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Taiwan’s ‘people-centered’ New Southbound
Policy and its impact on US–Taiwan relations

Ping-Kuei Chen

Department of Diplomacy, National Chengchi University, Taipei, Taiwan

ABSTRACT
Taiwan’s relations with South and Southeast Asia have become the focus of
scholarly discussion since it proposed the New Southbound Policy (NSP) in
2016. Few touch on the NSP’s effect on Taiwan’s relations with countries out-
side the NSP targets. This paper argues that the NSP has a positive effect on
US–Taiwan relations. The people-centered approach of the NSP helps the
Taiwanese government create a credible commitment to a moderate foreign
policy. It signals Taiwan’s resolve to uphold the US interests in Taiwan Strait.
Taiwan’s policy direction has received the US’s approval, resulting in cordial
US–Taiwan relations. The public supports from the US have strengthened
Taiwan’s confidence under tense cross-Strait relations. Recently, the US’s
Indo-Pacific strategy provides Taiwan an opportunity to establish a closer tie
with the US. But the prospect of bilateral cooperation in the Indo-Pacific
region depends on a clear proposal.

KEYWORDS New Southbound Policy; US–Taiwan relations; credible signal; Free and Open Indo-
Pacific strategy

Introduction

Taiwan’s foreign policy has experienced a significant change since the
inauguration of the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) President Tsai Ing-
wen. The DPP government proposed the New Southbound Policy (NSP),
which aims to divert Taiwan’s economy and resources from mainland China
to South Asia and Southeast Asia. The NSP has since become the priority of
Taiwan’s foreign policy.

In the past, the foreign policy put forward by the Taiwanese government
has a significant impact on US–Taiwan relations. The US plays the role of
dual deterrence in Taiwan Strait. It deters China’s armed invasion against
Taiwan; it also restrains Taiwan from provoking China’s armed response.
Taiwan’s foreign policy had invited reactions from both Beijing and
Washington. It significantly affected the US’s attitude toward Taiwan.
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Since the early 1990s, Taiwan has adopted a series of policies to seek
‘international space’. President Lee Teng-hui’s ‘Pragmatic Diplomacy’ set off
decades of Taiwan lobby and international participation bids. His visit to
Cornell University in 1996 represented a diplomatic success. But it raised suspi-
cion and discontent from the Clinton administration. President Chen Shui-bian
bid for the UN and WHO membership. His pro-independence policies caused
serious turmoil between Taipei and Washington. President Ma Ying-jeou’s
‘diplomatic truce’ brought stable cross-Strait relations and decreased diplo-
matic competition. His overwhelming attention on China, however, increased
Washington’s concern about Taiwan’s bandwagoning toward China.

These examples suggest that the foreign policy carried out by Taiwan is
indeed a major factor in US–Taiwan relations. Ever since the Taiwanese govern-
ment proposed the NSP, there is much discussion about the detail of it and
Taiwan’s relations with NSP targets (Chen 2017a; Hsu, 2017; Glaser, Kennedy, &
Mitchell, 2018; Kuo & Chin, 2018; Wu & Li, 2017). Few studies discuss how the
NSP plays a role in recent US–Taiwan relations. This paper addresses this ques-
tion and offers an explanation of why the Taiwanese government maintains a
people-centered approach in the NSP. The paper is organized into three parts.
The first part discusses the core concepts and implementation of the NSP. This
part focuses on how the people-centered approach has been fulfilled in prac-
tice, creating a low-profile and moderate foreign policy. This part also provides
a brief review of the shortcoming and common criticism against the NSP.

After a clarification of the NSP, the paper moves on to discuss its impact
on US–Taiwan relations. The main argument is that the NSP can signal
Taiwan’s commitment to a self-restraint policy that the US prefers. The DPP
government has alternative policy choices, but it has consciously bolstered
this policy despite criticism.

The third part briefly discusses the current US–Taiwan relations and
offers some perspective for future cooperation. Taiwan’s self-restraint on
the international stage is well-received by the US. As a result, the US has
strengthened its support to Taiwan when Beijing increases coercive threat.
The paper then provides an assessment of US–Taiwan cooperation under
President Trump’s Free and Open Indo-Pacific Strategy (FOIPS). Finally, the
paper concludes that the NSP is expected to endure. Its direction and
emphasis will depend on the development of Taiwan’s internal politics, par-
ticularly the political struggle within the DPP.

An overview of NSP since 2016

The NSP and its challenges

The year 2016 marked a political turnover in Taiwan. The incumbent DPP
defeated the Kuomintang (KMT) in presidential and parliamentary elections.
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This was the first time the DPP obtained control over both the executive
and legislative branches. Taiwan’s foreign policy subsequently experienced
a significant change under the new government. During Ma In-jeou’s
administration, Taiwan’s foreign policy rested on the reconciliation of cross-
Strait relations. Taiwan maintained relations with its diplomatic allies under
the ‘diplomatic truce’. Taiwan avoided competition with China while keep-
ing good relations with its traditional allies such as the US and Japan. Since
the DPP took office, China suspended cross-Strait official exchanges and
forced the DPP to abandon its pro-independence position. China
demanded Tsai to accept the ‘1992 Consensus’ as a prerequisite of any dia-
logs (Bush, 2016; Hern�andez, 2016). Although Tsai mentioned the cross-
Strait reconciliation in her inauguration address, China maintained that Tsai
failed to embrace the ‘One China principle’ and claimed that Tsai’s speech
was an ‘incomplete test paper’. Beijing later took a step further to force
Taiwan to recognize ‘One China’. The DPP government rejected Beijing’s
position and refused any dialog with preconditions (Hsu, 2018b; The
Economist, 2017; Wong, Wu, & Wang, 2016).

The cross-Strait relations quickly deteriorated. China resumed thorny dip-
lomatic attacks and blamed Tsai for heightened tension. Five countries sub-
sequently broke their diplomatic relations with Taiwan over the course of
two years. China blocked Taiwan’s participation in the World Health
Assembly, which Taiwan had regularly attended for eight years. The rhetoric
of China’s Taiwan Affairs Office (TAO) became increasingly coercive. For
instance, the TAO publicly dismissed Taiwan’s ‘de-China, pro-independence’
actions. The use of ‘anti-Taiwan independence’ increasingly became part of
China’s common rhetoric. On the economic aspect, China abolished several
favor-granting measures during the Ma era, such as stopping Chinese tou-
rists visiting Taiwan, suspending milkfish contracts, and slowing down the
import of Taiwanese fruit. Instead, China proposed the ‘31 measures’. It
aimed to entice business and young workforce who would like to relocate
to the mainland. The DPP government considered this proposal an
unfriendly move that drains the talent and human resources in Taiwan
(Hsiao, 2018).

