air links, and supporting Taiwan's membership in 
the GATT and other international organizations. 

While the world has marveled at the achievement of the ROC over 
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the last two decades, this paper aims to examine briefly if informal 
diplomacy can effectively compare with formal one and to discuss the 
limitations as well as prospects of the ROC's informal diplomacy. 

Formal Diplomacy versus Informal Diplomacy 

Can an informal diplomacy be equal to a formal one? This ques
tion is directly linked to the nature of diplomacy and its origin and 
evolution. The long history of diplomatic practice has been presented 
in many scholarly works. I Adam Watson states that diplomacy dates 
back beyond recorded history to the first heralds carrying oral messages 
from one independent chief or group to another.2 William Clinton 
Olson also observes that "wherever people have existed in separate 
tribes or other groupings they needed some means of communicating 
and regulating their needs and anxieties toward other such groupings. ,,3 

Modern diplomatic practices began taking form in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries with the advent of the nation-states in the West. 
In the early nineteenth century, rules relating to the rank and precedence 
of diplomatic agents were codified in the provisions of the Vienna 
Regulations of 1815;4 constant and general practices in the field of 
diplomatic and consular relations had begun to take shape. Thus, 
the practice developed long before the emergence of the modern in
ternational system. Sofer has correctly noted that "while routines, 
procedures, and settings have been modified, the basic principles of 
diplomacy as the basis for negotiations and communication between 
nation-states have an enduring validity. ,,5 

Most of the valuable innovations in diplomatic practice began as 
ad hoc arrangements that were formalized only when their utility had 

ISee Ludwik Dembinski, The Modem Law of Diplomacy (Hingham, Mass.: Kluwer 
Academic Publishers, 1988),3. Also see Harold Nicolson, The Evolution ofDiplomatic 
Method (London: Constable and Company, 1954), 2. Nicolson believes that "the 
origins of diplomacy lie buried in the darkness preceding what we call 'the dawn of 
history.' There came a stage when the anthropoid apes inhabiting one group of caves 
realized that it might be profitable to reach some understanding with neighboring 
groups regarding the limits of their respective hunting territories." 

2Adam Watson, Diplomacy; The Dialogue Between States (New York: McGraw-Hill 
Book Company, 1983), 83. 

3William Clinton Olson, The Theory and Practice ofInternational Relations (Englewood 
Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1991), 58-59. 

4Dembinski, The Modem Law of Diplomacy, 4. 
5Sesson So fer, "Debate Revisited: Practice over Theory?" Review of International 
Studies 4, no. 3 (July 1988): 195. 
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been amply demonstrated. The continuities of diplomacy survive in 
the accumulated experience of dialogues between states under con
ditions that require negotiation and compromise. As the context of 
international relations changes, the rules and institutions necessary for 
diplomatic dialogue adapt. These institutions include the conventions 
and machinery for conducting dialogue-diplomatic immunity, resident 
embassies, and so on. 

The ROC's informal diplomacy is best understood as a device for 
minimizing the PRC-backed impediments to cooperation. Its nature is 
no different from diplomacy of any other sovereign state at any time 
in world history. Taipei has kept in regular and close touch with other 
states, has resolved differences and cooperated to achieve mutual 
interests, as well as used strengths, such as economic prowess, to 
influence policy choices. Although its rules and machinery governing 
external contacts might be different from the general rules regulating 
the diplomatic and consular relations of the early nineteenth century, 
Taipei's informal diplomacy has the essential nature of diplomacy. 

Limitations and Disadvantages of Taipei's Informal Diplomacy 

The ROC's informal diplomacy has facilitated communications 
with other countries. Economic success, social progress, and political 
reforms have provided the ROC with important diplomatic tools with 
which to conduct its informal foreign policy. Many countries have 
come to recognize the ROC's economic power and political democratiza
tion and would like to have closer nonpolitical relations in trade, 
investment and other commercial activities,. and in cultural exchanges. 
As the patterns show, informal diplomacy can only gain in substance 
in the future. High official meetings and talks are likely to grow in 
importance and complexity as the range of the world's interests in 
Taiwan, and vice versa, expands. However, it must be admitted that 
informal relations can never substitute for conventional formal ones. 
Disadvantages and limitations exist. 

Inability to Solve the Sovereignty Issue 

The prime limitation is the ROC's incapacity to solve the problem 
of sovereignty. Although more and more countries seem to attach less 
importance to Peking's political sensitivities, they are by no means 
willing to recognize the ROC or to acknowledge the existence of two 
Chinas. Hence Taiwan must still rely on the pragmatic approach to 
develop substantial and informal relations. However, once a complete 
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set of exchanges and their necessary institutional backgrounds have 
been settled, further "informal" or "pragmatic" arrangements can aim 
only at upholding the status quo, that is to say, stopping short of of
ficialization of relations. One may wonder whether Taiwan's exchanges 
with its nonofficial partners, whatever their potential, will ever surpass 
the level of semiofficial relations. 

Traditionally, any of the following criteria implies recognition: 
(1) the conclusion of bilateral treaties or agreements, (2) the issue of a 
consular exequatur, (3) the exchange of ambassadors, and (4) the visit 
by a Cabinet Minister of the unrecognized regime.!' 

Taipei has endeavored to achieve these criteria with many coun
tries, viewing them as a prelude to diplomatic relations. However, in 
reality, the concept of recognition cannot apply to the ROC and has 
lost much of its validity. 

