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Abstract 

Taiwan’s present international status has degraded considerably since its 

former glory days during the Cold War era. With its ejection out of the 

United Nations (UN)1 and a diplomatic severance with its most vital ally, the 

United States, Taiwan (ROC)2 has slowly slipped into political limbo. The 

island has frantically strived to pull itself back into the world community 

since the end of martial law. However, it has struggled to maintain its 

sovereignty and international status in the face of constant threat from the 

PRC (People’s Republic of China)3. Taiwan’s leaders have sought 

alternative strategies to combat such adverse diplomatic conditions through 

increasing its membership or participation in various global organizations—

particularly the United Nations, and continued arms purchases from the US.  

Within the span of three presidencies, there appears to be a pattern 

between Taiwan’s UN strategies and US approved arms sales. Upon initial 

research, US weapons sales appear to have an effect on UN policy. That is, 

the more significant the arms sale, the more aggressive Taiwan’s methods 

for UN participation becomes. 

Drawing from US and Taiwanese government records, Taiwanese 

presidential interviews, newspaper articles and other official documents and

transcripts, this dissertation aims to examine US approved arms sales and

UN strategies under three Taiwanese presidents: Lee Teng Hui, Chen Shui-

Bian and Ma Ying Jeou from 1990 to 2014. The findings indicate a possible

indirect correlation. Considering the weapons’ strategic capability, Taiwan’s

UN strategy fluctuates accordingly. 

Keywords: Taiwan; US; China; US Arms Sales; United Nations; Lee Teng 

Hui; Chen Shui-Bian; Ma Ying Jeou  

1 The United Nations is an international organization founded in 1945.  It is currently made up of 

193 Member States.  The mission and work of the United Nations are guided by the purposes and 

principles contained in its founding Charter. For more information on the UN Charter, please see: 

http://www.un.org/en/documents/charter/ 
2 Often referred to as Taiwan, the ‘Republic of China’ (ROC) is the official name of the island state.    
3 While ‘China’ is commonly used, ‘People’s Republic of China’ (PRC) is the more accurate political term 

referring to the territories under the control of the Chinese Communist Party. 
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1 Introduction 

 

1.1 Layout 

 

In this thesis, three Taiwanese presidents will be analyzed: Lee Teng Hui, Chen Shui 

Bian and Ma Ying Jeou, respectively from 1990 to 2014. The reasoning behind the 

selection of these three presidents and specific time period is due to their common 

struggles of dealing with Chinese military threat, as the status quo is increasingly turning 

in favor of Beijing. In addition, the availability of military sales data and diplomatic 

policy information under their administrations also played an important factor.  

For the purpose of this study, the main analysis will be divided into five main 

chapters. The first chapter will explain the motivation for choosing this specific topic, as 

well as provide the methodology in research and theoretical framework. It will also 

include a literature review. The second chapter will then provide important context to 

understand the Taiwan’s political situation during each presidency. It will focus on the 

foreign policies of the three administrations, and three major instances of US strategic 

support for Taiwan’s democracy. The third chapter will be the analysis, divided into two 

sections. The first section will provide a review4 of major approved US weapons sales to 

Taiwan under each president. The second section will cover the UN strategy5 of each 

administration. The fourth chapter will discuss the findings of the analysis and identify if 

there are any substantial connections between US approved arms sales and UN strategy. 

The concluding chapter will explain the significance of the findings and how it may be 

used for further research. 

 

1.2 Research Question 

 

                                                 
4 The review will only cover approved weapons and upgrades. Due to lack of data, military technology and 

logistic support/training will be omitted. Please note that approved sales do not indicate actual purchased 

items, or include procurement dates. 
5 In this study, UN strategy refers to the method in which Taiwan applied to the UN main body, and 

extends to UN affiliated organizations. 
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The primary goals for this study is to examine US approved arms sales and UN strategy 

under three Taiwanese presidencies (Lee Teng Hui, Chen Shui Bian, and Ma Ying Jeou), 

to identify any effects arms sales may have on UN policies, and also to explore the 

implications of the findings on Taiwan’s future. This thesis aims to answer one major 

question: Are there any links between US approved arms sales and Taiwan’s UN policy?  

By examining past events, one can identify certain trends and tendencies that can 

be applied to formulate new strategies or tactics that strengthen Taiwan’s international 

status, solidifies US-Taiwan relations, and maintain peace in the Taiwan Strait. This is 

extremely important in safeguarding the island’s sovereignty. With the constant threat of 

force from mainland China, it is vital for Taiwan to establish effective government 

strategies to protect itself.  

 

1.3 Other Factors for Consideration 
 

The author recognizes that there other significant factors that are important when 

examining possible links between US approved arms sales and Taiwan’s UN strategy. 

Issues such as the roles of China and the US, the power asymmetry between China and 

Taiwan, the role of the Taiwanese business community, and the three presidents’ personal 

ideology and preferences all come into play. However, due to a concern of a lack of 

available data, and difficulty in obtaining relevant information, these possible research 

scopes were ultimately ruled out.  

The author ultimately decided to select US arms sales for analyzation due to their 

symbolic and strategic importance to Taiwan, as well as personal interest in strategic 

security. In addition, there was an abundant collection of scholarly works and literature 

regarding general US arms sales to Taiwan, and Taiwan UN strategy under Lee, Chen 

and Ma. The relative ease of information access helped establish a strong basis for initial 

research.  

 

1.4 Methodology 

 

This dissertation will be conducted as a comparative case study. As Daniel Druckman 

states in Doing Research, a comparative case study is most useful when research on a 
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small number of cases is preferred and when the problem is difficult to analyze with a 

large number of cases (2005). Examples of such problems include deep probes into 

cultural practices or behaviors and problems seeking causal explanations of variation 

between closely matched units of analysis (Druckman, 2005). Druckman mentions that 

comparative case studies also use theory or concepts to guide case selection and 

description (2005). Furthermore, according to Alexander L. George and Andrew Bennet, 

this method was originally devised to study historical experience in ways that would 

yield useful generic knowledge of important foreign policy problems (George & Bennet, 

2004). Though Taiwan has witnessed the election of five presidents, analyzing all five 

would a tremendous and time consuming task. Given the author’s time limits, this would 

not be feasible. Therefore, the author decided to limit the research scope down to the 

most recent three presidential administrations over a span of twenty four years. These 

three presidencies all faced intimidating Chinese threat and an increasingly shrinking 

international space. Their shared difficulties fit precisely into a neo-realist framework, 

causing the author to utilize this theory as the definitive perspective for this study. 

Because the scope of this thesis is fairly small, and case selection was driven by a 

specific theory, a comparative case study is the most appropriate method in which this 

research will be conducted. 

 

1.5 Theoretical Framework  

 

1.5.1 Neorealism  

 

This study will be implementing a neo-realism narrative, as it best describes Taiwan’s 

peculiar situation. There are essentially three major tenets of Neorealism. The first is that 

the world is an anarchic system in which there is no higher authority to control world 

affairs and states are the primary actors. Only states have legitimate authority to look 

after themselves. According to Waltz, with no governing body, there are no need for 

states to adhere to any rules of conduct (1979).  

In such a chaotic system, perpetual insecurity, the second concept, is an inevitable 

dilemma in which states are constantly in fear of an attack from others. Consequently, 
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states are driven to pursue security measures to increase their capability to ward off any 

potential threats. In The Globalization of World Politics: An Introduction to International 

Relations, Baylis and Smith state that there is much paranoia and distrust amongst states, 

and as a result, increased security measures are pursued to protect themselves from one 

another (2005). Upon seeing its neighbors increasing their military power, more states 

increase their own security by obtaining more weapons, thus fueling the security 

dilemma. Since true security can never be attained in such a world of competing states, 

competition ensues and the vicious circle of security and capability accumulation 

continues (Herz, 1950).  

The third tenet is the notion of ‘balance of power’, or ‘polarity’, which is how 

capability is distributed across states. There are three types of polarities: unipolar, bipolar 

and multipolar. Unipolar occurs when there is only one significant power who holds the 

most capability. Bipolarity is when power is distrusted equally between two states. Multi-

polarity is when power is divided equally amongst more than two states. As power is 

distributed more evenly across multiple states, national security becomes increasingly 

enhanced (Kegley & Wittkopf, 2005). In bipolar or multipolar systems, stability is more 

easily obtained; whereas unipolar systems are more prone to insecurity. In instances of 

potential danger, Stephen Walt writes, “When confronted by a significant external threat, 

states may balance or bandwagon” (1987, p. 17). Walt defines balancing as allying with 

others against the prevailing threat, while bandwagoning refers to alignment with the 

source of danger (1987).  

 

1.5.2 Taiwan’s Case 

 

1.5.2A Chinese Threat 

 

In Taiwan’s particular situation, the perpetual insecurity that Waltz describes in his 

theory stems from the PRC. The threat is so significant, that it has become a permanent 

factor in Taiwan’s security dilemma. Beijing has continuously employed a belligerent 

demeanor to intimidate Taipei into eventual unification with the mainland, in accordance 
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with its ‘One China Principle6’. Politically, China has blocked many opportunities for 

Taiwan to participate in various international organizations; claiming to represent the 

needs of both the mainland and Taiwan. As a result, Taiwan’s international presence is 

constantly at risk of being diminished. 

The PRC’s numerous militant actions over the years, and relentless accumulation 

of modern weapons and technology in order to establish a more powerful military has 

also directly endangered Taiwan’s autonomy and can be seen throughout the Lee, Chen 

and Ma administrations.  

 During Lee Teng Hui’s presidency (1988-2000), China began a dramatic increase 

in military procurements from Russia. Martin L. Lasater explains, “Military 

modernization has become a high national priority for the PRC, especially since the 

demonstration of advanced weaponry in the Persian Gulf War, which lasted from 1990 to 

1991 (1995, p. 172). What followed was a massive accumulation of Russian arms, in 

hopes of modernizing the PRC military force. Chinese arms purchases included a 

squadron of 24 Sukhoi 27 Fighters, S-300 surface to air missiles heavy transport aircraft 

and Mi-17 Hip helicopters; while technological acquisitions comprised of air to air 

refueling capabilities, missile guidance technology, rocket technology and submarine and 

anti-submarine warfare technology (Van Hickey, 1994, p.80). This sudden surge in arms 

procurement gave Beijing a new found confidence in its military, which escalated 

tensions in cross-strait relations. Taiwan was extremely concerned of China’s newly 

acquired capabilities, and rightfully so, as demonstrated during the Taiwan Strait Crisis, 

which began in June 1995. 

Upon hearing that President Lee was allowed to visit Cornell University to give a 

speech, Beijing was furious. It immediately began conducting waves of live fire missile 

tests near the Taiwanese cities of Keelung and Kaohsiung, and continued its tests in 

March 1996. The three waves of exercises in March 1996 were the continuation of the 

series exercises the PLA carried out after Lee Teng-hui’s visit to the United States; But 

the scale and magnitude of the military exercises in March 1996 was much greater than 

                                                 
6 The One China Principle points to Beijing’s view that Taiwan and the mainland are two parts of a single 

China that is ruled by the PRC government. For information, please see: 

https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/RL30341.pdf 
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the previous one (Li, Hu & Zhong, 1998, p. 152). China also conducted a series of 

military exercises in which some of its most advanced aircraft and naval war ships were 

showcased as a testament to its capability in establishing lines of communication in the 

sea, blockade and protecting landing operation (Li, Hu & Zhong, 1998, p. 153). These 

military actions sent a clear message to Taipei—that Beijing took its ‘one China 

principle’ seriously and was willing to use force if Taiwan continued its path towards 

independence.   

 By the end of Lee’s term, the PRC was well on its way towards improving its 

military capabilities. The most notable advancements were its inventory of long range 

missiles and naval ships. According to a 1999 US Department of Defense report, “China 

views its growing ballistic missile force as a potent military and political weapon to 

influence Taiwan's populace and their leaders. New land attack cruise missile (LACM) 

designs, when operational, will increase China's capability to strike regional targets 

accurately with conventional warheads” (US Department of Defense, 1999, p. 4). The 

potential power of these missiles make them a deadly weapon in modern combat. The 

report continued, describing China’s naval advancements, “Over the last decade, the 

People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) has streamlined and modernized its forces by 

eliminating large numbers of older ships and replacing them with fewer, more modern 

units” (US Department of Defense, 1999, p.7). Though China was far from gaining a 

military advantage, its threat towards Taiwan had become increasingly daunting. 

 Chen Shui Bian’s ascension to presidency in 2000 changed the political landscape 

in the Taiwan Strait, as this was the first presidential candidate of the Democratic 

Progressive Party7 (DPP), which supports Taiwanese independence, had been elected. 

China was paranoid that President Chen would lead Taiwan towards independence, 

forever shattering hopes of unification with the mainland. Consequently, the PRC 

intermittently hurled verbal threats of war in hopes of coercing Chen to rethink his 

independence leanings. In February 2000, Beijing released a white paper exclaiming that 

it willing to use force against Taipei (Taiwan Affairs Office of the State Council, 2000). 

It also warned that “The only future for Taiwan is reunification with the China 

                                                 
7 The Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) is the major opposition party that supports Taiwanese 

independence. DPP official website: http://english.dpp.org.tw/ 
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mainland,” and that, “Any attempt to separate Taiwan from China … would only lead the 

Taiwanese people to disaster” (Gittings, 2000). Though this time China did not use actual 

military force, its verbal threats were still unnerving.  

In 2003, Beijing once again unleashed a barrage of threats warning Taiwan of its 

growing independence movement. Vice-Minister at Beijing's Taiwan Affairs Office 

Wang Zaixi accused President Chen Shui-bian had crossed Beijing's "red line” with his 

recent pro-separatist activities, and warned that war would break out if the island declared 

formal independence (Lam, 2003). With Chen in power, Beijing was worried their hopes 

of unification would be lost. In order to prevent this from happening, the PRC passed the 

Anti-Secession Law8 in March, 2005.  

This law, which essentially allowed the PRC to use military force if all peaceful 

attempts towards unification failed, caused a wave of panic throughout Taiwan. President 

Chen was quick to respond to this radical change to the status quo. Just a few days before 

news of the law spread worldwide, the president delivered a speech in front of members 

of United States Congress and DPP members. On the implications of the law, he stated, 

“It risks raising tensions across the Taiwan Strait and putting relations into reverse gear” 

(Chen, 2005). He continued on, pleading Beijing to take a calmer stance, “The leader 

across the Taiwan Strait should make constructive contributions to cross-Strait relations 

and should not unilaterally try to change the status quo by making a law that could serve 

as a legal foundation to take over Taiwan by force” (Chen, 2005). It was clear that Chen 

took the ratification of this law very seriously. It had decimated any trust that had 

previously existed between the two sides and greatly distressed the status quo.  

The Chinese threat during Chen’s administration was the highest Taiwan had seen 

since the Chinese Civil war (1927-1950). Though there had been no deliberate use of 

force, Beijing’s ever growing stockpile of offensive weapons kept Taiwan on high alert.  

According to a 2008 US Department of Defense report, “By November 2007, the 

PLA had deployed between 990 and 1,070 short-range ballistic missiles (SRBM) to 

garrisons opposite Taiwan. It is increasing the size of this force at a rate of more than 100 

missiles per year, including variants of these missiles with improved ranges, accuracies, 

and payloads” (US Department of Defense, 2008, p. 2).  

                                                 
8 For full text of the Anti-Secession Law, please see: http://www.china.org.cn/english/2005lh/122724.htm 
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The report described the PRC’s air capabilities, stating, “China bases 490 combat 

aircraft within un-refueled operational range of Taiwan, and has the airfield capacity to 

expand that number by hundreds. Many of these aircraft are upgrades of older models; 

however, newer, and more advanced, aircraft make up a growing percentage of the 

inventory” (US Department of Defense, 2008, p.5). 

Furthermore, the PLA was reported to have about 1.25 million ground forces 

personnel at its disposal, with approximately 400,000 based in the three military regions 

opposite Taiwan (US Department of Defense, 2008, p.5). It was evident that the Chinese 

threat showed no sign of conceding, and consequently, the Chen administration had to 

tread carefully.  

When Ma Ying Jeou was elected in 2008, cross-strait relations improved 

considerably as a result of Ma’s pro-China policies.  Beijing was noticeably much 

friendlier with the Ma administration, in hopes of establishing the foundations for 

eventual reunification. By June 2014, 10 rounds of talks had been held, producing 21 

formal agreements, three memoranda of understanding and two joint statements 

(Republic of China Yearbook, 2014, p. 99). 

Despite warming cross-strait relations, the Chinese threat has not dissipated. 

Preparing for a conflict in the Taiwan Strait remains the major impetus for military 

spending. 

In the annual report to Congress, the US Department of Defense reported that, 

“The Second Artillery possessed more than 1,000 short-range ballistic missiles (SRBMs) 

in its inventory, and is prepared to conduct missile attacks and precision strikes against 

Taiwan’s air defense systems, air bases, radar sites, missiles, space assets, and C2 

[command and control] and communications facilities” (US Department of Defense, 

2014).  

It also stated that, “In November 2013, the Liaoning, China’s first aircraft carrier, 

deployed out of area for the first time to the South China Sea, where it conducted local 

training near Hainan Island with surface ships” (US Department of Defense, 2014). This, 

along with additional attack submarines, multi-mission surface combatants, and fourth 

generation naval aircraft entering the force are designed to achieve sea superiority within 
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the first island chain as well as deter and counter any potential third-party intervention in 

a Taiwan conflict (US Department of Defense, 2014).  

Through economic and cultural agreements, Taiwan and China have established 

closer links with one another. Relations may seem better than ever; however, Beijing has 

never relented its willingness to forceful unification, nor has it halted its military buildup. 

This proves that no matter what Taiwan does to attempt to alleviate cross-strait 

tensions—including all the economic and cultural collaborations—the Chinese military 

threat will never disappear. In the eyes of Beijing, unification is the only answer. 

 

1.5.2B Hedging Strategy 

 

Of the three possible polarities mentioned in Neorealism, Taiwan is currently embroiled 

in a unipolar system. China has risen at a tremendous rate to become the superior 

power—not just in the Taiwan Strait, but in East Asia as well. With its formidable 

economic and military might, Beijing has growing intentions of expanding its influence. 

Due to continuous oppression from China, Taiwan has gradually come to pursue a 

hedging strategy. This alternative tactic can be described as a “ set of multidimensional 

‘insurance policies’ adopted by small actors in their relations vis-à-vis great powers, that 

avoids the choice of one side at the obvious expense of another” (Fiori & Passari, 2013, 

p. 1). Normally, a hedging strategy is comprised of both balancing and bandwagoning. 

However, as Chinese military threat challenges both Taiwan’s security and sovereignty, 

the island is forced to follow a three pronged strategy.  

 The first tactic is to improve relations with China, in hopes of lessoning tensions 

and promoting stability in the region. In the past seven years, there has been much 

progress in this aspect. In terms of economics, the 2014 Republic of China Yearbook 

reported that the regulatory cap on Taiwan-based companies’ investments in mainland 

China has been raised from 40 percent to 60 percent of their net worth. In addition, a 

number of new regulations have been promulgated in line with the April 2009 joint 

statement on allowing mainland investment in Taiwan (p. 102). 

 On the tourism front, there has been a rapid increase in mainland Chinese tourists. 

The 2014 Republic of China Yearbook stated that in June 2011, Taiwan opened its doors 
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to independent tourists from three mainland cities—Shanghai, Beijing and Xiamen—for 

maximum stays of 15 days per visit. This was expanded by 23 more mainland cities over 

the next three years, bringing the total number of eligible cities to 26 as of June 2014; and 

the daily arrival quota had also increased to 3,000 in 2013 (Republic of China Yearbook, 

2014, p. 105). 

 Meanwhile in terms of education, the first batch of mainland students—928 in 

total—began studying at universities in Taiwan in September 2011 (Republic of China 

Yearbook, 2014, p. 106). The number of such students nearly doubled to 1,822 in 2013 as 

Taiwan recognized diplomas from more mainland colleges and universities, offered 

scholarships to bright students, expanded recruitment to more provinces, and streamlined 

the documents and certificates required for mainland students to come to Taiwan 

(Republic of China Yearbook, 2014, p. 106).   

 Though cross strait relations are at an all-time high, China has shown no signs of 

relinquishing its thousands of missiles directed at Taiwan; nor has it halted its aggressive 

militaristic intimidation at the island state. As a result, Taipei must continue to purchase 

military weapons and technology in order to establish a capable defensive force to fend 

off a possible attack from Beijing. The majority of weapons sales are provided by the US, 

which is made possible by the terms stated in the Taiwan Relations Act9 (TRA). Taiwan 

has amassed an impressive stockpile of modern weapons over the course of three 

presidencies to hold off a Chinese attack, though it is becoming increasingly difficult to 

keep up with Beijing’s substantial military spending. With a persistent Chinese threat, 

Taiwan’s pursuit of defensive measures will continue well into the future.  

 In addition to military protection, Taiwan must also expand its international space 

to validate its existence as a separate state from China. Since its diplomatic degradation 

in the 1970s, the island has fought hard to maintain a presence in the world community 

by applying to various international organizations; proving to the world that Taiwan’s 

contribution is still relevant in the modern era. Applying to organizations has not come 

easy, however. With each effort to improve its international standing, China has gone to 

                                                 
9 The Taiwan Relations Act is a US Congress act that defines how the US shall conduct relations with 

Taiwan in the absence of diplomatic recognition. One major stipulation mandates that the US must provide 

defensive arms to Taiwan. For more information on the Taiwan Relations Act, please read: 

http://www.ait.org.tw/en/taiwan-relations-act.html. 

http://www.ait.org.tw/en/taiwan-relations-act.html
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great lengths to deny Taiwan its proper participation in international affairs. Often, this 

includes pressuring countries hosting international events to change Taiwan’s 

nomenclature to a more ambiguous term in order to dispel any notion of the island’s 

sovereignty. Nevertheless, Taipei’s struggles has yielded some advancements, and has 

proven to the world its humanitarian potential.  

 The Chinese threat is so predominant in Taiwan’s security dilemma, that Taipei is 

forced to pursue a hedging strategy solely to protect its sovereignty and survive as a de 

facto nation. Many of Taiwan’s diplomatic and strategic measures are taken in order to 

accomplish these two goals. Currently, it seems that the island has successfully been able 

to survive as an autonomous state. However, it is hard to say what will happen once 

China runs out of patience and demands more progress towards unification. 

 Taiwan’s response to its security dilemma in the Taiwan Strait is an 

unconventional approach that does not conform to traditional neorealist expectations. 

Typically, under neorealist ideals, a nation under overwhelming threat would either 

pursue a balancing or bandwagoning strategy. Balancing would require a weaker nation 

to heavily militarize its armed forces, and amass large quantities of weapons in order to 

reach an equal level of armament with its enemies. With no clear superior military force, 

the threat would thus be eliminated. The possibility of Taiwan successfully pursuing this 

tactic, considering its current situation, is infeasible. The PRC’s high military spending 

and weaponization of its armed forces is unsurmountable, given Taiwan’s miniscule 

annual military budget and small personnel. What many analysts recommend is engaging 

in ‘asymmetric warfare’. This entails purchasing or developing more cost efficient 

weapons such as small naval vessels and more surface to air missiles to provide as robust 

a defense as modern, expensive fighter jets could. Taiwan has been gradually altering its 

focus to this alternative strategy, in hopes of building up concrete defense measures.    

 Meanwhile, if Taipei were to follow a bandwagoning method, the status quo in 

Taiwan Strait would irrevocably change; with severe consequences. Wholeheartedly 

allying itself with the US would damage relations with China, and probably enrage 

Beijing to the point of a possible military intervention. This would be counterproductive 

to the goals of the island, which aims to maintain peace and stability in the region. On the 

other hand, siding with China would most likely degrade Taiwan’s autonomy and its hard 
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earned democracy. Pressure from Beijing would surely bring Taipei closer than ever to 

unification with the mainland. Both the US and China are invaluable political allies to 

Taiwan, and disregard of either would be detrimental to the island’s security. Therefore, 

Taiwan has for many years attempted to maintain fairly stable relations with both nations 

in order not to disrupt the delicate status quo.       

 

1.6 Literary Review 

 

1.6.1 US Arms Sales 

 

There has been very little research done on the impact of US arms sales on Taiwan; most 

of which acknowledge a positive correlation between the weapons sales and Taiwan’s 

confidence in negotiation with China. Much of the existing literature solely analyze US 

arms sales to Taiwan as a whole, and do not provide any new information regarding the 

ramifications of Taiwan receiving these weapons. As arms sales are such a large factor in 

US-Taiwan relations, the lack of abundant primary sources causes a serious problem in 

comprehending the role of US arms in Taiwan’s struggle to protect its sovereignty from 

an increasingly belligerent China.  

  

1.6.2 Arms Sales Process 

 

Since the ratification of the TRA in 1979, arms sales have become an integral part of the 

US-Taiwan relationship. Because of their common occurrence, annual meetings with 

Taiwanese officials were implemented in determining the weapons approved for sale to 

the island. This process has been utilized through successive US administrations. 

However, as the situation in the Taiwan Strait is constantly changing, the arms sale 

procedure has drawn supporters and critics alike; all of whom are concerned for Taiwan’s 

security. Shirley Kan recognizes the benefits of this institutionalized practice, writing, 

“The process used in determining arms sales to Taiwan has evolved into a routine where 

Taiwan’s evolving defense needs can be expected to be considered carefully every year 
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by the United States at the highest level” (2001, p. 2). She continues, stating, “This 

regular process allows for more predictable planning by Taiwan authorities in charge of 

the defense budget and potentially reduces the chance that developments in US relations 

with the PRC could influence arms sales to Taiwan” (2001, p. 2). Because the meetings 

occur every year, the Taiwanese authorities are able to pragmatically plan specific 

purchases in accordance with their defense budget, with their requests carefully reviewed 

by high level authorities in the US government. These factors allow weapons sales 

deliberation to be efficient and take Taiwan’s defensive priorities into careful 

consideration. Nevertheless, Kan also identifies several shortcomings of these meetings. 

