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When this Asia Maior issue was finalized and the Covid-19 
pandemic raged throughout the world, Kian Zaccara, 
Greta Maiorano and Giulio Santi, all children of Asia 
Maior authors (Luciano Zaccara, Diego Maiorano and 
Silvia Menegazzi), were born. We (the Asia Maior editors) 
have seen that as a manifestation of Life, reasserting itself 
in front of Thanatos. It is for this reason that we dedicate 
this issue to Kian, Greta and Giulio, with the fond hope that 
they will live in a better world than the one devastated by the 
Covid-19 pandemic.



taiwan 2019 and the 2020 elections: 
tsai ing-wen’s triuMph*

Aurelio Insisa

The University of Hong Kong
insisa@hku.hk

The year in review was one of the most tumultuous in the recent history of Taiwan 
and cross-Strait relations. At the beginning of 2019, President Tsai Ing-wen ap-
peared destined for an ignominious defeat after the Democratic Progressive Party’s 
rout in the 2018 local elections. By the end of the year, her victory in the presiden-
tial election looked certain. On 11 January 2020, Tsai won her second term in 
office beating the controversial Kuomintang candidate Han Kuo-yu. Cross-Strait, 
international, and domestic factors converged to realise this improbable electoral 
comeback. The stagnation of China’s Taiwan policy over the «1992 Consensus» and 
the «one country, two systems» formula largely opposed in Taiwan, coupled with the 
increasingly assertive posture of the People’s Republic of China under the leadership 
of Xi Jinping, worried the Taiwanese public and revitalised Tsai and the pan-Green 
camp. The resonance in Taiwan of the unexpected eruption of violent protests in 
Hong Kong against the local and central government then cleared a path for Tsai’s 
electoral victory, while exposing the inherent contradictions of the Kuomintang’s 
own China-friendly approach to cross-Strait relations. Tsai’s recovery benefited also 
from the deepening support provided by the Trump administration, and from the 
positive spillover effects of the Sino-American trade war, which fostered a convincing 
economic growth in the period leading up to the election. Within Taiwanese politics, 
the populist wave raised by Han Kuo-yu swept over the Kuomintang and appeared 
ready to conquer national politics throughout the first half of 2019. However, it ul-
timately failed to address the concerns of the domestic electorate over the future status 
of Taiwan and also dragged the pan-Blue camp to defeat in the legislative election, 
in which the Democratic Progressive Party obtained a stable parliamentary majority 
to support Tsai’s second term in office.   

* Relevant terms and expressions are reported in English followed by a 
transcription in Chinese characters. Traditional characters are used for terms and 
statements drawn from Taiwanese sources, while simplified characters are used for 
terms and statements drawn from Chinese sources. Given the lack of a standardised 
system for proper nouns in Taiwan, people’s names and place names are transliterated 
either in Wade-Giles or in Gwoyeu Romatzyh, following their most common usage. 
Proper nouns from the PRC are transliterated in Hanyu Pinyin.
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1. Introduction

This essay explores the developments which occurred in the Repub-
lic of China (Taiwan) – henceforth ROC – in the fields of cross-Strait rela-
tions, international politics, domestic economy and politics in 2019, as well 
as the results of the general election held on 11 January 2020. The first 
section of the essay, covering cross-Strait relations, consists of four segments. 
The first examines the communicative dynamic between the ROC and the 
People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 2019, as both countries shaped nar-
ratives aiming to legitimise their positions to domestic and international 
audiences. The second segment assesses the articulation of China’s Taiwan 
policy in 2019 and how it affected the ROC’s international presence. The 
third discusses instead the impact of the 2019 protests in Hong Kong both 
on cross-Strait relations and on the trajectory of Taiwan’s elections. The last 
segment of this section analyses the China policy of the administration of 
President Tsai Ing-wen (蔡英文), with a focus on its political, legal, and de-
fence initiatives. The second section covers major developments in Taiwan’s 
international relations beyond their cross-Strait dimension. It starts with an 
account of the deepening relation between Washington and Taipei, and it 
is followed by an assessment of Taiwan’s relations with both Japan and the 
target countries of the New Southbound Policy. The third part of the essay 
– chapter four – covers domestic politics and economics. While cross-Strait 
and international factors influencing the electoral campaign are analysed 
in the previous sections, this portion of the essay informs such events to the 
domestic economic and political processes occurring in Taiwan. In order to 
do so, section four is divided into three segments. The first segment presents 
estimates and official data on the performance of the Taiwanese economy in 
2019. The second segment maps the unfolding of the campaign for the 2020 
presidential election. Finally, the third segment presents the results of the 
general elections, with a focus on the contest for the Legislative Yuan (LY). 

2. Cross-Strait relations in 2019

Two major events shaped the path of cross-Strait relations in 2019. 
The first was the key speech delivered by Chinese leader Xi Jinping (习近
平) in January, which doubled down on previous pledges to alter the current 
status quo. The second was the unexpected emergence of mass protests in 
Hong Kong since June, which accentuated the existing cleavage between 
China and most of Taiwanese society. Against this backdrop, Beijing and 
Taipei continued to pursue their competing strategies vis-à-vis the coun-
terpart. Beijing mixed co-option and coercion, while Taipei continued to 
implement a comprehensive defence agenda against the threat of military 
invasion and infiltration of its civil society. 
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2.1. China’s stagnant Taiwan policy

On 2 January, PRC President and CPC General Secretary Xi Jinping 
delivered a speech on the occasion of the 40th anniversary of the «Message 
to Compatriots in Taiwan» issued by the Standing Committee of the Na-
tional People’s Congress in 1979. For the occasion, Xi reiterated the cor-
nerstones of his administration’s Taiwan policy: acceptance of the so-called 
«1992 Consensus» (九二共识) and of the «One China principle» (一中原
则) enshrined within it; «peaceful reunification» (和平统一) according to 
the «one country, two systems» (一国两制) framework; non-negotiable op-
position to any form of «Taiwan independence» (台独) and to any «external 
interferences» (外部势力干涉). The Chinese leader envisioned «reunifica-
tion» (统一) with Taiwan as the coronation of the process of «national reju-
venation» (民族复兴). Moreover, Xi reiterated his predecessors’ claims that 
China would never renounce the use of «military force» (武力) and vowed 
that it would «reserve the option of taking all necessary measures» (保留采
取一切必要措施的选项) to achieve reunification.1 

The speech was a summa of Xi’s previous statements on the Taiwan is-
sue, but it put the spotlight firmly on the «one country, two systems» formula 
as Beijing’s only solution to the current deadlock in cross-Strait relations. 
At the same time, Xi’s message ominously reminded the Taiwanese public 
about the possibility of a military invasion of the island. Predictably, Presi-
dent Tsai responded with a stern rejection of the «1992 Consensus» and of 
«one country, two systems», admonishing China to «face the reality of the 
existence of the Republic of China (Taiwan)» (正視中華民國臺灣存在的事
實) and to recognise its democratic system.2 

Xi’s January speech was glaring evidence of the calcification of 
China’s Taiwan policy since the collapse of cross-Strait rapprochement 
between 2015 and 2016. His pledge to «fully consider Taiwan’s current 
situation» (充分考虑台湾现实情况) hardly reflected the overwhelming op-
position to «one country, two systems» among the Taiwanese public, as well 

1.  Taiwan Affairs Office of the State Council, PRC (TAO), 习近平: 为实现民族
伟大复兴 推进祖国和平统一而共同奋斗 -- 在«告台湾同胞书»发表40周年纪念会上的
讲话 (Xi Jinping: Working Together to Realize the Great Rejuvenation of the Nation and Ad-
vance the Fatherland’s Peaceful Reunification – Speech Delivered for the Fortieth Anniversary 
of the «Message to Compatriots in Taiwan»), 2 January 2019 (http://www.gwytb.gov.
cn/wyly/201901/t20190102_12128140.htm). The term 统一 (tongyi) should generally 
be translated as «unification». However, in the context of cross-Strait relations, PRC 
sources translate it as «reunification». In this essay, «reunification» is used exclusively 
when referring to the PRC’s use of the term.

2.  Office of the President of the ROC (Taiwan) (OPROC), 總統針對中國國家主
席習近平«告台灣同胞書»40周年紀念談話說明我政府立場 (The President Explains Our 
Government’s Position Regarding the Speech for the Fortieth Anniversary of the «Message to 
Compatriots in Taiwan» by the Head of the Chinese State Xi Jinping), 2 January 2018. On 
the «Taiwan Consensus», see: Aurelio Insisa, ‘Taiwan 2012-2016: From Consolidation 
to the Collapse of Cross-Strait Rapprochement’, Asia Maior 2016, p. 56. 



Aurelio insisA

188

as the consolidation of a localist political identity on the island.3 Com-
mentators have explained this apparent cognitive dissonance in China’s 
Taiwan policy by highlighting two causes. One was a hasty reading of the 
results of Taiwan’s local elections held in November 2018, which inter-
preted the Democratic Progressive Party’s (民主進步黨, DPP) resounding 
defeat as a condemnation of the Tsai administration’s cross-Strait policy, 
rather than as a protest vote on the state of the economy and the quality 
of its local governance. The other cause was indicated as Xi’s need to re-
assure the hawkish constituencies within the Party-State apparatus and to 
create a «rally ’round the flag» effect in the context marked by economic 
slowdown and the Sino-US trade war.4 

Polls suggest that Xi’s message had an immediate negative impact on 
Taiwanese attitudes towards China, increasing support for President Tsai’s 
presidency, thus partially softening the damage caused by the DPP’s defeat 
in the November local elections.5 The impact of the Chinese leader’s mes-
sage was also felt in the pan-Blue camp,6 affecting the Kuomintang’s (國民
黨, KMT) attempts to shape a China policy, acceptable to the Taiwanese 
public. During the Ma presidency, the KMT had relied on a «One China, re-
spective interpretations» (一中各表) narrative to argue that the «One China» 

3.  In 2018, before the beginning of the Hong Kong protests, only 3.3% of Tai-
wanese wanted to achieve «unification as soon as possible», while a combined 74.5% 
preferred either a continuation of the status quo or independence. Moreover, only 
3.7% identified as «Chinese», compared to 38.2% identifying as «both Chinese and 
Taiwanese» and 54.5% identifying as «Taiwanese». See: Election Study Center, Na-
tional Chengchi University, ‘Changes in the unification - independence stances of 
Taiwanese as tracked in surveys by Election Study Center, NCCU (1994-2019.06)’, 10 
July 2019; Election Study Center, National Chengchi University, ‘Changes in the Tai-
wanese - Chinese identity of Taiwanese as tracked in surveys by Election Study Center, 
NCCU (1994-2019.06)’, 10 July 2019.