According to traditional international law theory, the conclusion 
of a bilateral treaty constitutes one of the strongest presumptions of a 
tacit recognition. 7 This tradition makes sense. Bot points out that 
since a bilateral treaty is an instrument which acknowledges the capacity 
of the parties to bind their respective states, the conclusion is commonly 
drawn that a state will hardly enter into such contacts with a non
recognized regime without the intention to recognize. 8 The American 
Law Institute has stated: "The coming into effect of a bilateral in
ternational agreement between a state and an entity implies recognition 
of that entity as a state and recognition as its government of the regime 
that makes the agreement for it.,,9 

Yet, state practice since World War II shows that this concept no 
longer holds. Many governments do enter into bilateral agreements or 
treaties with unrecognized entities that they do not aim to recognize. 
Theoretic support for this opinion can also be found in the several 
drafts on treaty law published under the auspices of the International 
Law Commission. Fitzmaurice has stated most explicitly that an 
unrecognized entity can assume treaty obligations. He writes: 

6s. R. Bot, Nonrecognition and Treaty Relations (Dobbs Ferry, N.Y.: Oceana Publica
tions, 1968), 102. 

7Green H. Hackworth, Digest ofInternational Law, 8 volumes (Washington, D.C.: U.S. 
Government Printing Office, 1940), 1:354. 

8Bot, Nonrecognition and Treaty Relations, 67. For example, a trade agreement in 
1955 and a cultural agreement in 1956 preceded Egypt's recognition of the PRC in 
May 1956. 

9American Law Institute, The Foreign Relations Law of the United States, 373, par. 
107 (2), see Bot, Nonrecognition and Treaty Relations, 67. 
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The parties to the treaty must possess treaty-making capacity according 
to international law, that is to say, they must be either (a) state ... (b) 
para-statal entities recognized as possessing a definite if limited form of 
international personality, for example, ... de facto authorities in control 
of specific territory. 10 

Taiwan and its nonofficial friends have concluded an abundant 
number of bilateral treaties and agreements. Whatever the usefulness 
of these treaties and agreements, they no longer can be considered as 
an indication of a possible change in diplomatic attitude by Taipei's 
partners. Moreover, to smooth over possible protests from the PRC, 
many states have downgraded the political implication behind these 
agreements or acts. For example, on March 3, 1992, ROC officials 
considered a fisheries pact with Russia as a triumph and a breakthrough 
in relations after four decades of little contact. 11 However, Russian 
officials soon described the signing of the pact as a "low-scale commer
cial deal." Vitaly Churkin, Moscow's Foreign Ministry spokesman, 
said at a press conference that, "we are not talking about an inter
government agreement. Russia considers Taiwan as an integral part 
of China."12 

Since "an exequatur is no longer a necessary requirement for the 
full and unhampered exercise of consular functions,,,13 the granting of 
one is also a dubious step toward official recognition. Many institutions 
under various names handle consular work for Taiwan and its nonof
ficial partners and to call them proof of an intention to grant recogni
tion seems overstated. In March 1991, Taiwan was advised that it could 
open a commercial office in Canberra, its third in Australia, with the 
name Taipei Economic and Cultural Office (TECO). The old name 
was Far East Trading Company. Foreign Minister Gareth Evans 
explained that the name change was intended to indicate more clearly 
the actual role of the Taiwanese commercial offices in Australia. He 
stressed that it did not mean any change in the unofficial commercial 
status of Taiwan's offices in Australia, "nor did it imply any departure 

10	Art. 8 of the Draft Code of the Law of Treaties, prepared by Sir Gerald Fitzmaurice, 
Special Rapporteur for the I.L.C. LL.C.Y. b. at 164 (1958 II), U.N. Gen. Ass. Off. 
Rec. 13th Sess. A/CN. 4/115 (1958). 

IIROC Council of Agriculture officials announced March 3 that a Taipei fishery 
delegation had signed a fishery "protocol" with their Russian counterparts in Moscow, 
allowing for the establishment of a joint investment firm in Taiwan along with other 
cooperative ventures. See Free China Journal 9, no. 15 (March 6, 1992): 1. 

12Ibid. 

13Bot, Nonrecognition and Treaty Relations, 102. 
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from Australia's strict adherence to one-China policy."14 
The exchange of ambassadors and the visit by a Cabinet Minister 

of the unrecognized regime, signs of the establishment of political 
relations on a permanent basis according to many writings, remain 
perhaps the criteria which fully imply the will of a state to grant 
recognition. IS But ambassadors sent to Taiwan are often proclaimed to 
be "on leave." Many former or incumbent ministers have to go to 
Taiwan as private individuals. From Taiwan's perspective, these visits 
are more than purely commercial ones. When the PRC's Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs protested the presence of French Minister of Industry 
and Country Planning, Roger Fauroux, in Taipei, this revealed the 
fact that such a visit takes on a political character or, at least, is the 
political extension of commercial relations. 16 

18' ' These visitors usually have commercial objectives and intend to 
achieve a number of specific outcomes either on market access for 
commodities or on procurement or tendering arrangements. In brief, 
they are simply maximizing commercial relations and very few have 
expressed political relations or friendships. A Canadian senior External 
Affairs official said in a background briefing to the press that Canadian 
International Trade Minister Michael Wilson's whirlwind visit to Taipei 
"represents neither a change to, nor a contradiction with, Canada's 
'one-China' policy.,,17 

Therefore, although the concept of "implied recognition" still 
influences the behavior of many states, it cannot be regarded as a very 
reliable standard. Infringements are multiple and accepted by many 
states, precisely because of the stress increasingly laid on "intention." 
They generally accept that an effective but unrecognized state or 

14Australian Financial Review, March 1991, 113, cited in Gary Klintworth, "Australia
Taiwan: The Evolving Relationship" (Paper delivered at the conference, "Taiwan in 
the Asia-Pacific in the 1990s," held at the Australian National University, Canberra, 
April 1-2, 1993), 13. 

lSErnest Satow, Satow, Guide to Diplomatic Practice, 4th edition, ed. Sir Neville Bland 
(London: Longmans, Green, 1957), 254. Also see Bot, Nonrecognition and Treaty 
Relations, 102. 

16	A ministry spokesman in Peking said his visit was an "unacceptable" action which 
"[ran] counter to the principles which governed the establishment of Sino-French 
diplomatic relations" and "France's commitments to recognize only one China." 
See Franl(oise Mengin, "The Prospects for France-Taiwan Relations," Issues & Studies 
28, no. 3 (March 1992): 45. 