She writes, “Criticisms of the arrangements might include observations on the lack of a 

strategic, longer-range US approach, rather than currently looking at Taiwan’s defense 

needs narrowly on a year-by-year, weapon-by-weapon fashion” (2001, p. 3). Kan is right 

to bring this problem to attention. When reviewing Taipei’s weapons requests, the 

Washington tends to narrow its scope in strategic foresight and only focuses on one 

weapons at a time. With such shortsightedness, some weapons approved for sale may 

only fulfill present demands, but will lack strategic significance in the future. This failure 

to consider Taiwan’s strategic needs as a whole is a potentially dangerous habit that 

needs to be fixed.  

Kan also mentions that “comments both within and outside the administration 

criticized a perceived traditional overemphasis on selling military equipment. Some 

would prefer greater attention to diplomatic solutions, including efforts to ease tensions 

in the Taiwan Strait” (2001, p. 3). Some US officials do not see arms sales as a viable 

solution for cross-strait issues and would like to terminate the talks altogether. In a 

testimony before the House International Relations Committee, Susan Shirk exclaimed, 

“Neither the PRC or Taiwan would be served by overemphasis on military hardware, 

while neglecting the art of statesmanship” (1999).  

Shirk argued that continued weapons sales would only perpetuate the problem. 

Instead, she argues that increased diplomatic efforts be taken to ensure security in the 

Taiwan Strait. While recommendation is not without its merits, this strategy would be 

best pursued in congruence with military sales. The observers that prioritize diplomacy 
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over weaponization most likely do not understand that the weapons acquired by Taiwan 

serve as an insurance policy in case diplomatic dialogue with China fails.  

Another problem Kan describes is the concerns of some on Capitol Hill that 

multiple US presidencies have neglected a congressional role in determining arms sales 

as outlined in the TRA, and some are seeking to increase their voice (2001). This is 

indeed a true occurrence that can be seen in certain administrations. Despite great support 

from Congress to supply more arms to Taiwan, the White House often only considers 

their appeals when pressured. For example, in April 1999, chair of the House Committee 

on Foreign Affairs, Benjamin A. Gilman, wrote to both President Clinton and Secretary 

of State Albright to urge approval for the sale of long-range early warning radars to 

Taiwan; threatening to introduce legislation to do so if his demands were not met (Kan, 

2001, p.4).  

One other critic of the arms sales process is Denny Roy. In his article, U.S.-

Taiwan Arms Sales: The Perils of Doing Business with Friends, he laments the lack of 

speed and efficiency of the entire procedure, while acknowledging the concerns of 

Washington and Taipei during Chen Shui Bian’s presidency. Firstly, he states that some 

American observers are dissatisfied with Taiwan’s efforts to strengthen itself against a 

growing PRC military threat (Roy, 2004). With low annual defense budgets, and severe 

lack of initiative, Roy writes, “Indicators such as these have created suspicions among 

some Americans that Taiwan is avoiding domestically unpopular high defense costs by 

relying on the presumed protection of the USA…” (2004, p. 2). Though a low defense 

budget and little action in Taipei may have raised Washington’s suspicions, they do not 

necessarily mean Taiwan has given up its defense and taking advantage of the TRA—

there are other factors that come into play. Some in Washington have jumped to 

conclusions to quickly, and this could potentially damage US-Taiwan relations. Taipei 

must assure Washington that it is taking proper measures to continue military 

procurements and buildup its defensive capabilities.  

Roy notes that one common complaint was that the United States was offering 

weapons Taiwan had requested long ago, but Taipei was now reluctant to pay for them 

(Roy, 2004). In this complaint, both Taipei and Washington appear to be at fault—the US 

for not approving the items earlier, and Taiwan for not allowing a higher defense budget. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

15 

 

Nevertheless, Washington urges that Taipei should take responsibility for this dilemma. 

In a speech during the 2003 US-Taiwan Business Council meeting, Richard Lawless, the 

US Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for East Asia, declared, “Taiwan should not 

view America’s resolute commitment to peace and stability in the Taiwan Strait as a 

substitute for investing the necessary resources in its own defense” (Lawless, 2003). This 

statement accuses Taiwan for being lazy and unfairly puts the shortcomings of the arms 

sales procedure on Taipei. His remarks fail to include specific details as to what the US 

could do, though he does state, “…But there is much more that Taiwan needs to do and 

that we need to do together” (Lawless, 2003). Again, he attempts to divert the fault on 

Taiwan, only hinting that the US could possibly take on more responsibility. It is very 

clear that Lawless does not comprehend the domestic difficulties Taiwan faces during 

arms sales deliberations.   

Meanwhile, in Taipei, a major grievance is the lack of sympathy for Taiwan’s 

economic difficulties and Washington’s impatience with the institutionalization of a truly 

democratic political system in Taiwan, the kind of system America has always 

encouraged Taiwan’s leaders to implement (Roy, 2004, p. 2). Because the US is 

embroiled in so many other foreign policy issues, it is easy to forget the challenges of 

Taiwan’s acquisition of weapons. Roy identifies the low defense budget as a result of a 

serious economic downturn in 2000-2002 (Roy, 2004, p. 3).  In regards to the slow 

process in arms deliberation, transparency, intense debate, and slow policymaking all 

come into play. These factors, Taiwan argues, are signs of a vibrant democracy, which 

the US, of all countries, should respect. Roy’s inclusion of Taiwan’s observations of the 

arms sale process is vital in understanding the challenges that riddle US-Taiwan security 

relations. It important to recognize issues that both sides need to address, to eliminate the 

‘blame game’ that has taken hold between Taipei and Washington.   

The current process of annual arms sales talks has come a long way. It has 

established a solid foundation of how arms sales should be conducted, and considers the 

strategic needs of Taiwan. However, the process is not without its problems and there are 

still many factors Washington must consider in order to have a more coherent and 

prudent procedure.    
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1.6.3 Arms Sales Significance  

 

Despite the troubled process, US arms sales themselves have two major benefits in 

improving Taiwan’s current political dilemma: providing the island protection from a 

growing Chinese military threat and giving Taipei confidence in negotiating with Beijing. 

With Taiwan being such a small state, it is imperative that arms sales continue in order to 

deter a possible attack from China. Many authors, wary of Beijing’s intentions, agree 

with this. As Carlyle Thayer explains, “As long as China retains the option of using force 

and keeps beefing up its military and ballistic missile forces across the straits in an effort 

to intimidate Taiwan, the US will continue to sell arms to Taiwan” (2011). The constant 

military Chinese threat is what fuels the continuance of arms sales to Taiwan. Thayer’s 

comment reflects what countless other scholars have said in the past, and are saying 

today. For example, in his commentary, Increase Arms Sales to Taiwan, Ted Carpenter 

remarks, “A well-armed Taiwan is better able to deter Beijing from contemplating the use 

of force to achieve reunification” (2000). Arming Taiwan with modern weapons plays an 

important role keeping the PRC at bay. This rhetoric cannot be stressed enough. If the 

determination for arms deals fades, Taiwan will directly feel the consequences. 

Describing the severity of the issue, Szu Yin Ho writes, “The ROC certainly hopes that 

American policy statements on Taiwan security such as the one provided in the TRA will 

be backed up by deeds... To the ROC, American arms sales are a matter of life or death” 

(Ho, 1990). It is evident that US weapons have undoubtedly become an essential factor in 

US-Taiwan relations. 

In addition to Chinese deterrence, weapons sales also provide Taipei confidence 

when dealing with Beijing. Multiple authors and scholars have commented on this 

phenomenon. Eric Von Kessler’s study, entitled Taiwan’s Dilemma: China, The United 

States, and Reunification focuses partially on the impact of US arms sales on Taiwan’s 

perception towards reunification. On Taiwan’s confidence, he notes, “…the subsequent 

election of Chen Shui-bian in 2000, coupled with U.S. backing, has led to Taiwan's 

continued defiance of China” (Von Kessler, 2008, p.41). The ‘US backing’ he mentions 

refers to arms sales. Here, Von Kessler subtly hints that the customary US weapons sales 

play a factor in Taiwan’s confidence when interacting with China. He then clarifies the 
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effects of George W. Bush’s pro-Taiwan stance, “The U.S. position of continued military 

support and perpetual sale of strategic defense arms has thus seemed to mislead Taiwan 

into pushing for state independence and undermine China’s claim to sovereignty (Von 

Kessler, 2008, p.42). Von Kessler contends that under the Bush administration, Taiwan 

became overly self-assured and confused US arms sales as encouragement to be more 

defiant towards China. 

He finds that U.S. arms sales and military support to Taiwan creates two 

significant problems. First, Taiwan authorities have begun relying too heavily on the 

United States, remaining defiant regarding talks concerning reunification; and second, the 

lingering uncertainty regarding a Taiwan resolution compels China to accelerate its 

military modernization (Von Kessler, 2008). Von Kessler observes that Taiwan has 

become complacent with US arms sales as its primary source of security measures. 

Despite these problems, he acknowledges that US weapons has given Taiwan the 

confidence to stand up to China regarding unification. This defiance has upset Beijing, 

giving it the impetus to continue its military buildup, and fueling the perpetual insecurity 

in the Taiwan Strait. 

The points argued by Von Kessler do have validation, and are certainly noticeable 

in Taiwan’s recent developments in the Taiwan Strait. However, in explaining Taiwan’s 

defiant behavior in cross-strait negotiations, Von Kessler puts too much of the blame on 

US arms sales. He provides very little narrative on the impacts of US arms sales on 

Taiwan’s perception of unification. Instead, he spends too much time on describing the 

Chinese military threat and providing historical context. His thesis’ scope is too narrow in 

analyzing the US-Taiwan-China relationship. Greater attention must be paid to Taiwan’s 

policies in congruence with arms sales, in order to understand the island’s political 

actions.  

Meanwhile, Kok and Firestein’s report, Threading the Needle: Proposals for US 

and Chinese Actions on Arms Sales to Taiwan, presents new arguments, concepts and 

methodologies for analyzing the Taiwan arms sales issue” (Kok & Firestein, 2013, p.7). 

The authors argue that the arms sales are a political matter, rather than military. They 

describe the effects of the sales, writing, “In Taiwan, arms sales from the United States 

provide it with the confidence to negotiate with the mainland, reassure the people of 
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Taiwan that they have the capacity for self-defense, and enable Taiwan’s leaders to 

demonstrate to their domestic constituents that they are standing up for the latter’s 

interests” (Kok & Firestein, 2013). Thus, in some respects, the arms sales issue is a 

measuring stick for political toughness in the context of Taiwan politics vis-à-vis the 

mainland, and indeed, for all three sides (Kok & Firestein, 2013, p.44)”. The arms sales 

do more than just to provide the island with a capable defense force—they provide 

Taiwan with a stronger backbone when facing Chinese oppression on the international 

stage.    

The authors determine that as long as mainland China’s political and social 

systems differ from Taiwan’s to the degree they currently do, U.S. arms sales to Taiwan 

will continue (Kok & Firestein, 2013, p. 47). However, they warn that arms sales is not 

enough, and recommend that the US should maintain unwavering commitment to Taiwan 

through closer multi-faceted relations. These actions, they claim, “would reassure Taiwan 

that any incremental modifications of U.S. policy on arms sales do not constitute a 

weakening of U.S. commitment to its relationship with Taiwan” (Kok & Firestein, 2013, 

p. 50). Such reassurances would dissuade Taiwan’s leaders from undertaking potentially 

drastic measures to ensure Taiwan’s own security, which may then be construed, right or 

wrongly, by the mainland as attempts to contravene the one-China policy. (Kok & 

Firestein, 2013, p. 50). Kok and Firestein see US arms sales as a self-confidence booster 

for Taiwan when facing Chinese threat and oppression, which they predict will continue 

if the status quo remains unchanged. In comparison to Von Kessler, Kok and Firestein’s 

report does a much better job at describing the political significance of US arms sales to 

Taiwan. However, they overlook the original purpose of the arms, which is purely 

military in nature. While commenting on the ‘confidence boost’ of Taiwan, many authors 

like Kok and Firestein focus too much on either the strategic significance or the political 

symbolism behind US arms sales. It is important to remember that both connotations are 

true, and one must accept the dual meanings of Taiwan’s weapons purchases.  

When browsing through the various literature on US-Taiwan relations, it is 

evident that many authors are staunch supporters of continuing weapons sales and 

support for Taiwan’s democracy. Nevertheless, there is a growing minority who feel 

Taiwan is a troubling issue for US that deserves to be abandoned.  
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In recent years, one author stands out the most. In an article published in 2011, 

Charles Glaser argues for the abandonment of Taiwan in exchange for better US-Sino 

relations and increased stability in East Asia. He states, “A crisis over Taiwan could 

fairly easily escalate to nuclear war…and the US would find itself under pressure to 

protect Taiwan against any sort of attack” (2011, p. 6). While, this is a very real 

possibility, the US would most certainly act with great caution, and would not necessarily 

use military force. Instead, it could use diplomatic pressure to resolve the predicament.  

From the outset, it is clear that Glaser’s mindset is deeply entrenched in Realist 

thought. Glaser reasons that ending US military support for Taiwan would “remove the 

most obvious and contentious flash point between the United States and China and 

smooth the way for better relations between them in the decades to come” (2011, p. 7). 

This is an extremely naïve assumption. There are many flash points, outside of US-Sino 

relations that are just as controversial; the South China Sea territorial claims being one. 

Second of all, what is to stop China from requesting more demands, and defying 

Washington? Appeasing China with Taiwan would not solve anything. On the contrary, 

deserting Taipei would cause a deep wave of mistrust amongst Washington’s Asian 

allies. Glaser evidently underestimates the strategic importance of Washington’s ties with 

Taipei. Defending American support for Taiwan, Dennis Halpin explains, “Taiwan is a 

vital link in the alliance structure, formed in the crucible of the Second World War, 

running from the Korean peninsula and Japanese islands in the north to the Philippine 

islands and Australian continent in the south. Once a link in a chain fence is broken, the 

fence itself easily falls down” (Halpin, 2013, p. 1). Losing Taiwan would be catastrophic 

to America’s tactical pivot to Asia.  

In response to his appeasement critics, Glaser maintains that “territorial 

concessions are not always bound to fail” and that “there is actually little reason to 

believe that it has or will develop grand territorial ambitions in its region or beyond” 

(2011, p.7). Though China’s true intentions are hard to prove, Beijing has increasingly 

become aggressive since Glaser’s article. From expanding its controlled islands in the 

South China Sea and continued military threat towards Taiwan, China demonstrates that 

as it amasses greater power and influence, it will become more defiant towards its Asian 
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neighbors. Glaser’s failure to comprehend Beijing’s belligerence and potential 

capabilities is disappointing. In his article, he also makes an embarrassing historic error, 

claiming, “Although it lost control of Taiwan during the Chinese Civil War more than six 

decades ago, China still considers Taiwan to be part of its homeland…” (2011, p. 6). 

China (PRC) has never controlled any part of Taiwan. After the Civil War, it was the 

Republic of China that fled to Taiwan and continued its rule there. This misunderstanding 

is a testament to his lack of understanding in Taiwan Strait affairs. It is very hard to take 

him seriously, as his views are skewed and naïve. Nevertheless, there are others like him 

who believe place US-Sino relations above ties with Taiwan.   

This idea is nothing new. Since the 1990s, there were scholars who were opposed 

to Taiwan’s acquisition of US weapons. For example, when George H. Bush approved 

the sale of 150 F-16 fighter jets in 1992, some critics argued it would cause repercussions 

from China. Gerald Segal claimed, “The American sale of F-16 fighter jets to Taiwan 

means a radical deterioration in U.S.-Chinese relations. Arms sales to Taiwan raise the 

costs to China of unilateral action and demonstrate that there are limits to China's ability 

to order the balance in East Asia” (1992). Segal worried the sale would damage relations 

with Beijing, as well as augment China’s hostility. Derek da Cunha noted that the 

proposed sale “may well be an attempt to forestall a shift in the weight of the strategic 

balance toward the Chinese in the western Pacific” (Richardson, 1992). With China 

already protective of its overwhelming presence in East Asia, the F-16 sale would 

heighten tensions in the region; as Beijing would retaliate the sale with increased military 

spending. Scholars like Segal and Da Cunha are helpful in considering the strategic 

consequences of continued support of Taiwan. However, they prioritize relations with 

China and do not appreciate the role of US arms to Taiwan in maintaining stability in the 

Taiwan Strait. They may only consider the short term outcomes of such sales, but do not 

realize how serious the ramifications would be if Taiwan was abandoned.  

 

1.6.4 UN Strategy 
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There is a large collection of literature regarding the UN strategies of the Lee, Chen and 

Ma administrations. However, the UN issue is often reviewed as a subset of their foreign 

policy. This is not to say that UN strategy and foreign policy are vastly different—rather 

that it is rarely considered as an independent topic. As a result, there is little 

comprehensive work that critiques the approaches. Most authors stress the significance of 

joining the UN main body and describe the technical alternative methods of doing so; 

instead of evaluating what the presidents have actually done and weighing their pros and 

cons. There are some helpful literature, but not enough. There is also no emphasis on 

analyzing the disparities between the three administrations’ UN strategies—covering all 

three approaches in one study. This dissertation singles out Taiwan’s UN issue and 

examines it as an independent subject, separate from foreign policy; and explores the 

reasons for variations in UN strategy.  

 

1.6.5 UN Membership 

  

Taiwan has struggled for UN membership for decades, but its attempts have not gone 

unnoticed. There is massive support amongst academics and government officials alike. 

Remarking on the exclusion of Taiwan, Jean Henckaerts writes, “There seems to be a 

wide consensus that Taiwan fulfills all requirements to gain admission to the UN and that 

its bid is legitimate because its 21 million people are currently unrepresented” (1996, p. 

248). The isolation of Taiwan is a diplomatic tragedy that denies the island state from 

demonstrating its humanitarian potential and needs to be resolved. Lung Chu Chen also 

vents out his frustrations exclaiming, “It is high time for the people concerned with the 

future of Taiwan in the world community to work together, with vision, understanding 

and good will, to achieve the common good for all. The people of Taiwan … deserve the 

strong support of every member of the world community” (1996, p. 203). 

Acknowledging Taiwan’s already resolute endeavors, Chen expresses his hopes for a 

united international effort to push for Taiwan’s UN membership. Without widespread 

support from the international community, Taiwan’s UN efforts will never progress. 

Dennis Hickey also recognizes the unjust treatment of Taiwan, stating, “It is clear that the 
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time has arrived for the international community to work together to find some way for 

Taiwan’s voice to be heard in the UN, WHO10 and other IGOs. As a multi-party 

democracy that also happens to be one of the world’s largest traders, Taiwan deserves a 

voice in the global community” (2008, p. 29). There is no doubt amongst academics that 

Taiwan ought to have membership in the UN in order to contribute more, and let its voice 

be heard on the international stage. Noting what Taiwan has done so far in terms of 

humanitarian and diplomatic efforts, it is only right to allow the island to join the 

organization to make further positive impacts on the world. The only issue is how Taipei 

should go about it.   

 

1.6.6 Lee Teng Hui 

 

Under Lee, Taiwan began a UN campaign in 1993. This new method called for applying 

to the organization under the name ‘Republic of China’. This tactic focused on a dual 

representation ideology. According to Sigrid Winkler, “UN participation alongside China 

eventually became a viable policy option, even under continued rule by the Kuomintang11 

(KMT), the Chinese Nationalist party” (2012). This was due to Lee’s pragmatic policies. 

It was clear that Chiang Kai Shek and Chiang Ching Kuo’s stubborn interpretation of 

‘One China’ did very little in helping Taiwan’s international status, thus leading to a 

change within the KMT’s mindset.  

“Membership in the UN”, Dennis Hickey explains, “would augment the ROC’s security 

and legitimacy by undermining the argument that only an independent ‘Republic of 

Taiwan’ could reintegrate successfully into the global community” (1997, p. 1037). 

Hickey argues that maintaining the title ‘Republic of China’ would disprove beliefs that 

only by changing the country name to a more assertive one would garner UN 

membership. The ROC is a less controversial nomenclature that avoids unwanted 

                                                 
10 The World Health Organization (WHO) is an international UN affiliated body whose primary role is to 

direct and coordinate international health within the United Nations’ system. 
11 The Kuomintang (KMT), formally known as the Chinese Nationalist Party, was formerly the sole ruling 

party of Taiwan after the Chinese Civil War. It currently holds the presidency under the Ma administration, 

and focuses on eventual unification with Mainland China. Official KMT website: 

http://www1.kmt.org.tw/english/index.aspx 
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resistance from the international community for allowing the island to join the 

organization. With Lee’s less confrontational approach, many expected some progress on 

the UN issue—but he failed to do so. Winkler explains, “China’s opposition, in 

combination with the ‘one China’ policy of the majority of the UN member states, 

prevented the Taiwanese bids from even being treated properly in the UN. Apart from a 

few of Taiwan’s diplomatic allies, no country was ready to give consideration to 

Taiwanese representation in the UN” (2012). He is correct to mention China’s role in the 

issue. Because of Beijing’s overbearing influence over the global community, Taipei’s 

efforts under Lee failed to garner support.  

 

1.6.7 Chen Shui Bian 

 

During Chen’s administration, Taiwan’s UN struggle became more aggressive. After 

initially continuing Lee’s practice of applying under the title ‘Republic of China’, Chen 

decided to change tactic. In 2007, he began a new campaign using the name “Taiwan”; 

and the next year, he initiated a national referendum12 regarding UN membership. This 

was a radical change in approach, and was met with supporters and critics alike. In 

support of the name change, Henckaerts states, “Taiwan as Taiwan rather than as the 

ROC on Taiwan may have more chance to gain international public support to obtain a 

UN seat” (1996, p. 248). Her belief may be because a change in name dispels any notion 

of the old ‘Republic of China’ that was brought by the KMT party after the Chinese Civil 

War. Lung Chu Chen also stresses the name change, declaring, “Taiwan must establish 

clearly its national identity as Taiwan, not as a truncated China. This is imperative if 

Taiwan is to obtain external support and to forge internal unity” (1996, p. 197). Chen 

hints that the name change gave Taiwan an opportunity to start anew in its UN campaign, 

and that it symbolizes a separate Taiwanese identity.  

 The referendum that Chen implemented in that last year of his presidency 

caused greater controversy, upsetting Washington. Despite protests from the US, Chen 

refused to halt the referendum. Protesting Chen’s approach, Alan Romberg writes, 

                                                 
12 This referendum was initiated in March 2008, during the Taiwanese Presidential election. It asked voters 

whether or not the island should apply to the UN under the title ‘Taiwan’. 
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“President Chen obviously does not want to bring tragedy down on the heads of the 

people of Taiwan…But the course that the DPP has chosen with regard to the UN 

referendum runs just that risk” (2007, p.26). Romberg is at odds with observers like 

Henckaerts and Lung Chu Chen, who support the name change. Chen’s radical UN 

policy was a risky one that was met with much resistance because of the name change 

and the accompanying referendum. It also caused a great disturbance to the status quo, 

which was of great concern to the US. Romberg continues, stating, “It is hard for me to 

understand the logic that leads him to continue on a course that so clearly upsets the 

United States and that drives a wedge deeper and deeper between Washington and 

Taipei” (2007, p. 26). Chen Shui Bian was so adamant on promoting a separate 

Taiwanese identity that he sacrificed relations with the US, angering many observers in 

Washington. Ultimately, his attempts were fruitless.  

 

1.6.8 Ma Ying Jeou 
 

With Ma’s presidential victory came a renewed sense of pragmatism that was originally 

brought about by Lee Teng Hui. During his term, Ma Ying Jeou engaged in a flexible 

approach that halted application to the UN main body altogether. Instead, he vied for 

increased meaningful participation in UN affiliated organizations. This alternative hoped 

to expand Taiwan’s international space through less confrontational channels. It also 

decreased tensions within cross-strait relations. Ma realized China’s influence over the 

UN issue and attempted to befriend Beijing by stopping to apply. Dennis Hickey had 

recognized China’s importance long ago, recommending that, “Taiwan could use cross 

strait dialogue and explain why the Taiwanese people deserve a voice in the UN. At some 

point in the future, Beijing may revisit the Taiwan representation issue” (1997, p.1043). 

Because of China’s seat in the UN Security Council, and its strict adherence to its ‘One 

China Principle’, it controls the fate of Taiwan’s international participation. Vincent Wei-

Cheng Wang notes, “A prerequisite of Taiwan’s UN bid is for it to improve relations with 

Beijing. Without Beijing’s acquiescence, Taipei’s quest for international identity will 

continue to be extremely problematic” (1997, p.27). This is an undeniable fact when 
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deliberating the best course of action for Taiwan. Fortunately, President Ma realizes this 

and has been eagerly engaging in dialogue with the PRC.  

On the future of Taiwan’s struggle for UN participation, Kaocheng Wang 

observes, “The people in Taiwan still highly desire to see their nation play a greater role 

in international organizations and activities. For this reason, the Ma administration hopes 

to take advantage of the cross-strait détente to increase Taiwan’s international 

participation through pragmatic measures” (2010, p. 3). Authors unanimously agree that 

it is hard to deny what Ma’s flexible tactic has accomplished. It accepts the reality of 

China’s influence, and has the potential to pave the way for a brighter future for Taiwan’s 

international presence.  
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2 Background 
 

2.1 Lee Teng Hui 

 

2.1.1 Pragmatic Diplomacy 

 

Lee’s administration developed a diplomatic approach that was far more liberal in 

comparison to Chiang Kai Shek and Chiang Ching Kuo’s policies. Rather than 

stubbornly adhering to a ‘One China’ ideology, Lee embraced dual recognition of Beijing 

and Taipei as a temporary solution to the unification issue. As a result, Taiwan actively 

established full diplomatic relations wherever possible; while maintaining unofficial ties 

when a state already recognized the PRC. Even with unofficial ties, Taiwan was able to 

establish representative offices, both its own abroad and those set up by foreign countries 

in Taipei. These offices essentially performed the functions of an embassy without any 

official status. This so called ‘pragmatic’ method opened a whole wave of opportunities 

for the ROC in terms establishing itself as a sovereign nation on the international stage. 