Despite the tense cross-Strait relations, the Taiwanese government intro-
duced the NSP immediately after Tsai took office. This policy was a strategic
plan that Tsai had developed since the presidential election. The main
objective of the NSP was diversification. In her Wall Street Journal op-ed
published in 2015, Tsai advocated economic diversification as her future
foreign policy objective (Tsai, 2015). The proposal in her op-ed aimed at
exploring new business opportunities in Southeast Asia, easing Taiwan’s
economic dependence on China. During the election, Tsai recognized that
Taiwan’s economy needed to hedge the political risk from China. China
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might strengthen its economic coercion against Taiwan if the DPP returned
to the government. Even if China would not target Taiwanese business in
the mainland, economic dependence made business in Taiwan vulnerable
to Chinese economic pressure. The unfriendly moves China adopted after
the presidential election proved the need to diversify. Although the govern-
ment claimed that the NSP did not exclude the Chinese market when it
proposed the policy (Cheng 2016), it was clear that the NSP intends to shift
Taiwan’s attention from China to the NSP targets.

Tsai’s proposal met with a structural opportunity. The previous ‘Go
South’ policy during the Lee and Chen administrations had not been suc-
cessful due to a lucrative investment opportunity in mainland China (Hsu,
2017). In recent years, the rising wage and stringent environmental and
consumer regulations had forced the Taiwanese manufacture industry to
seek new investment destination. Many businesses had started to relocate
to Southeast Asia before the NSP was announced. In addition, Ma’s cross-
Strait policy had raised a concern about Taiwan’s economic dependence on
China among the Taiwanese people. The Sunflower Movement in 2014
addressed this concern and earned wide support (Ho, 2017; Chen & Yen,
2016; Rowen, 2015). This concern also led to the victory of the DPP in the
parliamentary and presidential election.

Taiwan was not the only country seeking new ground in the South.
Japan had adjusted its economic dependence on China since the anti-
Japan protest in 2012 (Nakata, 2012; Reuters, 2014). Abe strengthened
Japan’s relations with regional powers via the Quadrilateral Security Dialog
(Sharma, 2010; Kuo, 2018c). India and South Korea also pursued their own
Asia policy. Modi added Northeast Asia to the ‘Look East Policy’ and pro-
posed the ‘Act East Policy’. It aimed at building comprehensive relations
with all East Asia regions (Lee, 2015; Das & Thomas, 2016). South Korean
president Moon proposed ‘New Southern Policy’ in late 2017, which reor-
iented its economic attention to India and ASEAN states (Kwak, 2018;
Reuters, 2017; Watson, 2018). These developments showed that the struc-
tural context was in favor of a southbound policy. The markets in South
and Southeast Asia had become an integral part of the global economy.
The NSP enjoyed advantages that were absent in the previous ‘Go
South’ policy.

Tsai quickly started to formulate the NSP after she took office. A month
after Tsai’s inauguration, a NSP Office was established under the presiden-
tial office. In August 2016, the Office announced a Guideline for NSP. The
NSP Promotion Plan followed a month later. A detailed Work Plan was
announced in December and the enforcement stage started in 2017.

In her first national day speech, Tsai declared that the NSP would
‘redefine Taiwan’s role in the Asia-Pacific region, and identify a new driving
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force for growth’. The NSP targets include 18 countries in Southeast Asia,
South Asia, Australia, and New Zealand. The government identified the
Philippines, Thailand, Vietnam, Indonesia, Myanmar, and India as the main
targets. These countries were selected due to their existing ties with Taiwan
over trade, investment, and migrant workers except for the last two. Taiwan
would like to explore economic opportunities in the biggest market in
South Asia and the newly democratized Myanmar.

The NSP differs largely from the Go South Policy by the scope of issues.
As much as the government strives to divert the private sectors’ attention
from China to Southeast Asian countries, trade and investment are not the
only objectives. Instead, the government formulates policy mandates to
deepen cultural, education, technology, labor, and tourist exchanges with
the NSP countries. The goal of the NSP rests on diversification of the econ-
omy and building linkages. The government emphasized that these link-
ages are two-way (shuang xiang) rather than bilateral (shuang bian). The
bilateral policies in the past only focused on Taiwan’s presence in
Southeast Asia. The NSP expands this mode of interaction and pushes for
South and Southeast Asia’s presence in Taiwan. This includes foreign busi-
ness investing in Taiwan, foreign tourists visiting Taiwan, and introducing
regional culture to the Taiwanese society.

The NSP is, as Tsai said in an interview with Southeast Asia journalist,
‘not about geopolitics’. The NSP does not compete with China over diplo-
matic recognition or economic statecraft. Southeast Asia has been a major
focus for Beijing since the announcement of the Belt-Road Initiative (BRI).
The BRI established multiple economic corridors by launching a series of
large infrastructure projects in Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Burma, Laos, Cambodia,
and Thailand. It expanded China’s economic partnership by bringing
Chinese business, capital, technology, and service to the region. Although
the BRI target states largely overlapped with the NSP, Tsai reiterated in pub-
lic that the NSP would not compete with BRI. The goals and scopes were
different between the two. The proposals under the NSP were inherently
different from the BRI. Although NSP promised to engage in infrastructure
projects. Taiwan did not aim at large infrastructure projects such as rail-
roads or hydropower stations, nor has the Taiwan government provided
loans to support these projects (Chao, 2016; Liu, 2016). In terms of types of
project, Taiwan’s areas of expertise include medical service, smart city build-
ing, renewable energy, digital content, and the cultural and creative indus-
try. Very few of these projects overlapped with the BRI. The length of time
and funding size of Taiwan’s projects were not comparable with the BRI’s.
Taiwan thus has neither intention nor the capacity to compete with China.