I7Central News Agency (CNA), Taipei, August 27, 1992, in Foreign Broadcast Informa
tion Service (FBIS). Daily Report: China [hereafter cited as FBIS-CHIJ-92-168 (August 
28, 1992): 55. 
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government can lead an independent political existence and benefit from 
the rights and duties international law prescribes. IS 

Some countries have regarded the Taiwan issue as an internal 
Chinese matter. When establishing diplomatic relations with the PRC, 
they either had to "recognize," "acknowledge," "take note of" or 
"understand and respect" that Taiwan is a province of the PRC or the 
PRC is the only legitimate government of China. I9 Repeatedly, coun
tries have had publicly to assure the PRC that their relations with 
Taiwan are not official and do not have any political implications. 

Although recognition or nonrecognition makes little difference to 
the nature of diplomacy, it does not imply that formal diplomacy has 
become an empty term. Since it continues to be utilized as a political 
it '~rument in the international community, Taiwan has to continue to 
struggle for the same status that the PRC strived for prior to the 1970s. 
Informal diplomacy has strengthened Taiwan's international standing 
and prestige. It has also weakened to some extent Peking's claim of 
sovereignty over the island. However, the ROC's informal diplomacy 
does not help in resolving the difficult sovereignty battle. Formal 
diplomatic relations mean granting recognition, a gesture of legal 
qualification in order to playa full role in the international community. 
Thus, the feeling of nonrecognition and exclusion from some interna
tional activities will continue to frustrate many people in Taiwan. 

Problems in Achieving Binding Commitments 

When states communicate, they can choose from a wide variety 
of forms to express their aims, commitments, obligations, and ex
pectations. The most formal are bilateral and multilateral treaties or 
agreements, in which states acknowledge their promises as binding 
commitments with full international legal status. Taipei has concluded 
many bilateral agreements with its nonofficial partners and also im
plemented their provisions. Some agreements have been included in 
the official collection complied by the ROC Ministry of Foreign affairs. 
Dr. Hungdah Ghiu suggested in 1987 that these agreements or treaties 
should be considered to have the same validity as those concluded with 
countries with which Taiwan has diplomatic relations: 

ISMajorie M. Whiteman, Digest 0/ International Law, 15 volumes (Washington, D.C.: 
U.S. Government Printing Office, 1963), 2:604-6. 

I9por a list of cou/ltries that indicated their position on Taiwan in their agreements with 
the PRC, sey Lien-ho pao (United Daily News) (Taipei), August 9, 1991, 2. 
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The status of agreements concluded between the Republic of China and 
countries that have no formal diplomatic relations with the Republic of 
China is not clear but it is generally believed that such agreements should 
have a status equal to those treaties or agreements concluded between the 
Republic of China and other states maintaining diplomatic relations with 
the Republic of China.20 

However, theoretically speaking, these agreements have an am
biguous legal status despite being negotiated between government 
officials. B. R. Bot wrote in 1968 that 

No judgments are known to the present author in which a court had to 
apply a treaty to which a nonrecognized government had become a party 
during nonrecognition. Most probably, a court confronted with this 
issue would in first instance refuse the application of such a treaty, 
arguing that acts emanating from nonrecognized authorities, in falling in the 
sphere of foreign relations, are invalid.21 

In fact, even formal commitments between recognized countries 
are not without limits. Charles Lispon records that "in international 
affairs, the term 'binding agreement' is a misleading hyperbole."ll The 
commitment to agreements is more of a political problem than a legal 
one. Although states might sometimes pay a serious price for acting in 
bad faith, they still can and do break even their most formal and 
solemn commitments to other states. If the state refuses to comply 
with an agreement, very little can be done to force compliance. It was 
never expected that the treaty would be "enforced. H23 Individuals and 
corporations can appeal to the domestic courts to determine whether 
an ostensible premise, perhaps one given orally or without full documen
tation, is actually binding, with specific obligations. The courts can 
thus transmute informal or incomplete agreements into formal obliga
tions. There is simply no equivalent at the international level. 

Therefore, to enforce their bargains, states must act for themselves. 
International politics is a realm of contesting sovereign powers. For 
that reason, Lipson correctly believes that treaties and agreements are 
impossible to understand in purely legal terms, as instruments that 
somehow bind states to their promises. Treaties and agreements cannot 

20Hungdah Chiu, "The Status of Customary International Law, Treaties, Agreements 
and Semi-Official or Unofficial Agreements in Chinese Law," Chinese Yearbook of 
International Law and Affairs 7 (1987-88): 22. 

21Bot, Nonrecognition and Treaty Relations, 242. 
llCharles Lipson, "Why Are Some International Agreements Informal?" International 

Organization 45, no. 4 (Autumn 1991): 509. 
23See ibid., 503 and Richard Baxter, "International Law in 'Her Infinite Variety'," 

International and Comparative Law Quarterly 29, no. 4 (October 1980): 552. 
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bind states to their promises. This inability is inherently a limitation on 
states' interactions. It means diplomacy must be tried endogenously.24 
More specifically, the relations and communications announced by 
states are sustained more by perceptions of mutual advantage. Baxter 
points out that "they ... are merely joint statements of policy which 
will remain alive only so long as the states concerned see it to be in 
their mutual interest to concert their policies. One simply cannot think 
of 'violations' of such instruments."25 

Agreements between Taipei and its counterparts have the added 
difficulty of influence from the PRC. To avoid offending Peking, 
Taipei generally has to give the other party a benefit that can com
pensate for punishment from the PRC. For example, in June 1992, 
Peking punished France for its planned sale of as many as 60 Mirage 
2000-5 fighters by informing Paris that the PRC would bypass France 
on its next buying mission to Europe.26 Although no data reveal how 
Taipei compensated Paris besides money for the Mirage fighters, one 
can imagine Taipei would have to pay Paris one way or another to 
make the agreement a mutually advantageous deaf.27 In February 
1992, the planned sale by the Netherlands' Rotterdam Dockyard Co. of 
six Sea Dragon-class submarines for US$2.7 billion to Taiwan fell 
through because of pressure from Peking.28 In other words, Taipei in 
this case could not provide satisfactory compensation. 