On the success of Lee’s diplomacy, Chen Jie explains, “Though these representation, 

agreements, and visits do not have full official status, incremental progress in the quality 

and quantity achieved in these areas reinforce Taiwan’s profile as a legitimate sovereign 

state (2002, p. 22). The Lee’s flexibility marked the beginning of a new era in Taiwan’s 

relations with the world. Such maneuverability was never seen before, and it gave Taipei 

hope in eventually achieving full sovereignty. Near the end of Lee’s presidency, the 

number of Taipei’s representative offices abroad increased from 58 in 39 countries in 

1988, to 94 in 62 countries in 1999; while foreign institutions in Taipei increased from 31 

by 26 countries in 1988, to 53 by 47 countries in 1999. (Chen, 2002, p. 30). It was clear 

that pragmatic diplomacy was effective. 

 With this novel approach, Lee was fighting for a politically resilient Taiwan that 

could be a productive member in the global community. In response to a question from 

Newsweek Magazine, he clarified that his diplomacy had three priorities. The first was to 

maintain strength and survival as a sovereign nation. He stated, “Based on this principle 

we shall consolidate and strengthen bilateral relations with nations that share diplomatic 
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relations with us, bolster and raise the level of our substantive relations with nations that 

do not have formal diplomatic relations with us, and develop the recognition and support 

of our country by nations with rich potential or that are newly arising” (Government 

Information Office, 1997, p. 65). Bolstering ties with other nations was extremely 

important in Taiwan’s survival, due to the PRC’s constant encroachment. During Lee’s 

presidency, an all-out battle for diplomatic allies had broken out between Taipei and 

Beijing. The competition was so intense, that Chen Jie observed, “The principle of no 

stone being left unturned…sometimes assumes dramatic flavor” (Chen, 2002). 

Maintaining recognition by other states demonstrated Taiwan’s existence as a nation 

separate from the PRC, thus justifying Taipei’s intense diplomatic competition with 

Beijing. 

 The second priority he explained, was “to build an international presence for our 

country” (Government Information Office, 1997). As Taiwan’s status had degraded 

immensely since its UN ejection, it was now vital for the island to make a return to 

international stage as a progressive and contributing nation. Lee stressed that, “Now that 

our success at democratization and economic liberalization has won international 

recognition, we shall actively work to participate in international organizations and 

activities and shall compete to sponsor or participate in a full range of international 

conferences; gradually recovering an international status for our country, so that the 

rights, welfare and dignity of our people are safeguarded” (Government Information 

Office, 1997, p. 65).  

  In connection to his second point, the third priority was to contribute to the 

international community. He exclaimed, “The results of our economic development have 

blessed us a surplus with which to give something back to the international community. 

We shall use technical cooperation to help developing nations develop their economies, 

and expand international cooperation by fulfilling our international obligations” 

(Government Information Office, 1997, p. 65). Having benefitted from democracy and 

economic development, Lee recognized the importance of giving back to the global 

community. This benevolence would lead to future cooperation and stronger bilateral ties 

with many nations, which Taipei desperately needed more of.  
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 In implementing his foreign policy, Lee and his administration paid numerous 

visits to Taiwan’s official and non-official allies. His active presence abroad was a far cry 

from his predecessors, who never left the island during their rule. Altogether, he made 6 

overseas trips, spanning 16 countries. Chen noted, “7 out of those 15 countries were not 

even Taipei’s diplomatic allies, and he made it to America. Thus in terms of head of state 

diplomacy, an isolate Taipei became far more robust than a diplomatically well integrated 

Taipei” (Chen, 2002, p. 37). Through unofficial means, Taiwan had re-established itself 

as a vibrant democracy that was capable of meaningful diplomacy.  

On February 9th 1994, Lee left for Southeast Asia to visit the Philippines, 

Indonesia, and Thailand as part of his ‘Go South’ initiative. This trip was an informal 

attempt to strengthen economic ties with the region. Upon meeting with Philippine 

President Fidel Ramos, Lee agreed to cooperate in developing the Subic Bay industrial 

park, where the Philippines planned to set up a duty-free export processing zone 

exclusively for Taiwan investors (Sheng, 1994). In Jakarta, Lee agreed to assist Indonesia 

with the development of agriculture and small and medium-sized enterprises; in addition 

to cooperating in exploiting gas and oil resources, and to improve cooperation in salt and 

sugar manufacturing (Sheng, 1994). In his last leg of the trip, Lee met with the Thai royal 

family, and Parliamentary President Marut Bunnak; and also played golf at the resort city 

of Phuket with Deputy Prime Minister Amnuai Wirawan (Sheng, 1994). Ultimately, the 

Southeast Asia visit was a success that increased Taiwan’s economic development in the 

area and bolstered ties amongst the regional countries. 

Lee also made a high-profile trip to Central and Latin America on September 4th 

1997. This visit included stopovers in Panama, Honduras, El Salvador and Paraguay. 

These four countries were old diplomatic allies of Taiwan and had been staunch 

supporters of the island since Chiang Kai Shek’s presidency. The purpose of this trip was 

to demonstrate Taiwan’s refusal of political isolation by the PRC, as well as to improve 

political and economic ties. In Panama, Lee attended the Panama Canal Conference, 

which was a technical meeting to plan for the canal’s transferal to Panama’s control in 

1999. As a major user of the canal, Lee said, Taiwan would contribute maximum effort to 

the sustainable management of the canal (Chen, 1997). Lee also attended a ceremony 

marking the opening for use of the Fort Davis Export Processing Zone, which was joint 
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project developed by the ROC and Panama (Chen, 1997). In Honduras, Lee met with 

President Carlos Roberto Reina, who expressed the hope that Taiwan would help 

establish an Export Processing Zone and establish a Central American technology 

research and development center (Chen, 1997). Lee then flew to El Salvador and attended 

a summit of Central American heads of state. At the summit, Taiwan reached an 

agreement with the Central American states to establish a strategic alliance for 

cooperative development, and the Central American states welcomed Taiwan's 

participation in their future Central American Community (Chen, 1997). In his final stop 

in Paraguay, Lee met with President Juan Carlos Wuasmosy, and signed air-rights, 

agricultural, and trade agreements (Chen, 1997). His 16 day trip was very productive and 

yielded in stronger relations in the region. It also demonstrated Taiwan’s determination 

for sovereignty, as it relied on its allies for support in international activities.  

President Lee took his foreign visits very seriously, as they accomplished many 

things at once. Because Taiwan’s political status had tremendously degraded since the 

Cold War, Lee worked relentlessly to repair the damage. Taipei could not spare to lose its 

already small number of diplomatic allies to Beijing. These remaining allies were 

invaluable to the island, as they supported President Lee in his endeavors for increased 

international space. He made a conscious effort throughout his presidency to travel 

abroad and endorse Taiwan’s sovereignty. This was a far cry from his predecessors, who 

never bothered to leave the island during their rule. Lee’s trips marked the beginning of a 

normative diplomatic affair in spite of Taiwan’s very unusual political situation.  

 

2.1.2 US Strategic Support 

 

Early into Lee’s presidency, relations with the US under Clinton were stable, but was 

beginning to wane. Clinton was eager to improve trade relations with the PRC, granting it 

Most Favored Nation status (MFN13) in 1994, while placing Taiwan on the back burner. 

It seemed as if support for Taipei was slowly diminishing. As Jeffrey Bader observed, 

“Taiwan was not at the forefront of US-China relations during these years” (1996, p. 3). 

                                                 
13 States bestowed with this status are guaranteed with equal trading opportunities. For more information, 

please see: http://global.britannica.com/topic/most-favored-nation-treatment 
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However, by 1995, tensions between Taiwan and China increased significantly, 

culminating into the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis; and inevitably implicating US 

involvement.  

The crisis originated when US congress unanimously voted to provide President 

Lee a visa to visit the US.  This decision was a testament of American support within 

Washington, and made Taiwan affairs relevant again within American politics. As Natale 

H. Bellocchi, a former head of AIT14 noted, “The visit of President Lee to the US last 

summer brought many results, both good and bad, but one it surely brought to America 

was a greater awareness of Today’s Taiwan” (1996, p. 85). Upset by the fact that 

Washington reneged on its policy, allowing Lee Teng Hui to visit his alma mater, Cornell 

University, the PRC began conducting live fire missile tests in addition to military drills; 

very close to Taiwan’s shores. Beijing’s militant response came in three waves. 

According to Li, Hu and Zhong, the first wave of intimidation came on July 21, 1995, 

when the PLA15 Second Artillery began launching multiple short-range and mobile 

missiles near Taiwan’s two largest harbors, Keelung and Kaohsiung (1998). The missiles 

all reached their designated targets, demonstrating Beijing’s military prowess and 

intentionally sabotaging Taiwan’s maritime communications. The second wave began a 

month later, in the form of a joint naval-air force exercise south of the Taiwan Strait. 

During the operations in August 1995, the PLA warplanes for the first time flew across 

the center-line (Li, Hu & Zhong, 1998, p. 153). This proved to be a remarkable milestone 

for the PLA, as it gave Beijing the opportunity to tests its newest military hardware; 

while simultaneously demonstrating its frustrations towards Washington for sanctioning 

Lee’s June 1995 US visit. The last military exercise took place nearly one year later, from 

March 18 to 23 1996. It was a simulation of cross-strait landing operation on the Chinese 

island of Pingtang; in which joint forces landing operation included ocean-crossing, 

establishing beachhead, and mountain operations to develop in deep (Li, Hu & Zhong, 

1998, p. 153). This brazen act was perfectly timed to coincide with the 1996 presidential 

elections, intending to dissuade Taiwanese voters from pursuing independence. 

                                                 
14 American Institute in Taiwan (AIT) is the de-facto American embassy in Taiwan, maintaining US-

Taiwan relations and protecting American interests. AIT official website: http://www.ait.org.tw/en/ 
15 People’s Liberation Army (PLA) is the military force of China.  
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According to Andrew Scobell, “The maneuvers and tests of March 1996 were meant to 

intimidate Taiwan in the lead-up to a presidential election and to chasten the incumbent, 

President Lee, who seemed certain to be reelected” (1999, p. 5). These three consecutive 

acts of intimidation sent a wave of panic throughout Taiwan. For many months thereafter, 

there were real concerns in Taipei of a possible attack from Beijing.   

 After the PLA publicized its intentions in the Taiwan Strait, Washington sent two 

aircraft carrier battle groups to the region. The US Congress, meanwhile, passed a 

resolution declaring “Such tests and exercises [are] potentially serious threats to the 

peace, security, and stability of Taiwan and not in the spirit of the three United States-

China Joint Communiques” (US Congress, 1996). The resolution also recommended 

President Clinton “immediately consult with Congress on an appropriate United States 

response to the tests…” (US Congress, 1996). The US had seen the PLA’s exercises as a 

unilateral disturbance to the status quo, direct threatening Taiwan’s security. In a March 

1996 Congressional Hearing, Eni F.H. Faleomavaega declared, “I cannot more strongly 

applaud and support the actions taken by the administration over the weekend. Stationing 

the ‘independence’ aircraft carrier group off Taiwan, with the “Nimitz” carrier group to 

arrive shortly, has sent a clear message to China that the government and people of the 

United states of America will not tolerate a military attack or missile enforced blockade 

of Taiwan by the PRC” (1996, p.  43). At the same hearing, Winston Lord proclaimed, 

“We have reminded the PRC that US law explicitly declares any effort to determine the 

future of Taiwan by other than peaceful means to be of grave concern to the United 

States” (1996, p. 49). With the dispatch of the aircraft carriers, Washington demonstrated 

its opposition to PRC’s intimidating conduct. Furthermore, it was a clear sign of support 

for Taiwan’s democracy. However, this was most definitely not a validation of Taiwan’s 

boastful behavior before the crisis, as Faleomavaega noted regarding Lee’s Cornell visit 

in 1995, “While I supported the issuance of the Visa for Taiwan’s president Lee to speak 

at Cornell University, many believe that he overplayed his hand with the media, treating 

his visit to the US as that of a head of state” (1996, p. 43). For Taiwan, the 1996 crisis 

proved Clinton’s strict adherence to the Taiwan Relations Act, thus solidifying US-

Taiwan relations for the remainder of the 1990s.   
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2.2 Chen Shui Bian  

 

2.2.1 Pluralistic Diplomacy 

 

Soon after his election in 2000, President Chen initiated a more aggressive and Taiwan-

centric form of diplomacy. It was a far cry from the pragmatism Lee had established. In 

2002, Chen proposed a ‘One country on each side’ formula that promoted Taiwan as a 

sovereign state (Office of the ROC President). This gave Chen the impetus to implement 

such a radical diplomatic strategy. He defended this dramatic change in policy, stressing 

that in response to China's measures to isolate, denigrate and pressure Taiwan, the 

government has had to engage in diplomatic battles with China on a daily basis (Office of 

the ROC President, 2007). While Chen’s new strategy was deemed too forceful, his 

original intentions were logical.  

In a 1999 DPP white paper on Foreign Policy, the party envisioned an increased 

role for Taiwan, stating that, “Under an internationalist principle, Taiwan's new role will 

be one of the "loyal supporter of the world order" who respects the world's mainstream 

values…extensively participates in various levels of international affairs, instead of being 

a "trouble maker” (DPP, 1999). What Chen and the DPP wanted for Taiwan was active 

participation in the global community, and for the island state to eradicate its reputation 

as a cause of contention. In detailing its aspirations for the future, the white paper 

mentioned its goals for Taiwan, proclaiming, “The goal is to strive for the peace of 

humanity by allying with nations that seek peace, respecting international justice, and 

upholding liberal democracy” (DPP, 1999). By doing this, the DPP hoped for a sense of 

normality in its international status.    

The white paper also discussed a new pluralistic strategy that was divided into six 

separate diplomacies. The first one, entitled democratic diplomacy, was aimed to 

highlight the fact that Taiwan is a legitimate member of the international democratic 

society; and on the other hand, in contrast, it is to reveal the true nature of China as a 

rigid, authoritarian and aggressive state (DPP, 1999). As democracy was an effective 

advantage Taiwan held over China, it would be a remarkable opportunity for Taipei to 
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flaunt its liberalism, emphasizing the similarity between the island state and the 

international community.  

The second form of diplomacy stressed economic and trade relations. The DPP 

proposed to provide assistance to less developed countries to establish domestic 

economic infrastructure and survive economic crises; and also to dispatch agricultural, 

technological, economic expert groups to developing countries (DPP, 1999). Cooperation 

between Taiwan and other nations would only strengthen bilateral ties, and demonstrate 

the island’s economic prominence.  

The third tactic was defined as neighborhood diplomacy. The white paper 

explained, “As an important member of Asia-Pacific regional community, Taiwan views 

the prosperity and stability of this area as a vital concern; therefore, it must take full 

advantage of its own political and economic resources to expand the relationship with 

these countries and create an Asian environment that is conducive to Taiwan's” (DPP, 

1999). The DPP understood that Taiwan had to prove that it was a reliable and significant 

ally in Asia, despite its unresolved political status. There were many things Taipei could 

do to reassure its neighbors that it was a reliable partner, including establishing stable 

economic agreements and encouraging mutual trust to avoid potential points of conflict. 

The next strategy was civil diplomacy. This called for an increase role for 

civilians in foreign affairs. As the white paper described, “Citizens' participation in 

diplomatic matters can facilitate the formation of public consensus and would also further 

the understanding and support of our diplomatic situation” (DPP, 1999). This tactic 

focused on people-to-people relations and recognized the vigorous efforts of Taiwan’s 

citizens to promote a positive image of the island state around the world. This was an 

effective method to garner public support for Taipei’s international expansion, as it did 

not need to overcome many political barriers often encountered in official governmental 

affairs.  

The fifth type of diplomacy stipulated that, “Taiwan's foreign policy must take 

into concern, humanitarianism and human rights; provide substantive measures to 

participate in the international community; and assist any country that needs help” (DPP, 

1999). Taiwan was fully capable of delivering humanitarian aid, and it was time to show 

it to the world.  
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The final form diplomacy involved environmental awareness. The DPP believed 

that “The government should actively take part in and abide by international 

environmental treaties and regulation, so as to become an international paradigm to 

promote environment protection and sustainable development” (DPP, 1999). Again, this 

tactic was meant to prove to the world that Taiwan was willing to be a global player by 

adhering to established international law and guidelines. The DPP wished to advance 

Taiwan into a new decade of progress and advancement, and eliminate the remnants of 

autocracy. The party had a very bright and optimistic outlook on Taiwan’s future foreign 

policy.  

  During Chen’s presidency, he and his entourage embarked on multiple trips to 

visit Taipei’s diplomatic allies in Central America, Africa and Oceania. The goals of 

these visits were to promote the six forms of diplomacy mentioned above. On his first trip 

abroad in August 2000, Chen flew to Africa and Central America to promote and 

strengthen bilateral ties with individual countries. In Central America, he first stopped in 

the Dominican Republic, to attend the inauguration of President Hipolito Mejia. The 

country was a staunch supporter of the ROC, and thus Chen’s visit was an affirmation of 

gratitude. Next, Chen flew to Nicaragua, which often voiced support for Taiwan’s 

international participation, to sign a joint communique with President Arnoldo Alem 

Lacayo (Lu, 2000). His last stop in Central America was Costa Rica, where he visited a 

processing zone and a vocational training center that the ROC helped to set up, as well as 

an orchid farm constructed by the Taiwan Sugar Corp (Lu, 2000). Chen then landed in 

Africa to continue his pluralistic diplomacy. In the Gambia and Burkina Faso, the 

president toured the agricultural farms that Taiwan's technical missions have successfully 

helped to develop; which has won the admiration of humanitarian corps from other parts 

of the world (Lu, 2000). Taiwan’s agricultural assistance had given its African diplomatic 

allies much needed aid in food production. In Chad, Chen met with ROC ambassadors 

and medical and agricultural missions stationed there; as well as to discuss possible 

cooperative programs with Chadian President Idriss Deby (Lu, 2000). These countries 

were involved in an intense diplomatic battle between China and Taiwan; many of them 

having switched recognition between Taipei and Beijing multiple times. Taiwan’s 
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continued technical assistance in these African nations helped to secure their support for 

the island state in international organizations.  

 In May 2005, Chen made a second trip to Central America. In Paraguay, he 

delivered a speech to Paraguay's parliament announcing that Taiwan would double the 

annual quota on Paraguayan beef imports from 220 tons to 440 tons, and also expressing 

hope that Taiwan and Paraguay could enhance educational and cultural exchanges (Shih, 

2006). Whilst there, Chen and Paraguayan President Nicanor Duarte Frutos also signed a 

joint communique to reaffirm their commitment to strengthening bilateral cooperation in 

a variety of fields (Shih, 2006). As a long-time ally of Taiwan, Chen needed to maintain 

its strong ties with Paraguay through new cooperative projects and exchanges. He then 

flew over to Costa Rica in the last leg of his trip abroad. Once there, he met with 

outgoing Costa Rican President Abel Pacheco de la Espriella to talk on matters of mutual 

concern, and attended the May 8 inauguration of President-elect Oscar Arias (Shih, 

2006). Chen’s presence at such an official event proved that relations with Costa Rica 

were strong. Before the inauguration, Chen talked with several Latin American presidents 

in his hotel room regarding free trade agreements between the ROC and Central 

American allies; including Guatemalan President Oscar Berger, Haiti's Acting President 

Boniface Alexandre, Nicaraguan President Enrique Bolanos, Salvadoran President Elias 

Antonio Saca and Panamanian President Martín Torrijos (Shih, 2006). During this trip, 

Chen was able to meet with many of his Latin American counterparts and discuss present 

and future developments with Taiwan, demonstrating Taipei’s vigorous maintenance of 

relations in the region. 

As Taipei’s diplomatic allies have significantly decreased over thirty decades, it 

must fight harder and harder to hold on to its remaining supporters. Meanwhile, Beijing is 

continuously pressuring those not yet recognizing the PRC to quickly switch sides. Even 

with the smallest rural nations, China does not leave any stone unturned. This diplomatic 

tug of war was most rampant during Chen’s presidency. As a result, he had little choice 

but to use monetary and humanitarian aid to maintain its shrinking international status. 

To make matters worse, his diplomatic scandals and gaffes quickly tarnished the island’s 

reputation and heightened tensions with both the US and China. What was once a 
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legitimate and innovative approach to foreign affairs, was now an embarrassing strategy 

that was often labeled as “checkbook diplomacy” by Chen’s critics.  

The 2008 scandal involving Papua New Guinea revealed just how inept Chen was 

at executing his pluralistic diplomacy that seemed so perfect on paper. On May 3rd, 2008, 

it was reported that two middlemen entrusted with almost $30 million in Taiwanese 

government funds as part of a secret effort to forge diplomatic relations with Papua New 

Guinea made off with the money (Rickards, 2008). The two men were handpicked by 

Vice Premier Chiou I-jen, after he believed they had influence over political figures in 

Papua New Guinea, and consequently introduced them to the Foreign Ministry 

(Rickards, 2008). The men suddenly disappeared with the money after talks with 

Papua New Guinea failed.  

This was a major blow to Taiwan’s diplomatic efforts, as Chen was already 

criticized for using money to procure guarantees of recognition from its few diplomatic 

allies. This scandal solidified the image of the Chen administration as an inexperienced 

and careless one, and was an embarrassment for Taiwan, which was already struggling to 

expand its international space. As George Tsai exclaimed, “People feel humiliated by the 

government’s incompetence. It’s a joke to the outside world — how could the 

government be cheated like this?” (Adams, 2008).  

Ultimately, the incident resulted in the resignation of Foreign Minister James 

Huang, Vice Premier Chiou I-jen, and Vice Defense Minister Ko Cheng-heng. In 

addition to this major diplomatic gaffe, Chen’s presidency saw the end of ties with 

multiple nations including Senegal, Macedonia, Grenada, Liberia, Dominica, Chad and 

Costa Rica. Such a dramatic loss in allies caused many in Taiwan to doubt the 

effectiveness of “checkbook diplomacy”. Chen’s efforts, though noble in intentions, was 

a disaster in execution. He made it clear that an aggressive method was not the solution to 

Taiwan’s political struggle. 
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2.2.2 US Strategic Support  

 

US-Taiwan relations fluctuated dramatically during the Chen administration. In the early 

years of his presidency, Chen’s ties with Washington were robust and concrete. However, 

as President Chen promoted increasingly pro-Taiwan policies, tensions quickly arose. 

Washington often reprimanded Taipei for its brazen actions and reminded the island of its 

‘One China Policy’. Despite drastic changes in overall US-Taiwan relations, 

Washington’s adherence to the TRA never diminished. With George W. Bush in the 

Whitehouse, American commitment towards Taiwan was at its peak. Washington was 

unapologetic with its pro-Taipei stance, which was evident in military-to-military ties 

with the island state. Bush was extremely outspoken when the topic of Taiwan was 

discussed. For example, in an April 2001 interview with ABC News, President Bush was 

asked if the United States had a commitment to defend Taiwan. He responded, “"Yes, we 

do, and the Chinese must understand that” (ABC News, 2001). When asked if his 

commitment would be backed up with the full force of the U.S. military, Bush replied: 

"Whatever it took to help Taiwan defend herself" (ABC News, 2001). It was clear that 

the Bush administration took its support for Taiwan’s democracy very seriously. During a 

2002 visit to Tsinghua University in Beijing, Bush mentioned his commitment to Taipei 

proclaiming, “There is [something] called the Taiwan Relations Act, and I honor that act, 

which says we will help Taiwan defend herself if provoked” (Whitehouse Archives, 

2002). Bush’s impenitent remarks shattered Washington’s tradition of ‘strategic 

ambiguity’ and gave assurances to Taipei that US support was resilient.  

 Bush followed his statements with a noticeable increase in military-to-military 

exchanges between Washington and Taipei. With the memory of the 1995/96 Taiwan 

Strait Crisis still fresh in his mind, Bush was determined to avoid a repeat of such a 

devastating incident. Establishing stronger military ties would better prepare Taiwan for 

future Chinese intimidation.  

In April 2001, President Bush announced he would drop the 20 year old annual 

arms talk process in favor of normal, routine considerations of Taiwan’s requests on an as 

needed basis (Kan, 2014). This created a mutual understanding between Taipei and 

Washington regarding Taiwan’s defensive and strategic needs. In 2002, the 
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administration asked congress to pass legislation to authorize the assignment of personnel 

from US departments to AIT, resulting in the first active duty defense attaché in August 

2005 with civilian clothes (Kan, 2014). This event marked a new era of high cooperation 

between the Taiwanese and American military. 

 Also in 2002, a hotline was launched between the US and Taiwan militaries to 

deal with possible crises (Kan, 2014). Establishing a hotline was vital in avoiding any 

miscommunication or misunderstanding in times of a sudden catastrophe in the Taiwan 

Strait. This agreement was yet another hallmark of increased military cooperation 

between Taipei and Washington. 

 Another feature of Bush’s improved military ties with Taiwan was the dispatching 

of American military officers to attend the annual Hankuang military exercises conducted 

by the island. US military officers first attended Taiwan’s Hankuang-17 military exercise 

in 2001, solely as observers; the first time since 1979 (Kan, 2014). The attendance of US 

officers was a major step in improving the strategic capability of the Taiwanese military. 

The observers could provide their Taiwanese counterparts with invaluable critiques and 

recommendations to create a more formidable fighting force. Two years later, during the 

Hankuan-19 exercise in April-May 2003, about 20 US military personnel attended the 

drill, led by retired Admiral Dennis Blair (Kan, 2014, p. 7). Like before, these officers 

were only allowed to observe and analyze. Because of political pressure from Beijing, 

Washington strived to keep a low profile regarding military exchanges and affairs with 

Taiwan. Commenting on American presence at the 2003 military drill, US Defense 

Department East Asia spokesman Jeff Davis explained, “US activities during the 

exercises will be in the realm of things we do with Taiwan that are consistent with the 

Taiwan Relations Act, and appropriate for helping Taiwan meet their self-defense 

capabilities” (Snyder, 2003). Bush was careful to maintain American involvement within 

the parameters of the TRA. On May 15, 2007 Taiwan launched the Han Kuang -23 

exercise; the last one under the Chen administration. The drills were attended by a U.S. 

delegation comprised of military and civilian officials serving as unofficial advisors to 

the Taiwanese military (Lin, 2007). The presence of American officials had become a 

staple of US-Taiwan military cooperation under Chen.  
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 The Chen and Bush administrations also promoted more frequent senior level 

military exchanges. This allowed Taiwanese military officials the opportunity to visit 

their American counterparts more frequently, bridging the communication and 

cooperation gap closer together. During Chen’s presidency, numerous Taiwanese military 

officials were permitted to enter the US and attend significant meetings and events. The 

loosening of restrictions on military visits signified Bush’s positive sentiment towards 

Taiwan. In March 2002, President Bush granted a visa for Defense Minister Tang Yiau 

Ming to visit the United States to attend an industry conference held by the US-Taiwan 

Business Council in Florida (Kan, 2014). In September 2002, Deputy Defense Minister, 

Kang Ning-Hsiang, visited Washington and was the first senior Taiwan defense official 

to have meetings inside the Pentagon since 1979 (Kan, 2014). In September 2005, 

Deputy Minister Huoh attended a US Taiwan defense industry conference (Kan, 2014). 