4.  Michael Reilly, ‘Who Was Xi’s Audience? Xi Jinping’s New Year Message to 
Taiwan «Taiwan Compatriots»’, Global Taiwan Brief, Vol. 4, Issue 2, 30 January 2019. 

5.  Taiwan Public Opinion Foundation, ‘內閣改組、總統聲望與兩岸關係 (2019
年1月21日)’ (Cabinet reshuffle, presidential approval and cross-Strait relations - 21 
January 2019), 21 January 2019 (https://www.tpof.org/圖表分析/內閣改組、總統聲望
與兩岸關係（2019年1月21日)/）.

6.  In Taiwanese politics the term «blue» (藍) is used to describe the KMT and, 
more broadly, actors advocating a spectrum of political positions ranging from coop-
eration to unification with the PRC. Conversely, the term «green» (綠) is used to de-
scribe the DPP and other actors advocating a spectrum of political positions ranging 
from the maintenance of Taiwan’s de facto independence from Beijing to the estab-
lishment of a «Republic of Taiwan». The related terms «pan-blue» (泛藍) and «pan-
green» (泛綠) are used to describe loose political alliances along this divide. On the 
articulation of this political divide in contemporary Taiwanese politics, see: Nathan 
F. Bhatto, ‘Cleavage Structure and the Demise of a Dominant Party: The Role of Na-
tional Identity in the Fall of the KMT in Taiwan’, Asian Journal of Comparative Politics, 
Vol. 4, Issue 1, 2019, pp. 81-101.



Taiwan 2019

189

mentioned in the 1992 Consensus was in fact the ROC.7 Xi’s words, how-
ever, further strengthened pre-existent perceptions of Beijing’s progressive, 
unilateral shift in the interpretation of the 1992 Consensus, from what was 
originally a common baseline for relations between two one-party states 
into a byword for the PRC’s «reunification» agenda.8 President Tsai skil-
fully fleshed out the conundrum that Beijing posed to the pan-Blue camp 
by explicitly identifying the Consensus with «one country, two systems» in 
the aftermath of Xi’s speech.9 Unsurprisingly, KMT officials struggled to 
disentangle the party’s own support for the 1992 Consensus from the «one 
country, two systems».10 KMT Chairman Wu Den-yih’s (吳敦義) decision in 
February to reintroduce once again the idea of a «peace agreement» (和平協
議) in the Taiwanese political debate, was arguably an attempt to resolve this 
impasse and regain momentum.11

The CPC’s annual Taiwan Work Conference held later in January, 
as well as Premier Li Keqiang’s (李克强) work report at the annual plenary 
session of the National People’s Congress, confirmed the monolithic nature 
of Beijing’s Taiwan policy and its complete identification with Xi’s message, 
highlighting a risky linkage between unification with Taiwan and the Chi-

7.  Aurelio Insisa, ‘Taiwan 2012-2016’, pp. 54-55.
8.  On the origins and the articulation of the 1992 Consensus, see: Shirley A. 

Kan, ‘China/Taiwan: Evolution of the «One China» Policy: Key Statements from Wash-
ington, Beijing, and Taipei’, Washington D.C.: Congressional Research Service, 10 
October 2014, p. 50. A more detailed but partisan account has also been provided 
by the current MAC Minister Chen Ming-tong (陳明通) in an essay published on 
the MAC website. See: Chen Ming-tong, ‘「九二香港會談」與「九二共識」～歷史
事實與解讀’ (The «1992 Hong Talks» and the «1992 Consensus»: Historical Facts 
and Interpretations), (https://ws.mac.gov.tw/001/Upload/295/relfile/0/6286/71ffe86e-
ea79-42b1-8825-36ef2901db3d.pdf).

9.  ‘與外媒茶敘 總統籲全台政黨不要再講九二共識’ (The President Appeals to 
All Political Parties in Taiwan to Stop Discussing the 1992 Consensus at a Tea-Time 
Meeting with the Foreign Press), 中央通訊社 (CNA), 5 January 2018. It must be point-
ed out that, at the time of writing, Chinese official statements have always stopped 
short of explicitly identifying the Consensus with «one country, two systems». 

10.  ‘朱立倫: 蔡總統無權要求各政黨不要講九二共識’ (Eric Chu: President Tsai 
Has No Right to Demand Political Parties to Avoid Discussing the 1992 Consensus), 
CNA, 6 January 2018.

11.  ‘吳敦義拋兩岸和平協議 綠批絕非和平保障’ (Wu Den-yih Proposes Cross-
Strait Peace Agreement – The DPP Says That It Is by No Means a Guarantee for 
Peace), CNA, 14 February 2019. The idea of a legal document declaring the end 
of Civil War-era hostilities has been intermittently discussed in Pan-Blue environ-
ments since the proposal of a peace treaty in 1995 by former PRC President Jiang 
Zemin (江泽民). The legal and political ramifications of such a move for the status 
of the ROC remain however unclear. See: Yijiang Din, ‘Cross-Strait Peace Agree-
ment: Diminishing Likelihood’, Asian Affairs: An American Review, Vol. 39, Issue 1, 
2012, pp. 1-20.  
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nese leader’s own legacy.12 The National Defence White Paper issued in July 
also contributed to this process, incorporating, almost verbatim, key passages 
of the January message and focusing in particular on the linkage between 
national rejuvenation and reunification.13 Foreign commentators noted how 
the use of language echoing Xi’s message in the newly released white paper 
shaped a more assertive, if not downright ominous, narrative on Taiwan 
when compared to its previous editions.14 

2.2 China’s use of co-option and coercion towards Taiwan

As the language of China’s Taiwan policy calcified, its modus oper-
andi, characterised by a mix of co-optation and coercion, also remained 
unchanged. «United front work» (统一战线工作) continued to foster pro-
Beijing actors in Taiwan via a network of forums, platforms, and recruit-
ment schemes, with a particular focus on education.15 Covert operations 
focused instead on the infiltration of Taiwan’s media, either via paid news 
or by agenda-setting.16 China’s Taiwan Affairs Office (TAO) also maintained 
close contact with KMT heavyweights, party delegations and local officials 
throughout the year to foster a perception of cross-Strait support for Bei-
jing’s Taiwan policy.17 Among these initiatives, it is worth highlighting Ka-
ohsiung mayor Han Kuo-yu’s (韓國瑜) visit to Mainland China and Hong 
Kong. Retrospectively, especially after the beginning of the Hong Kong pro-
tests, this visit shaped public perception of Han as a pro-China candidate 
in the presidential election. Han officially visited the PRC to sign bespoke 

12.  ‘2019年对台工作会议在京召开 汪洋出席并讲话’ (The 2019 Taiwan Work 
Conference Opened in Beijing – Wang Yang Chaired the Conference and Delivered a 
Speech), 中国共产党新闻网 (CPC News), 23 January 2019; ‘十三届全国人大二次会议
开幕会’ (Opening Ceremony of the Second Session of the Thirteenth National Peo-
ple’s Congress), Xinhua, 5 March 2019. 

13.  The State Council Information Office of the PRC, «新时代的中国国防» 白皮
书 (全文) («National Defence in a New Era» White Paper - Full Text), 24 July 2019 (http://
www.scio.gov.cn/ztk/dtzt/39912/41132/41134/Document/1660318/1660318.htm).

14.  Elsa Kania & Peter Wood, ‘Major Themes in China’s 2019 National Defense 
White Paper’, China Brief, Vol. 19, Issue 14, 31 July 2019, p. 21. 

15.  On «united front work», see: Anne-Marie Brady, ‘On the Correct Use of 
Terms’, China Brief, Vol. 19, Issue 9, 9 May 2019, pp. 2-5. For recent analyses on 
Chinese political warfare in Taiwan, see: J. Michael Cole, ‘Beijing Ramping Up 
Political Warfare against US-Taiwan Ties’, Global Taiwan Brief, Vol. 4, Issue 18, 25 
September 2019.

16.  See section 2.4. of this essay.
17.  TAO, 刘结一会见南投县长林明溱一行 (Liu Jieyi Meets Nantou County 

Magistrate Lin Ming-chen), 21 March 2019 (http://www.gwytb.gov.cn/wyly/201903/
t20190321_12150146.htm); TAO, 刘结一会见中国国民党台商党代表参访团 (Liu Jieyi 
Meets a KMT Delegation of Taishang Representatives), 10 April 2019; TAO, 刘结一会
见王金平一行 (Liu Jieyi Meets Wang Jin-pyng), 8 May 2019 (http://www.gwytb.gov.cn/
wyly/201905/t20190508_12162940.htm).  
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trade deals.18 However, he also met with TAO director Liu Jieyi (刘结一) 
in Shenzhen and with the director of the Hong Kong Liaison Office Wang 
Zhimin (王志民).19 Following the backlash to Xi’s January speech back in 
Taiwan, Han tried to downplay the glaring political implications of the visit, 
emphasising instead its business-friendly nature, but TAO reports of the 
meeting predictably stressed Han’s public support for the 1992 Consensus.20 

As the Hong Kong protests rapidly worsened, starting in June, China’s 
Taiwan policy did not see any relevant development until November, when 
26 new measures of preferential treatment towards Taiwanese people and 
business were released.21 The new package expanded the set of privileges 
previously introduced with the «31 Measures» implemented in 2018.22 Such 
measures were then followed by a further revision of the law for Taiwanese 
investments in December.23 The timing and content of these initiatives sug-
gest that the Chinese leadership inferred a direct correlation between their 
Taiwan policy and the DPP’s defeat in the November local elections, pos-
sibly expecting similar dividends for the January 2020 general elections. 
Successive official statements on cross-Strait relations did not introduce any 
relevant change. Among them, one of the resolutions of the fourth plenum 
of the 19th Congress CPC repeated previous pleas to respect Taiwan’s «social 
system and way of life» (社会制度和生活方式) after unification.24 TAO of-

18.  Beijing has implemented a preferential treatment of Taiwanese local ad-
ministrations not ruled by the DPP in recent years. See: David Gitter & Elsa Kania, 
‘How Beijing uses people-to-people ties as leverage over Taiwan’, The Diplomat, 1 
October 2016.