To avoid complications, many communications and decisions 
between the ROC and other countries have the most informal form, 
namely tacit agreements, in which obligations and commitments are 
implied or inferred but not openly declared, and oral agreements, in 
which bargains are expressly stated but not documented. These promises 
are equivocal and not clearly delineated. In cases like this, Taipei has 
to keep the deals extremely secret. When informal agreements are 

24Lipson, "Why Are Some International Agreements Informal?" 508. 

25Baxter, "International Law in 'Her Infinite Variety'," 551. 

26Shih-chiehjih-pao (World Journal) (New York), June 23,1992, AI0. Also see Maria 


Hsia Chang, "The Future of Taiwan-Mainland Relations," Issues & Studies 29, no. 
2 (February 1993): 73. 

27In early 1994, the French signed an agreement with the PRC halting future French 
arms sales to the ROC, further proving that the oral commitments are not reliable. 
See Free China Journal 11. no. 2 (January 14. 1994): 1. Also see Lien-ho pao. 
January 14, 1994, 11. and Julian Baum. "Menagea Trois: Paris Turns to Beijing, 
Taiwan Feels Jilted." Far Eastern Economic Review. January 27. 1994, 13-14. 

28Susan Yu, "Peking Pressures Dutch out of Sub Deal with Taiwan," Free China 
Journal 9, no. 10 (February 18, 1992): 1; also see Chang, "The Future of Taiwan
Mainland Relations." 73. 
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released to the public, they easily face challenges. For example, the 
unpublicized visits of high-level officials are considered acceptable 
between Taipei and many states. However, these tacit commitments 
can be violated because of intrusion by the PRC. In July 1991, Taipei 
shelved a planned Tokyo stopover by President Lee Teng-hui during his 
scheduled visit to Central America after the proposal was prematurely ~ 

J 

reported by the Japanese media.29 On February 15, 1993, Fredrick F. 
Chien, the ROC's Foreign Minster, paid a visit to Japan to elevate 
relations. The plan of his visit was to include a meeting with senior 
Japanese officials, such as Japanese Prime Minister Miyazawa and 
Foreign Minister Watanabe. Sources also hinted that he would visit 
with Japan's royal family.30 However, because the news was leaked to 
the press and roused the objections of the PRC, not only were many 
of his meetings canceled, but Japanese officials had to announce that 
Chien's visit was personal and no official contacts were allowed.3! 

Moreover, since many communications are informal, no fixed 
method of operations exists. Taipei has to be creative to adjust certain 
circumstances, such as ministers on private visits, assigning government 
officials to private missions, or diplomatic contacts in third countries. 32 

This designed diplomacy depends heavily on various individuals and 
different situations. Sometimes following the change of personnel or! administrations of a foreign government, Taipei must make renewed 
efforts to reestablish connections. 

The informal political agreements between Taiwan and its nonof
ficial partners may be outlined in an elaborately written document, or 
may involve a formal exchange of notes, a joint communique, or an 
oral bargain, even a tacit one, but these agreements are subject to 
being upset, particularly when the PRC applies its pressure. 

Enormous Cost and Inconvenience 

To establish links that facilitate communications and exchanges of 

29CNA, Taipei, July 22, 1991, in FBIS-CHI-91-141 (July 23, 1991): 73. 
30China Broadcasting Corporation News Network (Taipei), February 12, 1993, in FBIS

CHI-93-029 (February 16, 1993): 69. 
liTo reduce sensitivity, Taiwan's representative office in Japan had to arrange a golf 

game as the focus of Chien's visit. See Chung-yang jih-pao (Central Daily News) 
(Taipei), February 19, 1993, 1. 

32U.S. Ambassador Richard L. Walker met with ROC Ambassador Mou-shih Ding in 
Korea to discuss various issues while Seoul still recognized the ROC. Personal 
interview with Ambassador Richard Walker, Columbia, S.C., February 15, 1994. 
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all kinds, a big purse and generous spending are necessary. Since 
money diplomacy encourages higher-level contacts, and aid is essential 
to the improvement of Taiwan's international image and status, enor
mous amounts of money have gone to "aid," or perhaps to "buy," 
some countries. However, not all political goodwill gestures are produc
tive. In September 1990, Taiwan decided to offer US$30 million in 
financial aid or the equivaient to help Jordan, Egypt, and Turkey, 
which were experiencing financial difficulties as a result of the Gulf 
Crisis. Although Foreign Minister Fredrick F. Chien said that the ROC 
expected "nothing in return" for its financial aid to countries in the 
Middle East, Turkey and Egypt hesitated to accept the aid in the face 
of the PRC's pressure.33 

The prestige value and any number of other advantages flowing from 
recognition are undeniable. Many economic, cultural, and political 
advantages that normally follow recognition can only exist among 
recognized countries. To avoid political difficulties, Taipei is denied 
certain rights of an independent state. The ROC cannot join many 
international governmental organizations (IGOs), and their ability to 
maintain and expand membership in international nongovernmental 
organizations (INGOs) depends on the willingness of their PRC counter
parts not to challenge their attempts. Citizens in Taiwan sometimes 
have encountered difficulties overseas, such as visa discrimination. For 
example, on March 18, 1993, the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
refused to give visa application forms to about twenty Taiwanese 
students, giving as the reason that Italy did not recognize the ROC. 
One official told students that since the two countries do not have 
diplomatic relations, students from Taiwan cannot study in Italy and 
even short-term language training is considered illegal.34 

Since informal diplomacy cannot solve the problem of sovereign
ty, the ROC's future lacks the certainty and long-term security that 
recognized statehood could confer. Although Taiwan's diplomatic 
isolation has not prevented it from engaging in substantial economic 
and sociocultural relations with other states, the diplomatic ostracism 

33Taipei planned to offer Turkey and Jordan each US$5 million at the end of 1990. 
However, neither Turkey nor Jordan sent any officials to Taipei to accept the offer. 
After each received US$3 million, both Turkey and Jordan said they wished that 
Taipei could offer the aid through some private organizations. As a result, Taipei 
terminated the aid. See Shih-chiehjih-pao, April 28, 1991,4. Also see CNA, Taipei, 
September 26, 1990, in FBIS-CHI-90-187 (September 26, 1990): 69. 