In July 2007, Chief of General staff, General Houh Shoou Yeh visited the United States 

(Kan, 2014). These increased visits by Taiwanese senior level officials symbolized the 

normalization of military-to-military engagement between Taipei and Washington, and 

set a new precedent for American support towards Taiwan’s democracy.  

 During his time as president, Chen Shui Bian had wanted to promote Taiwan’s 

sovereignty through a multi-faceted diplomacy and close ties with the US. However, his 

enthusiastic pro-Taiwan agenda caused much international controversy and heightened 

tensions between Taipei and Washington. Much to the dismay of the US, Chen’s active 

support for independence altered the status quo, which in turn led to increased 

aggressiveness from the PRC. Chen’s rebellious behavior gave Taiwan the unwanted 

image of a ‘trouble maker’ in the global community.     

 

2.3 Ma Ying Jeou 

 

2.3.1 Flexible Diplomacy 

 

In the wake of Chen Shui Bian’s problematic, unyielding foreign policy, President Ma 

Ying Jeou knew a change had to be made to prevent further damage to Taiwan’s 
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reputation. In an essay regarding Taiwan’s new soft power, Ma wrote, “In the past, the 

ROC engaged in diplomatic competition with mainland China, the result of which caused 

both sides to be criticized by the international community. This undermined goodwill and 

negated the accomplishments of several decades of the government’s foreign aid work, 

which I found quite distressing” (2010). Ma sought to repair the damage with a far less 

aggressive method. Commonly known as “flexible diplomacy”, the basis of this strategy 

was to amend cross-strait relations. During a meeting with the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs, Ma explained, “The idea of flexible diplomacy is aimed at improving our 

international standing and increasing the cost-effectiveness of our diplomatic budget. The 

cornerstone of this ‘flexible diplomacy’ is a certain degree of mutual trust across the 

Strait, which could later be extended to the international arena” (2008). Ma’s strategy 

saw the connection between cross-strait relations and Taiwan’s international status. 

Though the Chen administration realized this as well, their pro-Taiwanese policies and 

eagerness for independence were tremendous roadblocks for rapprochement with China. 

In order to regain a strong foothold in the global community, Taipei had to first engage 

with Beijing with amicable dialogue. Ma remarked, “Flexible diplomacy does not require 

Taiwan to be at loggerheads with the mainland in each and every international 

encounter…it actually encourages the two sides of the Taiwan Strait to…create 

rapprochement or win-win results” (2008). By keeping the PRC at bay, the island would 

be able to prevent political isolation from Beijing and continue vying for increased 

participation in international bodies. 

 It would also put an end to the intense diplomatic battle between Taipei and 

Beijing. As Ma stated, “Both sides should be committed to not wasting national resources 

in a vicious cycle to win over diplomatic allies from the other side” (2008). With only 23 

small nations recognizing Taipei at the time16, it was vital to retain every last ally. Ma’s 

strategy was essentially a truce with China that still holds today; in the hopes that 

improved cross-strait relations would dissuade Beijing from interfering with Taipei’s 

international space and diplomacy. “If diplomatic truce can be achieved, then we can 

conduct a meaningful review of our foreign aid programs” (2008). Now nearing the end 

of his term, Ma has used the diplomatic truce as a political ‘broom’ to sweep away any 

                                                 
16 Taiwan currently has only 22 diplomatic allies, after the loss of The Gambia in 2014.  
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remnants of the previous president’s wasteful foreign policies. The truce allowed the 

President Ma to focus on eliminating ineffective or insignificant elements in Taiwan’s 

foreign relations. Early in his administration, he proclaimed, “We will take into 

consideration the standards set by certain international organizations with regard to 

foreign aid. As long as we no longer engage in inappropriate foreign aid activities, we 

will be less likely to corrupt ourselves” (2008). Flexible diplomacy aimed to steer Taiwan 

towards a brighter political future, in conjunction with improved cross-strait relations. 

 In regards to maintaining bilateral relations with official and non-official allies, 

flexible diplomacy would re-instill their confidence in Taiwan. Ma explained, “We must 

jettison our past image of a troublemaker, refurbish our international credibility, and re-

establish mutual trust with these countries—especially between high-echeloned officials” 

(2008). In order to progress, Taiwan had to prove to the international community that it 

was accountable and pragmatic in its actions. As Ma succinctly explained, “By weaning 

itself of the troublemaker image, Taiwan can regain its soft power as a lighthouse for 

other countries’ political development. We firmly believe that democracy contributes to 

world peace” (2008). He also indicated that, “As a member of the global village, Taiwan 

must be involved in the development of the international community” (2010). From the 

start, the Ma administration’s new liberal policy was a welcomed changed. It was a 

simple, broad approach; but within the past 7 years, it resulted in many positive results.  

 Like the previous two presidents, Ma also embarked on multiple trips abroad to 

consolidate support and bolster bilateral ties amongst Taiwan’s diplomatic allies. On his 

first journey as president, he went to Paraguay and the Dominican Republic in August 

2008. He first landed in Asunción, and met with Paraguayan President Nicanor Duarte 

Frutos, guaranteeing that Taiwan would continue to strengthen its relations with Paraguay 

and ensure that cooperation between the two nations become even closer (Office of the 

President [ROC], 2008). According to the Office of the President (ROC), “Ma also had a 

discussion with the President-elect Fernando Lugo, promising that relations between 

Taiwan and Paraguay would continue to improve and that bilateral cooperation would be 

enhanced. In response, President-elect Lugo said he would strive to strengthen Taiwan-

Paraguay relations” (Office of the President [ROC], 2008).  
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On August 15th, Ma attended the inauguration ceremony of President Fernando 

Lugo, his main reason for visiting the nation. Later that day, he flew over to the 

Dominican Republic and met with President Manuel Zelaya of the Republic of Honduras 

and other government leaders (Office of the President [ROC], 2008). President Ma also 

had an opportunity to meet with Haitian President René Préval and exchange views on 

issues of mutual concern to their two countries (Office of the President [ROC], 2008). On 

August 16th, He attended the presidential inauguration ceremony of Leonel Fernández. 

Back at his hotel, President Ma talked with President Elías Antonio Saca González from 

the Republic of El Salvador regarding future bilateral exchanges and cooperation (Office 

of the President [ROC], 2008). Finally, on the evening of the 16th, Ma visited President 

Fernández at the National Palace to congratulate him once again on his inauguration and 

emphasized that the ROC wished to continue its cooperation with the Dominican 

Republic and strengthen the friendship between the two countries (Office of the President 

[ROC], 2008). The Ma administration never passed an opportunity to pay their 

diplomatic allies a visit whenever possible. Especially now that there was a diplomatic 

truce with Beijing, it was imperative that Taipei solidified its ties with those nations. 

 On April 7th 2012, President Ma embarked on a 12 day journey to Africa. His first 

stop was in Burkina Faso, where Taiwan was providing medical assistance. He visited 

Blaise Compaoré National Hospital, where he inspected the modern facilities and 

witnessed training sessions set up by Taiwan medical missions at the hospital (Office of 

the President [ROC], 2012). He also signed a joint communique with President 

Compaoré, announcing that the ROC government is providing Burkina Faso with one 

million Euros to help it cope with an influx of refugees from Mali (Office of the President 

[ROC], 2012). On April 11th, he then stopped in The Gambia to meet with President 

Jammeh. He visited the Mackay Memorial Hospital medical mission in Serrekunda 

Hospital to better understand the impacts of bilateral medical cooperation on Gambia 

(Office of the President [ROC], 2012). He also signed a joint communiqué with President 

Jammeh, strengthening the friendly and cooperative ties between the two governments 

and peoples (Office of the President [ROC], 2012).  

His last leg of the trip was to Swaziland. Whilst there, he paid a visit to Raleigh 

Fitkin Memorial Hospital, where he commended the doctors and nurses of the Taiwan 
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medical mission for their strenuous efforts (Office of the President [ROC], 2012). He also 

sign a joint communiqué with King Mswati III to strengthen cooperation between the two 

governments and peoples (Office of the President [ROC], 2012). It was vital for Ma to 

maintain strong ties with its African allies, as Taiwan needed their support in 

international bodies. As Adams Bodomo explains, “Africa has a lot of U.N. votes—more 

than 50—and they often vote en bloc, these African nations.  Beijing is trying to woo 

them. Taiwan wants to hold onto them.  So it's a fight, a major struggle” (Broadhead, 

2012). In spite of the ‘diplomatic truce’ with Beijing, Ma’s foreign policy has failed to 

prevent further loss of its allies.  

In November 2013, The Gambia broke ties with Taiwan rather unexpectedly. In 

the 18 years of their relationship, the Republic of China had put forward and 

implemented a variety of programs in The Gambia that have enhanced the livelihood of 

the Gambian people (Office of the President [ROC], 2013). At the same time, The 

Gambia had long been a staunch supporter of the Republic of China in the international 

arena (Office of the President [ROC], 2013). Despite such cordial relations, The Ma 

administration could not pinpoint the cause for such a sudden break of diplomatic 

relations; and President Jammeh failed to explain his reasoning.  

The loss of Gambia was a devastating blow to Ma’s seemingly perfect diplomatic 

strategy, revealing just how flawed it really was. What Ma had overlooked was that the 

truce with China did not guarantee that Taiwan’s allies would continue recognizing 

Taipei. Instead, it was just a temporary solution to the island’s chronic international 

isolation. This political impasse was the perfect moment for Taiwan to rethink its 

diplomatic strategy and strengthen its ties with its official and non-official allies alike; 

which the Ma administration strived to do. However, the long lasting results of this 

flexible diplomacy still remain to be seen. 

 

2.3.2 US Strategic Support 

 

The Ma administration has seen a steady improvement in overall US-Taiwan relations as 

a result of decreased cross-strait tensions. US support for Taiwan’s democracy has also 

progressively increased since President Ma took office. Having jettisoned its former 
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troublesome international image, Taiwan has created deeper mutual trust between Taipei 

and Washington. Military exchanges are still a normal occurrence, as a US State 

Department report commented, “The unofficial military-to-military relationship is deep 

and active, encompassing billions of dollars annually in the sale of arms and services and 

dozens of military exchanges and visits” (US Department of State, 2012, p. 15). Many 

exchanges initiated under the two previous administrations are still in existence today, 

and are continuing to expand in other capacities. For example, the training of Taiwanese 

F-16 pilots in the US has expanded to Apache and soon, Blackhawk helicopter pilots 

(UPI, 2014; Pan, 2015). As of 2013, 61 pilots have been sent to the US for Apache 

helicopter training (CNA, 2013). Meanwhile, 32 Taiwanese pilot instructors are to be 

sent learn to fly the Black Hawk helicopter (Pan, 2015).  

 In terms of military drills, a US presence is still maintained, though rather 

intermittently. According to Shirley Kan, Defense Minister Chen Chao-min announced a 

reduction in the frequency of Han Kuang’s live fire field exercises in 2008; changing 

them from annual to biennial exercises (2014, p. 7). This raised doubts on Taiwan’s 

military readiness and sustained strategic communication with Washington. In June 2009, 

Han Kuang 25 was observed by a small US military group, led by Retired Admiral 

Robert Natter (Kan, 2014, p. 7). However, for the 2009 Yushan crisis management 

exercise, President Ma changed the name to Chunghsing, altered the scenario from a PLA 

attack to domestic disasters, and did not invite US officials to observe (Kan, 2014, p. 7). 

In 2013, Taiwan’s military announced that the Han Kuang 29 exercise would continue 

use of live ammunition for the first time since 2008 (Kan, 2014, p. 7). Ma’s sporadic 

decisions in maintaining and conducting military drills has raised doubts on his 

commitment to Taiwan’s security.  

 Nevertheless, it is important to note that there have been recent efforts to promote 

strategic cooperation between Taipei and Washington, quelling some security concerns. 

In June 2015, it was announced that sister units would be established between Taiwanese 

contingents and their American counterparts. According to a Liberty Times report, 

Taiwan’s Aviation Special Forces 601st Brigade, based in Taoyuan, has formed a sister-

unit relationship with the Hawaii-based US Army 25th Combat Aviation Brigade (Pan, 

2015). Meanwhile, the Psychological Warfare Battalion Headquarters of the ministry’s 
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Political Warfare Brigade has also formed a sister-unit relationship with the US 7th 

Psychological Operations Group (Pan, 2015). These closer ties are sure to enhance 

communication and support between the military units, and consequently improve their 

combat effectiveness. Ministry spokesperson Major General David Lo praised the 

developments, saying: “The defense ministry welcomes the arrangement, since these 

exchanges can boost the capability of our armed forces” (Pan, 2015). Though certain 

aspects of Taipei’s military cooperation with Washington are still problematic, it has 

steadily been expanding under the Ma administration; in the form of various exchanges. 

These type of exchanges only deepen US-Taiwan military ties and are a testament to 

persistent American support for the island’s democracy.  
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3 Analysis 
 

3.1 US Approved Arms Sales 

 

Since the 1990s, the PLA has been feverishly acquiring new weapons and military 

technology. Beijing sought to complete revamp its military forces into a modern, capable 

army; able to project power beyond China’s borders. According to an LA Times article, 

one Chinese source noted, “After the Gulf War, Chinese leaders pushed very hard to 

modernize [the PLA]. They saw the importance of high-tech weapons” (Mann, 1992). In 

the following two and a half decades, the PRC has purchased numerous jet fighters, tanks 

and other hardware from Russia, amassing an impressive arsenal. This rapid increase in 

Beijing’s strategic capability has Taipei extremely concerned. As the military 

discrepancy in the Taiwan Strait continues to widen to this day, Taiwan is forced to 

pursue an asymmetric deterrence strategy; as traditional military balancing is not a 

feasible nor effective option. Taipei’s current defensive plan focuses on three specific 

areas: maintaining air superiority over the Taiwan Strait and the waters contiguous to 

Taiwan; conducting effective counter-blockade operations; and, defeating an amphibious 

and aerial assault on the island (US Department of Defense, 1999, p. 2). Having lost the 

ability to maintain a military balance with China, Taiwan’s only hope of survival is to 

hold off a Chinese conflict long enough for outside allies to take action and intervene. 

Despite genuine efforts to improve the island’s defenses, Taipei still heavily relies on 

Washington for weapons and military equipment. In a Congressional report on Taiwan’s 

defenses, James P. Doran states, “While there are steps that Taiwan can and must take by 

itself to address some of these shortcoming, U.S. assistance is required for many others” 

(US Congress, 2001).The US weapons sold to Taiwan take into account the island’s 

precarious situation, and advances the island’s deterrence capabilities. All three 

Taiwanese presidents have continuously relied on American arms to sustain a relatively 

small but formidable force to keep the PRC at bay.  
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3.2  Lee Teng Hui 

 

3.2.1 Air Defense 

 

Missiles 

 

The US sold four major types of air defense systems and their accompanying missiles to 

the island in numerous quantities. In 1993, the US allowed the sale of MK-41 systems, 

which was a vertical launch system for ship based air defense missiles (Kan, 2014). 

These systems were able to fire the SM-1 standard air defense missile, which Taiwan was 

approved for two shipments in 1990 and 1992; totaling 304 (Kan, 2014). These missiles 

were an integral part of Taiwan’s defense. The installment of these systems would enable 

Taiwanese naval ships to launch missiles, particularly the SM-1, from the sea—

expanding their target range. Raymond F. Burghardt, a former director of AIT, 

proclaimed, “We [the U.S.] have also provided support for Taiwan's Perry-class frigates 

equipped with the anti-aircraft Standard Missile, or SM-1, for protection of sea lines of 

communication” (Burghardt, 1999). Having them installed on naval vessels allowed 

Taiwan to effectively prevent enemy aircraft from encroaching its territorial borders and 

sabotaging vital strategic strongholds. 

The second type was the HAWK missile system. The HAWK is a system 

designed to destroy aircraft. It is effective against the full spectrum of attacking aircraft at 

tactical speeds in benign and electronic countermeasure environments (American 

Ordnance LLC, n.d.). The HAWK’s mobile and flexible system allows it to identify 

various targets as far out as 80 km (American Ordnance LLC, n.d.). Under the Lee 

administration, the HAWK system was the backbone of Taiwan’s air defense. The system 

consists of a pulse acquisition radar, a continuous wave acquisition radar, a high power 

illuminating target tracking radar, a range-only radar, and six three missile launchers (US 

Department of Defense, 1999). In March 2000, the US approved 162 HAWK missiles for 

sale to Taiwan (Kan, 2014). 
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The third type of missile system approved for Taiwan was derived from the 

Patriot Missile. Known as the Modified Air Defense System (MADS), its missiles are 

high altitude, all-weather projectiles that can counter threats from tactical ballistic 

missiles, cruise missiles, drones and advanced aircraft (Raytheon, 2015). It also provides 

invaluable protection for critical assets and maneuver forces (US Army, 2007). Taiwan 

had requested this system to combat China’s growing arsenal of ballistic missiles, and 

was cleared to purchase 3 MADS fire units, along with logistics support services in 

September 1993 (Kan, 2014).  

The US also approved the sale of numerous stinger missiles, systems and 

launchers. In 1996 alone, 1,764 stinger missiles were allowed for sale; along with 55 dual 

mounted stinger launcher systems. The combination of supersonic speed, agility and a 

highly accurate guidance and control system gives the Stinger an operational edge against 

cruise missiles and all classes of aircraft (Raytheon, 2015). Its relative small size and 

mobility allows it to be rapidly deployed by ground troops, ground vehicles and 

helicopters (Military.com, 2015). The same year, the sale of 74 avenger vehicle mounted 

guided missile launchers was permitted (Kan, 2014). The avenger vehicle is a 

lightweight, highly mobile, easily transportable surface-to-air missile fire unit with eight 

Stinger missiles in two missile pods (Military.com, 2015). It can operate in extreme 

weather conditions, and its multi-faceted system can locate targets in daylight and at 

night (Military.com, 2015). In August 1998, US Congress approved 61 dual mount 

stinger surface to air missiles (Kan, 2014). The stinger missiles contributed to a more 

mobile and flexible defense system, able to be deployed from the land and air. 

 

Aircraft 

 

In 1990, Taiwan was allowed 1 C-130 transport airplane, followed by 12 more in 1993. 

This aided in greatly improving Taiwan’s logistics capabilities. The C-130 is designed 

specifically to transport troops and up to 42,000 pounds of equipment in a combat zone 

via airdrop or short runways (Military.com, 2015). According to the US Airforce, the 

flexible design of the Hercules enables it to be configured for many different missions, 

allowing one aircraft to perform the role of many (2003). The C-130 can be rapidly 
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reconfigured for the various types of cargo such as palletized equipment, floor-loaded 

material, airdrop platforms, container delivery system bundles, vehicles and personnel or 

aeromedical evacuation (US Airforce, 2003). Much of the special mission equipment 

added to the Hercules is removable, allowing the aircraft to return to its cargo delivery 

role if desired (US Airforce, 2003). The procurement of these transport planes allowed 

the Taiwanese military to deploy units or equipment anywhere on the main and outlying 

islands without any difficulty.  

In September 1992, George H. Bush approved the sale of 150 F-16 A/B fighters 

to Taiwan, after much deliberation (Kan, 2014). Since the fall of the Soviet Russia, the 

PRC was rapidly acquiring Russian military technology and hardware to revamp its aged 

armed forces. China was engaged in a long-term modernization program for its large 

military forces and had spent more than $2 billion since June 1989 to modernize those 

forces (Pelletier, 1993, p. 8). This included buying more modern Russian jet fighters to 

gain air superiority in the Taiwan Strait. Meanwhile, the Taiwanese air force was in 

shambles; consisting of aged Cold War era fighters. The discrepancy between Chinese 

and Taiwanese military forces was quickly growing in favor of the mainland. According 

to a State Department spokesman, Joseph Snyder, the only way to maintain the quality of 

its air force was by obtaining new planes (Friedman, 1992). The US had long ceased to 

manufacture parts for Taiwan’s obsolete fighters, thus F16s were the only solution. In a 

speech to General Dynamics employees in Fort Worth Texas, President Bush approved 

the sale exclaiming, “This sale of F-16's to Taiwan will help maintain peace and stability 

in an area of great concern to us, the Asia-Pacific region, in conformity with our law” 

(Bush, 1992). The sale was met with overwhelming support, especially in Taipei. Taiwan 

had been in urgent need of new aircraft for many years. After learning of the PRC’s 

acquisition of advanced Soviet aircraft, Albert Lin, Taiwan’s spokesman in Washington 

DC exclaimed that “somehow, somewhere we have to get new aircraft” (Vranken 

Hickey, 1994). The F-16 sale was the answer to Taipei’s prayers. 

 The F-16 is a compact, multi-role fighter aircraft that is highly maneuverable and 

has proven capable in air-to-air combat and air-to-surface attack (US Air Force, 2015). Its 

maneuverability and combat radius exceeds that of all potential threat fighter aircraft. An 

all-weather capability allows it to detect low flying aircraft in radar ground clutter and 
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accurately deliver ordnance during non-visual bombing conditions (US Air Force, 2015). 

In an air-to-surface role, the F-16 can fly more than 500 miles (860 kilometers), deliver 

its weapons with superior accuracy, defend itself against enemy aircraft, and return to its 

starting point (US Air Force, 2015). Furthermore, its enhanced cockpit – including a 

tilted back ejection seat, side-mounted throttle and control stick, head-up display, and 

bubble canopy – improves pilot survivability, visibility and control (Lockheed Martin, 

2014). The F-16 was undoubtedly a superior fighter jet that outmatched those recently 

procured by the PRC. They were a strategic advancement for the Taiwanese air force, as 

it increased Taipei’s air superiority and minimized the military gap in the Taiwan Strait.  

In August 1993, 4 E-2T Hawkeye aircraft were approved for Taiwan. Still in use 

today, the Hawkeye provides all-weather airborne early warning, airborne battle 

management and command and control functions (US Navy, 2009). Additional missions 

include surface surveillance coordination, air interdiction, offensive and defensive 

counter air control, close-air support coordination, time critical strike coordination, 

search and rescue airborne coordination and communications relay (US Navy, 2009). In 

July 1999, Taiwan was offered 2 upgraded E-2T Hawkeye 2000E aircraft. This advanced 

variant included significant enhancements in data management, system throughput, 

operator interfaces, connectivity, and situational awareness to support the Navy's 

evolving Theater Air and Missile Defense mission (Northrop Grumman, 2015). It also 

featured the AN/APS-145 radar system, improved identification friend/foe (IFF) system, 

the Joint Tactical Information Distribution System (JTIDS), a global positioning system 

(GPS) and the Carrier Aircraft Inertial Navigational System (CAINS) II navigation 

system; all which keep the aircraft's mission systems current with the evolving 

operational environment (Northrop Grumman, 2015). The E-2 provides early warning, 

threat analysis against potentially hostile air and surface targets; all an integral part in 

Taiwan’s defense strategy (US Navy, 2009). 

In October 1998, US Congress permitted 9 Chinook helicopters to be sold to 

Taiwan. The Chinook was designed to be a reliable, heavy duty supply transport. The 

communications suite includes jam resistant HF and UHF radio systems and the 

helicopter is equipped with an Identification Friend or Foe (IFF) interrogator 

(Military.com, 2015). Additionally, the helicopter is equipped with a multitude of 
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countermeasure systems including: machine guns, a missile approach warner, jammers, 

radar warner, and chaff and flare dispensers (Military.com, 2015). Because the Chinook 

has a triple hook system, large external loads such as 155mm howitzers can be 

transported at speeds up to 260km/h using the triple hook load configuration 

(Military.com, 2015). It can accommodate two Humvees or one Humvee together with 

105mm howitzer and gun crew; while the main cabin can hold up to 33 fully-equipped 

troops (Military.com). The utility of the Chinook is unbridled and helps Taiwan maintain 

its military preparations; moving large artillery and troops to strategic points throughout 

the island’s mountainous landscape. 

 

3.2.2 Naval Defense 

 

Missiles 

 

Under Lee, Taiwan was approved numerous torpedoes in an attempt to boost the island’s 

naval warfare capabilities. From 1990 to 1998, The US granted Taiwan a total 491 MK-

46 torpedoes for purchase, which is a surface ship and aircraft-launched anti-submarine 

weapon (Kan, 2014; US Navy, 2013). This large package consisted of both the original 

model and an upgraded 5A model that improved counter-countermeasure performance, 

enhanced target acquisition, provides a bottom-avoidance preset, and improved 

maintainability and reliability (US Navy, 2013). Beijing’s growing fleet of submarines at 

the time was a major concern for Taipei, and the MK-46 torpedo helped addressed this 

problem. 

  In regards to eliminating enemy surface vessels, anti-ship Harpoon missiles were 

approved for purchase in July 1993, February 1997, and August 1998, totaling 150 (Kan, 

2014). According to the US Navy, the Harpoon missile had an active radar guidance, 

warhead design, low-level cruise trajectory, and terminal mode sea-skim or pop-up 

maneuvers; assuring high survivability and effectiveness (2009). The missile is also 

capable of being launched from surface ships, submarines, shore batteries, or aircraft, 

making it a flexible anti-ship projectile (US Navy, 2009). The Harpoon missile’s 
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unprecedented abilities strengthens Taiwan’s naval power, denying Chinese access to the 

island’s coasts.  