19.  Kristin Huang, ‘Senior Chinese officials give Taiwanese politician Han Kuo-
yu the red carpet treatment on «non-political» tour of Mainland’, South China Morning 
Post (SCMP), 29 March 2019. 

20.  TAO, 国台办: 韩国瑜大陆之行成果丰硕 两岸城市交流前景广阔 (TAO: 
Han Kuo-yu’s Mainland Visit Had Fruitful Results – City Exchanges across the Straits 
Have a Bright Future), 25 March 2019 (http://www.gwytb.gov.cn/wyly/201903/
t20190325_12151150.htm).

21.  TAO, «26条措施»逐条解读 (A Point-by-Point Explanation of the «Twenty-Six Meas-
ures»), 4 November 2019 (http://www.gwytb.gov.cn/wyly/201911/t20191104_12214955.
htm); see also: Shunsuke Tabeta & Kensaku Ihara, ‘China offers 5G olive branch to 
Taiwan as Island’s election nears’, Nikkei Asian Review (NAR), 5 November 2019.

22.  Aurelio Insisa, ‘Taiwan 2018: Heavy Setbacks for the Tsai Administration’, 
Asia Maior 2018, pp. 134-135. 

23.  TAO, 全国人大常委会通过关于修改«中华人民共和国台湾同胞投资保
护法»的决定 (Resolution of the Standing Committee of the NPC on the Amendment of the 
«Law of the People’s Republic of China on the Protection of Investments of Tai-
wan Compatriots»), 30 December 2019 (http://www.gwytb.gov.cn/wyly/201912/
t20191231_12229441.htm). 

24. ‘中共中央关于坚持和完善中国特色社会主义制度推进国家治理体系和治理
能力现代化若干重大问题的决定’ (Resolutions of the Central Committee of the CPC 
About Some Major Issues on Upholding and Improving the Socialist System with 
Chinese Characteristics, the Enhancement of the System of National Governance, 
and the Modernization of Governance Capacities), Xinhua, 5 November 2019.
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ficials instead continued to profess confidence on reunification before the 
elections, and simply reiterated the key points of Xi’s Taiwan policy imme-
diately after Tsai’s electoral triumph.25   

Beijing’s playbook for international coercion also remained un-
changed, as it further intensified punitive measures against Taipei. The 
Chinese government first stopped individual travel permits to Taiwan in 
July, and then banned group permits in August, in an attempt to turn the 
local tourism industry against the Tsai administration.26 Beijing also kept 
pursuing the suffocation of Taiwan’s international space, barring Taiwanese 
officials from attending International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO), 
World Health Organization (WHO), and Interpol assemblies.27 In addition, 
the PRC poached two former ROC diplomatic allies, as both the Solomon 
Islands and Kiribati switched diplomatic recognition in September.28 The 
political implications of Beijing’s diplomatic victories in the South Pacific 
are assessed in the third section of this essay because, beyond their immedi-
ate cross-Strait dimension, they pertain to the broader Sino-American stra-
tegic competition in the Indo-Pacific. 

Finally, Chinese military signalling did not deviate from the blue-
print of incremental assertiveness established since 2016. On 31 March, 
People’s Liberation Army Air Force (PLAAF) jets crossed the median line 
of the Strait, the de facto air space border between the PRC and the ROC.29 
This new development was largely expected, following the previous Chinese 
decision to modify the M503 flight route in January 2018, and the begin-

25.  Wang Yao & Feng Yuezhi, ‘坚定推进祖国和平统一进程 - 权威访谈’ (Reso-
lutely carrying forward the process of reunification of the Fatherland – Authoritative 
interview), 人民日报 (People’s Daily), 19 December 2019; TAO, 中共中央台办、国务院
台办发言人就台湾地区选举结果发表谈话 (The TAO Spokesperson Issues a Statement on 
the Results of the Elections in the Taiwan Area), 11 January 2020 (http://www.gwytb.gov.
cn/wyly/202001/t20200111_12231917.htm).

26.  ‘China Freezes Permits for Individual Travel to Taiwan’, NAR, 31 July 2019; 
‘First Solo Travellers, Now Beijing Cuts Group Tours’, SCMP, 27 August 2019. The 
Tsai administration took partial countermeasures with a NT$4.6 bn (US$ 150 m) aid 
package to the local industry. See: Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU), Taiwan: The 
Tourism Squeeze, 22 October 2019.

27.  ‘Taiwan’s Absence from ICAO Creates Gap in Aviation Network: CAA’, Fo-
cus Taiwan, 24 September 2019; Nicola Smith, ‘Taiwan at greater risks of pandemics 
after WHO exclusion, says Foreign Minister’, The Telegraph, 9 May 2019; ‘Taiwan Not 
Eligible to Join Interpol: Mainland Spokesperson’, China Daily, 16 October 2019.

28.  ‘Taiwan Ends Relationship with Solomon Islands after It Votes to Cut Ties’, 
SCMP, 16 September 2019; ‘Taipei Down to 15 Allies as Kiribati Announces Switch of 
Diplomatic Ties to Beijing’, SCMP, 20 September 2019.

29.  Ministry of National Defense of the ROC (MND), Defense News, 31 
March 2019, (https://www.mnd.gov.tw/English/Publish.aspx?title=News%20
Channel&SelectStyle=Defense%20News&p=76193). The MND had previously re-
ported PLAAF operations across the Bashi Strait in January see: MND, Defense News, 
24 January 2019, (https://www.mnd.gov.tw/English/Publish.aspx?title=News%20
Channel&SelectStyle=Defense%20News&p=76011).
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ning of PLAAF operations in the proximity of the median line the following 
May.30 President Tsai responded to the PLAAF operation stating that she 
had ordered the ROC military to carry out the «forceful expulsion» (強勢驅
離) of any similar «provocation» (挑釁) in the future.31 No other crossings 
of the median line were publicly acknowledged throughout the year. How-
ever, other branches of the PLA continued to exert military pressure over 
Taiwan. The PLA Rocket Force held missile exercises in the South China Sea 
between June and July, a signal of the shifting balance of power between the 
US and China in these contested waters, which holds profound implications 
for the unfolding of a possible conflict across the Strait.32 The People’s Lib-
eration Army Navy (PLAN), instead, repeatedly sailed through the Taiwan 
Strait, first with the air carrier Liaoning, and successively, in November and 
December, with a carrier group led by its first indigenous air carrier, the 
Shandong.33 

2.3. The impact of the Hong Kong protests

Against the backdrop of Beijing’s stagnant Taiwan policy, the mass 
protests which started in Hong Kong in June 2019 put Taiwan’s future rela-
tions with China at the centre of the political debate of the 2020 general 
election. The casus belli behind the upheavals in Hong Kong can be traced 
back to Taiwan, where, in February 2018 a Hong Kong resident murdered 
his partner while on holiday in Taipei. The culprit was then able to avoid a 
trial both in Taiwan and Hong Kong (where he had fled immediately after 
the murder) thanks to the absence of an extradition agreement between 
the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR) and the ROC.34 
The Lam administration in Hong Kong decided to use the media clamour 
around the case to push for an amendment of the existent extradition bill, 
which in turn could have opened the door to the extradition of Hong Kong 
residents to Mainland China. The mass popular protests that followed, 

30.  On the M503 route and its security implications, see: Aurelio Insisa, ‘Tai-
wan 2018’, p. 134.

31.  ‘共機蓄意越中線 蔡英文下令軍方第一時間強勢驅離’ (Tsai Ing-wen Orders 
the Military the Immediate, Forceful Expulsion of PLAAF’s Deliberate Incursions 
across the Median Line), 自由時報 (Liberty Times Net, LTN), 1 April 2019.

32.  ‘Chinese Military Conducts Anti-Ship Missile Tests in Hotly Contested 
South China Sea’, NBC, 2 July 2019.

33.  MND, Defense News, 25 June 2019 (https://www.mnd.gov.tw/English/Pub-
lish.aspx?title=News%20Channel&SelectStyle=Defense%20News&p=76453); 
MND, Defense News, 17 November 2019 (https://www.mnd.gov.tw/English/Publish.
aspx?title=News%20Channel&SelectStyle=Defense%20News&p=76740); ‘China 
Sails Carrier Group through Taiwan Strait as Election nears’, Reuters, 26 Decem-
ber 2019.

34.  For details on this crime and its immediate connection with the protests, 
see: Ng Kang-chung, ‘Months of Hong Kong protests started with a murder. Will 
suspected killer’s return to Taiwan end it?’, SCMP, 23 October 2019.
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poorly managed by an increasingly weakened administration unable to pro-
pose a political solution and relying exclusively on the coercive response of 
the local police force, snowballed into months of urban guerrilla fighting. 
The vocal widespread rejection of progressive integration with the Main-
land by the majority of Hong Kong citizens, was confirmed by the victory of 
the «pro-democracy» candidates over Beijing loyalists in the local elections 
in November.35 

President Tsai skilfully navigated the budding political crisis in Hong 
Kong from its very beginning. Her government had previously refused to 
accept the transfer of the suspected murderer back to Taiwan, as proposed 
by Hong Kong authorities in May, stating concerns over the potential impli-
cations of the proposed amendment for ROC passport holders.36 Tsai later 
expressed support for Hong Kong activists fighting against the amendment 
just days before the first mass protest on 9 June.37 The consistency of her 
China policy and the firm handling of the legal dispute with the HKSAR 
government allowed Tsai to immediately reap the benefits of the wide-
spread sympathy in Taiwan for the protests in the former British colony.38 In 
late June, Taiwanese pollsters gave Tsai a lead over KMT frontrunner Han 
Kuo-yu for the first time.39 Throughout the final months of the electoral 
campaign the President repeatedly highlighted the failure of the «one coun-
try, two systems» framework and accused Beijing of «authoritarianism».40 
In doing so, she effectively framed the upheavals in Hong Kong as part of 
a global democratic struggle against the Chinese regime, with Taiwan at 

35.  For a profile of the protests see: Angela Tritto & Alkan Abdulkadir, ‘Hong 
Kong 2019: Anatomy of a Social Mobilisation through the Lenses of Identity and 
Values’, in this same Asia Maior issue. 