34Chung-yang jih-pao (International edition), March 18, 1993, 8. 
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inevitably casts a shad~w over other forms of international interactions. 
Therefore, Taipei has bid to rejoin the United Nations since the early 
1990s, but has experienced difficulties getting support from many 
countries, including the United States~35 

~ Advantages and Prospects of Informal Diplomacy 

Taipei's strategy has been to minimize many barriers imposed by 
the PRe. While many scholars have complained about the inconven
ience of these practices, the speed, privacy, and flexibility of the prac
tices have facilitated many exchanges. Most significantly, the experience 
that the ROe has gained over the two decades has helped Taipei to 
deal with Peking and to develop a subtle, informal relationship. 

Speed, Privacy, and Flexibility 

In formal diplomacy, the regulations can be overly constrictive, 
producing cumbersome procedures and little effective action. Lipson 
points out that speed, flexibility, and privacy are essential reasons for 
states to choose informal international agreements.36 To avoid the 
PRe's protests, many of Taipei's agreements or commitments with 
nonofficial partners are kept politically invisible, less public, and less 
prominent. This low profile has important consequences for public 
oversight, bureaucratic control, and diplomatic precedent. It can meet 
uncertain conditions and can escape the public controversies of a ratifica
tion debate. Because of their low profile, some agreements are also 
more tightly controlled by the government bureaucracies that negotiate 
and implement them and are less exposed to intrusion by domestic 
public opinion. In Taiwan's increasingly open and competitive political 
environment, decisionmakers have been able to use informal diplomacy 
to control the resources and seal quiet bargains with their foreign 
counterparts without close scrutiny from the public. 

In contrast, when formal agreements contain clauses permitting 
renegotiation, the process can be slow and cumbersome. Because some 
informal agreements often do not require elaborate ratification and 
may only involve a few negotiators, they can be quickly concluded 
and implemented. They can also avoid embarrassing disclosures if a 

35See Shih-chieh jih-pao, January 19, 1994, 1. 

3~ipson, "Why Are Some International Agreements Informal?" 495-538. 
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party changes its plans or can be discarded if necessary. Because 
privacy and speed are all common diplomatic requirements, some of 
Taipei's informal commitments with its nonofficial partners have 
clearly benefitted from informality. 

A void Critical Problems and Facilitate Exchanges 

Taipei's informal diplomacy has left intact the causes of Taiwan's 
diplomatic position. Informal relations have been arranged in order 
for other countries to avoid taking any definite stand on the PRC/ 
ROC issue. In the ROC's bilateral relations, other nations can claim 
to remain responsive to PRC political pressure while they quietly 
communicate with Taipei. In a world where the prestige is constantly 
assigned to China, informal relations have helped to lighten the day
to-day consequences of Taiwan's nonrecognition without reopening 
the question. 

Avoiding critical problems has at least three effects on relations 
with other states. First, foreign countries will continue to be made 
aware of Taiwan's economic dynamism and potential and the benefits 
of commercial exchanges. In fact, at an economic level, Taiwan's 
increasing integration into international economic and financial flows 
has proven the positive effect of this strategy. Second, the political 
environment of economic relations will develop since politics and 
economics cannot be divorced from each other. Third, since some 
official links have to become commonplace, more and more countries 
will be prepared to deal directly with the Taiwanese government based 
on the rationale that other countries are engaged in the same practice. 
Carried to its logical conclusion, this means the world is increasingly 
prepared to accept Taiwan's informal relations because the most 
fundamental implication of the relation, diplomatic recognition, is 
left nebulous or unstated. In other words, for Taiwan, informal 
diplomacy helps, at a minimum, to uphold the political status quo, to 
maintain economic prosperity, and to avoid being further politically 
isolated. 

The Use of Informal Diplomacy in Relations with the PRC 

Taipei's relationship with Peking is important for its future. 
Informal diplomacy has two important implications for ROC-PRe 
relations. First, closer bilateral relations with other countries give the 
Taipei government a better position in bargaining over reunification 
policies. ROC officials believe that "only by further upgrading our 
international status can we make the Chinese Communists abandon 
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their current [unification] policies in favor of more pragmatic ones."37 
Recently, the PRC not only gave up insisting on the so-called party-to
party talks but also is "doing research on an adequate way, which is 
agreeable to both sides, to declare to the world that both sides have 
ceased their state of hostility. ,,38 

Second, Taipei has in recent years put its experience to good 
use in relations with the PRC. While encountering great diplomatic 
difficulties with Peking over the past few decades, Taipei has established 
extensive diplomatic representation and a stable, professional bureaucracy 
to deal with foreign policy matters. The basic pattern of informal 
diplomacy-trade, investment, aid, parliamentary organizations, and 
cultural exchanges-also has showed in Taipei-mainland China relations. 
With a well-established bureaucracy, Taipei is not limited to a reac
tionary response when Peking pushes the unification agenda. 