Efforts to bolster the firepower of Taiwanese naval ships were also made during 

the Lee administration. In 1992 and 1993, the US also approved weapons, ammunition 

and support for 3 leased ships (Kan, 2014). In September 1994, the MK-45 Mod 2 gun 

system was also permitted for installment on Taiwanese ships (Kan, 2014). This system 

was designed to engage in Anti-Surface Warfare, Anti-Air Warfare and naval surface fire 

support; firing 16-20 rounds per minute (US Navy, 2013). In March 1995, 6 MK-75 gun 

systems were approved for sale, along with 6 phalanx weapons systems (Kan, 2014). The 

MK-75 is a rapid fire, remote controlled, dual purpose automatic enclosed naval gun 

capable of firing 80 rounds per minute (US Navy, 2013). The Phalanx weapons system is 

designed to counter anti-ship missiles, aircraft, and littoral warfare threats that have 

penetrated other fleet defenses (Military.com, 2015). It is the only deployed close-in 

weapon system capable of autonomously performing its own search, detect, evaluation, 

track, engage and kill assessment functions (Military.com, 2015). In January 1998, one 

other Phalanx weapons system was approved (Kan, 2014). 

 

Vessels 

 

Taiwan was offered three Knox class frigates in 1998. Knox class frigates are anti-

submarine warfare vessels and fulfill a protection of shipping mission (RAF Museum, 

2013). These frigates are designated as convoy escorts and are modified to accommodate 

the SH-2D LAMPS (Light Airborne Multi-Purpose System) helicopter (RAF Museum, 

2013). The addition of the helicopters increased the frigates’ abilities to seek enemy 

submarines and destroy them. 

 

Aircraft 

 

In September 1992, Taiwan was allowed to purchase 12 SH-2F LAMPS helicopters, 

commonly known as the Seasprite (Kan, 2014). The helicopter’s primary missions are 

anti-submarine warfare and anti-ship surveillance while secondary missions include 
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search and rescue, medical evacuation, personnel transfer, surveillance and 

reconnaissance, post surveillance, post attack damage assessment and naval gunfire 

spotting (USS Hornet, 2015). According to the Royal New Zealand Navy, it is usually 

armed with homing torpedoes, depth charges, Maverick air to surface missiles, and an 

M60 machine gun (2015). The mobility and distance of the Seasprite allows it to venture 

further and faster than the Knox frigates, thus enforcing a large danger zone for enemy 

submarines. 

 

3.2.3 Land Defense 

 

Missiles 

 

In May 1997, US Congress permitted 1,786 TOW 2A guided missiles, 114 TOW 

launchers and 100 Humvees for sale. The TOW (Tube-launched, Optically-tracked, Wire 

command-link guided) Missile System is the premier long-range, heavy assault-precision 

anti-armor, anti-fortification and anti-amphibious landing weapon system used 

throughout the world today (Raytheon, 2015). It consists of a tripod, traversing unit, 

missile guidance set, launch tube, optical sight, battery assembly and any of five missile 

variations (US Army, 2007). The TOW missile system also includes a thermal sight that 

provides a capability for operations at night, and is mounted on various platforms 

including the Humvee and the AH-1F Cobra helicopter –and can even be operated in a 

dismounted ground mode (US Army, 2007). The TOW is guided to its target merely by 

the gunner keeping the cross-hairs on the target, making it easy to use (US Army, 2015).  

 

Vehicles 

 

In 1990 and 1996, Taiwan was allowed to purchase a total of 410 M60A3 tanks (Kan, 

2014). These approved sales were aimed to strengthen the Taiwanese army with 

increased heavy weaponry. According to Dixon’s Veteran’s Memorial Park, the M60 

tank is designed to function as one of the main assault vehicles of an armor division 
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(2015). The main armament is capable of defeating enemy armored and is suitable as an 

assault weapon in offensive operations (Dixon Veteran’s Memorial Park, 2015). The 

vehicle can be employed at night and under conditions of limited visibility, and excels in 

open country or conventional warfare (Dixon Veteran’s Memorial Park, 2015). 

 

Aircraft 

 

In July 1997, Taiwan was allowed 21 AH-1W SuperCobra helicopters (Kan, 2014). 

These are formidable aircraft that are still in use today by the US military. They provide 

close air support and excel in ground attack coordination (US Marines, 2015). They are 

able to project multiple missiles, rockets and 20mm cannon fire on targets otherwise 

inaccessible; and provide the precision, armament and tactical situational awareness to 

fight in close proximity with ground troops (US Marines, 2015). The helicopter is 

equipped with enhanced navigation displays that distinguish friends from enemies, data 

transfer systems that deliver real-time aerial reconnaissance to soldiers on the ground and 

composite rotor blades and tail booms that can withstand 23mm cannon fire (US Marines, 

2015). The SuperCobra is a deadly aircraft that could support Taiwanese troops from 

above, as well as conduct independent missions in the case of a Chinese attack. 

In September 1997, 12 Kiowa Armed Scout helicopters were approved for 

Taiwan to purchase (Kan, 2014). These helicopters excel in conducting armed 

reconnaissance, security, target acquisition and designation, command and control, light 

attack and defensive air combat missions in support of combat and contingency 

operations (Military.com, 2015). The Kiowa Warrior operates by day and night and is 

capable of target acquisition and engagement in adverse weather conditions 

(Military.com, 2015). This deadly aircraft has a highly accurate navigation system that 

provides precise target location that can be sent digitally to other aircraft or artillery via 

its advanced digital communications system (Military.com, 2015). It is equipped with 

two universal quick-change weapons pylons, and each pylon can be armed with a variety 

of projectiles, or one .50 caliber fixed forward machine gun (Military.com, 2015). The 

armament systems combine to provide anti-armor, anti-personnel, and anti-aircraft 

capabilities at standoff ranges (Military.com, 2015). 
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3.3 Chen Shui Bian 

 

3.3.1 Air Defense 

 

Missiles  

 

In continuance of improving Taiwan’s defensive strategy, numerous amounts of various 

missiles were offered to the island. These missiles had increased capabilities and more 

firepower than its predecessors, thus giving Taiwan certain military advantages over the 

PRC.  

In September 2000 and February 2007, Taiwan received permission to purchase a 

total of 418 AIM-120 Advanced Medium-Range, Air-to-Air missile (AMRAAMs) (Kan, 

2014). President Clinton allowed the sale with the understanding that the missiles would 

be kept in storage on US territory and transferred later to Taiwan, if/When the PLA 

acquires a similar Russian missiles, or threatens to attack Taiwan (Kan, 2014). On July 1, 

2002, the Washington Times reported that two PLA SU-30 fighters test fired AA-12 

medium range air-to-air missiles acquired from Russia (Kan, 2014). By the end of 2002, 

the Bush Administration authorized delivery of the AMRAAMs to Taiwan and briefed its 

Air Force on ground-launched AMRAAMs (Kan, 2014). The AIM-120 missile is a new 

generation air-to-air missile that has an all-weather, beyond-visual-range capability; and 

is capable of providing both air-to-air and air defense support (Military.com, 2015). Once 

the missile closes in on the target, its active radar guides it to an intercept (Military.com, 

2015). AMRAAM-equipped fighters can attack several targets simultaneously 

(Military.com, 2015). With this new age missile, the Taiwanese air force could prevent 

Chinese fighters from encroaching on Taiwan’s airspace.  

In September 2001 and February 2007, 275 AGM-65G Maverick missiles were 

approved for sale (Kan, 2014). The Maverick is a tactical, air-to-surface guided missile 

designed for close air support, interdiction and defense suppression mission (US Air 

Force, 2003). With a heavyweight penetrator warhead, it provides stand-off capability 
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and high probability of strike against a wide range of tactical targets, including armor, air 

defenses, ships, transportation equipment and fuel storage facilities (US Air Force, 

2003). As many as six Mavericks can be carried by an aircraft, usually in three round, 

underwing clusters, allowing the pilot to engage several targets on one mission (US Air 

Force, 2003). The missile also has "launch-and-leave" capability that enables a pilot to 

fire it and immediately take evasive action or attack another target as the missile guides 

itself to the target (US Air Force, 2003). The Maverick’s compatibility with aircraft 

allows the Taiwanese air force to provide essential support for ground troops in repelling 

a Chinese amphibious assault.   

In September 2002 and October 2005, The US allowed 192 AIM 9M sidewinders 

for purchase (Kan, 2014). Sidewinders are supersonic, heat-seeking, air-to-air missile 

carried by fighter aircraft (US Air Force, 2004). It has a high-explosive warhead and an 

infrared heat-seeking guidance system, enabling the missile to home in on target aircraft 

engine exhaust (US Air Force, 2004). The M model has improved defense against 

infrared countermeasures, enhanced background discrimination capability, and a reduced-

smoke rocket motor; increasing its ability to locate and lock-on a target and decrease the 

missile's chances for detection (US Air Force, 2004). 

 In September 2002, 449 AGM-114M3 hellfire II anti-armor missiles were 

approved for sale to be equipped on Taiwan’s SuperCobra and Kiowa helicopters (Kan, 

2014). These missiles provide precision striking power against tanks, structures, bunkers 

and helicopters; and can be guided to the target either from inside the aircraft or by lasers 

outside the aircraft (Military.com, 2015). According to Military.com, the Hellfire missile 

is capable of defeating any known tank in the world today (2015). This type of firepower 

is invaluable for Taiwan when confronting a possible PRC land assault consisting of 

many armored vehicles. 

 In October 2005, 5 AIM-7M Sparrow missiles were allowed for procurement 

(Kan, 2014). The Sparrow is a radar-guided, air-to-air missile with a high-explosive 

warhead. The 7M variant is the most current model and has improved reliability and 

performance at low altitudes and in electronic countermeasures environments (US Air 

Force, 2003). It has all-weather, all-altitude operational capability and can attack high-

performance aircraft and missiles from any direction (US Air Force, 2003).  
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 In November 2007, Taiwan was allowed advanced modifications to its Patriot air 

defense missile system with the Patriot configuration 2 ground systems (Kan, 2014). This 

upgrade would enhance Taiwan’s defensive capability, according to the US Defense 

Security Cooperation Agency (Hsiao, 2007). 

 

3.3.2 Naval Defense 

 

Missiles 

 

In September 2000 and August 2007, Taiwan received approval to purchase 131 RGM-

84L and AGM-84L Block II Harpoon anti-ship missiles (Kan, 2014). The Harpoon Block 

II incorporates key guidance technologies: the integrated global positioning 

system/inertial navigation system (GPS/INS) from the Joint Direct Attack Munition and a 

software, mission computer, GPS antenna and receiver (Boeing, 2015). This variant of 

the Harpoon missile was more accurate and maneuverable than the original model.  

In September 2007, the US released 144 SM-2 Block IIIA standard air defense 

missiles for sale—to be fitted on Kidd class destroyers (Kan, 2014). These updated 

versions provide superior anti-air warfare and limited anti-surface warfare capability 

against advanced anti-ship missiles and aircraft out to 90 nautical miles and an altitude of 

65,000 feet (Raytheon, 2015). Tail controls and solid rocket motor propulsion allows the 

missile to engage high-speed maneuvering threats at significant ranges; while  its high-

technology active radar target detection device and directional warhead ensures 

successful target destruction (Raytheon, 2015).  

 

Vessels 

 

In April 2001, Taiwan was permitted to purchase 8 diesel submarines (Kan, 2014). This 

came as a tremendous surprise to many observers, as submarines were arguably offensive 

weapons. As stipulated by the TRA, the US was required to provide Taiwan with 

defensive arms only.  According to Sheng Li Jun, this was the first time that the US had 
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circumvented its TRA under which US arms sales to Taiwan should be restricted to 

purely defensive ones (2002, p. 98). Acquiring submarines would greatly increase the 

island’s anti-submarine warfare, as China’s submarine fleet continues to expand. 

According to James P. Doran, “Should Taiwan’s surface fleet be blitzed…a fleet of 

surviving submarines could still possibly allow Taiwan to thwart a Chinese blockade by 

stealthily attacking the surface ships that would enforce that blockade” (US Congress, 

2001, p.5). Taiwan desperately needed underwater vessels to expand its naval 

capabilities.  

However, there was a major problem with Bush’s approved submarine sale: the 

US no longer produced diesel submarines. Therefore, the Department of Defense 

discussed options for a Foreign Military Sales program for eight boats with US and 

foreign companies and Taiwan (Kan, 2014, p. 11). With the aid of a foreign country, 

Taiwan could finally acquire its own submarines. In November 2001, seven companies 

submitted bids to the Department of the Navy, including Northrop Grumman, General 

Dynamics, Germany’s HDW (Howaldtswerke-Deutsche Werft), and the Netherlands’ 

RDM (Rotterdamsche Droogdok Maatschappij) (Kan, 2014, p. 12). The Taiwanese 

submarine project had attracted many competing companies, but ultimately, bidding was 

narrowed down to only US companies.  

The proposed submarine sale became at risk in 2003 when the US and Taiwan 

reached an impasse over the program start-up costs—the US Navy estimated a cost of 

$333 million, while Taiwan offered a budget of $28.5 million (Kan, 2014, p. 12). With a 

limited budget, Taipei found it difficult to match the high prices set by Washington. A 

team from the US Navy’s International Program Office arrived in Taipei in October 

2003, for further talks on whether Taiwan will procure submarines (Kan, 2014, p. 12). 

Because of the mounting costs of purchasing foreign built vessels, Taiwan soon became 

interested in domestic production. However, Deputy Secretary of Defense Wolfowitz told 

a visiting Taiwanese legislative delegation on June 21, 2004, that the Bush 

Administration approved Taiwan’s request for assistance in purchasing submarines but 

was opposed to Taiwan’s new proposal to build them in Taiwan (Kan, 2014, p. 13).  

With Washington and Taipei at odds with how to progress with the submarine 

sale, all efforts were temporarily halted. This standstill has persisted up until the final few 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rotterdamsche_Droogdok_Maatschappij
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months of the Ma administration, in which Taiwan has revived its intent on building its 

own submarines with imported technology. Despite not having finalized the sale to this 

day, Bush’s 2001 approval alone was a major advancement in Washington’s adherence to 

the TRA and for Taiwan’s strategic defense against a PRC threat.  

In November 2002, 4 Kidd class destroyers were placed on sale (Kan, 2014). 

According to NavalTechnology.com, these destroyers are capable of carrying out anti-air, 

anti-submarine and anti-surface warfare; and can also support amphibious landing forces 

(2015). They are equipped with a Naval Tactical Data System (NTDS), which integrates 

various subsystems and collects data from onboard and off-ship sensors 

(NavalTechnology.com, 2015). The received data is processed and information about air 

targets is transferred to weapon systems for engagement (NavalTechnology.com, 2015). 

The ships also have a flight deck and an enclosed hangar to support the operations of two 

medium-lift helicopters, which are equipped for anti-submarine warfare operations 

(NavalTechnology.com, 2015). With the installment of Standard II air defense missiles, 

Harpoon ship-to-ship missiles, Phalanx close-in weapons weaponry, MK-46 torpedoes, 

and anti-submarine rockets, the destroyers would be the largest and most powerful in the 

Taiwanese navy (Taipei Times, 2001).  

 

Aircraft 

 

In September 2007, Taiwan was permitted to purchase 12 P-3C Orion maritime patrol 

aircraft (Kan, 2014). Taipei had previously questioned the high cost of $300 million per 

plane, and sought alternatives such as refurbished P-3Bs or surplus P-3-Cs retired from 

the US Navy (Kan, 2014). Taiwan ultimately decided on possibly purchasing 12 excess 

P-3C for $1.96 billion (Kan, 2014). The Orion is well suited for multi-mission maritime 

long-endurance aircraft; performing air, surface and subsurface patrol and reconnaissance 

tasks over extended periods and far from support facilities (Lockheed Martin, 2015). 

Armed with 20,000 pounds of ordnance, including Harpoon missiles, Maverick missiles, 

and Mk46/50/54 torpedoes, the P-3C Orion poses a significant threat to enemy 

submarines and vessels (US Navy, 2009). The Orions would provide the island with 

unprecedented anti-submarine warfare capabilities. According to Robert Montaperto, 
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“Taiwan needs that, because that's the best way there is really to defend against a 

submarine threat in combination with surface ships” (Ruppe & News Analysis, 2001). 

 

3.3.3. Land Defense 

 

Missiles 

 

In October 2001, the US allotted 40 Javelin anti-tank missile systems and 360 javelin 

missiles for sale (Kan, 2014). The Javelin missile is a superior self-guiding tracking 

system and advanced warhead design allows it to defeat all known tanks out to ranges of 

2500m (US Army, 2007). Its two major components are a reusable command launch unit 

(CLU) and a missile sealed in a disposable launch tube assembly (US Army, 2007). The 

CLU's integrated day/night site provides target engagement capability in adverse weather 

and countermeasure environments; and may be used by itself for battlefield surveillance 

and reconnaissance (US Army, 2007).  

In October 2002, the US permitted 290 TOW 2B anti-tank missiles for purchase 

(Kan, 2014). The 2B variant is the newer model, designed to replace the 2A (US Army, 

2007). Both are still in use, and approved for sale to Taiwan.  

 

Vehicles 

 

In September 2000, 146 M109A5 Howitzers were approved for sale (Kan, 2014). The 

M109 is a large tracked vehicle with a fully traversable turret and prominent bustle 

(Military.com, 2015). It is fitted with night-vision equipment, and can be fitted with an 

amphibious kit consisting of nine air bags, four on each side of the hull and one at the 

front (Military.com, 2015). The main armament is a 155-mm M126 howitzer in an M127 

mount with a fume extractor and large muzzle brake (Military.com, 2015).  

In September 2002, Taiwan was permitted to purchase 54 AAV7A1 amphibious 

assault vehicles (Kan, 2014). With a range of 300 miles, these vehicles carry up to 25 

troops in water operations from ship to shore; through rough water and surf zone 
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(Military.com, 2015). It also carries troops to inland objectives after ashore 

(Military.com, 2015). The vehicle can be armed with an Mk 19 40 mm grenade launcher 

or M242 Bushmaster 25mm gun and a .50-caliber machine gun (Military.com, 2015).  

 

3.4 Ma Ying Jeou 

 

3.4.1 Air Defense 

 

Missiles 

 

In October 2008, Taiwan was offered 330 Patriot Advanced Capability (PAC)-3 defense 

systems (Kan, 2014). The PAC-3 is an air-defense, guided missile system with long-

range, medium- to high-altitude, all-weather capabilities; designed to counter tactical 

ballistic missiles, cruise missiles, and advanced aircraft (Military.com, 2015). The PAC-3 

system upgrades have provided improvements that increase performance against evolving 

threats, meet user requirements, and enhance joint interoperability (Military.com, 2015). 

Fast-reaction capability, high firepower, ability to track numerous targets simultaneously, 

and ability to operate in a severe environment make a premier air defense system 

(Military.com, 2015).  

  

Aircraft 

 

Taiwan was approved for upgrades for 4 E-2T Hawkeye aircraft to the 2000 model (Kan, 

2014). This newer variant can monitor a large number of aircraft at any given time, 

directing strike aircraft to assigned targets, in fair weather or foul, while maintaining a 

watch for hostile forces within the long range of their radar (Military.com, 2015). 

 In January 2010, Taiwan received permission to purchase 114 more PAC-3 

missiles, and 60 UH-60M Black Hawk helicopters (Kan, 2014). The Black Hawk 

helicopter provides air assault, general support, aeromedical evacuation, command and 

control and special operations support to combat and stability and support operations (US 
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Army, 2007). It has the agility to get to the fight quicker and to mass effects throughout 

the battlespace across the full spectrum of conflict (US Army, 2007). An entire 11-

person, fully-equipped infantry squad can be lifted in a single Black Hawk, transported 

faster than in predecessor systems, in most weather conditions (US Army, 2007). The 

Black Hawk can reposition a 105 mm Howitzer, its crew of six, and lift up to 30 

Howitzer rounds of ammunition in a single lift (US Army, 2007). 

In September 2011, after a long decision process, the US approved upgrades to 

Taiwan’s fleet of F-16 A/B fighters; including Active Electronically Scanned Array 

(AESA) radars and Joint Direct Attack Munitions (JDAM) (Kan, 2014). The 

multifunction, AESA fire control radar brings fifth-generation air-to-air and air-to-ground 

radar capability to the F-16 (Northrop Grumman, 2015). It gives F-16 pilots 

unprecedented situational awareness, targeting and intelligence, surveillance and 

reconnaissance capabilities (Northrop Grumman, 2015).  

Meanwhile, the JDAM is a low-cost guidance kit that converts existing unguided 

free-fall bombs into accurately guided “smart” weapons (Boeing, 2015). The JDAM kit 

consists of a new tail section that contains an inertial navigation system/global 

positioning system and body strakes for additional stability and lift (Boeing, 2015). 

Bombs can be accurately delivered in any weather conditions and be launched at a great 

distance from the target, and the navigation system can be relied on to update the weapon 

all the way to impact (Boeing, 2015). This upgrade program would extend the service life 

of its F-16 A/B fighters and meet problems of obsolete spare parts, but would not add 

new planes to replace old fighters (Kan, 2014).  

According to Shirley Kan, Taiwan has been trying to request new F-16 C/D 

fighters since 2006, to add to its existing F-16 force (2014, p. 20). The C and D variants 

had precision strike capabilities, night attack, and beyond visual range interception, with 

advanced controls and fire control radars (Kan, 2014, p. 23). However, Washington has 

repeatedly denied these requests. The Obama administration decided to authorize this 

upgrade instead. Despite these vital modifications, Taiwan still urgently needs more 

advanced fighters to combat the PLA’s growing air force.  
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3.4.2 Naval Defense 

 

Missiles 

 

In October 2008, Taiwan was offered 32 UGM-84L sub launched harpoon anti-ship 

missiles (Kan, 2014). Harpoon missiles are capable of executing both land-strike and 

anti-ship missions (Boeing, 2015). The 500-pound blast warhead delivers lethal firepower 

against a wide variety of land-based targets, including coastal defense sites, surface-to-air 

missile sites, exposed aircraft, port/industrial facilities and ships in port (Boeing, 2015).  

 

Vessels 

 

In January 2010, The US placed 2 Osprey class mine hunting ships for sale. Osprey mine 

hunting ships are designed solely for mine hunting (NavalTechnology.com, 2015). It is 

equipped with a high-definition sonar and the mines are neutralized with a remotely 

controlled underwater vehicle (NavalTechnology.com, 2015). The platform has been 

designed with exceptionally low magnetic and acoustic signatures to protect against mine 

detonations during mine hunting operations (NavalTechnology, 2015).  

 

3.4.3 Land Defense 

 

Missiles 

 

In October 2008, Taiwan was allowed to procure 182 Javelin anti-armor missiles to add 

to its collection of arsenal (Kan, 2014). The Javelin's fire-and-forget guidance mode 

enables gunners to fire and then immediately take cover, greatly increasing survivability 

(US Army, 2007). The missile can also be installed on tracked, wheeled or amphibious 

vehicles (US Army, 2007).  
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Aircraft 

 

In October 2008, the US permitted the sale of 30 AH-64D Apache Longbow helicopters, 

173 stinger missiles and 1000 Longbow hellfire missiles (Kan, 2014). The Apache 

helicopter conducts rear, close, and shaping missions including deep precision strike 

(Military.com, 2015). It also provides armed reconnaissance when required in day, night, 

obscured battlefield and adverse weather conditions (Military.com, 2015). The Apache is 

designed to endure front-line environments and to operate during the day or night and in 

adverse weather via its avionics and onboard sensors, and is capable of flying 150 knots 

per hour (Military.com, 2015). The stinger missiles and hellfire missiles had the ability be 

fitted on the Apache helicopter, making the aircraft a force to be reckoned with 

(Military.com, 2015).  