Most of the NSP countries are willing to build unofficial cooperation with
Taiwan. India, for example, has shown great interests in expanding relations
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with Taiwan. It significantly expanded political exchanges by hosting a
Taiwanese parliamentary delegation in 2017 (The New Indian Express,
2017). On the other hand, Taiwan and the Philippines reached substantial
progress in a relatively short period of time. Two governments signed seven
cooperation documents, including a Bilateral Investment Agreement (BIA)
(Tiezzi, 2017). But China’s coercion remained an important obstacle to the
NSP. Some countries worry that supporting the NSP might entrap them
into a brawl with China. For example, Thai officials were unwilling to pre-
sent with the Taiwanese officials in public events (Yin, 2017). Although
China does not intervene in trade relations between Taiwan and other
countries, it strives to obstruct official exchanges, especially bilateral agree-
ments between governments. China’s reaction to the Taiwan-Philippines
progress serves the best example. After the BIA with the Philippines was
announced, China immediately issued a strong protest. Similar renegotia-
tions with Vietnam and Indonesia had no progress in public since then.1 In
a regular press conference, the speaker of the Chinese Foreign
Ministry said,

China sees no objection to a country that has diplomatic ties with China
conducting normal economic, trade and people-to-people exchanges with
Taiwan, but does firmly oppose it conducting with Taiwan any form of
official engagement or signing any agreement or cooperation document
with sovereign implication.2

China used its diplomatic relations to block official exchanges between
the NSP countries and Taiwan. In the Sino-Vietnamese joint communique
published in January 2017, Vietnam pledged to abide by ‘One China’, to
oppose Taiwan independence movement, and not to develop official ties
with Taiwan. China made similar joint declarations with the Philippines,
Indonesia, Cambodia, Laos, and Nepal within two years.3 Diplomatic block-
ade made Taiwan difficult to further develop bilateral agreements with the
NSP countries, even though these agreements dealt with economic affairs.
The most recent progress is the BIA with India in late 2018 (Hsu, 2018c).
The success of this BIA amidst the tense Sino-Indian relations suggests that
Taiwan would face difficulties in Southeast Asia unless the NSP countries
are willing to bear the cost of China’s anger.

Local business environment sometimes makes it difficult for Taiwanese
investors as well. The state-owned CPC Corporation followed the NSP and
planned to move its petrochemical factory to Indonesia. The project was
later abandoned due to a lack of economic incentive. Taiwanese business
sometimes encountered local government’s intervention and they were
unable to access local markets. For instance, the CPC made progress access-
ing market in Vietnam, but it was frustrated in India when the Indian gov-
ernment unilaterally changed the terms of cooperation in CPC’s new
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investment (Kuo, 2018a, 2018b). Also, Cathay Financial Holding Co. failed to
expand its operation in Malaysia after its government rejected Cathay’s
acquisition of a local bank. Not long ago, the CTBC bank had a similar frus-
tration with the Malaysian government (Hsu, 2018a). These difficulties were
due to problems in the host countries instead of China’s political pressure.
The lack of robust regulation, bad governance, lack of rule of law, breach of
trust, and the protectionist policy of local government all contributed to a
significant barrier to economic cooperation.

A people-centered foreign policy

Facing the Chinese pressure and a challenging investment environment,
the NSP largely aims at non-official, second track, and citizen diplomacy.
The NSP Promotion Plan listed four key linkages: soft power, supply chain,
regional markets, and people-to-people. The policy was, by and large,
emphasized on expanding economic opportunities in the NSP countries.
Ever since the Work Plan was announced, the main objective gradually
shifted toward the last linkage: people-to-people contact. Tsai also shows
this change when she addressed on Taiwan-ASEAN dialog in 2016. The
objectives she gave were primarily about enhancing people-to-people con-
tacts instead of facilitating economic cooperation in her speech at Taiwan-
ASEAN dialog. As Yang (2017) points out, the Taiwanese government
begins to put more emphasis on a people-centered foreign policy. The NSP
has been growingly focused on non-political and non-economic issues by
the end of 2016.

The ‘people-centered’ approach avoids sensitive issues that might trigger
China’s retaliation. This does not suggest that the government abandons
economic cooperation. Ministry of Economic Affairs and the External Trade
Development Council (TAITRA) work tirelessly to establish economic ties,
but a breakthrough in economic affairs is usually constrained by the lack of
formal relations and China’s interruption. The people-centered initiative
therefore becomes more salient. Chen and Chattaraj’s (2017) analysis of the
NSP in South Asia shows this tendency. Educational and tourism exchanges
with South Asian countries have shown more progress than economic
cooperation. Tsai’s remark in the 2018 Yushan Forum also showed an
emphasis on people-to-people contacts. She talked about the NSP’s
achievement in education and tourism before she addressed the
‘sustainable prosperity’ in the region.

The ‘people-centered’ NSP recognizes that Taiwan has a cultural connec-
tion to the region. The NSP intends to (re)establish the tie between peoples
in Taiwan and Southeast Asia. It aims to raise the attention to the historical
connections between Taiwan and the region (Chong, 2018). The policy not
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only introduces Taiwan to Southeast Asia. It also brings Southeast Asian cul-
ture to the daily life of Taiwanese. The scope of the NSP is not limited to
works carried out by Taiwan’s representative offices in foreign countries. It
essentially involves efforts improving Taiwanese people’s awareness and
understanding of the region. In order to fulfill this goal, the government
started cultural and educational exchange programs. The Ministry of
Education increased the number of students from and to the NSP countries.
Universities were encouraged to offer courses related to Southeast Asia and
South Asia, especially language training. The Foreign Ministry added
Vietnamese and Indonesian languages to the Foreign Service exam. These
policies increased the exposure to Southeast Asian culture in Taiwan.

In addition to educational exchanges, the government also targets the
epistemic community. Policy research institutes were encouraged to build
relations with their counterparts in NSP countries. The Council for Security
Cooperation in the Asia Pacific (CSCAP) and the Center for Southeast Asia
Studies (CSEAS) at National Chengchi University both have built extensive
ties with institutions in Vietnam and Singapore. The government further
founded the Taiwan-Asia Exchange Foundation (TAEF), which host the
annual Yushan Forum. The TAEF builds platforms to forge think tank
cooperation and civil society partnership. For instance, the TAEF establishes
the Asia Engagement Consortium, a resource sharing coalition between
major think tanks and NGOs. The Consortium promotes think tank diplo-
macy, bringing Taiwan’s viewpoints into the policy dialog among ASEAN
countries (Abb & Yang, 2018).

The NSP endeavors to reform the human resource of Taiwan society,
allowing more connection with Southeast Asia. The government particularly
emphasizes the role of ‘new residents’ and their children. These are immi-
grants settling in Taiwan through cross-border marriage. A majority of these
immigrants come from Southeast Asia. Cross-border marriage has already
taken 19% of the marriage cases in Taiwan. About 9% of the newborn in
Taiwan has at least one immigrant parent. The government saw the off-
spring of the new residents as an advantage to connect Southeast Asia. The
Ministry of Education proposed a New Southbound Talent Development
Program. The MOE opens language courses on the elementary level,
encourages the children of new residents to visit their parents’ home coun-
tries, and develops their skills to work in Southeast Asia after they graduate.
These projects are a long-term effort that develops the young generation’s
talent. The government expects these young people will better bridge
Taiwan and the NSP countries.