The new flexible policy toward the PRC: On July 12, 1988, 
the Kuomintang's (KMT's) Thirteenth National Congress adopted a 
new policy toward the mainland, significantly modifying the late 
President Chiang'S "three nos" policy (no contact, no negotiation, 
and no compromise) toward the Chinese Communist regime's offer. 
Dr. Hungdah Chiu notes: 

This new policy basically differentiated betw~en government contacts and 
unofficial contacts with the mainland. The "three nos" policy would in 
principle continue to apply only to governmental contacts, while unofficial 
contacts in a broad sense between individuals or civic organizations and 
the mainland would be expanded gradually.39 

Before the end of the 1980s it was difficult to have any direct 
exchange not approved by either government. The relaxation of political 
controls which came with other obvious successes in the economy and 
modernization, not to mention worldwide contacts, made it possible 
for Taiwan to be more flexible. Taipei started to approach the mainland 

37See Pragmatic Diplomacy and China's Reunification (Taipei: Government Information 
Office, 1990), 11. Also see Dennis Van Vranken Hickey, "Pragmatic Diplomacy and 
Taiwan's National Security" (Paper prepared for the annual conference of the 
American Association for Chinese Studies. Columbia. S.C., October 15-17, 1993). 

38Peking has always refused to negotiate with Taipei on a government-to-government 
basis. Before 1993, it had called for party-to-party (CCP-to-KMT) talk. See Willy Wo
Lap Lam, "Beijing Hints at End to Hostility," South China Morning Post (Hong Kong), 
April 12, 1993, 6, in Lexis & Nexis. 

39Hungdah Chiu, "The Koo-Wang Talks and the Prospect of Building Constructive and 
Stable Relations Across the Taiwan Straits," Occasional Papers/Reprints Series in 
Contemporary Asian Studies, no. 6-1993 (119): 4. 
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in a manner very similar to that which it adopted for East European 
countries. 

Trade and investment: Since 1979, indirect trade has grown from 
US$70 million to US$7 billion in 1991, running heavily in Taiwan's 
favor.4Q In July 1988, Taipei decided, during the KMT's Thirteenth 
National Congress session, to allow imports of raw materials from 
mainland China through third-party countries as part of Taiwan's new 
liberalization policies.41 In March 1990, the ROC Cabinet convened 
with elder leaders of the business community to discuss the thorny 
issue of economic relations with the mainland. The Executive Yuan 
decided to set clear-cut policies and regulations to govern Taiwan's 
economic, trade, and investment activities in the PRC. The Cabinet 
announced that its long-range policies of trade and investment with 
the PRC were to utilize the "Taiwan' experience" and the island's 
economic strength to facilitate peaceful reunification of the two sides.42 

In the early 1990s, the mainland has become Taiwan's fifth largest 
trading partner, and the ROC is the PRC's sixth largest trading 
partner.43 Taiwan's investments on the mainland amounted to US$520 
million in 1988, and an estimated US$2 billion in 1990. In the early 
1990s, investments by Taiwanese entrepreneurs in the mainland may be 
as much as US$6 billion, making Taiwan the PRC's fourth largest 
investor.44 

Humanitarian aid and economic assistance: Money diplomacy, 
which has worked effectively with many countries, is also on the 
minds of many ROC politicians. Yang Shih-chien, director general 
of the ROC government's Industrial Development Bureau, suggested 
in August 1991 that economics could be the leverage needed to influence 
Peking in such areas as the relaxation of its ban against direct trade 

40Shih-chieh jih-pao, July 2, 1991, 3 and July 20, 1991, 11. Also Hou Chi-ming and 
Chang Pei-jen, "The Review of the Trade Relations between the Two Sides" (Paper 
delivered at the Seminar on the Mainland Policy, Taipei, December 29-30, 1988). 

41" 'Bandit' Label Dropped," Free China JournalS, no. 73 (August 18, 1988): 1. 

42China Post (Taipei), March 12, 1990, 3. 

43Shih-chieh jih-pao, July 2, 1991, 3 and July 20, 1991, II. To further understand the 


intricacies of the economic relations between Peking and Taipei, see Lin Yuh-jiun, 
"Some Aspects of the Indirect Trade between the ROC and PRC via Hong Kong," 
Economic Papers, no. 114 (Taipei: Chung-Hua Institution for Economic Research, 
January 1988). 

44Estimates made by Peking, see Shih-chiehjih-pao, May 4,1991,4. Taiwan's invest
ment on the mainland is difficult to estimate. Some estimate put the figure at US$lO 
billion. See "Beijing-Taipei Produces Four Pacts," International Herald Tribune, 
April 29, 1993, 1. 
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to areas on the mainland that had instituted private ownership, free 
markets, and guarantees for foreign investments.45 A legislator, Hsu 
Kuo-t'ai of the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP), suggested in 
November 1991 diverting up to a quarter of the ROC's defense budget 
(approximately US$68 billion in 1992) to aid the mainland.46 Since 
the end of the 1980s, the Taipei government has given aid in cases 
of floods and natural disaster to promote the goodwill of the people 
as well as the Peking government. 

Parliamentary organizations: Although party-to-party contacts 
are not encouraged, many Taipei legislators, of both the KMT and 
the DPP, have organized different groups to visit Peking and have met 
with the PRC's officials to exchange views.47 

Cultural, scientific, and academic exchange: Contacts between 
the two sides have been going on in third-country conferences or on 
other occasions for quite a while. However, as far as Taipei's official 
sanctions are concerned, contacts in unofficial and nonpolitical in
ternational organizations received a green light in the mid-1980s, when 
Peking began to accept and consider Taiwan's membership in interna
tional organizations, such as the International Olympic Committee.48 

In October 1987, the ROC government lifted its thirty-eight-year-old 
ban on travel to the PRC. In 1988, Taipei decided to allow ROC 
citizens to participate in scholarly, sports, or cultural events on the 
mainland if these were staged by international nongovernmental 
organizations.49 In April 1989, Taipei announced that journalists, 
public school teachers, and workers in the film industry might henceforth 
also travel to the mainland. 50 

This trend of Taipei using one of its conventional informal 
diplomatic techniques as a base from which to build and strengthen 
relations between the two Chinese societies continues in the relaxation 
of restrictions on PRC citizens visting Taiwan.51 In November 1988, 

4S"Taiwan Could Use Trade Clout to Push Mainland," Free China Journal 8, no. 72 
(August 2, 1991): 2. 