 

3.5 US Major Arms Sales (Table)17 
 

3.5.1 Lee Teng Hui 

 

Date of Notification Major Item  Value of Program 

($ million) 

9/6/1990 (1) C-130H transport 

aircraft 

$45 

1/7/1991 (100) MK-46 torpedoes $28 

7/24/1991 (97) SM-1 Standard air 

defense missiles 

$55 

9/13/1991 (110) M60A3 tanks $119 

11/18/1991 Phase III PIP Mod Kits for 

HAWK air defense 

systems 

$170 

5/27/1992 Weapons, ammunition, 

support for 3 leased ships 

$212 

8/4/1992 (207) SM-1 Standard air 

defense missiles 

$126 

                                                 
17 Data taken from 2014 Congressional Research Service report by Shirley A. Kan, Taiwan: Major U.S. 

Arms Sales Since 1990. This table only includes information regarding approved weapons sales, and not 

actual procured items, technology transfers or logistics support. 
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9/14/1992 (150) F-16 A/B fighters $5800 

9/14 (3) Patriot-derived 

Modified Air defense 

(MADS) fire units 

$1300 

9/18/1992 (12) SH-2F LAMPS anti-

submarine helicopters 

$161 

6/17/1993 (12) C-130H transport 

aircraft  

$620 

7/29/1993 (38) Harpoon anti-ship 

missiles 

$68 

8/1993 (4) E-2T Hawkeye airborne 

early warning aircraft 

$700 

11/4/1993 (150) MK-46 Mod 5 

torpedoes 

$54 

11/9/1993 Weapons, ammunition, and 

support for 3 leased 

frigates  

$238 

9/12/1994 MK-45 Mod 2 gun system $21 

3/24/1995  (6) MK-75 shipboard gun 

systems, (6) Phalanx close-

In Weapon Systems 

$75 

5/23/1996 (465) Stinger missiles, (55) 

dual mounted Stinger 

launcher systems  

$84 

6/24/1996 (300) M60A3TTS Tanks $223 

8/23/1996 (1299) Stinger surface to 

air missiles, (74) Avenger 

vehicle mounted guided 

missile launchers, (96) 

HMMWVs (Humvees) 

$420 

9/5/1996 (110) MK-46 MOD 5 anti-

submarine torpedoes 

$66 

2/14/1997 (54) Harpoon anti-ship 

missiles 

$95 

5/23/1997 (1786) TOW 2A anti-

armor guided missiles, 

(114) TOW launchers, 

(100) HMMWVs 

$81 

7/24/1997 (21) AH-1W Super Cobra 

helicopters18 

$479 

9/3/1997 (13) OH-58D Kiowa 

Warrior Armed Scout 

helicopters 

$172 

                                                 
18 Taiwan reportedly ordered 63 AH-1W helicopters (Defense News, March 6, 2000) 
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1/28/1998 (3) Knox Class Frigates, 

1(MK 15 Phalanx Close-In 

Weapons System 

$300 

8/27/1998 (58) Harpoon anti-ship 

missiles 

$101 

8/27/1998 (61) Dual mount Stinger 

surface-to-air missiles 

$180 

8/27/1998 (131) MK-46 Mod 5(A) S 

anti-submarine torpedoes 

$69 

10/9/1998 (9) CH-47SD Chinook 

Helicopters 

$486 

5/26/1999 (240) AGM-114KS 

Hellfire II air-to-surface 

missiles 

$23 

7/30/1999 (2) E-2T Hawkeye 2000E 

airborne early warning 

aircraft 

$400 

3/2/2000 (162) HAWK Intercept 

guided air defense missiles 

$106 

 

3.5.2 Chen Shui Bian 
 

Date of Notification Major Item Value of Program 

($ million) 

9/28/2000 (146) M109A5 howitzers $405 

9/28/2000 (200) AIM-120C 

AMRAMMs for F-16 

fighters 

$150 

9/28/2000 (71) RGM-84L Harpoon 

anti-ship missiles 

$240 

9/5/2001 (40) AGM-65G Maverick 

air-to-ground missiles for 

F-16s 

$18 

10/26/2001 (40) Javelin anti-tank 

missile systems and (360) 

Javelin missiles 

$51 

9/4/2002 (54) AAV7A1 amphibious 

assault vehicles 

$250 

9/4/2002 (182) AIM-9M-1/2 

Sidewinder air-to-air 

missiles 

$36 

9/4/2002 (449) AGM-114M3 

Hellfire II anti-armor 

missiles  

$60 
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10/11/2002 (290) TOW-2B anti-tank 

missiles 

$18 

11/21/2002 (4) Kidd Class destroyers $875 

3/30/2004 (2) Ultra High Frequency 

Long Range Early Warning 

Radars 

$1776 

10/25/2005 (10) AIM-9M Sidewinder 

and (5) AIM-7M Sparrow 

air-to-air missiles 

$280 (This price also 

includes continued F-16 

pilot training at Luke AFB) 

2/28/2007 (218) AMRAAMs and 

(235) Maverick air-to-

ground missiles for F-16 

fighters 

$421 

8/8/2007  (60) AGM-84L Harpoon 

Block II anti-ship missiles 

$125 

9/12/2007 (144) SM-2 Block IIIA 

Standard air-defense 

missiles for Kidd-class 

destroyers 

$272 

9/12/2007 (12) P-3C maritime 

patrol/AW aircraft 

$1960 

11/9/2007 Patriot configuration 2 

ground systems upgrade 

$939 

 

3.5.3 Ma Ying Jeou 

 

Date of Notification Major Item Value of Program 

($ million) 

10/3/2008 (330) Patriot Advanced 

Capability (PAC)-3 missile 

defense missiles 

$3100 

10/3/2008 (32) UGM-84L sub-

launched Harpoon anti-

ship missiles 

$200 

10/3/2008 (182) Javelin anti-armor 

missiles 

$47 

10/3/2008 Upgrade of (4) E-2T 

aircraft (Hawkeye 2000 

configuration) 

$250 

10/3/2008 (30) AH-64D Apache 

Longbow attack 

helicopters, (173) Stinger 

air-to-air missiles, (1000) 

$2532 
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AGM-114L Longbow 

Hellfire missiles 

1/29/2010 (114) PAC-3 missile 

defense missiles 

$2810 

1/29/2010 (60) UH-60M Black Hawk 

utility helicopters 

$3100 

1/29/2010  (2) Osprey-class mine 

hunting ships 

$105 

9/21/2011 Retrofit of 145 F-16 A/B 

fighters, with (176) AESA 

radars, JDAMs, etc. 

$5300 

 

3.6 UN Strategy 

 

3.6.1 Lee Teng Hui 

 

Taiwan was still in a recovery state as Lee ascended the presidency in 1988. Just 17 years 

prior, Taiwan was expelled from the United Nations upon the passage of Resolution 

275819. This ejection dramatically tarnished Taipei’s international standing, and the 

island immediately began efforts in salvaging its status as a sovereign nation. Chiang Kai 

Shek and his son, Chiang Ching Kuo frantically lobbied for continued diplomatic support 

from their allies but to no avail. Meanwhile, Taiwan slipped into a political limbo, largely 

ignored by the international community. Observing the island’s detrimental state, Lee 

realized that a great deal of change was needed in order to expand Taiwan’s international 

status. President Lee knew that becoming an integral part of the international community 

was a sure way to maintain the island’s sovereignty. It also would prevent Taipei from 

being sidelined as a lost cause.  

 He knew that Taiwan needed to change its reputation from an archaic and 

obstinate state to a progressive one. At every opportunity, Lee fought for the island’s 

participation in the UN. He argued that the exclusion of Taiwan was a great injustice to 

humanity, and went against the ideals of the United Nations. In a written response to Asia 

                                                 
19 Resolution 2758, passed on October 25, 1971, stated that the People's Republic of China is the only 

legitimate government of China, and replaced the ROC with the PRC as a permanent member of the 

Security Council in the United Nations. For information, please see: http://www.ait.org.tw/en/un-res-2758-

voted-to-admit-communist-china.html 
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Today, Lee explained, “The United Nations must not deny the right and the obligation of 

the 21 million people on Taiwan to participate in its various activities because of the 

Chinese communists obstructions. Doing so would violate the most fundamental 

principle of realism in international politics and would run counter to the concepts of 

‘universality’ and human rights that the UN itself upholds (Government Information 

Office, 1994, p. 103)”. Because the UN had passed resolution 2758, it accepted that there 

was only one China, represented by the PRC; thus barring the island from an independent 

UN bid. In a 1993 written response to a question in Le Monde, Lee remarked, “The 

ROC’s participation in the UN is not only a legal issue but also a political one. The ROC 

government is pushing this case so as to correct misconceptions over the ROC’s 

international position and stance and thereby reaffirm the reality of the ROC’s existence” 

(Government Information Office, 1994, p. 142). Lee was aware of the political 

connotations of Taiwan’s struggle for international space. He viewed a UN bid as a 

resilient declaration to the world that Taiwan was a separate entity from the PRC. In Le 

Monde, Lee stated, “Today, the Republic of China has the strength and the desire to pay 

back the international community for its help in the past. While UN Resolution 2578 did 

solve the problem of representation for the Chinese communists, the representation for 

the 21 million people residing in Taiwan has been overlooked” (Government Information 

Office, 1994). While the UN had resolved China’s representation issues, Taiwan’s 

situation remained unsettled.  

 Participation in the UN would also allow Taipei to demonstrate to the world of its 

capability of contributing to international relief efforts and other issues. In a 1993 

response to a question in Asia Today, Lee stated, “The Republic of China can contribute 

to the international community in terms of development experience or economic power. 

At this juncture, the United Nations should demonstrate its courage as a uniquely 

impartial international organization” (Government Information Office, 1994, p. 103). 

Taiwan had the potential to be a cooperative state and had the resources to make 

advancements in the global community. In a Forbes article, Lee maintained that, “The 

current population and economic power of the Republic of China on Taiwan clearly 

qualify us for a place within the global context. The ROC is fast approaching the world's 

advanced nations in the field of political democratization and also plays a constructive 
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role in the promotion of humanitarian, economic and technical assistance to developing 

nations” (Government Information Office, 1994, p. 110). It was high time that Taiwan be 

able to participate in world affairs without being hindered by its unsettled political status. 

He continued, noting that, “Western nations have long praised the ROC's progress in 

human rights and democracy. Today, the people of the Republic of China on Taiwan 

have expressed, through the process of democratization, their strong longing for fair and 

just treatment on the world scene, including an equal opportunity of joining in 

international activities” (Government Information Office, 1994, p. 110). Taiwan was still 

unjustly denied access to the United Nations, even with the highly praised 

democratization of the island.  

 Lee initiated renewed application for UN participation in 1993, feeling justified in 

its efforts. This policy introduced an unprecedented amount of flexibility in Taiwan’s 

foreign affairs. This was a momentous occasion, as it was the first bid since its expulsion 

in 1971. In an interview with China Times, he declared, “This year the government raised 

the idea of our participation in the United Nations. This is the consensus of the 

government and people and the direction in which we are still striving together” 

(Government Information Office, 1994, p. 128). His drastic redirection in method was a 

great breath of fresh air for Taiwan. At an international press conference in Taipei, Lee 

explained, “…We had abandoned our traditional way of doing things and had started to 

face reality… After the Cold War ended, opposition between certain nations no longer 

exists; instead, peaceful development has replaced the opposition. This is the best 

opportunity for the ROC to promote its pragmatic diplomacy” (Government Information 

Office, 1994, p. 47). Lee recognized that the Chiangs’ stubbornness was dragging Taiwan 

down, and he decisively sought to rid the island from Cold War era mentality. Lee 

continued, stating, “Under this principle of peace, we have developed a peaceful method 

to promote our foreign relations, and the new international situation presents us with 

good opportunities” (Government Information Office, 1994, p. 47). There was no longer 

a need for Taiwan to be antagonistic and uphold its anti-Communist rhetoric. Lee’s new 

found approach was a ground breaking milestone in Taiwan’s foreign affairs that gave 

the island new prospects for international space.  
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Lee’s policy not only sought a seat in the UN main body, but also called for 

participation in various UN affiliated groups, and other intergovernmental organizations. 

In its application, Taiwan hoped to join the international body as the ‘Republic of 

China’—separate from the PRC. According to Sigrid Winkler, the bid “focused on the 

“[c]onsideration of the exceptional situation of the Republic of China in Taiwan in the 

international context, based on the principle of universality and in accordance with the 

established model of parallel representation of divided countries at the United Nations” 

(2012). Lee imagined a situation that would allow the UN to simultaneously include a 

PRC seat and a ROC seat. This was only possible because he had acknowledged the 

existence of two separate governments. In an interview with CNN, Lee clarified, “By one 

China, we mean the Republic of China. Perhaps the Chinese mainland means the People's 

Republic of China… We must understand that China is a divided nation ruled by two 

separate political entities” (CNN, 1996). Rather than adhering to an outdated ‘One China 

Policy’, Lee accepted that China was a divided nation. The PRC controlled the mainland 

from Beijing, while the ROC ruled over Taiwan from Taipei. Similar to the two Koreas 

or the two Germanys, President Lee saw the divided nation model as a viable temporary 

solution. Commenting on the success of other divided nations, Lee remarked, “Formerly, 

East Germany and West Germany were both members of the United Nations; today, both 

North Korea and South Korea are seated in the world body. Now that Germany has 

become whole again, no one can say that parallel representation for a divided nation will 

hinder its reunification” (Government Information Office, 1994, p. 110). Seeing other 

nations resolve their issue of representation gave Lee hope that Taiwan could also 

achieve a seat in the UN without relinquishing its sovereignty.  He further argued, “If the 

United Nations can accommodate the wishes of the people in these two divided nations, 

why should it turn a deaf ear to the aspirations of the 21 million residents of the Republic 

of China on Taiwan?” (Government Information Office, 1994, p. 110). Parallel 

representation was a significant compromise on Lee’s part, but the PRC, along with the 

rest of the international community were not yet ready to embrace the island’s UN bid.  

Beijing’s One China Principle stipulated that Taiwan was a province of China, 

leaving no room for discussion. This put Taiwan at odds with the PRC, forever placing 

them in an intense political deadlock. Lee angrily mentioned in Le Monde that, “The 
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Chinese communists have avoided facing the fact that the two sides of the Taiwan Straits 

are divided and separately ruled. Instead, they still hope to use traditional conceptions of 

international law and politics to force other countries to oppose studying the issue of the 

ROC’s participation in the UN” (Government Information Office, 1994). He continued, 

asserting, “I personally believe that, following the end of the Cold War, the international 

community has entered an era during which cooperation will replace confrontation and 

that countries no longer must pay heed to the arbitrary reactions from the Chinese 

communists. Their insistence on solving current issues by using outdate concepts is 

fundamentally unworkable” (Government Information Office, 1994). It was clear to 

President Lee how much cross-strait relations affected Taiwan’s struggle for international 

expansion. Because of China’s veto power and influence over other nations, Taiwan was 

unable to gain access to the UN. However, he was hopeful that through perseverance, the 

two sides could achieve a solution together, proclaiming, “The two sides of the Taiwan 

Straits [can no longer] maintain democracy on one side and dictatorship on the other. I 

believe that we will be able to overcome all difficulties with confidence and 

determination if we just continue working towards participation in the UN” (Government 

Information Office, 1994). Lee believed the island’s struggle for international space 

would force the two sides to come together and resolve the long unsettled issue of 

Taiwan’s political status. To him, it was a win-win situation. However, after three years, 

it became apparent that the divided nation model was not gaining as much traction as Lee 

had hoped. In 1996, he attempted a new, vaguer and lower-profile approach by asking for 

the “[c]onsideration of the exceptional situation of the inability, resulting from General 

Assembly Resolution 2758, of the 21.3 million people on Taiwan, Republic of China, to 

participate in the activities of the United Nations (Winkler, 2012). According to Winkler, 

this approach did not necessarily target full membership, but rather focused on a right to 

representation and participation in imprecisely defined UN activities (2012).  

Not having much luck with the UN main body, Lee turned to other 

affiliated organizations in hopes of easier accession. In April 1997, Lee seeked 

observer status within the World Health Assembly20 (WHA), which was scheduled 

                                                 
20 The World Health Assembly is the decision-making body of WHO, and is attended by delegations from 

all WHO Member States. The main functions of the World Health Assembly are to determine the policies 
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for May 5th of that year (Clough, 1999, p. 77). However, the WHA rejected 

Taiwan’s request on the grounds that observer status was reserved for non -

controversial non-governmental organizations, such as the International 

Committee of the Red Cross (Clough, 1999, p. 77). Much of the organization’s 

refusal of Taiwan’s inclusion was related to Beijing’s insistence that the island did 

not need membership when it was already a part of China. According to Jaw-Ling 

Joanne Chang, “China opposed Taiwan’s participation in the WHA as an observer, 

associate member, or NGO. Beijing welcomed Taiwan’s participation as a member of a 

Chinese delegation, but Taiwan declined to accept” (Chang, 2011, p. 169).  

In 1997, Taiwan also applied to the WTO21 (World Trade Organization) for 

full membership under the title ‘Separate Customs and Territory of Taiwan, 

Penghu, Kinmen, and Matsu’. The island’s membership soon appeared within 

reach. However, according to Ralph Clough, the PRC had applied to the 

organization earlier and still faced significant obstacles (1999, p. 76). Members of 

the organization seemed prepared to meet the PRC’s demands that Taiwan not be 

admitted first (Clough, 1999, p. 76). Thus, Taiwan’s accession was placed on 

hiatus.  

In addition to a more flexible policy, Lee knew Taiwan needed to garner support 

from other nations in its struggle for UN participation. Without popular support, there 

would be no chance of success. He acknowledged this issue, saying, “The ROC 

understands that the support of UN member countries is the key to our success. For this 

reason, ROC government offices are explaining to different countries the true 

significance of the ROC’s participation in the UN” (Government Information Office, 

1994, p. 143). UN member countries could vouch for Taiwan during important meetings, 

and bring about the island’s lack of representation as an issue up for discussion. Lee 

placed a lot of faith on these nations, exclaiming, “We hope that countries will consider 

the UN principle of universality for membership, objectively review this issue, and lend 

                                                 
of the Organization, appoint the Director-General, supervise financial policies, and review and approve the 

proposed program budget. WHA Official Website: 

http://www.who.int/mediacentre/events/governance/wha/en/ 
21 Replacing the GATT in 1995, the World Trade Organization provides a forum for negotiating 

agreements aimed at reducing obstacles to international trade and ensuring a level playing field for all. 

WTO Official Website: https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/wto_dg_stat_e.htm 
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us their support” (Government Information Office, 1994, p. 143). In his mind, gathering 

other countries’ support was the only way to retain Taiwan’s political status as a relevant 

issue within the United Nations.  

Upon the island’s first bid into the UN, a number of nations were very vocal 

regarding this issue. In a 1993 interview with China Times, Lee noted, “This time in the 

UN general Assembly over 20 nations declared their support for our participation. I am 

extremely grateful to these friendly nations for their support” (Government Information 

Office, 1994, p. 128). Often times, most of this support came from the Taipei’s 

diplomatic allies; as a result of strong economic and political ties. This tactic was 

continued in the latter two administrations, but began under Lee. According to Lung Chu 

Chen, the request made by seven Central American countries on August 6th 1993, to have 

the matter of Taiwan’s participation in the UN included in the agenda of the forthcoming 

session of the General Assembly, gave added impetus to Taiwan’s drive for UN 

membership (1997, p. 4). On that day, Belize, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, 

Honduras, Nicaragua, and Panama jointly requested that the upcoming session of the 

General Assembly include a new agenda item entitles “consideration of the exceptional 

situation of the Republic of China in Taiwan in the international context, based on the 

principle of universality (Chen, 1997, p. 11). The seven states pointed out that Taiwan is 

a ‘dynamic and progressive member of the international community and a peace loving 

country” that deserves membership in the UN and its related agencies (Chen, 1997, p. 

11). The support of allies lasted all throughout Lee’s presidency.  

In September 1996, Taiwan submitted its 4th bid in a row, in hopes of its case 

being discussed during the UN General Assembly. This time, 4 countries spoke in favor 

of Taiwan— Papua New Guinea, Nicaragua, Latvia and Costa Rica. Papua New 

Guinea Prime Minister Julius Chan asked the United Nations to “address the 

question of Taiwanese participation in institutions and processes set up to further 

the universal objectives of the United Nations Charter, stressing that it is time that 

the ROC be granted UN membership” (Taiwan Info, 1996). Nicaraguan Foreign 

Minister Ernesto Leal Sanchez told member nations that, although the United 

Nations has entered a stage of transition and reform since it turned 50 years old 

last year, the ROC on Taiwan is still denied the right to participate in the world 
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body even though it has met the requirements set forth in the UN Charter (Taiwan 

Info, 1996). Meanwhile, Costa Rican Foreign Minister Fernando Naranjo 

proclaimed, “No people can be denied the right to be represented” in the United 

Nations (Taiwan Info, 1996). Finally, Latvian Prime Minister Andris Skele, in 

support of the ROC, suggested that “the United Nations must continue to promote 

actively a respect for human rights, tolerance, universality of the UN, disarmament 

and the implementation of arms control agreements, and support the economies of 

states that may need assistance” (Taiwan Info, 1996).  

On September 17th 1997, representatives from Burkina Faso, Dominica, the 

Gambia, Grenada, Guinea-Bissau, Nicaragua, Senegal, Solomon Islands and Swaziland 

submitted a joint letter to the General Assembly. The letter urged the UN to review 

Taiwan’s political status, stating, “The Republic of China on Taiwan fully meets the 

requirements for United Nations membership, yet is excluded from the United Nations. 

This disadvantage, a highly unusual situation, should be redressed by the United Nations” 

(United Nations, 1997).  

On July 8th 1998, representatives from Burkina Faso, El Salvador, the Gambia, 

Grenada, Liberia, Nicaragua, Sao Tome and Principe, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, 

Senegal, Swaziland and Solomon Islands penned a letter to the United Nations, 

supporting Taiwan’s participation in the body. The letter described Taiwan as having an 

“exemplary record of altruistic aid in donations and technical assistance to developing 

nations” and a “strong global economic power” (United Nations, 1998). As a result, the 

letter declared, “It is clear that the Republic of China has been playing a positive role in 

the international community, a fact which merits recognition by the United Nations” 

(United Nations, 1998).  

 Another significant ally that Lee relied on for support in its struggle for 

international space was the US. Though it was against the island’s participation in the UN 

main body, Washington was sympathetic to Taipei’s efforts to join other UN affiliated 

organizations not requiring statehood. Commenting on Taiwan’s involvement in the UN, 

Representative Gary L. Ackerman (D-NY), chairman of the subcommittee on Asia and 

the Pacific, “We must face reality. And that reality is that Taiwan is an economic goliath 

and the interrelationship and interdependency between the community of nations and 
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Taiwan will only grow more important as time goes on” (Lasater, 1995, p. 144). 

Beginning under Lee’s presidency, Washington avidly fought for Taipei’s space on the 

international stage whenever it could. The 1994 Taiwan Policy Review explicitly states, 

“When we believe it is clearly appropriate, we will more actively support Taiwan's 

membership in international organizations accepting non-states as members, and look for 

ways to have Taiwan's voice heard in organizations of states where Taiwan's membership 

is not possible. (Glaser, 1994, p. 35). Such clear stipulations made it US policy to prevent 

Taiwan’s political isolation. Washington’s unreserved efforts paid off on many occasions, 

allowing Taipei’s accession to several organizations under different nomenclatures.  

Washington was particularly enthusiastic for Taipei’s readmission into GATT22 

(General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade). The plan was to use a less politically sensitive 

title, which would eliminate notions of sovereignty, and thus appease Beijing’s 

demands. Accession into this body would enable Taiwan to sit at the table with the 

world's leading economic powers in making the rules for world trade (Mann, 

1992). During a 1991 House of Representatives Ways and Means subcommittee 

hearing on trade, U.S. Deputy Trade Representative Linn Williams praised Taiwan 

as an important trading partner of the U.S. and remarked “it would be a very 

useful thing to stabilize America's overall trading relationship with Ta iwan by way 

of GATT membership” (Lin, 1991). Williams noted that Taiwan has played by 

GATT rules, despite the fact that it was not a member, and that its application to 

join as a customs territory was a "very straightforward and logical" one (Lin, 

1991). According to Taiwan Info, U.S. Deputy Secretary of State Lawrence 

Eagleburger mentioned that, “The general objective of the Bush administration has 

been to get both Taiwan and mainland China into the General Agreement on 

Tariffs and Trade at the same time” (Lin, 1991). This symbolized that the 

Washington wanted to see both Taipei and Beijing on the international stage. 

On June 14, 1991, U.S. Trade Representative Carla Hills stated at a press 

conference that she was “very willing” to talk with Congress about the proposition 

                                                 
22 GATT was a multilateral agreement regulating international trade, of which the Republic of 

China was an original signatory. It was a precursor to the World Trade Organization (WTO) that 

went into effect in 1948. 
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of Taiwan joining GATT (Lin, 1991). In 1992, Taipei was finally admitted into the 

GATT as an observer. Its participation was only possible through China's 

cooperation (Mann, 1992). Though Beijing insisted that it should be admitted before 

Taipei, it was willing to allow Taiwan’s application due its name change to ‘Chinese 

Taipei’ (Mann, 1992; Charnovitz, 2006). On January 1st, 1995, the World Trade 

Organization (WTO) replaced GATT and Taiwan’s observer status extended into the 

newly established organization (Office of the President [ROC], 2015). This was an 

important milestone for the island, demonstrating that pragmatism and 

progressiveness could bring Taipei back onto the international stage.   

 

3.6.2. Chen Shui Bian 

 

Following Lee’s fruitful international expansion efforts, Chen Shui Bian initially 

followed a similar pragmatic UN strategy. He continued applying to the organization 

under the title “Republic of China”, maintaining a low-profile level, stressing the right of 

the people of Taiwan to be represented in the UN without explicitly defining what kind of 

status Taiwan should have in the organization (Winkler, 2012).  

However, after 7 years, Chen radically changed his approach in 2007, applying 

for full membership under the name ‘Taiwan’. As Winkler described, “This new strategy 

did not leave any doubt that Taiwan, and not the Republic of China, wanted to have its 

sovereignty legitimized by becoming a new member of the United Nations” (2012). Chen 

envisioned the island as a sovereign nation separate from the PRC, and did all he could to 

promote this ideal. He had previously stated that Taiwan had no interest in competing 

with the People's Republic of China for the right to represent ‘one China’ (Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, 2007). It was clear that he was frustrated at the slow progress of 

Taiwan’s international expansion efforts, and he hoped to speed things up with this 

radical change in approach. Chen demonstrated his earnest intentions on July 19th 2007, 

when he delivered a letter justifying Taipei’s full membership to UN Secretary General 

Ban Ki-Moon. 

To Chen, Taiwan’s exclusion was a hypocritical injustice. He proclaimed, 

“Whereas globalization draws nations and peoples around the world closer under shared 
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interests and concerns, the United Nations has long excluded Taiwan from participation, 

erecting a wall against it and placing it in political apartheid. Such unfair treatment 

towards Taiwan is incomprehensible and unbearable” (Chen, 2007). He continued, 

declaring, “The absence of Taiwan in the United Nations creates a gap in the global 

network for cooperation, goes against the ideals and notion of justice upheld by the 

United Nations, and moreover is ironic in light of the UN’s principle of universality” 

(Chen, 2007). The world had essentially turned its back on the island, choosing to ignore 

its political plight in order to avoid causing further controversy and angering Beijing. He 

recognized the UN’s inconsistency with upholding its ideals, and realized that it was 

harming Taiwan’s existence as an autonomous state. In his letter, he exclaimed, “It [the 

world community] would rather ask a country that advocates the universal values of 

freedom, democracy, human rights, and peace to submissively remain silent when its 

identity is denied and security threatened” (Chen, 2007). Chen’s letter decisively clarified 

that the UN’s continued exclusion of Taiwan was an unfortunate mistake, and it urged the 

organization to readmit the island; therefore keeping its promise of upholding the 

progressive values it had stated in the UN Charter.  