The NSP adopts a bottom-up process to change how Taiwanese see
Southeast Asians. Its initiatives transform Taiwan’s self-perception (in terms
of foreign relations) from being part of East Asia to being part of Southeast
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Asia. Such an identity transformation largely aims at the people of Taiwan
than the people in NSP countries (Yang, 2018). The government encourages
its people to learn and embrace the culture, custom, and daily life of
Southeast Asia. With more Taiwanese people identify themselves as part of
Southeast Asia, they are more likely to reach out to the region and create
binds with the NSP countries through work, travel, or study. As the connec-
tions between peoples increase, the Taiwanese government expects that
citizens and the governments in Southeast Asia are inclined to accept
Taiwan as a member of the region. Then the government can take a step
forward to establish closer ties on the semi-official or official level.

The constraints and prospect of the NSP

While the NSP aims to strengthen the relations with target countries, the
broad scope and its people-centered emphasis create some constraints.
First, in order to attract target countries to participate, the NSP is essentially
non-political. Its contribution rests on low politics where the governments
of the NSP targets have fewer interests or have limited capacity to inter-
vene. The linkages are forged on the private domain or on the level of pro-
vincial governments. This connection may indeed build a partnership with
citizens in the NSP countries, but their impact on formal relations is
expected to be limited.

Second, the goals outlined in the Work Plan are comprehensive and
vague. It makes an evaluation of the policy difficult. A corresponding prob-
lem with the lack of specific goals is the lack of good metrics to evaluate
the policy. The success of the NSP is hard to measure. The impact of peo-
ple-to-people contacts is subtle and requires a long time to take effect.
Economic ties and bridging civil societies always seem useful to ordinary
citizens, but their effect on foreign relations between states is obscure. It is
also hard to anticipate how solid such linkage is and how long it will hold.
The Taiwanese government may claim success as long as some exchange
programs are still working despite the quality of their linkages are very
weak. It is also hard to prove that these linkages have a meaningful impact
on bilateral relations. As a result, critics maintain that the NSP cannot bring
substantive diplomatic interests or economic breakthrough (Huang, 2018).

This paper maintains that it is premature to determine the success or the
failure of the NSP. The policy will take a long time to have an effect, particu-
larly on the level of civil society. The Taiwanese government can hardly pre-
sent substantive progress during Tsai’s first term. Even if the government
can present evidence of increased relations, the evaluation depends heavily
on the reviewer’s expectation. A people-centered policy is hard to evaluate
objectively because its benefit is often unclear and not quantifiable. For
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those who have high hope that NSP will facilitate Taiwan’s participation in
regional affairs or quickly expand bilateral economic exchanges, the NSP
will most likely be a disappointment. For those who eye on civil society
development and public diplomacy, the NSP may have a prominent
achievement.

In sum, The NSP represents an ambitious vision. The main objective is
the diversification of Taiwan’s economic relations and building cultural link-
age with the NSP countries. It is a systematic effort to draw the Taiwanese
people away from mainland China and merge themselves into South and
Southeast Asia. The government put heavy emphasis on two-way connec-
tions between citizens. The people-centered nature of the NSP makes it a
soft policy by design. The initiatives are essentially non-political and de-
politicized so they would not trigger China’s responses. But they will build
linkages between peoples. The government counts on these linkages to
consolidate friendship in target countries. The NSP put little emphasis on
official relations with the targets. As China’s thorny diplomatic blockade has
caused significant damage to Taiwan’s foreign relations, the NSP does not
mend or compensate for the loss.

A credible signal of self-restraint

Signaling foreign policy intent

One may argue that the effect of the NSP is primarily on Taiwan’s relations
with the target countries. And it shall have limited or no impact on relations
with third countries. However, Taiwan’s foreign policy plays an important
role in US–Taiwan relations. The US cautiously pay attention to Taiwan’s for-
eign policy for fear of entrapment into a conflict provoked by Taiwan. As
Taiwan’s main foreign policy initiative, the NSP has a significant implication
on US–Taiwan relations. The design and implementation of this policy can
signal the Tsai government’s policy direction. And the US can observe
whether Taiwan’s foreign policy behavior is coherent with its interest in
Taiwan Strait. Taiwan’s policy choice thus affects the US’s willingness to
provide extended deterrence. If the US approves the direction of Taiwan’s
foreign policy, it will be willing to voice for Taiwan. On the contrary, the US
will show more reservation if Taiwan seeks de jure status or recognition in
both domestic politics and international organizations.

Due to the lack of formal diplomatic relations, Taipei and Washington
rely on symbolic gestures to signal their foreign policy interest. These ges-
tures include public statements, domestic legislation and executive order,
arms sales, military training programs, and official visits and exchanges.
Taiwan uses costly signals, such as approving arms sales budgets, to inform
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its loyalty to the US. Foreign policy analysts depend heavily on these ges-
tures to evaluate bilateral relations.

Taiwan’s de facto autonomy has been an interest for the US since the
two countries broke formal relations in 1979. Throughout various adminis-
trations, the main goal of the US has been keeping the stability in Taiwan
Strait by preventing any party from changing the status quo. The US pro-
vides indispensable extended deterrence to Taiwan’s security. Today the US
remains the only country who publicly supports the defense of Taiwan. The
US commitment is not without conditions. Although the US’s Taiwan policy
has been marked by ‘strategic ambiguity’ (Benson & Niou, 2001; Kastner,
2006; Rigger, 2011), it has been clear that the US will not defend Taiwan if
Taiwan provokes a conflict. Such provocative behavior includes the declar-
ation of de jure independence and seeking membership in international
organizations that require statehood status. The American Institute in
Taiwan’s (AIT) recent statement against the referendum on independence
reconfirmed this position (Hsu, 2019).

The demand for independence has emerged in Taiwan during the
Japanese colonization. After Taiwan’s democratization, its leaders constantly
bore the political pressure from the pro-independence groups. As a pro-
independence party, the pro-independence groups (or the dark-green
groups) constituted the base support of the DPP. Consequently, Tsai needs
to address their demands in her domestic as well as foreign policy. At the
same time, Tsai knows clearly that the US dismisses pro-independence poli-
cies. The pro-independence tendency of the DPP voters makes it important
for Tsai to signal its intent to ‘maintain the status quo’. Tsai had made sev-
eral reassurances to the US government before she was elected. During her
visit to the US in 2015, Tsai emphasized her desire to maintain the status
quo in Taiwan Strait. Although the content of her conversations with the
US government was not open to the public, it was generally agreed that
Tsai’s message was well-received (Liu, 2015).