36.  Sum Lok-kei, ‘Taipei will not agree to transfer of Hong Kong murder sus-
pect if Taiwanese citizens risk being sent to Mainland China’, SCMP, 9 May 2019.

37.  Tsai Ing-wen (iingwen), ‘Lest We Forget June 4th’, 4 June 2019, Tweet.  
38.  Chris Horton, ‘«Today, Hong Kong; tomorrow, Taiwan» resistance to Chi-

na spreads’, NAR, 26 June 2019. Polls conducted in August show support for the 
Hong Kong protests steadily above 50%. See: TVBS Polls Center, ‘2020 總統大選民
調’ (Opinion Poll on the 2020 General Elections), 16 August 2019, p. 10, (https://
cc.tvbs.com.tw/portal/file/poll_center/2019/20190819/b52a754f219ebf7ee6bf84d-
d0cda79d6.pdf).

39.  ‘蔡英文40.6%上揚勝韓國瑜38.8%　緊咬郭台銘僅差3.1%’ (Tsai Ing-wen 
Rises to 40.6%, Surpasses Han Kuo-yu at 38.8% - She Tails Terry Gou by 3.1%), 蘋果
即時 (Apple Daily), 25 June 2019; TVBS Polls Center, ‘民進黨初選後 2020 總統可能人
選民調’ (Opinion Poll on the Potential Candidates for the 2020 Presidential Election 
after the DPP Primary), 22 June 2019, p. 5, (https://cc.tvbs.com.tw/portal/file/poll_ce
nter/2019/20190624/85dda81cdb86284e8c509b1ceb7525f1.pdf).

40.  ‘Hong Kong Government Should Stop Suppressing and Start Talking, Tai-
wan Leader Tsai Ing-wen Says’, SCMP, 2 October 2019; OPROC, 「堅韌之國　前
進世界」　總統發表國慶演說 (The President Delivers the National Day Address «Nation 
of Resilience, Forward into World»), 10 October 2019 (https://www.president.gov.tw/
NEWS/24860); ‘Taiwan President Says Not «Using» Hong Kong Protests for Election’, 
Reuters, 10 December 2019. 
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its forefront. Tsai’s electoral strategy, in turn, enraged Chinese authorities 
already prone to blame domestic dissent on «external forces» and «black 
hands», causing a barrage of harsh statements against the Taiwanese au-
thorities and the DPP.41 

As previously mentioned, the protests had also a profound impact on 
the electoral prospects of the pan-Blue camp, which had aimed to side-track 
identity politics and cross-Strait relations in order to focus the campaign 
on the state of the domestic economy. Widespread popular support for the 
protests put the KMT frontrunner for the presidential election, Han Kuo-
yu, further on the defensive after his controversial visit to the Mainland 
and Hong Kong. In June, the Kaohsiung mayor attempted to repair the 
damage by expressing support for Hong Kong localist groups and decisively 
rejecting the «one country, two systems» framework.42 Since the early weeks 
of the protests, virtually all the major political figures in Taiwan distanced 
themselves from Beijing’s policies towards Hong Kong, including Foxconn 
magnate and KMT-primary candidate Terry Gou Tai-ming (郭台銘), and 
the popular Taipei mayor and rumoured presidential candidate Ko Wen-
je (柯文哲).43 During the remaining months of the campaign, neither Han 
nor Gou were able to successfully reconcile the contradiction inherent in 
the KMT’s China policy, namely how to achieve domestic economic growth 
through closer engagement with China without risking political assimilation. 

2.4. The Tsai administration’s firewall against Beijing

Since it came to power in 2016, the Tsai administration has engaged 
in the construction of a comprehensive firewall against both the threat of 
a Chinese military invasion and the infiltration of Taiwanese media and 
society via «united front work». This effort can be assessed in two distinct 
areas: defence and law. The dominant issue in Taiwanese defence in 2019 
was the decision to scrap previous plans to modernise the fleet of the ROC 

41.  TAO, 国台办: 正告民进党及其当局立即收回伸向香港的黑手 (TAO: We Stern-
ly Warn the DPP and Its Authorities to Immediately Withdraw their Black Hands from Hong 
Kong), 14 August 2019, (http://www.gwytb.gov.cn/wyly/201908/t20190814_12192374.
htm); ‘习近平在中央党校(国家行政学院)中青年干部培训班开班式上发表重要讲话’ 
(Xi Jinping Delivered an Important Speech at the Ceremony for the Beginning of 
the Training Course for Junior and Mid-Level Cadres at the Central Party School 
- National School of Administration), CPC News, 3 September 2019; ‘习近平: 任何
分裂中国企图都是痴心妄想’ (Xi Jinping: Any Attempt to Split China Is Delusional), 
Xinhua, 13 October 2019. 

42.  ‘韓國瑜: 拒一國兩制　除非OVER MY DEAD BODY’ (Han Kuo-yu: Reject 
One Country Two System, Unless It’s Over My Dead Body), Apple Daily, 16 June 2019. 
For a profile of Hong Kong «localism», see: Sebastian Veg, ‘The Rise of «Localism» 
and Civic Identity in Post-Handover Hong Kong: Questioning the Chinese Nation-
State’, The China Quarterly, Vol. 230, June 2017, pp. 323-347.

43.  Kensaku Ihara, ‘Taiwan candidates quickly shun China after Hong Kong 
protests’, NAR, 21 June 2019.
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Air Force (ROCAF) with F-35 fighters and upgrade instead the existent fleet 
of F-16A and F-16B with the F-16V variant models.44 The ROC Ministry of 
National Defense submitted a Letter of Request for the F-16V to the US in 
March, and the Trump administration approved the sale in August with a 
US$ 8 billion deal for 66 models.45 Taiwan’s domestic military build-up in 
2019 included also the beginning of mass production of missile corvettes 
and minelayers;46 and the further development of the indigenous subma-
rine project, the first phase of which was completed in March. The factory 
where the submarines will be produced was inaugurated in May in Kaohsi-
ung.47 The ROC military also regularly staged the annual Han Kuang mili-
tary exercises at the end of May. The exercises were split into two phases, 
computerised war-games and live-fire drill, with this second leg focusing 
on the threat of an over-the-horizon amphibious invasion from China and 
new take-off and landing exercises.48 For the year 2020, the LY approved a 
budget of NT$ 343.5 billion (US$ 11.4 billion) for national defence within 
the proposed 2020 central government budget. The budget included NT$ 
96 billion (US$ 3.1 billion) on military investment, with funds to produce 
an indigenous jet fighter trainer, the AIDC T-5 Brave Eagle, and for the 
continuation of the indigenous submarine production programme.49 

Outside the realm of defence, Taipei strengthened its cordon sanitaire 
against China through law enforcement and a series of ad hoc legal re-
sponses. Between January and March, Chinese companies Huawei, ZTE, 
Tencent, and Baidu were banned as agents of Chinese influence.50 A series 
of high-profile scandals and cases followed these early measures as the gen-
eral elections drew closer, creating an effective «emergency narrative» in the 
polarised ecosystem of Taiwanese media. In May, an official of the National 
Security Bureau (NSB) – the ROC intelligence agency – reported the exist-
ence of Taiwanese media closely working with Beijing in a LY session, even 

44.  For an analysis of the decision, see: David An, ‘Assessing the Advantages of 
F-16V for Taiwan’, Global Taiwan Brief, Vol. 4, Issue 4, 27 February 2019.

45.  ‘President Tsai Confirms Taiwan Seeking to Buy F-16Vs from U.S.’, Focus 
Taiwan, 19 March 2019; ‘White House Pushes Ahead with $8bn Arms Sale to Taiwan’, 
The Financial Times, 16 August 2019.

46.  ‘Taiwan Begins Mass Production of Home-Grown Missile Corvettes, Mine-
layers’, SCMP, 25 May 2019.

47.  ‘1st Phase of Indigenous Submarine Project Completed: Defense Minister’, 
Focus Taiwan, 28 March 2019; ‘Model of Taiwan’s First Indigenous Submarine Un-
veiled’, Focus Taiwan, 9 May 2019.

48.  ‘Military Tests Its Newest Weapons’, Taipei Times, 31 May 2019.
49.  ‘Cabinet Approves 2020 Central Government Budget’, Focus Taiwan, 15 

August 2019.
50.  ‘Taiwan Preps China Blacklist Banning Huawei and ZTE’, NAR, 22 January 

2019; ‘Taiwan to Block Tencent and Baidu Streaming Sites on Security Risk’, NAR, 
29 March 2019.
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though he refused to reveal their identities.51 The same month, a widely 
circulated report from the Digital Society Project which cited Taiwan as 
the country most affected by foreign (Chinese) online disinformation cam-
paigns, further contributed to strengthen perceptions of threat throughout 
the summer.52 In July, a «Financial Times» article reported collusions be-
tween China’s TAO and the constellation of media belonging to Tsai Eng-
Meng (蔡衍明), chairman of the Want Want China group headquartered on 
the Mainland;53 while in August a «Reuters» investigation found evidence of 
Chinese payments to Taiwanese media.54 In November, ROC Foreign Min-
ister Joseph Wu Jaushieh (吳釗燮), publicly accused Beijing of having med-
dled in the November 2018 local elections, which saw sweeping KMT gains 
and the surprising victory of Han Kuo-yu in Kaohsiung.55 Perceptions of 
threat were further compounded by Chinese defector and alleged spy Wang 
Liqiang (王立强), who claimed to have participated in attempts to sway the 
general election in China’s favour.56 In December, a retired ROCAF senior 
officer was arrested for attempting to recruit military officials for the PRC, 
while local authorities proceeded to a crackdown on exchange schemes with 
China used to ease visits by CPC and PRC officials.57 

Beyond law enforcement, the centrepiece of the Tsai administration’s 
efforts in 2019 was the new Anti-Infiltration Law (反滲透法), which crimi-
nalised political activities and funding from «foreign hostile forces» (境外敵
對勢力). The law was designed to stop Chinese co-option of political candi-
dates and local media on the island. It was passed by the LY on 31 Decem-
ber, days before the general election, and promulgated by President Tsai on 
15 January 2020.58 The Anti-Infiltration Law was predictably met with vocal 

51.  ‘誰是中共同路媒體? 國安局拒點名’ (Who Are the Chinese Communists’ 
Fellow-Traveller Media? The NSB Refuses to Identify Them), 聯合新聞網 (UDN), 25 
May 2019.