 For Chen, readmission into the United Nations would be an incredible opportunity 

for Taiwan to showcase its humanitarian potential to the world. The island was 

undoubtedly ready to make larger contributions to the world. In his letter to Ban Ki 

Moon, President Chen proudly noted, “The people living on the beautiful land of Taiwan 

desire their nation to become a member of the international community and make greater 

contributions to world peace and prosperity” (Chen, 2007). To achieve this goal, Chen 

believed that changing the ROC’s title to ‘Taiwan’ in its UN application was a necessary 

step. He insisted that this alteration demonstrated the island’s unwillingness to compete 

with the PRC in deciding which ‘China’ was the real ‘China’. In an Associated Press 

interview, Chen stated, “Using the name ‘Taiwan’ to apply for UN membership is to 

differentiate ourselves from China, because internationally, many regard Taiwan as part 

of China” (Mainland Affairs Council, 2007). Chen’s new strategy was designed to dispel 

any notion that Taiwan was a part of China, and to proclaim to the world that the island 

was an autonomous state.   
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Chen’s drastic strategy came as a shock to many other countries, particularly the 

US and China. There was widespread concern that this title change was a symbolization 

of Taiwan independence. However, this was not the case. He assured his critics that his 

actions were in line with his previously stated policies, and that they were not meant to 

achieve independence. Chen proclaimed, “Using the name ‘Taiwan’ to apply for UN 

membership does not mean changing the national moniker, nor does it violate the ‘four 

noes23’ pledge I made. About 40 percent of the 192 UN member states do not use their 

formal national moniker as their name in the UN” (Mainland Affairs Council). Though 

his actions may be deemed pro-independence, he was careful not to push the limits of his 

executive powers. He had only one goal for Taiwan, and he did all he could to promote 

his strategy. Chen declared, “We want to seek appropriate representation for the 23 

million people of Taiwan in the UN (Mainland Affairs Council, 2007). He was neither 

trying to disturb the status quo, nor declare independence. He was only seeking full UN 

membership in order to gain proper representation in the world community, which Taipei 

had lacked for so long.  

 In 2007, President announced his plans for a UN referendum during the 

Presidential elections the following year. This was a secondary step, alongside UN 

application, to drive Taiwan towards membership in the organization. For Chen, the 

referendum was an effective tool to promote Taiwan’s struggle for international space. 

Justified in his decision, Chen stated, “My view is that referendums are a basic human 

right and a universal principle, and one should not compromise or apply different 

standards to such universal human rights and principles. The 23 million people of Taiwan 

deserve to enjoy the basic right to referendum. They should not be deprived of this right 

or have it restricted” (Mainland Affairs Council, 2007). The referendum was an inherent 

right, and no nation could deny Taiwan this democratic process. Chen professed, “We 

wish to follow such a democratic procedure and voice our aspiration to the world. It is 

only reasonable to expect our rights to be respected and supported” (Mainland Affairs 

                                                 
23 In his May 20th 2000 inauguration speech, President Chen pledged that as long as the PRC did not use 

military force against Taiwan, his administration would not: 1) declare independence ; 2) change the 

national title; 3) push for the inclusion of the so-called "state-to-state" description in the Constitution; 4) 

promote a referendum to change the status quo in regards to the question of independence or unification; 

and that the abolition of the National Reunification Council or the National Reunification Guidelines would 

not be an issue.  
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Council, 2007).  He simply wished to implement democratic principles and processes to 

highlight Taiwan’s unjust status as an international pariah.  

The referendum was the most powerful method for the island to be heard. In a 

New York Times interview, he explained, “Regarding the referendum on Taiwan's entry 

into the United Nations, this is the most direct and democratic way for our 23 million 

people to express to the world their strong aspiration, expectation, and collective voice to 

join and become a formal member of the United Nations” (New York Times, 2007). 

Furthermore, the proposed referendum sent a powerful message to Beijing—that Taiwan 

would not accept the mainland’ aggressive, militant threats. In a Washington Post 

interview, Chen exclaimed, “Democracy is the most important asset for Taiwan, and 

referendum is the best weapon—the most effective ‘theater missile defense’—against the 

totalitarianism of the CCP” (Cody, 2007). Despite his honorable intentions, he faced 

many critics; particularly the US.  

Afraid that the referendum would upset the status quo and raise tensions in the 

Taiwan Strait, Washington was unsupportive of Chen’s decision. Not long after the 

announcement of the referendum, U.S. State Department spokesman Sean McCormack 

stated that the U.S. “opposes any initiative that appears designed to change Taiwan's 

status unilaterally. This would include a referendum on whether to apply to the United 

Nations under the name Taiwan” (Ramzy, 2007). Washington’s lack of enthusiasm for 

this democratic process was disappointing to President Chen. He realized the hypocrisy 

of the US response, proclaiming, “You [the US] toppled the Iraqi government and tell 

them to accept democracy; we have democracy, and you are telling us not to ask for 

democracy. You are taking away democracy and trying to limit our democracy. Isn't this 

a contradictory?” (Chen, 2007). Nevertheless, despite criticism of the decision, Chen 

profusely reassured Taiwan’s allies that the referendum was mothing more than just a 

democratic process. 

During a press conference, he remarked, “The United Nations referendum is 

definitely not a referendum on Taiwan's independence. The UN referendum should be 

precisely interpreted as the rights of Taiwan's 23 million people to refuse the 

reunification by the People of Republic China (Chen, 2007). As mentioned previously, 

the referendum symbolized Taipei’s refusal to submit to Beijing’s political demands, and 
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demonstrated Taiwan’s desire to be represented as a separate state from China in the UN. 

It was not, by any means, a political stride towards independence. Furthermore, the 

referendum by itself would not change anything. Chen argued, “Even if the referendum is 

passed, we will not become a UN member. We still need to apply for membership 

according to the proper procedures and regulations of the General Assembly and also the 

Security Council. The US could then still oppose our move and China could still use its 

veto power” (New York Times, 2007). The implementation of a referendum was largely a 

symbolic action. There would still be many political barriers preventing Taiwan’s actual 

membership into the UN. Therefore, Chen contended that the international community 

did not need to worry about any serious implications of the referendum. He was hopeful 

that the referendum would unite Taiwanese in increasing the island’s international space. 

In an interview with CNBC, he declared, “If the referendum regarding joining the United 

Nations under the name ‘Taiwan’ is passed, the solidarity of people in Taiwan will be 

further strengthened, and they will have greater strength to face the world (Mainland 

Affairs Council, 2007). In the end, his hopes were dashed when the referendum was 

declared void due to low voter turnout. Though its results did not go according to plan, 

the referendum hurled Taiwan into the international spotlight with its UN issue; while 

also demonstrating to Beijing that the island would not easily bend to China’s demands. 

Facing great adversity for full UN membership, Chen also focused efforts on UN 

affiliated organizations. Taiwan had previously applied to join the WTO under the Lee 

administration, with no luck. However, on January 1st, 2002, the island finally gained full 

membership under the name ‘Separate Customs Territory of Taiwan, Penghu, Kinmen 

and Matsu’. This was only made possible with cooperation with China, who demanded 

that the WTO allow it to join the organization before Taiwan. Approval of China’s 

accession to the group came on November 10—one day before trade ministers in Qatar 

approved Taiwan (CNN, 2002). Commenting on the hard earned success, President 

Chen remarked, “It is a milestone for the ROC's participation in international 

organizations. Essentially, accession to the WTO enables Taiwan to open a new 

‘window of the century’ and a ‘window of the world’”  (Taiwan Info, 2002). 

 President Chen also was eager to participate in the WHO. According to 

Sigrid Winkler, different avenues were explored, both in terms of name and status for 
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Taiwan’s participation (2012). Possibilities concerning status included Taiwan 

participating as an observer in the WHA, or the even less controversial “meaningful 

participation in WHO activities (2012). In a speech regarding the SARS outbreak, C.J. 

Chen, Taiwan’s foremost representative to the US at the time, conveyed confidence that 

the island was ready to be a responsible WHO member. He explained, “Taiwan is willing 

and able to make a huge contribution to international health efforts by participating 

directly in the WHO. In recent years, Taiwan has provided 120 million in medical and 

humanitarian assistance to 78 countries” (Chen, 2004, p. 45). He continued, expressing 

that, “Taiwan would simply like to participate as a health entity in the WHO through 

observership in its governing body, the WHA” (Chen, 2004, p. 45). This approach, Chen 

was similar to the one taken by the WTO, which allowed Taiwan’s full participation as a 

separate customs territory.  

It wasn’t until the 2003 SARS outbreak that Taiwan’s requests to participate in 

the organization were substantiated. Taiwan was third hardest hit by SARS – after China 

and Hong Kong—but its calls to the WHO for help remained long unheard, due to 

political pressure from Beijing (Winkler, 2012). Pointing out the hypocrisy of the 

situation, C.J. Chen stated, “As the sole international organization dedicated to the 

attainment by all peoples of the highest possible level of health, the WHO admits small 

states such as Andorra, non-states such as Puerto Rico, semi sovereign states such as the 

Cook Islands, and even “axis of evil” states such as Iraq. However, the WHO excludes 

Taiwan because of pressure from the PRC” (Chen, 2004, p. 45). Because of Beijing’s 

claims of Taiwan being an integral part of China, it saw no need for the island to have 

independent representation in the organization. Therefore, the PRC constantly blocked 

Taiwan’s efforts to join. C.J. Chen remarked, “The PRC has repeatedly claimed that it is 

taking good care of the health of the Taiwan people, and it’s therefore unnecessary for 

Taiwan to become a WHO member. However, when Taiwan was hit by enterovirus in 

1998, PRC officials did nothing to help Taiwan and worked actively to prevent Taiwan 

from having any access to WHO resources” (Chen, 2004, p. 45). In 2007 and 2008, the 

Chen administration applied for full WHO membership. However, despite Taiwan’s best 

efforts, it was still unable to gain access to the WHO due to Beijing’s inflexibility. Thus, 

its inclusion came to an abrupt halt. 
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 The other factor in President Chen’s UN strategy involved reliance on its allies—

both diplomatic and non-diplomatic. There was consistent support from its allies for 

Taiwan’s participation in the organization. On August 6th, 2004, a collective of 16 nations 

jointly released a letter entitled ‘Question of the representation of the twenty-three million 

people of Taiwan in the United Nations’, which requested the inclusion of Taiwan’s 

representation on the agenda for the 59th General Assembly Session (United Nations, 

2004). The letter was signed by representative of Belize, Burkina Faso, Chad, the 

Gambia, Grenada, Malawi, the Marshall Islands, Nicaragua, Palau, Saint Kitts and Nevis, 

Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, Senegal, Solomon Islands, Swaziland and Tuvalu to 

the United Nation. (United Nations, 2004). 

On September 15th, 2004, the Permanent Mission of the Republic of the Marshall 

Islands to the United Nations presented a statement during the General Committee 

Meeting, claiming, “The government of the Republic of the Marshall Islands once again 

reiterates it full support for the ongoing quest of the people of Taiwan to be permitted to 

participate in and contribute to the work of the United Nations” (United Nations, 2004). 

The statement further mentioned that, “Taiwan has made it abundantly clear that it is 

ready and willing to accept and carry out the obligations of the UN Charter…It has 

achieved internationally recognized progress in both economic and social development, 

and has long been willing to share its prosperity through various forms of international 

development assistance and humanitarian aid” (United Nations, 2004).  

 Three years later, in its 15th UN bid, A total of 15 allies (Solomon Islands, Nauru, 

The Gambia, Malawi, Palau, Swaziland, Tuvalu, Sao Tome and Principe, Marshall 

Islands, Saint Kitts and Nevis, St. Vincent and the Grenadines, Honduras, Burkina Faso, 

Kiribati, and Belize) jointly submitted to the General Assembly a proposal titled ‘Urging 

the Security Council to process Taiwan’s membership application pursuant to Rules 59 

and 60 of the Provisional Rules of Procedure of the Security Council and Article 4 of the 

UN Charter’; requesting that the proposal be placed on the provisional agenda of the 

62nd session of the General Assembly as a supplementary item. (Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs, 2007). 

 In 2008, President Chen submitted his final UN application. This time, a total of 

12 diplomatic allies dutifully penned a letter to the UN Secretariat expressing their 
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support for Taiwan’s UN membership bid (Taiwan Representative Office [UK], 2008). 

The 12 nations included St. Vincent and the Grenadines, Palau, the Gambia, Sao Tome 

and Principe, the Solomon Islands, Swaziland, Tuvalu, Nauru, the Marshall Islands, Saint 

Kitts and Nevis, Belize, and Saint Lucia (Taiwan Representative Office [UK], 2008). 

Meanwhile, Honduras and El Salvador, as well as Kiribati, decided to separately send 

their protest letters to the U.N. (Taiwan Representative Office [UK], 2008). 

 During the Chen administration, Taiwan also enjoyed strong US support in 

joining UN affiliated bodies. Because of George W. Bush’s pro-Taiwan sentiment, the 

US became an active player in garnishing support for Taiwan’s international space. Most 

notably, the Bush administration proactively initiated various efforts for Taipei to join the 

WHA. On April 24 2001, the House of Representatives passed H.R. 428 and President 

Bush signed it into law on May 28 (Chang, 2011, p. 173). This law mandated, “The 

Secretary of State is authorized to initiate a United States plan to endorse and obtain 

observer status for Taiwan at the annual week-long summit of the World Health 

Assembly in May 2001 in Geneva, Switzerland; and to instruct the United States 

delegation to Geneva to implement that plan” (US Government Publishing Office, 2001). 

The passing of this law was an unprecedented act signifying Washington’s assertive 

stance to assist Taipei to expand its international space. On May 14, 2002, Secretary of 

Health and Human Services Tommy Thompson announced for the first time in a speech 

made at the World Medical Association in Geneva that the US supported Taiwan to 

obtain observer status in the WHA, proclaiming, “America’s work for a healthy world 

cuts across political lines. That is why my government supports Taiwan’s efforts to gain 

observership status at the World Health Assembly” (Chang, 2011, pp. 173-174; US 

Public Law 108–28, 2003). The US saw Taiwan’s participation in the WHA as beneficial 

for the international community, and saw no reason why it should be excluded due to its 

political status. During the 2003 SARS outbreak, the US stepped up its efforts and had 

US Secretary Thompson send a letter to WHO Director General Lee Jong Wook on May 

14 of that year. The letter urged the WHO consider all SARS affected countries and 

areas, including Taiwan, into its SARS related plans and activities and stated that the US 

supports Taiwan’s participation in WHO, including its observer status (Chang, 2011, p. 

174).  
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Bush’s unrelenting persistence soon achieved some success. On May 27, 2003, 

the WHO committee A24 passed a SARS related resolution; providing a legal basis for the 

WHO to assist Taiwan conducting SARS control operations (Chang, 2011, p. 174). In 

2005, another breakthrough was finally reached. In May 2005, the International Health 

Regulations25 (IHR) was revised, proclaiming that, “The implementation of these 

Regulations shall be guided by the goal of their universal application for the protection of 

all people of the world from the international spread of disease” (WHO, 2005). These 

new revisions provided the legal basis necessary for Taiwan’s participation in the IHR 

mechanism, and proved to be an important advancement for Taipei.  

Nevertheless, despite having made progress towards WHO participation, Taiwan 

was ultimately denied entrance to the organization. The PRC, once again, was to blame. 

In a House International Relations Committee Hearing on Taiwan, James A. Kelly 

testified that, “Although WHO observership explicitly does not require statehood and 

several WHO observers are not nations, the PRC has actively lobbied to block even the 

placement of consideration of Taiwan's observership on the World Health Assembly 

agenda” (US Department of State, 2004). No matter what Taipei or Washington did, the 

issue boiled down to Beijing’s adherence to its ‘One China Principle’. Kelly expressed, 

“We [the US] hope the PRC will adopt a more constructive view and will join in an effort 

that shows genuine compassion for the people of Taiwan” (US Department of State, 

2004). He also went on to assure Taipei of Washington’s unconditional support for its 

WHA bid, declaring, “Taiwan can certainly count on the United States to vote in favor of 

including the Taiwan observership issue on the World Health Assembly agenda should 

the issue come to a vote” (US Department of State, 2004). Because of Beijing’s refusal to 

alter its political stance over Taipei, the island was denied a place in the international 

body. 

 

                                                 
24 The WHA is divided into two committees: A and B. Committee A attends to scientific issues, while 

Committee B oversees administrative matters. Retrieved from: http://globalhealth.org/new-development-

on-health-personnel-at-wha/  
25 The International Health Regulations (IHR) are an international legal instrument that is binding on 196 

countries across the globe, including all the Member States of WHO. Their aim is to help the international 

community prevent and respond to acute public health risks that have the potential to cross borders and 

threaten people worldwide. Retrieved from: http://www.who.int/topics/international_health_regulations/en/ 
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3.6.3. Ma Ying Jeou 

 

Ma’s presidency brought a sweeping change to Taiwan’s previous radical UN strategy. 

Seeing the successive failed bids from the previous presidents, he decided to halt 

application to the much coveted organization. Instead, he opted to solely focus all efforts 

on UN affiliated bodies. He also was less stringent on the nomenclature under which 

Taiwan participated as—whether it was ‘Chinese Taipei’, ‘Taiwan’, or other similar 

titles. For Ma, the important issue was the ability to attend global conferences and 

contribute to international affairs—not the title under which Taiwan could participate as. 

Ma Ying Jeou’s less stringent posture in regards to the island’s nomenclature in 

international organizations was seen by many as a major political move to reduce 

tensions with Beijing. An article in The Economist noted, “Taiwan’s new approach 

typifies the effort that has marked President Ma Ying Jeou: to ease tensions with China 

without dashing all hopes for greater international recognition” (2009). This 

uncontentious approach was in line with his diplomacy, which promoted a ‘diplomatic 

truce’ with Beijing. By relinquishing its desire to join the UN, Taiwan would have less 

pressure to conform to the PRC’s desires to incorporate the island into its political 

agenda. Since Ma took office in 2008, the ROC government had expanded Taiwan’s 

participation in international organizations while maintaining the cross-strait status quo of 

no unification, no independence and no use of force (Taiwan Today, 2012). Thus far, Ma 

has been fairly successful in his new approach, upon the participation in two UN 

affiliated organizations.  

In May 2009, Taiwan finally gained observer status in the WHA, after over a 

decade of failed attempts. This success was due to President’s Ma’s renewed diplomatic 

efforts that began upon his inauguration. He first established a WHA task force chaired 

by National Security Secretary General Su Chi, and included the Department of Health, 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Mainland Affairs Council (Chang, 2011, p. 169). This 

committee was charged with task of conferring with Beijing regarding Taiwan’s 

accession into the WHA. On March 20, 2009, President Ma disclosed that negotiation 

with the mainland would be conducted at an undisclosed location outside Taiwan in April 

(Chang, 2011, p. 169). Quelling concerns of degrading Taiwan’s autonomy, Ma stressed, 
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“We will not return to international society as part of the mainland China delegation 

because it would be belittling our sovereignty” (Young, 2009).  

President Ma was adamant that despite increased dialogue with Beijing, Taiwan 

would not sacrifice its political dignity just to join international organizations. He was 

insistent that improved cross-strait relations would help Taiwan fare better in its struggle 

for international participation. Andrew Hsia, vice foreign minister of the ROC, stated on 

April 29, 2009, that “health officials of both sides of the strait have exchanged pragmatic 

views on related issues” (China Post, 2009). Ma’s predictions seemed to be coming to 

fruition. It was clear that rapprochement with China was yielding concrete results. With 

increased dialogue, the two sides could agree on conditions that would pave the way for 

Taiwan to join the WHA. Finally on April 30, 2009, Taiwan was allowed to attend the 

upcoming World Health Assembly as an observer.  

Taipei’s assertive efforts to decrease tensions in the Taiwan Strait had resulted triumph, 

and furthermore, demonstrated Beijing’s increasing willingness to negotiate with the 

island. The following month, the Minister of Health, Dr. Yeh, partook in the 62nd WHA; 

accompanied by a 15 member delegation. In a brief speech during the WHA session, he 

reiterated the significance of Taiwan’s contributions and stressed that the inclusion of 

Chinese Taipei in WHO activities would undoubtedly strengthen the world’s ability to 

deal with public health emergencies (Chang, 2011). Participation in the WHA was 

considered a major victory for Taiwan. Many on the island saw this as a hallmark of a 

new era of Taiwanese diplomacy. Though the process of accession began under President 

Chen, Ma was able to finalize developments by engaging with the PRC. Inspired by this 

achievement, Ma applied his flexible approach on other international endeavors. 

Beginning in 2009, Taiwan earnestly began seeking observer status in the International 

Civil Aviation Organization26 (ICAO). Ma had high hopes that with sustained pragmatic 

dialogue with the mainland, Beijing would be willing to compromise and allow the island 

to attend the organization. His flexible approach once again was hailed as a milestone in 

cross-strait relations, and amassed impressive backing from governments around the 

                                                 
26 The International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) is a UN specialized agency that manages the 

administration and governance of international aviation. Retrieved from: http://www.icao.int/about-

icao/Pages/default.aspx  
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world. According to Taiwan Today, lawmakers in Australia and Colombia both voiced 

support for Taipei (2013). Steve Georganas, second deputy speaker of the Australian 

House of Representatives, described Taiwan’s participation as a major contribution to the 

safeguarding of regional and global aviation safety; while in Columbia, the Senate passed 

Proposition No. 256 June 20 supporting Taiwan’s ICAO bid (Chang, 2013). This 

widespread act of solidarity was a clear indication that Taipei was on the right track to 

international acceptance. Its image as a ‘trouble maker’ was finally starting to fade.  

The most encouraging backing for Taiwan’s observership in ICAO came from the 

US, under the Obama administration. In line with its ‘One China Policy’, Washington 

was enthusiastic for Taipei’s participation in organizations not requiring statehood. It had 

previously fought hard for the island’s international space, and Taiwan’s ICAO bid was 

no different. On July 12th, 2013, President Obama signed a law concerning the island’s 

accession into the aviation body. The law authorized the Secretary of State to “develop a 

strategy to endorse and obtain observer status for Taiwan in ICAO and at other related 

meetings, activities, and mechanisms thereafter” (US Congress, 2013). American support 

gave Taiwan the impetus to persist its request for ICAO participation.  

On September 13th, 2013, the island was finally invited to attend the ICAO 

assembly beginning later that month. Taiwan’s Civil Aeronautics Administration 

Director-General Shen Chi was designated to lead a delegation to the event as guests 

under the name ‘Chinese Taipei’. Though the conditions were far from ideal, it was a 

fruitful compromise with Beijing. Because China was opposed to the US’ idea that 

Taiwan be invited to the assembly as an observer, it suggested that Taiwan participate as 

a guest, and the suggestion was accepted by all (Shih, 2013). What Ma had wanted was 

Taiwan’s attendance in the organization, which he achieved. To him, this was a 

momentous occasion that demonstrated for the second time, his effective flexible 

strategy. Commenting on the benefits of this significant milestone, Shen Chi stated, 

“Taking part in the assembly will help us get direct information regarding important 

developments in civil aviation and safety, and allow us to exchange views with civil 

aviation officials from around the world” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2013). This was a 

joyous victory that validated Ma’s UN strategy as forward thinking and non-

confrontational. 
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Despite its attendance as ‘guest’, the Ma administration believed Taiwan’s 

contributions would be more substantial as an observer. In 2014, Taipei began petitioning 

for observership in the ICAO. According to the Taiwanese Embassy in St. Kitts and 

Nevis, “Taiwan aspires to meaningful participation in the ICAO by becoming an observer 

to the body’s meetings, mechanisms and activities, so as to better contribute to the 

safeguarding of regional and global aviation safety” (Embassy of the Republic of China 

in St. Christopher and Nevis , 2014). This request has yet to be realized, and Taiwan 

continues to participate in the ICAO as an invited guest.  

Taiwan has also set its sights for meaningful participation in the UN Framework 

Convention on Climate Change27 (UNFCCC). Beginning in 2009, the Ma administration 

has increased efforts to be included in the framework. The Environmental Protection 

Agency of Taiwan justified the island’s involvement, claiming, “As inhabitants of a 

densely populated island situated in one of the most geologically and meteorologically 

sensitive regions of the world, we are also keenly aware of our particular vulnerability to 

the many threats of accelerating global environmental change” (2015). The accession into 

this treaty would signify Taiwan’s deeper assimilation into the world community, and 

solidify its status as a responsible stakeholder in international issues. A number of 

governments and organizations have support the inclusion of the island, including but not 

limited to, the European Parliament, the Central American Parliament, the Association of 

Pacific Island Legislatures, and the Asian-Pacific Parliamentarians’ Union (Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, 2013). The support from these numerous government bodies have 

proved that the world had become more accepting of Taiwan’s place on the international 

stage.  

  

                                                 
27 The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Control (UNFCCC) is an international treaty 

that aims to stabilize greenhouse gas levels and prevent dangerous human interference with the climate 

system.  
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4 Findings  
 

Taking into consideration the strategic capabilities of the US weapons, there are 

indications of an indirect correlation between approved US arms sales and UN strategy 

under the three administrations. The more powerful the weapons authorized for Taiwan’s 

purchase are, the more assertive its UN strategy is. This is due to the inherent symbolic 

and strategic significance associated with American arms. US weapons sales act as an 

insurance policy for Taipei when engaging with Beijing, by providing the island with 

credible deterrent. 

Because of constant Chinese military threat, Taiwan is forced to utilize US arms 

as a crutch to establish a level playing field on which it can conduct peaceful relations 

with the mainland. With each significant approved sale, Taiwan’s political confidence 

increased noticeably, allowing the island to self-assuredly continue in cross strait 

relations. Without this weaponized confidence, Taiwan would be perpetually confined to 

a weaker position in cross-strait relations, and would have no ability to resist the PRC’s 

pressure and intimidation. As cross strait relations and Taipei’s international space are so 

closely connected, a surge in arms sales causes the island to be more resistant towards 

Beijing’s demands, and therefore, more assertive on the international stage—i.e. the UN.  

Under Lee Teng Hui, Taiwan shifted its foreign policy, giving the island a new 

direction in its UN strategy. It was a major change from his predecessors, who had 

strictly adhered to the ‘One China Policy’. Lee’s more pragmatic approach vied for a UN 

bid for Taiwan. He saw accession into the organization as a major step towards 

normalization as a state. Encouraged by the existence of two Germanys and two Koreas, 

he was confident that Taiwan’s case would also be a historic success. He was adamant in 

supporting a divided nation framework for both sides of the Taiwan Strait.  

Lee believed in the existence of two Chinese governments as a temporary solution 

to the unification issue. However, he still retained the title of ‘Republic of China’ in his 

UN application, so as to maintain a certain level of stability within cross strait relations. 

He realized that changing the title to a more controversial name would enrage Beijing and 

unilaterally alter the status quo. Having seen the dangers of provoking the PRC during 

the Taiwan Strait Crisis, Lee took great care in picking and choosing his political 
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battles—breaking away from a ‘One China Policy’, but refraining from altering the 

‘Republic of China’. His specific actions were seemingly influenced by the military aid 

provided by the US during his presidency. 