After the DPP won the presidential election, Tsai needed to fulfill her
promise. As Fearon (1997) points out, foreign policy interests are credible
when involving costly signals: an action that incurs consequence on the
decision maker if he or she does not carry out the promise. States needs to
create credible signals to endorse its commitment. Otherwise, guarantees
are no more than a cheap talk and a leader can always back down from
promised actions. The credible signal can be communicated by tying hands
or sinking costs (Slantchev, 2005; Yarhi-Milo, Kertzer, & Renshon, 2018). The
former involves subjecting a policy to audience cost, making the leader
culpable for failing to keep his or her policy (Schultz, 2001; Weiss, 2013).
The latter is the resource mobilized to demonstrate a government’s resolve
to carry out the policy.
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In the context of cross-Strait relations, Tsai needs to provide guarantees
for a foreign policy that does not pursue Taiwan’s de jure independence.
Bilateral interactions such as official visits are not enough to communicate
Taiwan’s resolve. Any promise Taiwan makes via diplomatic channel can be
cheap talk. Both the US and Taiwan knows that Tsai can change her foreign
policy anytime if she desires. The Taiwanese government needs a concrete
policy initiative that stays away from the demand of pro-independence
groups, and it shall remain committed to that policy. If the US recognizes
Taiwan’s foreign policy intent, the US will be more willing to support
Taiwan’s defense and maintain a solid bilateral partnership.

In terms of domestic politics, Tsai’s government has carefully kept dis-
tance with efforts that might cause the US’s dismay. For instance, the pro-
independence groups launched a campaign for the 2020 Summer Olympics
name-changing referendum. A DPP politician brought this proposal to the
DPP’s Central Committee for review. She later withdrew her proposal,
knowing the party would not support it. The pro-independence groups
continued to push for the referendum, but the government made it clear
that it would not endorse the referendum (Chen & Chin, 2018; Yan 2018b).
Without the government support, this referendum eventually failed to pass
in the 2018 election.

As the NSP becomes Taiwan’s main foreign policy initiative, it plays an
important role in sending a signal of self-restraint. Although this policy was
not designed for US–Taiwan relations, its emphasis on low politics and peo-
ple-to-people contacts makes it a non-provocative initiative. The goals and
the approach of the NSP significantly differ from the policy adopted by pre-
vious DPP President Chen Shui-bian. Although Chen also had the Go South
policy, he had put more effort into status-seeking policies such as UN mem-
bership bids, which had raised serious concern from the Bush administra-
tion. The US thus has reason to doubt whether Tsai will put the NSP as a
priority. To reassure the US, Tsai needs to commit to a foreign policy path
different from Chen’s. Her foreign policy intent will be credible if it incurs
certain costs to her government. In this way, Tsai can communicate her
resolve to maintain the status quo.

The NSP does not generate a tying hand effect by incurring audience
cost. If Tsai decides to abandon the NSP or simply fails to fulfill the goals,
she is unlikely to suffer politically. Instead, she could consolidate her pos-
ition by placating the dark-green groups with status-seeking policies.
Therefore, The NSP’s signal of resolve depends on the sunk costs created
when the Tsai government carries out the policy. The sunk costs help the
government show its dedication to a non-provocative foreign policy, and it
demonstrates that the government will not suddenly change its foreign
policy direction.
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The following paragraphs discuss how the NSP serves as a costly signal
for Taiwan. The discussion suggests that the Taiwanese government has
paid certain costs during the implementation of the NSP. The Taiwanese
government mobilizes resources to the NSP, and it suffers domestic political
support by advocating the NSP. The fact that the government is willing to
bear such costs helps deliver a credible signal. More importantly, the US
can verify the NSP’s implementation in public. It can be assured that
Taiwan’s foreign policy actions are coherent with Tsai’s promises. These
constitute a credible signal of self-restraint in foreign policy.

The resources devoted to the NSP

The Tsai government has mobilized resources that would otherwise have
not dedicated to foreign policy. It created a new financial responsibility to
the government. The resources the government appropriated corresponded
to the scope of NSP projects. In 2017, Tsai’s government allocated NTD 4.45
billion (USD 145 million) to the NSP. The year 2017 was the beginning of
the NSP implementation. The government investment in the NSP was rela-
tively low since many projects were under development. The 2018 budget
had a sharp rise to NTD 7.14 billion (USD 233 million), a 38% increase. The
Taiwanese government did not create a separate budget plan for the NSP.
The spending scattered into several government agencies. Figure 1 shows
the approved budget related to the NSP according to government publica-
tion. Most spending was allocated to the Ministries of Economic Affairs,
Foreign Affairs, Education, Technology, and Tourism Bureau. Each ministry
gained a significant increase in budget in 2018 except for the Ministry
of Culture.

There are two important notes about the budget. First, the efficiency of
implementation remains unclear. The NSP is a new policy with new proj-
ects. Each ministry did its best to estimate the expense in the future. The
fulfillment rate depends on whether the government can successfully carry
out the projects. Second, the NSP is not a financial burden. The 2018 NSP
budget takes less than 1% of the general budget. However, the NSP budget
is large in terms of the resources devoted to foreign affairs. The total
budget for the Foreign Ministry is 26 billion NTD in 2018. The NSP’s total
budget equals 27% of Foreign Ministry’s yearly budget. If the NSP projects
proposed by various ministries all contribute to foreign relations, the gov-
ernment has in fact committed a good deal of resources to the NSP.

The NSP budget has a symbolic meaning. It points out the government’s
policy direction The sharp increase in budget from 2017 to 2018 shows an
increased dedication to the policy. The government supports new trans-
national cooperation projects as well as securing more resources to
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facilitate cross-border business opportunities. It does not, however, suggest
that the government is drained out of the resources. To be sure, the gov-
ernment could finance other foreign policy agenda it deems important (e.g.
WHA bid) by pooling resources from other categories of expense. But the
NSP is the only foreign policy initiative that receives special attention from
the government.