46See Shih-chieh jih-pao, November 16, 1991, 6. Also see Chang, "The Future of 
Taiwan-Mainland Relations," 71 n. 66. 

47Many legislators recruited the researchers between 1990 to 1993 to visit the mainland. 
~he decision was that Taipei would use the committee flag of its National Olympic 

Committee, and not its national flag. 
49Participation in events sponsored by the PRC government would, however. not be 

permitted. 
500eon Geldenhuys, Isolated States: A Comparative Analysis (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1990), 558. 
51 Previously, mainlanders were barred from Taiwan unless they were over seventy-five 
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Taipei for the first time in four decades began admitting visitors still 
residing in the PRC.52 In December 1988, Taipei decided to invite 
outstanding mainland personalities, overseas mainland scholars and 
students. 53 The first group of five PRC students, enrolled for ad
vanced degrees at U.S. universities, arrived in Taiwan the same month, 
and many more followed. 54 Quite obviously, these visits have been 
used to promote the' 'Taipei experience" in development of its informal 
relations with the mainland. James Soong, then a deputy secretary
general of the KMT, admitted that inviting influential mainland per
sonalities to Taipei might be more useful than recruiting secret agents 
to attack Communism. 55 

As a result of encouraging visitors and promoting sports and 
cultural exchanges, a series of unofficial and semiofficial contacts have 
taken place. 

The institutional communication channels between Taipei and 
Peking: The SEF and the ARA TS: As with other partners, Taipei has 
successfully developed nonofficial links with the PRC through private 
bodies: the Straits Exchange Foundation (SEF) on the island and the 
Association for Relations Across the Taiwan Straits (ARA TS) on the 
mainland. Although officially private, neither ARA TS nor SEF is a 
purely civilian organization. The SEF is funded two-thirds by the 
government and one-third by private contributions. The directors of 
SEF have been assigned by the President. Sun Yun-hsuan, former 
premier and now a senior adviser to the President, was elected honorary 
chairman, and Koo Chen-fu, chairman of the National Association 
of Industry and Commerce and a member of the KMT Central Standing 
Committee, was elected as the chairman.56 

ARATS's special features can be viewed from statements by 

or under sixteen years of age or had lived in a "free country" for at least five years. 
52It was, however, a narrowly defined concession; only PRC citizens wishing to visit 

seriously ill relatives or to attend funerals of family members were to be admitted for 
a maximum period of two months. The visitors also would have to travel to Taiwan 
via a third country. Applicants who are members of "seditious" organizations, such 
as the Chinese Communist Party, would be refused entry. 

53Chung-yang jih-pao, December 2, 1988, 1. The applicants may visit for ten days and 
no more than five may come at one time. However, members of the Chinese Com
munist Party will be excluded. 

54See note 50 above. 
55Lien_ho pao, February 1, 1989, cited in Lai To Lee, The Reunification oj China: 

PRC-Taiwan Relations in Flux (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1991), 113. 
56Chiu , "The Koo-Wang Talks," 6. 
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heavy-weight Chinese Communist officials, from the leading official of 
the ARATS, and from ARATS's organizational chart. "The most 
noteworthy characteristic of ARATS," a mainland China observer 
notes, "is that it has been authorized to handle various tasks to which 
the Chinese Communist officials have traditionally attached high-level 
considerations ... 57 ARA TS has sixty-five board members ranging from 
the professionals in the mainland's scientific, commercial, and educa
tional fields, to government officials. A membership analysis shows 
that fifty of them are "either card-carrying Chinese Communist Party 
members or previous municipal and provincial high-level officeholders 
who up to now continue to receive government salaries. ,,58 Its advisors 
are all selected from among chiefs of the united front organization or 
from officials of organizations set up by people of Taiwan origin on 
the mainland.59 

Both the SEF and the ARATS have responsibilities not only for 
responding to the technical questions that may arise from exchanges 
across the Straits, but also for holding negotiations on the establish
ment of direct links and visits by ranking officials. The structures 
of ARA TS and SEF easily lead people to associate them with all the 
semiofficial organizations that the ROC and its nonofficial partners 
have established. 

Taipei's policy on the mainland reached a new stage in February
March 1991, when the National Unification Council-a presidential 
task force set up in October 1990-and the Executive Yuan Council 
adopted the Guidelines for National Unification.60 Informal diplomacy 
was further exercised when the chairmen of SEF and ARA TS, respec

57Arthur S. Ding, "On Peking's • Association for Relations Across the Taiwan Straits'," 
Issues & Studies 28, no. 1 (January 1992): 121. 

58Ibid ., 123. 
59Ibid., 122. 
600rhe Guidelines define three phases of unification. In phase one, the short-term goal 

is exchanges and reciprocity. The two sides will "enhance understanding through 
exchanges ... and eliminate hostility through reciprocity." Both will set up in
termediary organizations to handle practical problems arising from exchanges. In 
phase two, each side will open official channels of communication on an equal footing. 
This phase will see the inauguration of direct postal, transport, and commercial links, 
and joint development of the southeastern coastal area of mainland China. Taiwan 
and the mainland will assist each other and cooperate in international organizations. 
The third phase will see the creation of a joint consultative organization charged with 
developing an all-Chinese constitutional system adhering to democracy, economic 
freedom, and social justice. See Huang Kun-huei, The Key Points and Content of the 
Guidelinesfor National Unification (Taipei: 1991),5. Also see Free China Journal 8, 
no. 18 (March 11, 1991): 1. 
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tively Koo Chen-fu and Wang Tao-han (Wang Daohan), held unofficial 
talks in April 1993 in Singapore about building "a new conceptual 
order in cross-Strait relations by means of increased contacts and talks 
and 'mutual acknowledgement'. ,,61 With the goal of "improving 
relations," the two sides' unofficial contacts are expected to take place 
more directly and frequently in the future. 