Taipei witnessed a steady flow of arms sales from Washington during the Lee 

administration. This stream of sales was largely due to the increased military spending of 

the PRC. Beijing had purchased many new aircraft and military hardware from Russia in 

an effort to revamp its armed forces. This was extremely concerning to both Taipei and 

Washington. Taiwan’s military was gradually losing its qualitative edge over China. Its 

fleet of jet fighters were quickly aging, as well as its other military equipment, 

establishing an urgent need for new weapons. The Taiwan Strait Crisis further fueled this 

concern. Without the preservation of a modern defense, Taiwan would no longer have 

confidence in engaging with the PRC.  

The Lee administration stressed the importance of US arms sales on multiple 

occasions. In an interview with CNN, President Lee commented that the 1992 F-16 sale 

had boosted Taiwan’s confidence in promoting its mainland policy (Lee, 1993). In a 1999 

address to the Council on Foreign Relations of Northern California, Foreign Minister 

Jason Hu warned that the US needed to help Taiwan develop a sufficient fighting force to 

repel Chinese aggression. He exclaimed, “the threat from the PRC is increasing…We 

need to spend our precious resources to make sure that peace is maintained, i.e. to build 

up a credible deterrent” (Hu, 1999). Without new arms, the island would be overwhelmed 

by Beijing’s growing military threat and lose its hopes of sovereignty. 

Taiwan’s predicament prompted the US to sell numerous missiles, naval vessels, 

tanks and aircraft over the course of Lee’s presidency. These transactions were meant to 

replace Taiwan’s outdated weaponry, and undoubtedly gave Taiwan a much needed 

upgrade to its military. US analysts were confident that these sales would sufficiently 

minimize the qualitative gap. This wave of arms sales likely emboldened Lee to renew 

Taiwan’s UN bid and accept the existence of two Chinas. However, he failed to take 

greater strides in promoting his divided nation framework; and he likely refrained from 

altering the island’s formal title due to the limitations of the weapons sales. 

Many of the high profile arms approved for Taiwan were aged equipment; on the 

verge of being outdated or replaced with newer technology within the US military. This 
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was detrimental to Taiwan’s diplomatic confidence. For example, Taiwan was allowed to 

purchase a total of 410 M60A tanks in the 1990s (Kan, 2014). They were an effective 

fighting vehicle that had proven their worth during First Gulf War, but were already 

superseded by the M1 Abrams by the time they were approved for sale to Taiwan 

(Hunnicutt, 1984). While the proposed purchase of these outdated battle tanks would 

replace its own older vehicles, it would not be the most current model available—thus 

requiring future modernizations.  

Another example is the three Knox class frigates that were allotted for Taiwan’s 

purchase in 1998. These US Navy vessels were most actively used in the 60s and 70s, 

guarding against enemy submarines and providing convoy escort (RAF Museum, 2013). 

However, by the end of the Cold War, they were largely retired from service. By then, the 

US had begun deploying the newer Arleigh Burke destroyers, which had greater anti-

submarine warfare capabilities than the Knox class frigates.   

Even the 1992 proposed sale of F-16s had noticeable limitations. Washington 

only made the A and B models available, instead of other more recent variants at the 

time. Many of the newer models had improved attack abilities such as more accurate 

targeting systems and a greater munitions payload. A US Congress report stated that the 

F-16 fighters offered to Taiwan were mere shells of what they could be, possessing 

weapons with limited range and guidance systems (2001). The decision to offer the A/B 

model was a conscious effort by the US to provide Taiwan a sufficient boost to its air 

force, and yet limit the island from possessing seemingly offensive capabilities. 

According to the US Congress, “The weapons systems, avionics, and tactical training 

given to Taiwan along with the aircraft neither met Taiwan’s expectations nor did they 

match that which has been given to other foreign recipients of the F-16” (US Congress, 

2001). Taiwan’s defensive needs were often sacrificed at the expense of Washington’s 

own political agenda. 

US arms sales to Taiwan during Lee often followed a perpetual cycle of replacing 

ageing weapons with more secondhand items. Though the sales would increase the 

capabilities of the Taiwanese military and minimized the qualitative gap with the PRC, 

the items lacked the strategic potential of what they could be. As a 2001 US Congress 

report remarked, “The US Government also engages in the practice of ‘dumbing down’ 
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weapons that have been approved for Taiwan” (US Congress). Of course, Washington 

was prevented to a certain extent from providing offensive weapons to Taipei due to the 

stipulations in the TRA; and the US often proceeded carefully to avoid angering Beijing. 

Nevertheless, Taipei’s frequent restriction from obtaining modern hardware conceivably 

had a deep effect on Lee’s UN strategy.  

Initially, Chen followed Lee’s strategy, applying to the UN as the ‘Republic of 

China’. However, in 2007 his approach changed drastically. He altered the island’s title 

to ‘Taiwan’, seeking full membership in the organization. This was a huge blow to the 

status quo, and angered many in Beijing and Washington. After so many failed bids as 

the ‘Republic of China’, Chen was eager to change tactic. He sought to find a diplomatic 

loophole within the parameters of UN’s recognition of the PRC. Since Beijing promoted 

a ‘One China Principle’, Chen reasoned that establishing the island as a separate 

‘Taiwan’ would increase its chances of international participation. This unilateral 

decision reached a new precedent in assertiveness in Taiwan’s UN strategy. In 2008, 

President Chen took it one step further, by implementing a nationwide referendum 

concerning UN participation. By employing this democratic tool, he wanted to 

confirmation that a ‘Taiwan’ UN bid was what the people wanted and that he was acting 

on behalf of his people. 

Chen’s radical approach likely stemmed from a remarkable increase in militarily 

superior arms sales under the Bush administration. Through his presidency, Chen faced 

many threats from Beijing due to his independence leanings. Upon his election into 

office, the PRC threatened his administration with a possibility of war. However, the 

biggest threat came in 2005, with the passing of the Anti-Secession Law. This legislative 

ruling authorized China to use military force to coerce Taiwan into unification if all other 

peaceful approaches failed. In the face of Beijing’s increasingly belligerent demeanor, 

Washington, under the Bush administration, allowed a steady flow of weapons available 

for purchase. Tensions in the Taiwan Strait were at an all-time high, and the island was in 

need of modern weapons to guarantee its security. President Chen made it clear to 

Washington, on multiple occasions, of the urgent need for continued arms sales. During a 

meeting in Taipei with members of a US Congressional delegation, Chen stressed the 

significance of US arms sales. He remarked, “Weapons sales are not just a military 
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matter. They can help safeguard Taiwan's democracy and might even help foster its 

dialogue [with China]” (New York Times, 2001). In an interview with the Washington 

Times, Chen Shui Bian once again explained the implications of the 2001 proposed arms 

sale, stating, “It is to enhance security in the Taiwan strait while giving the Taiwanese 

people great confidence to engage in dialogue across the Taiwan Strait and to protect 

Taiwan's hard-won democracy” (Chen, 2001).  

Particularly of note was an approved weapons package in 2001. This deal 

included an unheralded level of strategic capabilities in the forms of missiles, naval 

vessels and aircraft. Two factors that made this particular transaction so impressive were 

that it was the first time that offensive weapons were included, and that it was the largest 

arms sale the US has ever made to Taiwan since 1992, with an estimated cost of more 

than US 7 billion dollars (Sheng, p. 98). The proposed inclusion of submarines came as a 

pleasant surprise, as previous administrations deemed them as offensive weapons. Bush’s 

sudden reversal this decision meant that Taiwan had access to greater and more powerful 

weapons. 

Washington had approved a total of 8 diesel submarines for Taipei’s purchase. 

However, it later agreed to help Taiwan obtain new diesel-electric submarines with third 

party assistance, when the possibility of US made vessels were ruled out. The 

acquirement of submarines would greatly improve Taiwan’s naval defense. As a US 

Congress report stated, “Submarines will be a crucial last line of sea-based defense 

against a Chinese blockade” (2001, p. 5). Armed with anti-ship missiles, the survivability 

of these underwater vessels would prove invaluable to destroying Chinese naval surface 

combatants.  

  Also included in the 2001 arms package were 12 aircraft, which could enhance 

Taiwan’s anti-submarine warfare capabilities. These P3C Orions were designed for anti-

submarine warfare, anti-surface warfare, and surveillance (NavalTechnology.com, 2013). 

The Chen administration had previously shown keen interest in these aircraft specifically 

for their superior naval warfare abilities. The acquirement of these aircraft would allow 

Taiwan to counter blockade efforts, and to locate and target enemy ships from the air. 

Another high-profile item was the Kidd class destroyer, of which the US allotted 

4 for Taiwan. Taiwan had requested modern destroyers with the Aegis radar system, 
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which could have been fulfilled with a sale of Arleigh Burke class vessels. Instead, 

Washington opted for the older Kidd class destroyers. Though these ships had already 

served in the US navy, the Kidds provided a practical interim solution to Taiwan’s sea 

based air defense needs (US Congress, 2001). Despite being an older class ship, the Kidd 

class destroyers still packed an impressive array of arsenal to keep enemy ships and 

aircraft at bay. The potential procurement of these destroyers would make them the most 

powerful warships in the ROC Navy and responsible for the fleet's battlefield 

management and air defense (Fang, 2005). These destroyers would undeniably provide a 

powerful boost to Taiwan’s naval defense.  

The weapons approved during the Chen administration had unparalleled military 

power, and added to Taiwan’s anti-submarine and anti-surface warfare capabilities. To be 

sure, some items were indeed second hand equipment, but even so, Taiwan had not seen 

so much powerful weaponry in decades. The proposed inclusion of submarines gave 

Taiwan offensive weapons for the first time, while the immense firepower of approved 

items such as the Kidd Class destroyers helped revamp the Taiwanese naval and air 

defense. These sales possibly emboldened Chen’s aggressive approach to gain 

participation in the UN as a full member, as well as fuel his 2008 referendum efforts. 

   Once Ma Ying Jeou gained the presidency, he promptly halted application to the 

UN main body. Instead, he focused solely on participating in affiliated organizations in 

which statehood was not required. He avoided the issue of sovereignty at all costs, and 

was willing to accept any title—whether it was ‘Chinese Taipei’ or ‘Taiwan’—as long as 

Taiwan could join or participate. Ma’s extensive flexibility towards Taiwan’s 

international participation was aimed at reducing tensions with Beijing. As cross-strait 

relations were at an all-time high, Ma didn’t want the issue of Taiwan’s status tarnish 

what he had accomplished since 2008. Though it was a very low profile, non-

confrontational method, President Ma’s strategy achieved overwhelming success; and his 

peaceful efforts were welcomed by the global community.  

Ma’s flexible approach was decidedly much less aggressive than his two 

predecessors. This may be due to the few weapons proposed for sale to Taipei. During 

the early years of his administration, Washington had held off from initializing any arms 

sales. This delay in considering Taiwan’s arms request prompted concerns in Washington 
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and in Taipei that there was an unofficial arms ‘freeze’. According to Shirley Kan, 

Members of Congress feared that President Bush had suspended arms sales to Taiwan, 

and suspected that President Bush deferred to objections in Beijing or other 

considerations (2014). Such a prolonged delay in proposing new weapons sales was 

suspiciously in danger of violating the TRA and US policy. Though the State Department 

profusely denied these suspicions, there were developments that proved otherwise. On 

July 16, 2008, Admiral Timothy Keating confirmed at a public event at the Heritage 

Foundation that the Bush Administration’s policy was to freeze arms sales to Taiwan 

(Kan, 2014). Whether or not this was controversial statement was true or not, it was 

increasingly clear that Washington had become reluctant to sell Taipei any new weapons 

in fear of disturbing the status quo in the Taiwan Strait. This reluctance had Taipei 

extremely worried, as it desperately needed new weapons. During this same period, 

relations with the PRC had significantly improved, with direct flights, academic 

exchanges, and the arrival of numerous mainland Chinese tourists, etc. With decreased 

tensions in the Taiwan Strait, the necessity for US military support seemed to wane. 

However, nothing could be further from the truth.  

Ma clarified on multiple occasions that Taiwan still considered US arms sales as 

vital to its security, despite warming relations with China. In 2010, Ma stated in a CNN 

interview, “…The supply of arms by the United States to Taiwan increase[s] Taiwan's 

confidence and sense of security particularly when Taiwan engage[s] the Chinese 

mainland in talks on trade and other matters” (Ma, 2010). Just one year later, Ma stressed 

again, the necessity of US arms sales. In a Washington Post interview, Ma exclaimed, 

“These weapons sales are in fact helpful for peace and stability in the Taiwan Strait; they 

enable Taiwan to improve relations with the mainland while maintaining a defensive 

capability” (Ma, 2011). In the end, Bush only approved six of the eight pending sales for 

Taiwan during his last term. The Obama administration was also slow to provide any new 

weapons to Taiwan. Up until 2014, it had only approved two major sales. Overall, the 

items Washington offered President Ma comprised mostly of missiles, upgrades and 

helicopters. 

  The Patriot Advanced Capability missiles allowed for purchase were the most 

advanced variant. However, the 444 offered to Taiwan would not be enough to guard 
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against China’s growing stockpile of projectiles. Beijing currently wields more than 1000 

short and medium range missiles, capable of striking the island at any time (US 

Department of Defense, 2014). The PAC 3 missile system had better accuracy and 

efficiency than most other missile defenses. However, Taiwan still required early 

warning radars and a command, control, communications and computers system to have 

an extensive missile defense strong enough to fend off Chinese missile strikes. (Kan, 

2014).  

 The Obama administration also approved a number of Black Hawk and Apache 

Guardian helicopters for sale. These crafts would give the Taiwanese military a 

qualitative edge in providing ground support for its troops. The Apache Guardian 

Longbow model, in particular, was the most recent, technologically advanced variant 

produced by the US—which makes its sale to Taiwan so remarkable. The Apache 

helicopter undeniable firepower allows it to conduct both land and sea missions. Despite 

the superiority of these helicopters, with such few numbers, the potential procurement 

would not make any significant impact in countering an invasion from China. In addition, 

the helicopters would be no match for the PRC’s massive fleet of jet fighters. Critics have 

pointed out that however formidable the AH-64E might be, the helicopters would likely 

be “sitting ducks” during any war scenario where the Chinese air force established air 

superiority in the Taiwan Strait (Cole, 2013). 

 Probably the most contentious sale was the retrofit of Taiwan’s F-16 fighters. 

This upgrade package would include new radars, and greater munitions payload. Many 

observers noted that an upgrade was beneficial, but argued that new fighters would still 

be required. In a Heritage Foundation paper, Dean Chang argued that even with the 

upgrades, Taiwan’s F-16 A/B aircraft would still have certain engine and thrust 

limitations; and that the upgrades would not be used to replace the air force’s other aged 

aircraft (Heritage Foundation, 2013). The island’s current fleet of Mirage 2000s and F-5s 

are nearing the verge of retirement. Without any new aircraft in the near future, Taiwan’s 

air force could quickly lose its combat efficiency and military clout.  

The lack of powerful weapons possibly prompted Ma to tread softly and avoid 

political tension with the PRC. The missiles, helicopters and upgrades offered left the Ma 

administration unprepared to stand up against China’s restrictive behavior, as Chen Shui 
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Bian had done. Instead, of going head to head with Beijing, Ma followed a passive 

approach that promoted greater cross-strait dialogue.  

One misconception some might believe is that since arms sales is an accumulative 

process, the Ma administration would have the strongest defense power than Lee and 

Chen, yet he adopted a less provocative UN strategy. While previously acquired items 

may still have been in use well in to Ma’s administration, this does not mean that 

Taiwan’s defense under Ma is at an all-time high. It is necessary to consider the nature of 

weapons in general. Military technology and capabilities are constantly improving, 

meaning every few years, certain weapons or equipment are replaced with more modern 

items. Therefore, as Taiwan amasses more and more weapons over the years, the older 

technology would be outdated and require a replacement. For example, the aircraft 

upgrades President Ma was offered were certainly helpful in maintaining operability of 

the Taiwanese air force. However, these upgrades did not negate the necessity for newer 

jet fighters to replace its ageing fleet. Despite gaining a massive array of firepower, 

Taiwan cannot be complacent; instead it must actively update and maintain its defenses 

as technology becomes more advanced. It is simply inaccurate to argue that weapons 

sales are strictly accumulative, and that there is no need to replace older items.  

The termination of UN application was a conscious decision to avoid political 

controversy and focus on increasing Taiwan’s participation in affiliated organizations not 

requiring statehood. While this tactic was fairly successful, the low impact of weapons 

sales led to low levels of assertiveness in comparison to previous presidencies.  
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5 Conclusion 
 

The findings of this thesis indicate an indirect correlation, proving that American 

weapons sales have had an incidental effect on Lee, Chen and Ma’s UN strategies. The 

confidence US arms sales give to Taiwan when engaging China also extends to the 

island’s UN strategy. With additional assurance from weapons sales provided by 

Washington, Taipei is less susceptible to Beijing’s diplomatic isolation and unification 

efforts, and thus, more willing to expand its world presence on its own terms—i.e. 

through its UN Strategy. 

Depending on the strategic capabilities of the weapons, Taiwan’s UN strategy 

fluctuates accordingly. The stronger, more significant the weapons are, the more radical 

its approach will be; while the less significant and weaker the weapons are, the more 

tame and non-aggressive the tactic will be.  

US arms sales act as a political insurance, providing Taiwan a level playing field 

from which it can engage with China. Without this base line of security, Taipei would be 

left defenseless and vulnerable to Beijing’s demands. American weapons sales allow the 

island to self-assuredly resist the PRC’s pressure and intimidation and be more assertive 

in its struggle for international participation. 

 This thesis is a minor but vital step in comprehending US arms sales’ impact on 

Taiwan’s overall confidence towards international participation. The findings are 

beneficial in gauging the island’s behavior in future political and diplomatic matters; and 

could also be used to formulate new strategies that would establish a solid foundation for 

Taiwan to develop stronger diplomatic relations, pursue more concrete defensive 

measures, and participate in more international organizations without disrupting the 

status quo.  

There is still much more research to be done. Scholars could investigate how far 

confidence from weapons sales spreads to other facets of Taiwanese international 

participation. An additional aspect to consider is the analysis of actual procured weapons. 

For example, one possible investigation could examine Taiwanese weapons purchases 

from the US, and their impacts on cross-strait negotiations for Taiwan’s international 

expansion. Another potential study could be on US arms and Taiwan’s diplomatic 
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relations. There are multiple perspectives to be analyzed in order to fully comprehend the 

far reaching effects of US weapons on Taiwan.  

 

5.1 Limitations 

 

The author acknowledges that there are limitations that prevent this study from being a 

conclusive one. Due to lack of available public records, only one US Congressional 

report was found that included a comprehensive list of approved weapons sales to 

Taiwan. This report did not include actual procured items, or their corresponding dates, 

which would allow for a more accurate study. The inclusion of military exchanges and a 

more comprehensive review of offered weapons would also have been beneficial to 

understanding the full extent of US-Taiwan strategic relations; but the difficulty of 

obtaining related information prevents this. The lack of more in depth information led to 

a failure to establish a clear link between US approved arms sales and Taiwan’s UN 

strategy. This study only managed to hint at an indirect relationship, meaning the two 

cases (US approved arms sales and Taiwan’s UN strategy) are carried out in parallel and 

may not affect each other. However, further research is required to investigate and gauge 

the scope of US arms sales effects on Taiwan’s international expansion policies. 

This thesis heavily relied on government documents, transcripts and reports. Due 

to time constraints, the author did not conduct any interviews with government officials 

or scholars, which would have provided more pertinent and substantial data. The 

inclusion of interviews with significant persons could possibly help in establishing a 

direct link between US arms sales and Taiwan’s UN strategy.  

 

5.2 Theoretical Relevance  

 

Taiwan’s security dilemma proves that Neo-realism is still relevant in the 21st century. 

Despite the PRC’s seat on the Security Council and its claims of being a cooperative 

stakeholder in the international community, it has never ceased its intentions on reuniting 

Taiwan with the mainland. Even with the US pivot to Asia, very little has prevented 

China from engaging politically and militarily belligerent behavior in the Taiwan Strait.  
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Beijing’s massive armaments, including ballistic missiles, stealth fighters, and 

formidable naval fleet has put Taiwan in constant danger. Events such as the 1995-1996 

Taiwan Strait Crisis, the passing of the Anti-Secession Law, and countless military drills 

prove that China’s aggressive conduct is unrelenting. As the PRC has continued its 

military spending, and intimidating threats towards Taiwan, fueling perpetual insecurity 

Given Taiwan’s fragile political status, Chinese oppression and harassment envelops 

Taiwan in an intense security dilemma. As a result, Taipei has felt a growing need to 

protect itself and secure its democratic autonomy.  

Through an unconventional three pronged hedging strategy, Taiwan has been able 

to stave off China’s unification and isolation efforts. By purchasing weapons from the 

US, the island strives to establish a robust defense to fight off a Chinese invasion. US 

arms sales also strengthen US-Taiwan relations and serve as a testament to America’s 

unwavering support of Taiwan’s democracy.  

With more active efforts in international participation, Taiwan has shown to the 

global community that it is committed to be a cooperative team player on the 

international stage. Increased membership in international bodies prove to be a secondary 

effective preventative measure to ensure Taiwan’s autonomy and distinct existence, apart 

from China. By involving itself in international affairs, Taiwan also demonstrates to the 

global community that its contributive potential is significant in maintaining peace and 

stability in various regions of the world.  

At the same time, Taipei has gradually endeavored to improve cross-strait 

relations. The failure to engage with Beijing would undoubtedly increase tensions. With 

daily direct flights between the two sides, and waves of mainland tourists and students 

coming in, unification pressures have temporarily abated. Furthermore, as Taiwan has 

steadily continued negotiations with China in regards to its international participation. 

Taiwan’s limited options has confined the island to only applying to UN affiliated 

organizations. Due to its political influence, the PRC plays a large role in deciding 

whether or not Taiwan can participate in certain bodies. With amicable relations, Beijing 

has slowly warmed at the idea of allowing Taipei to attend international organizations 

and events. Taiwan’s accession into the ICAO as a guest is just one example of the 

PRC’s goodwill.   
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5.3 Implications for Future Taiwanese Administrations 

 

With the 2016 presidential elections taking place just next month, the findings of this 

thesis could influence government policies implemented by the succeeding Taiwanese 

president, and future administrations to come. There are four major implications from this 

study that the future administrations could act upon. First, knowing the symbolic 

significance of US weapons sales, the president could converge its international 

participation strategy with arms purchase deliberation. Aside from considering strategic 

capabilities, Taiwan can decide which weapons would give it the most confidence boost. 

Doing so would fulfill two goals at once—gaining political confidence, and maintaining 

credible deterrent. Consequently, this would allow Taiwan to be more assertive on the 

international stage and unwilling to bend to Chinese pressure; as well as confine Taiwan 

to be more selective in arms procurement in order to build a viable defensive posture.  

 Second, the future president must maintain high levels of dialogue with China, as 

this is the only way to easier international participation. As China has essentially become 

the ‘gate keeper’—because of its political prowess and its seat on the UN Security 

Council, Taiwan must continue negotiations. This is also necessary to avoid tensions or 

misunderstandings, temporarily dissolving some of the Chinese threat aimed towards the 

island and maintaining the status quo in the Taiwan Strait. With the accession into the 

WHA in 2009 and the participation in the ICAO since 2013, the Ma administration has 

already demonstrated the potential of compromising with Beijing in order for increased 

international space. If Taiwan is to continue expanding its international participation, 

engaging with China is the only way.   

 Third of all, Taiwan should continue purchasing US arms. This is an absolute 

necessity if the island is to protect its autonomy and democracy. US military aid serves as 

a base line of security for Taiwan. Without it, its very existence would be at stake. The 

island should also increase exchanges with the US; such as allowing more frequent 

American observation at its military drills and exercises. In fact, the Ma administration 

has already initiated closer ties with the US, by establishing sister units between 

Taiwanese contingents and their American counterparts. Taiwan’s Aviation Special 
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Forces 601st Brigade, has formed a sister-unit relationship with the Hawaii-based US 

Army 25th Combat Aviation Brigade (Pan, 2015). Meanwhile, the Psychological Warfare 

Battalion Headquarters of the ministry’s Political Warfare Brigade has also formed a 

sister-unit relationship with the US 7th Psychological Operations Group (Pan, 2015). 

Measures like these deepen US-Taiwan military ties and improve Taiwan’s military 

readiness in case of a Chinese invasion. The next Taiwanese president should follow suit 

to increase cooperation between Taipei and Washington.  

However, the biggest issue the future administration must address is to allot more 

funding for military spending. Taiwan’s small budget has been a common complaint in 

both Taipei and Washington. This concern is considered to be the major roadblock for 

more frequent arms sales. The problem has plagued the previous presidencies of Lee, 

Chen and Ma, and has only dissuaded Washington from enthusiastically supporting more 

arms sales to Taipei. Though it may be a complicated issue, Taiwan should take the 

initiative to expand its military budget to demonstrate to the US that it is serious in 

improving its defensive capabilities and committed to maintaining security in the Taiwan 

Strait. Only then would the US be more willing to reconsider its arms policy toward 

Taiwan.  

Finally, the next administration must continue its focus on applying to UN 

affiliated organizations. Over the decades, Taipei has been confined to very limited 

options due to Washington and Beijing’s ‘One China’ agenda. The US does not support 

Taiwanese declaration of sovereignty and is against full UN membership for Taiwan. 

However it does support and encourage Taiwan’s participation in international 

organizations not requiring statehood. Meanwhile, Beijing has traditionally adhered to a 

strict ‘One China Principle’—though it has, in recent years, been willing to compromise 

with Taipei and allow it to participate in certain organizations under ambiguous 

nomenclatures.  

Given these strict conditions, it is easy to see how Taiwan’s options is restricted 

to UN affiliated bodies. One benefit of this method is the continued dispelled image of 

Taiwan as being a ‘trouble maker’. It also avoids tensions with China due to its flexible 

nature. More importantly, this tactic has the approval and support of the international 

community—especially the US.  
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The findings from this thesis could prove useful in developing future presidential 

policies to improve Taiwan’s international status, increase mutual trust and strengthen 

US-Taiwan relations, and establish stability in the Taiwan Strait.  
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