If the Tsai government was not serious about the NSP, there would be
no need to allocate additional budget to the Executive Yuan. Each minis-
try had already had international cooperation projects with some of the
NSP targets. Strengthening the existing cooperation would be another
option to implement the NSP. In that sense coordination between minis-
tries will not be necessary. However, the government appropriated
budget to achieve the goals listed in the Work Plan. Senior officers worked
tirelessly to coordinate and monitor cross-ministry cooperation. The
National Security Council tracks implementation progress regularly. Tsai’s
promise was put into practice in an organized way with proper financial
resources. This shows that Tsai’s proposal of looking south is genuine.
This credibly communicates the message that the Taiwanese government
has little interest in pursuing an adventurous foreign policy like the previ-
ous DPP administration.

Figure 1. Budget distribution of the NSP for FY2017 and FY2018 (millions NTD).
Source: 2017 Central Government General Budget, Directorate-General of Budget,
Accounting and Statistics, Executive Yuan, ROC, Taiwan; Assessment report on 2017
Central Government General Budget, Budge Center, Legislative Yuan, ROC, Taiwan.
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Domestic political costs

The other costly signal is related to Taiwan’s domestic politics. Tsai’s rela-
tions with dark-green groups have been tense since the presidential elec-
tion. During the electoral campaign, Tsai promised to maintain the status
quo. Her position disappointed some of her supporters. Some senior pro-
independence activists planned to establish a Taiwan Independence Action
Party, which might have divided the DPP. These activists later turned their
support to New Power Party (Su & Chung, 2015). Upon DPP’s victory in the
presidential election, the pro-independence groups expected that Tsai
would push for independence. But Tsai failed to embrace the pro-inde-
pendence position. During Tsai’s inauguration ceremony, some activists
protested against Tsai, warning Tsai not to accept the 1992 Consensus. Two
days later, more came to protest against Tsai when she paid tribute to
Martyrs’ Shrine (Hsu 2016).

Tsai’s cross-Strait and foreign policy upset the dark-green groups. Even
though she sought support from these groups to counter the KMT, she
carefully maneuvered to keep distance with them. For instance, Tsai did not
arrange positions for pro-independence activists in the Foreign Ministry
and National Security Council. Wu Li-pei, a senior leader of the pro-inde-
pendent groups, more than once criticized Tsai’s cabinet appointments in
public. He urged to replace the Foreign Minister David Lee because Lee
‘failed to defend Taiwan’s interests’ and ‘advocated the 1992 Consensus’
(Hsiao, 2016). He also complained about Tsai’s indifference to the Taiwan
independence movement (Chen 2017b). The lack of Tsai’s support for inde-
pendence frustrated the pro-independence activists. They felt left out as
they did not receive the same respect and support as during Chen Shui-
bian’s administration.

Tsai’s foreign policy was even a bigger disappointment to the pro-inde-
pendence groups. Tsai did not pursue the foreign policy they favor, which
sought Taiwan’s statehood in international society. On the contrary, Tsai
consciously avoided seeking political status in other countries or inter-
national organizations. Taiwan’s UN bids from 2016 to 2018 were kept low-
profile. Taiwan only asked its allies to voice for Taiwan’s meaningful partici-
pation in the UN-affiliated agencies. It did not bid for participation in the
main bodies of the UN. The government did not sponsor the campaign
held by the Taiwan United Nations Alliance, a civilian organization which
has pushed for Taiwan’s membership in UN over 13 years (Focus Taiwan,
2017b; Jacobs, 2016; Kan, 2016). The same occurred to the WHA bid. The
government issued a strong protest after China abruptly scrapped Taiwan’s
observer status in the WHA. The pro-independence group urged the gov-
ernment to apply for the WHO membership, but the government was not
interested. Even with strong support from the US, Japan, and EU, the
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Taiwanese government was reluctant to formally propose for its participa-
tion in the WHA (Yeh, 2019). The government also refused to endorse the
Olympics name-changing campaign. From the viewpoint of pro-independ-
ence activists, Tsai failed to support most of the foreign policy agenda
they desired.

The NSP was no hope for pro-independence groups. Although they wel-
comed the government’s effort to divert Taiwan’s economic dependence
on China, the NSP did not seek a diplomatic breakthrough in Southeast
Asian countries. None of the NSP objectives would advance Taiwan’s polit-
ical recognition by target countries. It did not aim at participating in any
regional forums attended by state representatives. The government did not
push for representing the country under the name of ‘Taiwan’. In many
cases like the Olympic Games and APEC, the Tsai government refrained
from getting into sovereignty issues. The dark-green groups were not satis-
fied with the lack of sovereignty claims on the international stage.

The criticism from the dark-green groups has become acute under strin-
gent Chinese pressure. They complained that the government was too soft
on China. And its foreign policy was not progressive enough. Meanwhile,
the opposition party KMT blamed the diplomatic debacle on Tsai’s cross-
Strait policy. The KMT also argued that the NSP had limited achievements
and failed to open up business opportunities (Chen, 2017c; Cheng, 2017;
Zheng, 2017).

Tsai’s domestic support was not solid. Her support rate plummeted since
her inauguration. According to polls made by Taiwan Public Opinion
Foundation, a pan-green think tank, Tsai’s approval rate dropped from
69.9% at the beginning of her tenure to the lowest point of 29.8 in August
2017. To be sure, many unpopular policies such as labor regulations reform
and pension reform caused much dissatisfaction among the public. But
Tsai’s approval rate in foreign policy also dropped significantly from 56.5%
to 39%. Her disapproval rate in foreign policy, on the contrary, rose from
36.4% to the highest point of 56.5% in January.4

The low popularity brings backlashes upon Tsai within the DPP. The
electoral defeat in 2018 local election again worsened Tsai’s position as the
party leader. Tsai resigned from DPP’s chairperson after the election. The
pro-independence DPP members quickly challenged Tsai. Four senior fig-
ures in the independence movement released an open petition for Tsai’s
withdrawal from the next presidential election (Lee & Chin, 2019).

The electoral defeat brought pressure on the government. Tsai conse-
quently made an adjustment to her cross-Strait policies to earn the heart of
the DPP supporters. She has become more willing to confront Beijing in her
recent remarks, highlighting the ‘growing threats’ from China (Rivers, Jiang,
& Westcott 2019). In the meantime, Tsai has maintained the low-profile
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foreign policy. The government did not pick up status-seeking foreign pol-
icy that dark-green groups prefer. The goals and main tasks of the NSP
remain unchanged. The government remains silent despite the pro-inde-
pendence group urged to take more actions in WHA bidding (Formosa
News, 2019). The contrast between Tsai’s cross-Strait and foreign policy
shows that she is willing to bear the political costs accompanied by a mod-
erate foreign policy. The government’s commitment to the people-centered
NSP continues to raise criticism from the dark-green groups, but the Tsai
government is determined to maintain the NSP in its current form.