In fact, relations between the PRC and the ROC have been con
ducted informally for reasons similar to those affecting Taipei's other 
external relations. Both sides can profit from commercial and other ex
changes provided each avoids claim to being the sole legitimate govern
ment of China. What exists is a proliferation of informal contacts and 
agreements, often using overseas Chinese as middlemen. Hong Kong 
and Singapore, with their large populations of ethnic Chinese, have 
frequently served as intermediaries. Singapore, which has cultivated 
political ties with both the PRC and the ROC, has been in a unique posi
tion of advantage in the conduct of informal relations between them.62 

Informal diplomatic relations are being established in anticipation 
of normalized relations with the PRC. Taipei has done this with all 
the experience accumulated over the last few decades. Taipei learned 
that an informal deal would avoid the insurmountable problems with 
the PRC, such as ratifying documentation that would name the two 
signatories (ROC and PRC). This future possibility is probably one of 
the advantages that Taipei did not anticipate when it started informal 
approaches in the 1970s. 

Conclusion 

At the beginning of 1994, ROC Premier Lien Chan spent his New 
Year's holidays visiting Malaysia and Singapore in order to meet with 
Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamed, Singaporean Prime 
Minister Goh Chok Tong, and former Singaporean Prime Minister Lee 
Kuan Yew.63 

61Sung Kuo-cheng, "The Koo-Wang Talks: Their Significance and Function in Taiwan
Mainland Relations," Issues & Studies 29, no. 5 (May 1993): 123. 

621n April 1989, Singapore served as the conduit for the first known criminal extradition 
from the mainland to Taipei. Three mainland police flew to Singapore with the 
prisoner and transferred him to Taiwanese officers for return to the island. Lipson, 
"Why Are Some International Agreements Informal?" 527-28. 

63Lien's Trip Improves Southeast Asian Ties," Free China Journal 11. no. I (January 
7, 1994): 1. 
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In a similar round of "private visits" a month later, President 
Lee Teng-hui took an eight-day "vacation" during the Lunar New Year 
holidays to Southeast Asia to have "unofficial contacts" with other 
leaders, including Philippine President Fidel Ramos, Indonesian Presi
dent Suharto, Thai King Bhumibol Adulyadej and Queen Sirikit, and 

~ Parliamentary President Marut Bunnak.64 Speculation about where 
ROC President Lee Teng-hui might undertake "private visits" next 
center on France, Japan, and the United States.6S 

Apparently the economic successes of the ROC in the 1970s 
and the 1980s have bolstered its wide-ranging capacity to work out 
diplomatic adjustments within the Western-style state system. More 
significantly, in a rapidly changing world, Taipei has been extraor
dinarily adaptive in using informal methods to maximize its interna
tional status. After termination of diplomatic relations with Taipei, 
many countries understand that they must then conduct informal com
munication with Taipei discreetly in order to avoid causing unnecessary 
problems-with the PRC. In many cases there is an obvious protective 
cover of pretense which all understand to be a formality for saving 
face all around. From limited official contacts with the ROC to 
allowing direct informal visits of the ROC's leaders, that cover has 
become more and more transparent and has allowed ROC diplomacy 
to make gains which a decade ago would have been almost unthinkable. 

The ROC's informal diplomacy, with its many advantages and 
limitations, has come a long way in helping Taiwan to gain status within 
the international community. The question arises, just how much 
further can the ROC's informal diplomacy progress before causing some 
sort of backlash? Obviously it cannot solve the problem of sovereignty 
upon which much of the current international system rests. The ROC's 
future still lacks the certainty and long-term security that recognized 
statehood usually confers even on ministates. 

It remains manifestly clear that the PRC will continue to playa 
critically significant role in the ROC's external relations, and much will 
depend on the policy thrust in Peking and the nature of the future 
leadership there. Because of the wide-ranging nature of their security, 

~he trip supported the ROC's "southern strategy" designed to promote economic and 
trade ties with Southeast Asia and reduce Taiwan's increasing business dependence on 
mainland China. See"Lee Talks Trade on 'Holiday' to Southeast Asian Nations," Free 
China Journal 11, no. 6 (February 18, 1994): 1. Also 
(International edition), February 9, 1994, 1. 

6sFree China Joumalll, no. 7 (February 25, 1994): 1. 

see Chung-yang jih-pao 
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economic, and formal relations with the PRC, it will remain difficult 
for other members of the international system to cross certain bound
aries which Peking wishes to draw. Peking is obviously increasingly 
sensitive to the gains which Taipei has made in the past two decades. 

Disputes between Peking and Taipei over the question of sover
eignty will continue. Undoubtedly, the post-Teng Hsiao-p'ing (Deng 
Xiaoping) leadership will continue to perceive Taipei's "pragmatic 
diplomacy" as a cover for "Taiwan independence" and perceive its 
"informal diplomacy" as a means to achieve this aim. Hence, Peking 
may strive to put even greater limitations on the ROC's international 
outreach. 

Negotiation between the PRC and the ROC is one of the impor
tant factors affecting the ROC's future, but it is not a determining one. 
Informal diplomacy has helped Taipei to not only establish connections 
with many parts of the world but also draw Peking into a more stable 
relationship. 

To return to the question posed earlier-just how much further 
can the ROC's informal diplomacy proceed before it causes a real 
crisis with Peking as the leaders there perceive Taipei to be gaining too 
much? Obviously this is difficult to answer, but one can conclude that 
Taipei has the requisite number of experienced personnel and wide
ranging experience. It also has applied broad-based methods to its 
relations with various mainland entities and has the necessary democratic 
institutions and social support to enhance its cause. Taipei gives every 
indication that it will continde exercising informal diplomacy in order 
to obtain international acknowledgment and recognition of its statehood 
and governmental capacity. Until then, "informal diplomacy" will 
prevail. 
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