52.  Valeriya Mechkova et al., ‘Measuring Internet Politics: Introducing the Dig-
ital Society Project (DSP)’, Digital Society Project, May 2019, 18-19.

53.  Kathrin Hille, ‘Taiwan primaries highlight fears over China’s political in-
fluence’, The Financial Times, 16 July 2019.

54.  Yimou Lee & I-hwa Cheng, ‘Paid «news»: China using Taiwan media to win 
hearts and minds’, Reuters, 9 August 2019.

55.  Kensaku Ihara, ‘Taiwan accuses China of election meddling’, NAR, 23 No-
vember 2019. See also: J. Michael Cole, ‘Chinese Interference in Taiwan’s Electoral 
Mechanisms: Means and Aims’, Global Taiwan Brief, Vol. 3, Issue 24, 12 December 
2018.

56.  Katsuji Nakazawa, ‘«China spy» spills secrets that rattle Taiwan and Hong 
Kong’, NAR, 28 November 2019; Katsuji Nakazawa, ‘«China spy» and a last-ditch at-
tempt to swing Taiwan’s elections’, NAR, 16 January 2020. 

57.  ‘Ex-Commander Allegedly Enlisted «Moles» for China’, Taipei Times, 26 
December 2019; ‘Taiwan Investigates Exchange Programmes «Used for Illegal Visits 
by Mainland Chinese Government Officials»’, SCMP, 12 December 2019. 

58.  Gazette of the Office of the President of the ROC, 4ò-lp7=ù (Anti-Infiltra-
tion Law), 15 January 2020 (https://glin.ly.gov.tw/file/legal/tw1501202003.pdf). 
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opposition by the pan-Blue camp, which raised fears of a potential quashing 
of civil liberties, and by the TAO, which decried the imposition of a «green 
terror» (绿色恐怖) by the DPP.59  Tsai responded to critics in her 2020 New 
Year’s Address, stating that the Anti-Infiltration Law will not affect either 
freedom of speech and human rights in Taiwan, or economic and trade 
exchanges with the PRC.60

3. Taiwan’s international space in 2019

The US-Taiwan relation had already undergone a qualitative upgrade 
in 2018, as the strategic competition between the US and China became 
even more manifest. This trend continued and intensified in 2019 with Tai-
pei’s closer diplomatic and military alignment with Washington. Taiwan’s 
relations with Japan and the target countries of the New Southbound Policy 
also experienced progress, but within the constraints of the One China pol-
icy to which these countries abide.  

3.1. The US-Taiwan relation 

Three directives can be identified in US-Taiwan relation in 2019: in-
creasing American political and diplomatic support, deepening military 
cooperation between Washington and Taipei, and a closer strategic align-
ment between the two administrations. In January, the Democrat-controlled 
House of Representatives introduced a bill to support Taiwan’s return to 
the WHO as an observer.61 Later in May, the House passed the Taiwan As-
surance Act, which deemed Taiwan «an important part of U.S. strategy» in 
the Indo-Pacific and urged the conduction of «regular transfers of defense 
articles to enhance Taiwan’s self-defense capabilities».62 The 2020 National 
Defense Authorization Act, passed by the Republican-controlled Senate in 
December, contained a clause concerning the reporting of Chinese interfer-
ence operations in Taiwan.63 These bills, notable for their bipartisan sup-
port, became part of a growing constellation of Congress initiatives, includ-
ing the Taiwan Travel Act and the Asia Reassurance Initiative Act previously 

59.  ‘Han Campaign Offers Legal Aid to Protect Free Speech’, Taipei Times, 3 
January 2020; TAO, 国台办: 民进党当局制造«绿色恐怖» 必须悬崖勒马 (TAO: The 
DPP Authorities Create «Green Terror», It Must Stop Before It Is Too Late), 11 September 
2019 (http://www.gwytb.gov.cn/wyly/201909/t20190911_12200834.htm). 

60.  OPROC, 總統發表「2020新年談話」 (The President Delivers the «2020 New 
Year Address»), 1 January 2020 (https://www.president.gov.tw/NEWS/25159).
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passed in 2018, which signalled the increasing support for Taiwan in Ameri-
can politics. Congress’ support, in turn, matched the increasing commit-
ment of the Trump administration. In the spirit of the Travel Act, a num-
ber of American officials visited Taiwan throughout the year.64 Among the 
visiting officials, John Bolton was the most senior. Noticeably, this was the 
first publicly acknowledged meeting between a US National Advisor and its 
ROC counterpart, the secretary-general of the National Security Council 
David Lee Ta-wei (李大維).65 Within this context, the inauguration in May of 
the new venue of the American Institute in Taiwan (the de facto US embassy 
on the island), even though long-planned, acquired a more profound sym-
bolical relevance, especially following the Trump administration’s decision 
to deploy Marines for the protection of personnel in the new structure.66

President Tsai stopped over in the US twice in July, before and after 
a diplomatic tour of Taiwan’s diplomatic allies in the Caribbean. In line 
with the narrative of a global struggle for democracy pursued by the ROC 
administration, the island-state’s diplomacy used the tagline «Journey of 
Freedom, Democracy, and Sustainability» to describe both the US stopover 
and the diplomatic tour. The ROC President spent two days in New York, 
where she gave a speech at Columbia University before visiting the Carib-
bean, and two days in Colorado on her way back to Taiwan, where she was 
guest of the state senator, Cory Gardner.67 The unofficial but high-profile 
visit to the US provided Tsai a prestigious platform at a crucial time of 
her electoral campaign, with protests in Hong Kong rapidly intensifying 
and favourable momentum back home increasing. Moreover, the visit rep-
resented a key moment in the ongoing strategic alignment between Taipei 
and Washington under the aegis of the Japanese-American strategy/vision 
of a «Free and Open Indo-Pacific» (FOIP).68 Tsai described Taiwan as «a vital 

64.  Cheng Ting-Fang & Lauly Li, ‘On rare Taiwan visit US official urges 5G 
investment screening’, NAR, 15 April 2019; Chinmei Sung & Adela Lin, ‘U.S. official 
heads to Taiwan to shore up support in Pacific’, Bloomberg, 5 October 2019; ‘Pentagon 
Sends Envoy to Taiwan amid Concern over Chinese Threat’, The Financial Times, 22 
November 2019.

65.  ‘China Bridles at Rare Meeting between Taiwan and U.S. Security Officials’, 
Reuters, 27 May 2019.

66.  ‘Marines to Guard New US Compound in Taiwan’, Asia Times, 4 April 2019. 
The inauguration of the new venue was rapidly followed by a change of name for 
the ROC’s counterpart of the American Institute in the US, from the «Coordination 
Council for North American Affairs» into the «Taiwan Council for US Affairs». See: 
‘Taiwan’s co-ordination body for the US renamed’, Taipei Times, 26 May 2019.
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68.  On the FOIP, see: Giulio Pugliese & Sebastian Maslow, ‘Japan 2018: 
Fleshing Out the «Free and Open Indo-Pacific» Strategic Vision’, Asia Maior 2018, 
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bastion of democracy in the Indo-Pacific» during her speech at Columbia;69 
and, later, in her National Day address on 10 October, as «the forefront of 
the Indo-Pacific strategy» (印太地區戰略前緣) and the «first line of defence 
for democratic values» (守護民主價值的第一道防線).70 Beyond statements, 
in September Taipei signalled its ever closer alignment with the Trump ad-
ministration, pledging to buy US$ 2.2 billion of soybeans from Iowa, a key 
state for Trump’s own chances for re-election, previously targeted by Bei-
jing’s retaliations at the beginning of the trade-war.71

Taiwan’s importance for the US was even further raised due to the 
broadening geo-strategic competition between Beijing and Washington; the 
ROC’s international presence, mostly relying on a handful of LAC (Latin 
American and Caribbean) and South Pacific small states targeted by China’s 
«chequebook diplomacy», increasingly overlaps with American concerns 
over the potential proliferation of Chinese dual-use infrastructures in the 
Western hemisphere.72 Washington has consequently stepped up its efforts 
to refrain Taipei’s allies from switching diplomatic recognition to Beijing. 
This was evident in the LAC region where, after Panama and El Salvador 
severed relations with the ROC between 2017 and 2018, the US pressured 
Guatemala, Honduras and Nicaragua to withstand Beijing’s charm offen-
sive.73 However, as previously noted, China scored a key diplomatic victory 
in the South Pacific, where American pressure did not stop the Solomon 
Islands and Kiribati from switching sides.74

Against this backdrop, military cooperation between the two sides fur-
ther deepened. In July, the Pentagon approved a US$2.2 billion arms sale 
package.75 The Trump administration followed up this decision with the 
approval of the largest-ever arms sale to Taiwan, a US$ 8 billion deal for the 
upgrading of the ROCAF with the F-16Vs – as mentioned in the previous 
section.76 The US Armed Forces also responded to Chinese pro-activism in 
the Strait. In August, a USAF airplane which took off from Okinawa flew 

69.  OPROC, President Tsai Attends Discussion Session at Columbia University, 13 
July 2019 (https://english.president.gov.tw/News/5776). 