Transparency and signal of intent

The signal of a non-provocative foreign policy is more convincing when
other states can observe Taiwan’s foreign policy move. The transparency of
the NSP has an advantage in this regard. The NSP’s intention, goals,
enforcement process are open to the public. Foreign countries can easily
identify Taiwan’s foreign policy agenda and find specific plans Taiwan tries
to deliver. Tsai also explained the NSP initiatives during her public state-
ments and interviews. Transparency allows the US government, as well as
the NSP countries, to assess whether the NSP is a non-provocative policy.

The Taiwanese government could have adopted other moderate policies,
such as strengthening bilateral ties with Japan or sending non-official rep-
resentatives to international organizations. As long as Taiwan would not
seek statehood status in its diplomatic activities, the US could have recog-
nized Taiwan’s effort to maintain the status quo. However, the NSP has an
advantage that better signals Taiwan’s policy direction. The NSP is a stra-
tegic choice that is coherent with Taiwan’s needs as well as the popular
trend in regional politics. As Taiwan’s neighbors increase their presence in
South and Southeast Asia and the investment environment in China deteri-
orates, it is reasonable for Taiwan to divert its economic and diplomatic
attention to the NSP countries. The NSP is consistent with the needs of
Taiwanese business and civil society. Even though the economic opportuni-
ties in this region may not be as attractive as mainland China, Taiwanese
business has an interest exploring these markets because the part of the
global supply chain has gradually moved to this region. As for Taiwan’s civil
society, the NGOs in Taiwan is well-developed and they look forward to a
chance to strengthen its ties with foreign civil societies. The NSP provides
funding and platform to reach out to foreign peoples. In general, the NSP
has the potential to bring substantive benefit to Taiwan and it has a good
chance of success. Therefore, it is more convincing to pursue the NSP than
adopting other non-provocative policies.
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Tsai has so far fulfilled her commitment to a people-centered foreign
policy. The Taiwanese government deliberately choose to avoid the sover-
eignty dispute while pursuing the NSP. The NSP could have focused on sta-
tus-seeking efforts such as participating in regional forums (e.g. the
Shangri-La Dialog) or obtaining political recognition. But the Tsai govern-
ment has consciously avoided sensitive diplomatic exchanges and focused
only on issues where Taiwan can best exert its impacts. Since early 2017,
the NSP implementation largely echoed the call for the ‘people-centered’
approach. The government has initiated projects that were not politically
sensitive, covering direct investment, cultural exchanges, humanitarian
assistance, and civil society development. According to the report issued by
the Executive Yuan, the metrics of achievements includes economic
exchange, talent exchange, resource sharing, and regional linkage. Among
the 54 indicators of achievement, none of them involves intergovernmen-
tal relations.

Take the government’s emphasis on educational exchange and tourism
as an example. These efforts take 21 out of the 54 metrics. The Taiwanese
government has paid much attention to foreign tourists because of the
sharp decline in the number of mainland tourists. The government wanted
to introduce tourists from the NSP countries to fill the gap. According to
official statistics, the NSP tourists visiting Taiwan increased by 37.3% by the
first half of 2017. The number kept growing as the government further
relaxed visa regulations to the NSP countries.5 In terms of education, the
government offers scholarships for students from the NSP countries to
study in Taiwan. The government aimed for 20% annual growth of the
number of students coming from the NSP countries. The progress of tour-
ism and education has been the main achievement in the govern-
ment’s propaganda.

The Tsai government put a significant effort into the NSP and it has little
interests pursuing status-seeking policies. Instead, it expands relations with
the NSP countries over low-profile, non-political, people-to-people cooper-
ation. This is still valid when the NSP suffers criticism from inside and out-
side of the DPP. Tsai has promised the US a moderate foreign policy. Her
words have met with deeds. The implementation of the NSP since 2017 has
been consistent with Tsai’s promise. Taiwan has shown its resolve to main-
tain a moderate foreign policy.

The impact of the NSP on US–Taiwan relations

The NSP and the recent development of US–Taiwan relations

As a result of Taiwan’s dedication to the NSP, the US understands that
Taiwan’s foreign policy is not provocative. It appreciates Taiwan’s effort to
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maintain the status quo under the pressure of the dark-green groups.
Taiwan further signals the desire to be a responsible partner by accommo-
dating the US interests under President Trump. Tsai promised to sustain an
increase in Taiwan’s defense budget by 2% every year. She also promised
to establish an autonomous defense, starting with building its own submar-
ines (Focus Taiwan, 2017a, 2017c; Schuster, 2018). These statements address
the problems of burden-sharing, which has been the main concern of the
Trump administration toward its allies. The US government recognizes that
Taiwan’s foreign policy is consistent with its interests in the region. Alex
Wong, a deputy assistant secretary at the State Department, gave the US’s
impression about the NSP during a press conference:

There are a number of crisscrossing strategies throughout the region… if
you look at Taiwan’s NSP, these partners in the region are all seeking to
increase political, security, and economic ties, particularly with the ASEAN
states. And that’s in our interest.6

Wong’s comment shows the US’s appreciation of the NSP. Taiwan’s for-
eign policy behavior makes the US comfortable to support Taiwan. As a
result, US–Taiwan relation has been warm and solid since Tsai’s inaugur-
ation. For instance, Tsai received a warm welcome and high-level treatment
during her transit stops in the US (Horton, 2018). Congress passed the
Taiwan Travel Act, relaxing restrictions for bilateral official visits. Congress
members planned to invite Tsai to address the Congress (Reuters, 2019).
President Trump also signed the 2019 National Defense Authorization Act,
which requires the government to assess and assist Taiwan’s defense cap-
acity building.

As China increased its coercive tone, the US is convinced that China is
the one provoking tension in Taiwan Strait. China’s hostile diplomatic and
military moves have provoked stronger responses from the US government.
In August 2018, the White House made a strong statement on El Salvador’s
decision to break up its diplomatic relations with Taiwan. The statement
was unprecedentedly harsh when the US said China’s influence on El
Salvadoran government ‘will result in a reevaluation of our [the US] rela-
tionship with El Salvador’.7 These demonstrate that Taiwan’s foreign policy
received high appreciation among the highest level of officials in the
US government.