70.  OPROC, ‘「堅韌之國　前進世界」’.
71.  ‘Taiwan Pledges 2.2. bn of US Corn and Soybeans’, NAR, 25 September 

2019. 
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Urban Air Operations, Santa Barbara, CA: RAND, 2000, p. 10.  
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Vol. 4, Issue 14, 17 July 2019.
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over the Strait’s median line, arguably in response to the PLAAF’s trespass 
in March.77 The US Navy instead further routinised sailing operations in 
the Taiwan Strait, with a series of passages publicly acknowledged between 
March and August.78 It is worth noting, however, how American activities 
in the Strait slowed down as Washington and Beijing worked towards their 
«phase one trade deal». Balancing such change of pace, which could re-
ignite the «bargaining chip» narrative which first emerged after Trump’s 
phone call to Tsai in January 2016, was the first-ever joint ROC-US cyberse-
curity exercise, held in November;79 followed by the announcement, in De-
cember, of the establishment of a joint maintenance centre for the expected 
F-16V fighter jets.80

3.2. Taiwan’s relations beyond Beijing and Washington

Taiwan-Japan relations, after the setbacks suffered in 2018, experi-
enced a revival in 2019.81 In a March interview with the Japanese newspaper 
«Sankei Shimbun», President Tsai expressed her wish to share military intel-
ligence with Tokyo and the desire to establish a direct Japan-Taiwan security 
dialogue focused on China.82 Tsai’s requests were not deemed acceptable by 
an Abe administration in the midst of a complex act of surface-level normali-
sation of Sino-Japanese relations.83 Tokyo, however, took tangible, pro-active 
measures to impress a new momentum into its relations with Taipei. In April, 
the two sides reached an agreement on fishery rules in the contested waters of 
the East China Sea, after renewed tensions between Japanese and Taiwanese 
fishermen and two failed meetings in 2018.84 In May, Foreign Minister Kōno 
Tarō expressed for the first time Japan’s support for Taiwan’s membership 

77.  ‘US Warplane Flies along Dividing Line between Mainland China and Tai-
wan’, SCMP, 29 August 2019. National Security Adviser John Bolton had previously 
condemned the PLAAF crossing of the median line in March: ‘US National Security 
Adviser John Bolton Rebukes Beijing for Incursions into Taiwanese Airspace’, SCMP, 
2 April 2019.
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in the World Health Assembly.85 Moreover, following Taiwanese efforts to 
renegotiate existing bans on Japanese food products, Furuya Keiji, House of 
Representatives’ delegate at the Taiwan-Asia Exchange Foundation Forum 
in Yushan, announced Tokyo’s support for Taiwan’s bid to the Comprehen-
sive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) pre-
viously launched in 2018.86 Having been unable to sign any FTA with for-
eign countries since coming into power, membership in the CPTPP would 
represent a key prize for the Tsai administration, especially after the ROC’s 
predictable exclusion from the China-driven RCEP mega-FTA, signed in 
November.87 Events between the end of 2019 and the beginning of 2020 
suggest a continuation of this «slow but positive» trend in the foreseeable 
future. Routinised bilateral dialogue was maintained throughout the 2019 
edition of the annual dialogue on Maritime Cooperation, which was held 
in Taipei in December,88 while the message sent after Tsai’s electoral victo-
ry by new Japanese Foreign Affairs Ministry Motegi Toshimitsu promised 
«further deepening cooperation and exchanges», if only on a continuing 
«non-governmental basis».89

Notwithstanding the diplomatic constraints of Japan’s «One China» 
policy, economic relations between Taipei and Tokyo possess relevant impli-
cation in the geo-economic scenario of the Asia-Pacific. The growing influx 
of Japanese tourists constituted a lifeline for the local Taiwanese industry 
left exposed by Chinese travel bans.90 Similarly, the Taiwanese semicon-
ductor industry increasingly came to rely on business ventures with Japa-
nese companies to sustain the impact of China’s strategic attack to this key 
industrial sector.91 Taiwan also provided lucrative opportunities for Japa-
nese companies such as Hitachi and Toshiba in an increasingly competitive 
Asian railway market in which China now poses a formidable challenge.92 
In particular, Japanese companies expect further revenues from the Taiwan 
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nese boycott’, NAR, 30 September 2019.

91.  Kensaku Ihara, ‘Taiwan tech sector turns to Japan to counter «red supply 
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market in the next decade thanks to the planned extension of the island’s 
shinkansen network.93 On a side note, the close resemblance of the first mod-
el of Taiwan’s indigenous submarine unveiled in May to Japanese Sōryū-
class submarines seems to prove the unofficial involvement of Japan in the 
ROC’s defence industry in recent years.94 This, in turn, suggests at least the 
tacit approval, if not the support, of the Abe administration for  Japan-Tai-
wan co-operation.

Another major trend of the Tsai administration’s foreign policy was 
the continuous engagement with the target countries of the New South-
bound Policy (NSP) in South Asia, Southeast Asia, and Oceania.95 ROC 
governmental bureaus released a string of progress reports on the NSP in 
May, touting the success of the policy in the 2016-2018 period, including 
a 22% increase in trade and a 66% increase in investment to Taiwan from 
NSP countries.96 A more effective benchmark to assess the success of the 
NSP is to track its progress in the four «main areas» designed by the Execu-
tive Yuan: «talent exchange» (international professional training), «resource 
sharing» («culture, tourism, medical care, technology, agriculture and small 
and medium-sized enterprises»), «economic and trade collaboration» (sup-
port to Taiwanese business in target countries) and «regional connectivity» 
(trade agreements, and institutional cooperation with partner countries).97 
Tangible achievements were attained in the first two areas.98 Official data on 
«economic and trade collaboration» show an increase of outbound invest-
ment in NSP countries, up to 16.16% compared to 2018, and amounting to 
US$ 2.79 billion, even though it was largely concentrated in major regional 
economies such as Vietnam, Singapore, Thailand and Australia.99 Progress 
in «regional connectivity», however, stalled at a bilateral level, and was sub-
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sumed within an agenda of closer cooperation with the US.100 Ultimately, 
the NSP in 2019 appeared to have played an ancillary role to broader, mac-
ro-trends which favoured the China policy of the Tsai administration, such 
as the economic slowdown of the Chinese economy and the consequent re-
shoring of foreign business, the rising cost of labour for Taiwanese business 
in Mainland China, and the impact of the Sino-American trade war.

4. Domestic politics and economics in 2019 and the 2020 general elections

Previous sections of this essay analysed how the unyielding Taiwan 
policy of the Xi administration, the Hong Kong protests, and the strength-
ening of US-Taiwan relations shaped Tsai Ing-wen’s path to victory in the 
presidential election. Against this backdrop, this section analyses how the 
performance of the Taiwanese economy in the year in review, as well as the 
unfolding of the electoral campaign for the presidential election, led to the 
results of the general election held on 11 January 2020.

4.1. The Taiwanese economy in 2019

The domestic economic policy of the Tsai administration in its first 
term focused on tackling divisive but structurally necessary measures to re-
form pensions and taxation, and to raise the minimum wage. At the same 
time, the administration implemented medium-term programmes aiming to 
modernise and expand the island’s infrastructures with its «Forward-Looking 
Infrastructure Plan». It also laid down the foundation for a new industrial 
policy, focusing on innovation and reshoring of Taiwanese business from 
the Mainland with the «5+2 Industrial Innovation Plan», and the «Industry 
4.0» and «Asian Silicon Valley» initiatives. The government also aimed to 
address one of the most problematic issues in Taiwanese society, affordable 
housing, with a National Housing Act.101 None of these measures, however, 
had a widespread, immediate impact on the livelihood of the local popula-
tion: stagnant wages and a housing market unaffordable for large swathes of 
the population remained pressing problems. This predicament left Tsai and 
the DPP exposed to a KMT electoral campaign promising economic growth 
while avoiding questions on the future of Taiwan’s status vis-à-vis the PRC. 
This was the situation at least until cross-Strait politics and the Hong Kong 
protests began to monopolise the political debate. In this complex scenario, 
the flaring up of the Sino-American trade war provided new challenges to 
the Taiwanese economy, but also new opportunities. The central administra-

100.  Jeremy Huai-che Chiang, ‘Taiwan’s New Southbound Policy and the loom-
ing election’, The Diplomat, 25 October 2019.

101.  Aurelio Insisa, ‘Taiwan 2017’, pp. 125-126; Aurelio Insisa, ‘Taiwan 2018’, 
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tion promptly profited from the trade war with its «Action Plan for Welcom-
ing Overseas Taiwanese Businesses to Return to Invest in Taiwan», launched 
in January 2019, which guaranteed subsided loans and eased land acquisi-
tions.102 Throughout the year, major Taiwanese companies such as Hon Hai 
(Foxconn), Quanta, Lite-On, and Pegatron opted for reshoring to Taiwan, 
contributing to a total of US$ 23 billion of investments and 46,000 new jobs 
in manufacturing, according to government sources.103 By November, a re-
port from a UN Secretariat agency defined Taiwan as «the largest beneficiary 
of the trade diversion effects of United States tariffs on China».104

Major economic indicators for 2019 show that Taiwan was able to with-
stand the impact unleashed by the trade war on the global economy. Na-
tional statistics estimated the GDP rate of growth on a year basis to 2.71%, 
in line with the 2.75% reached the previous year, higher than other regional 
economies such as Japan, South Korea, Hong Kong and Singapore. Cru-
cially, after experiencing a sharp drop in the first quarter of 2019, plunging 
to 1.84%, GDP grew convincingly in the last three quarters, reaching 3.31% 
in the final one.105 Industrial production dropped by 0.32% compared to 
2018;106 total exports saw a 1.4% contraction, and imports rose 0.4%, with 
a trade balance ultimately shrinking by 11.7% compared to the previous 
year.107 Exports to China and the US reflected the patterns of the trade war 
and the Tsai administration’s policies, respectively shrinking by 4.1% (ac-
counting for 40.1% of the total) and rising 17.2% (accounting for 14%).108 
Private-sector estimates of the 2019 current-account balance indicate a US$ 
71.6 billion surplus, compared to US$ 70.8 billion recorded in 2018.109 Es-
timates of the labour force saw instead no changes in the unemployment 
rate, still at 3.7%.110 Foreign direct investments (FDIs) experienced a 2.14% 
contraction compared to 2018, amounting to US$ 11.2 billion, the fourth 
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highest value ever recorded.111 Also reflecting the pattern of Beijing-Taipei-
Washington relations during the trade war, FDIs from China collapsed to 
US$ 97 million, recording a 57.97% contraction,112 while investments by 
American multinationals Micron and Alphabet (Google) accounted for US$ 
2.2 billion and US$ 853 million respectively.113 With an eye to the Janu-
ary elections, the government also raised budget expenditure for 2019 and 
2020. Compared to the 2018 budget balance, in which expenditure matched 
revenue, the 2019 balance was estimated at -0.9% for 2019 and forecast at 
-1.1% in 2020.114 Overall, the relatively solid performance of the Taiwanese 
economy, especially in the second half of 2019 helped sheltering Tsai from 
an electoral campaign focused exclusively on the domestic economy, defus-
ing pan-Blue plans to side-line the «China question» in Taiwanese politics. 

4.2. The road to the 2020 presidential elections 

Both Tsai Ing-wen and Han Kuo-yu faced internal challenges and 
the threat of a potentially disruptive third-party candidate on their road 
to the January 2020 elections. Tsai, initially weakened by the disastrous 
results of the November 2018 local elections, resigned from the DPP 
chairpersonship and reshuffled her cabinet in January.115 Her position 
was further threatened by the challenge of an internal primary launched 
in March by former Premier William Lai Ching-te (賴清德), but the party 
organisms repeatedly delayed the contest – originally scheduled in March 
– until early June.116 By then, at the onset of the Hong Kong protests, 
a resurgent Tsai was able to win the primaries by 8%.117 Lai’s shift from 
his original pro-independence position to the centre of the DPP political 
spectrum (already occupied by Tsai), together with the party’s decision to 
rally around the President, arguably led to his defeat.118 In a show of party 
unity, Lai would later join Tsai in November in the DPP presidential ticket 
as Vice-President.119
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The KMT’s road to the nomination was far more tortuous. The initial 
favourites were institutional figures within the party: the 2016 presidential 
candidate Eric Chu Li-luan (朱立倫), the party chairman Wu Den-yih, and the 
former LY speaker Wang Jin-pyng (王金平). The intricacies of KMT factional 
politics and the rising popularity of Han Kuo-yu in the wake of the 2018 lo-
cal elections altered this landscape, with Wu renouncing his candidature in 
April and throwing his weight in support of Wang’s own protégé, Han.120 The 
Kaohsiung mayor, in turn, refused to officially join the primaries until 5 June, 
a belated decision that arguably helped maintain the focus of local media 
on him.121 KMT’s intra-party struggles were further complicated by Foxconn 
tycoon Terry Gou’s decision to contest the nomination. Gou, after months of 
speculation, launched his bid in April. The eight-character slogan with which 
he opened the campaign, translatable as «peace, stability, economy, future» 
(和平、安定、經濟、未來), seemed to suggest a technocratic and China-
friendly agenda.122 During his visit to the White House on 1 May, where he 
met President Trump, Gou cast himself as a key figure both in the Sino-Amer-
ican trade war, due to Foxconn’s business interests in both countries, and in 
the Beijing-Taipei-Washington triangle, emphasising his personal connections 
with the Chinese leadership and Trump.123 Days later, he further detailed his 
China policy as essentially a rehash of the «One China, different interpreta-
tion» approach pursued by the Ma administration, ignoring Beijing’s funda-
mental shift in posture on the issue since the mid-2010s.124 Gou’s candidature, 
however, rapidly lost momentum, as he was neither able to mobilise popular 
support like Han,125 nor be trusted on cross-Strait relations by the general 
public, given Foxconn’s economic interests in the PRC.126 Han ultimately won 
the party primary held in July, decisively beating Gou by 17%. Eric Chu came 
a distant third, while Wang Jin-pyng had dropped from the race in June.127 
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Han’s own victory in the KMT primaries constituted the zenith of 
a social and political phenomenon, dubbed the «Han wave» by the local 
media, which had been sweeping Taiwanese politics since the electoral cam-
paign for the 2018 local elections.128 Indeed, until the beginning of the 
Hong Kong protests, virtually all polls gave Han a consistent advantage 
over Tsai. Han shaped a populist political discourse focused on the plight 
of «common people» (庶民) against technocratic, corrupt elites,129 reflected 
in campaign slogans such as «never forget that in the world there are many 
who suffer» (莫忘世上苦人多) and the «common people’s President» (庶民
總統).130 Taiwanese commentators observed how Han rallied a diverse array 
of supporters: traditional KMT constituencies affected by the pension and 
tax reforms of the Tsai administration; older generations threatened by the 
shifts in Taiwanese national identity and the increasing liberalisation of its 
society; younger generations with low-income occupations marginalised by 
a knowledge-based economy and alienated by the DPP’s technocratic out-
look, as well as local interest groups historically aligned with the KMT, who 
felt increasingly dissatisfied with the party.131 

Terry Gou remained however a potential threat to the KMT even af-
ter the primary, as he appeared ready to run either as an independent, or 
together with the popular mayor of Taipei, Ko Wen-je. Throughout August, 
after Ko’s decision to establish a new personal party, the Taiwan’s People 
Party (台灣民眾黨, TPP) and a much-publicised appearance together with 
the Foxconn tycoon and Wang Jin-pyng, a Gou-Ko-Wang alliance seemed 
ready to disrupt the two-way race between Tsai and Han.132 These expecta-

128.  Han Kuo-yu’s surname is written with the same character used for Korea: 
han (韓). The term «Han wave» (hanliu 韓流), results then identical to the Chinese 
translation of the Korean term hallyu («Korean wave»), used to describe the global 
diffusion of South Korean popular culture. 

129.  For a definition of populism, see: Jan-Werner Müller, What Is Populism?, 
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016, pp. 19-20. On how Han’s pop-
ulism has been articulated within the context of Taiwan politics, see: Wang Shun-min, 
‘「鋼鐵韓粉」的排他性認同政治, 讓韓國瑜只能是獨行俠’ (The exclusionary identity 
politics of Han Kuo-yus hardcore fans gives him no other option than being a loner), 
關鍵評論 (The News Lens), 17 September 2019.

130. ‘與書法大師合寫「莫忘世上苦人多」 韓國瑜負責這個字’ (‘Han Kuo-yu 
Writes «Never Forget That in the World There Are Many Who Suffer» Together with 
a Master Calligrapher’), UDN, 17 November 2019; ‘庶民總統、團結台灣活動 今公
布旗幟、服裝’ (Banners and Clothing for the «Common People’s President, Unite 
Taiwan» Campaign Announced Today), UDN, 29 May 2019.

131.  Yi-chi Wang, ‘Who are Han Kuo-yu’s hardcore fans?’, Commonwealth Maga-
zine, 17 July 2019; Chang Yu-shao, ‘韓粉有四種, 而「庶民」只占一小部分’ (There are 
four types of fans of Han Kuo-yu, and the «common people» account only for a mi-
nority of them), The News Lens, 23 October 2019.

132.   Lauly Li & Cheng Ting-fang, ‘Taipei mayor shakes up Taiwan politics with 
formation of new party’, NAR, 1 August 2019; ‘Gou-Ko-Wang Alliance Threat to KMT 
in 2020 Elections: Lawmakers’, Focus Taiwan, 27 August 2019.
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tions were quashed by the immediate emergence of personal tensions be-
tween the three, and in particular between Ko and Gou.133 The Foxconn 
tycoon ultimately announced his decision to drop from the race in Sep-
tember, just before the deadline for submitting his candidature.134 Even 
though relations between the two had already soured, Ko eventually stated 
that Gou’s eleventh-hour decision did not leave him enough time to plan 
a presidential campaign.135 In fact, Ko’s decision can arguably be traced 
back to his own personal «China policy». The Taipei mayor  was perceived 
as an independent politician somehow close to the pan-Green camp at the 
beginning of his mayoralty in 2014, but he has progressively moved closer 
to pan-Blue positions since then.136 Ko has indeed cultivated solid relations 
with Chinese authorities, which he publicly displays through the platform of 
the annual Shanghai-Taipei City Forum. While he has never acknowledged 
the 1992 Consensus, he consistently defines his cross-Strait policy as «the 
two sides of the Strait are one family» (两岸一家亲).137 Earlier in May 2019, 
before the beginning of the Hong Kong protests, the Taipei mayor criticised 
Tsai’s own stance on cross-Strait relations. He suggested instead that Tsai 
should avoid engaging in any kind of rhetorical confrontation with Beijing 
over Taiwan’s status.138 Squeezed between the flaring up of the Hong Kong 
protests and Tsai’s resurgence on one side, and the emergence of Han Kuo-
yu on the other, Ko arguably did not see any chance of success for his brand 
of centrist, «techno-populist» politics in the presidential election.139 

With Gou and Ko out of the picture in September, the last four 
months of the campaign focused squarely on Han and Tsai. Since August, 
enthusiasm within the KMT for Han had begun to fizzle out, as virtually 

133.  ‘Taipei Mayor Rejects Calls to Be Vice Presidential Candidate’, Focus Tai-
wan, 16 August 2019.

134.  Yimou Lee, ‘In a surprise move, Foxconn’s Gou drops Taiwan’s presiden-
tial bid’, Reuters, 16 September 2019.

135.  ‘Ko also Decides Not to Run for President’, Taipei Times, 18 September 
2019.

136.  Brian Hioe, ‘The Taiwan People’s Party should not be mistaken for any-
thing but a conservative pan-Blue party’, New Bloom Magazine, 2019. See also Aurelio 
Insisa, ‘Taiwan 2018’, p. 154.  

137.  TAO, 刘结一会见台北市长柯文哲一行 (Liu Jieyi Meets Taipei Mayor Ko Wen-
je), 5 July 2019 (http://www.gwytb.gov.cn/wyly/201907/t20190705_12180863.htm).

138.  ‘柯文哲批蔡英文: 推台灣上衝突危險區’ (Ko Wen-je Criticises Tsai Ing-
wen: She Pushes Taiwan into Dangerous Territory), UDN, 15 May 2020; ‘柯文哲談兩
岸關係 指不回答就是最好回答’ (Ko Wen-je Discusses Cross-Strait Relations, Says That 
No Answer Is the Best Answer), UDN, 31 May 2020.

139.   Techno-populism can be described as ‘mix[ing] «anti-system», «antiestab-
lishment» and «populist» elements with a seemingly irreconcilable «technocratic» dis-
course that shuns explicit ideological confrontation, insisting instead on the «compe-
tent» resolution of practical problems’. See: Christopher J. Bickerton & Carlo Maria 
Invernizzi, ‘«Techno-Populism» as a New Party Family: The Case of the Five Star Move-
ment and Podemos’, Contemporary Italian Politics, Vol. 10, Issue 4, May 2018, p. 133.
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all polls, even from media in the pan-Blue camp, gave a clear advantage 
to Tsai.140 The unfolding of the final leg of the campaign was then marked 
by a series of controversial statements by Han and other major KMT fig-
ures.141 While these statements could be downplayed as simple gaffes, their 
targets (such as President Tsai’s status as a single middle-aged woman, 
Filipino immigrants, the local LGBT+ community), revealed a conscious 
last-ditch attempt to energise the more conservative constituencies in the 
islands against the pan-Green camp. While doubling down on identity poli-
tics, the Han campaign tried to re-adapt its China policy to the local senti-
ment, backtracking from a previous promise made in February to deliver a 
«peace agreement» with Beijing.142 Han’s perceived weakness was further 
highlighted by his campaign’s decision to avoid the customary visit for a 
presidential candidate to the US in October, officially due to a busy cam-
paign schedule, but arguably out of fear of a cold reception in the US.143 
By November, Tsai registered a decisive lead in the polls, with a 9% mar-
gin on Han, which rose to 19% a month before the vote.144 Two televised 
confrontations were then held in December, when Han tried to attack Tsai. 
The KMT candidate argued that Tsai maintained an ambiguous stance 
on the issue of Taiwan independence, and that her China policy was con-
frontational and aiming to stoke anti-mainland sentiment; Tsai, however, 
comfortably fended off the attacks insisting on the need to defend Taiwan 
from an aggressive China.145 With a comfortable lead after the last televised 
debate, Tsai’s victory on 11 January 2020 was taken for granted by all ob-
servers days before the vote. 

4.3. The results of the January 2020 general elections

President Tsai won the presidential election held on 11 January 2020 
with 8,170,231 votes, 57.1% of the total. Tsai recorded 1,275,487 more votes 
than in 2016, reflecting a higher turnout – 74.9% against the 66.2% of the 

140.  TVBS Polls Center, ‘2020 總統大選民調’, p. 5; ‘藍綠對決、三腳督 最新民
調出爐’ (Blue-Green Showdown, Three-way Competition – The Latest Results of the 
Opinion Polls), Chinatimes.com, 13 September 2019.

141.  Brian Hioe, ‘Han Kuo-yu causes controversy after recent string of gaffes’, 
New Bloom Magazine, 29 October 2019.

142.  ‘韓國瑜: 中共沒放棄武統 兩岸沒有簽署和平協議的條件’ (Han Kuo-yu: Un-
less the Chinese Communists Do Not Abandon the Option of Reunification by Force, 
the Two Sides of the Strait Cannot Sign a Peace Treaty), UDN, 14 November 2019.

143.  ‘Han’s Plans Leave No Time to US Trip’, Taipei Times, 19 October 2019. 
144.  TVBS Polls Center, ‘選前一個月, 2020 總統大選民調’ (Opinion Poll on 

the 2020 General Elections, One Month Before the Vote), 14 December 2019, p. 5.
145.  ‘Presidential Candidates Clash over Cross-Strait Ties in TV Presentation’, 

Focus Taiwan, 18 December 2019; ‘韓談兩岸勿意識形態 蔡批進中聯辦一國兩制氛圍’ 
(Han Says Cross-Strait Relations Must Not Become an Ideological Issue, Tsai Criti-
cises His Visit to the Hong Kong Liaison Office Because It Created a «One Country, 
Two Systems» Atmosphere), CNA, 30 December 2019.
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previous election. Her share of the popular vote increased by 1%. Similarly, 
the geographical distribution of the vote for Tsai remained fundamentally 
the same, with only minor variations at county level. Han Kuo-yu obtained 
instead 5,522,119 votes, amounting to 38.6%. Perennial fringe candidate 
James Soong Chu-yu 宋楚瑜, representing the People First Party (親民黨, 
PFP), came a distant third, with a 4.26% share.146 The DPP coupled Tsai 
Ing-wen’s personal triumph with a success in the election for the 10th LY, a 
result crucial for the prospects of Tsai’s second term in office. The election 
was contested with a mixed system, assigning 73 seats to district legislators 
elected with a first-past-the-post system, 34 seats to legislators-at-large with 
a party-list proportional system, and six seats to indigenous constituencies, 
elected with single non-transferable system.147 

The DPP won a parliamentary majority obtaining 61 of 113 seats in 
the LY. Even though its share in the nominal vote increased from 44.59% 
to 45.6%, the party elected only 46 district legislators, three fewer than in 
2016. With 33.98% of the total vote for the legislators-at-large, a 10.08% de-
crease compared to 2016, the ruling party lost another five seats. This result 
was partially balanced by the two seats won in the aboriginal constituency, 
one more than in the previous election. In contrast with Han Kuo-yu’s per-
formance in the presidential election, and thus confirming his weakness as 
a candidate, the KMT obtained instead 38 seats in the LY, three more than 
in 2016. It elected 22 districts legislators, compared to the 20 of the previ-
ous legislature, accounting for 40.57% of the total share (a +1.68% swing 
from the previous elections). It also elected the same number of legislators-
at-large of the DPP, 13 (two more than in 2016), with an almost identical 
share of the vote, 33.36%, itself a notable 6.45% increase from the previous 
election, but lost one of its previously held aboriginal seats. Ko Wen-je’s 
TPP entered the LY for the first time with five seats, all legislators at-large, 
thanks to a 11.22% share of the total vote among the party-lists. The pan-
Green New Power Party (時代力量) obtained three seats, also all legislators 
at-large. Even though the NPP obtained 7.75% of the total vote in the pro-
portional system (a 1.64% increase), it lost in total two seats compared to 
the previous election. Another pan-Green, pro-independence party, the 
Taiwan Statebuilding Party (台灣基進黨, TSP), which contested the LY elec-
tions for the first time, elected instead a district legislator, but failed to elect 
legislators-at-large with 3.16% of the total vote. Pan-Blue junior parties PFP 
and Non-Partisan Solidarity Union exited the LY, having failed to elect rep-
resentatives. Five candidates obtained their seats running as independents, 

146.  Central Electoral Commission, ROC (Taiwan) (CEC), 2020 Presidential and 
Vice-Presidential Election, 22 January 2020. 

147.  See: CEC, Election System, 1 January 2017. For a profile of the electoral 
system and dynamics in the ROC, see: Chi Huang, ‘Electoral System Change and Its 
Effects on the Party System in Taiwan’, in Christopher H. Achen & T.Y. Wang (ed.), 
The Taiwan Voter, Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2017, pp. 223-251.    
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with three of them expected to caucus within the pan-Green camp.148 Over-
all, these results appear to guarantee a relatively wide majority to Tsai for 
the next four years, barring unexpected intra-party fractures. However, it 
is worth noting the solid performance of many TPP and NPP candidates 
in those electoral districts won by the two major parties. While the TPP 
and the NPP have very different profiles, they both drew their voters from 
constituencies which have been generally considered close to the DPP, sig-
nalling the emergence of centrifugal dynamics outside the perimeter of the 
pan-Blue camp.149   

While Tsai’s approval rating had started to climb in August 2019, vir-
tually all national polls, except for few pollsters in the pan-Green camp, 
pointed towards a KMT majority until mid-November.150 Commentators ar-
gued that a backlash against the inclusion of many fringe deep-blue figures 
in the KMT party-list, also released in November, may explain that month’s 
approval rating shift from the Blue to the Green camp.151 In fact, the swing 
in the polls coincided exactly with the most violent phase of the Hong Kong 
protests, as a series of pitched battles between police and protesters oc-
curred at a number of university campuses.152 The swing in Tsai’s approval 
rate suggests, once again, the renewed centrality of cross-Strait relations in 
Taiwanese national politics, in stark contrast with the political climate that 
emerged in the aftermath of the 2018 local elections. 

To conclude, it could be argued that a series of events and processes 
exogenous to Taiwanese politics, such as China’s apparent miscalculation 
of the reception of Xi’s January message, the flaring up of the protests in 
Hong Kong, and the unfolding of the Sino-American trade war and its 
positive spillovers for the Taiwanese economy, all converged to snatch an 
expected victory from the KMT. Such a reading, however, would underes-
timate the Tsai administration’s willingness and ability to strengthen rela-
tions with Washington at a critical juncture in the power politics of the Asia-

148.  For official data on the election, see: CEC, ‘第 10 屆 立法委員選舉’ (Elec-
tion of the Representatives of the Tenth LY) (https://db.cec.gov.tw). For a comparison with 
the 2016 elections, see: Kevin Hsu, ‘Election 2020: Highlights from the legislative 
races’, Ketagalan Media, 17 January 2020. On the political orientation of the inde-
pendent legislators, see: Kevin Hsu, ‘Election 2020’. 

149.  For the results of all candidates in the electoral districts, see: CEC, ‘第 10 
屆 立法委員選舉 (區域) 候選人得票數’ (Election of the Representatives of the Tenth LY, 
Number of Votes Received by Candidates in the Electoral Districts) (https://db.cec.gov.tw/
histQuery.jsp?voteCode=20200101T1A2&qryType=ctks).
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2019; ‘不分區政黨票 藍綠均29%’ (Intention of Vote for At-Large Seats – Blue and 
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Pacific, and to shape an economic agenda aiming to reduce dependence on 
China, choices made since the beginning of her mandate in 2016. Above 
all, this reading would underestimate the consistency and coherence of the 
cross-Strait policy that the Tsai administration has built, on the assumption 
of increasing Chinese assertiveness under Xi Jinping’s leadership.        