The strong US support suggests that Tsai can confidently resist China’s
demand for unification. Tsai highlighted the threat from China in her 2019
New Year remark. After Xi called for unification on January 2nd, Tsai immedi-
ately rejected Xi’s offer of ‘one country, two systems’ with a firm and
unyielding tone. She also calls for international support for Taiwan’s de
facto independence (Horton, 2019). Recently, she reached out to Japan for
a dialog over cybersecurity and regional security issues, but Japan later
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rejected her proposal (Deaeth, 2019). These examples show that the
Taiwanese government has become more willing to directly confront China.
And it would invite other ‘like-minded’ countries to counter China.
However, Taiwan’s foreign policy remains low-profile and avoids status-
seeking policies. For instance, the Taiwanese government kept a very low-
profile on Japan’s rejection of a security dialog (Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
2019). It clearly tried to avoid complication that might cause hassles
between Japan and China. The government did not propose any new for-
eign policy initiative, nor did it initiate new foreign policy goals. There has
been no change to the NSP, UN bidding, or the WHA bidding.

The divergence between Taiwan’s recent attitude toward China and its
foreign policy behavior suggests that the Tsai government is aware of the
connection between its foreign policy and US–Taiwan relations. Since the
US welcomes the NSP and appreciates its adherence with its Asia policy,
the NSP will allow Taiwan to build a closer tie with the US in the Indo-
Pacific region. The cordial relations will then affect the cross-Strait relations.
As the US increases its support for Taiwan in public, its deterrent signal
becomes strong and clear. The Taiwanese government can then stand firm
against China’s military threat.

Cooperation in NSP countries: is FOIPS a chance?

The US has gradually formulated the FOIPS since late 2017. The FOIPS aims
to strengthen economic and defense cooperation with the Indo-Pacific
countries. There is a strong expectation among the Taiwan officials, the
Taiwan public, as well as some academics that Taiwan could play a role in
the FOIPS (Danielsson, 2017; Ma, 2018; Soong, 2018; Yan 2018a). During her
meeting with former US Vice President Dan Quayle in 2016, Tsai said
Taiwan ‘can contribute to regional peace and stability, and it would also be
helpful to the role played by the US in the region’.8 John Deng, the senior
government official who is in charge of the NSP, made a similar comment
to urge US–Taiwan cooperation under the NSP. Although the details of con-
tribution were not specified, Taiwan was eager to show interest in aligning
with the US in the NSP countries. Indeed, the NSP aims at economic devel-
opment through freedom, openness, honesty, and sustainability, which is
largely coherent with the FOIPS. Taiwan already started a joint investment
of auto parts factory with Japan in Indonesia (Taipei Times, 2017). The
Taiwanese government has expected similar cooperation with the US.

There were occasional signs that the US encouraged policy alignment
between the NSP and the FOIPS. For example, when asked about Taiwan’s
role in FOIPS, former secretary of defense Ash said the US wanted ‘an inclu-
sive network of countries pursuing security in a way that is based upon
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rules and principle, and not coercion’. He later added that ‘Taiwan is a part
of that network’ (Chung, 2018). President Trump signed the Asia
Reassurance Initiative Act, which elaborated the US’s strategy in the Indo-
Pacific region. The Act contained provisions to reaffirm the US’s support to
Taiwan (Panda, 2019). Michael Pillsbury, a consultant to the Trump adminis-
tration, also encouraged Taiwan to push the free and open economy to
echo the FOIPS before the White House has finalized the policy (Central
News Agency, 2018).

This does not suggest a strategic partnership over security and defense
between Taiwan and the US outside Taiwan Strait. The US’s Asia allies,
Japan and Australia in particular, will assume this role. Taiwan will not be
involved in security affairs due to its sensitive political status. The cooper-
ation between Taiwan and the US in the Indo-Pacific region will focus on
the private sector, most likely the joint US–Taiwan investment projects in
the region.

The prospect of economic cooperation is, however, very obscure.
Secretary of State Pompeo said when he explained the FOIPS: ‘the U.S.
Government doesn’t tell American companies what to do. But we help
build environments that foster good, productive capitalism’.9 His statement
suggests that the US will take a passive role to facilitate the private sector’s
operation in the Indo-Pacific region. American business will explore oppor-
tunities in the region on their own. The US embassies lack the incentive to
initiate cooperation between Taiwanese business and their American coun-
terparts. That being said, the US embassies will have no reasons to object
such cooperation. If the Taiwan government can propose a workable pro-
ject and acquires support from an American partner, the US government
will certainly provide necessary assistance.

However, the business in Taiwan and the US have not found a clear
ground where a business alliance can provide a lucrative economic incen-
tive. The Taiwanese government can encourage its business to cooperate,
but this requires a specific proposal on the part of Taiwanese business or
the Taiwanese government. The US government will not be interested
unless Taiwan proposes substantive plans that help American business to
profit in the Indo-Pacific region. Taiwan has brilliant ideas and promising
prospects, but it lacks concrete plans of what, where, and how such cooper-
ation can proceed. In terms of providing insights, TAITRA is expected to
take a more role in setting up the details for a US–Taiwan joint venture. It
has profound experience in market research and trade promotion. It has
the resources and capacity to formulate a concrete proposal.

On the government level, the Global Cooperation and Training
Framework (GCTF) represents an opportunity for Taiwan and the US to
coordinate their foreign policy. The Framework was established under a
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memorandum of understanding between AIT and TECRO since 2015. The
US and Taiwan regularly co-host workshops in Taiwan. The GCTF invited
experts from various professional fields to share their knowledge and
experience with topics ranging from public health, digital divide, humani-
tarian relief, e-commerce, women empowerment, and transnational crime
investigation. The participants were mostly experts and government offi-
cials in third-party countries, usually from Taiwan’s diplomatic allies.10 The
GCTF can promote a US–Taiwan joint venture of connecting the Indo-
Pacific regions. As co-host countries, the US and Taiwan both benefit from
establishing contacts from regional leaders and experts. Moreover, profes-
sional workshops may uncover business opportunities for the private sector,
or they may create an incentive for cross-border research cooperation and
exchanges between Taiwan and NSP countries.

The GCTF workshops are technical conferences instead of intergovern-
mental conferences. It should not raise China’s response given its non-polit-
ical nature. It is a gray area where Taiwan can establish official and semi-
official contacts with the NSP countries. If China tries to sabotage the work-
shops by deterring third party officials to attend, the US is likely to back up
the participants’ home countries. Such endorsement will be consistent with
the FOIPS. It will demonstrate the US’s resolve to carry out the policy in
the region.

China still plays an important role in Taiwan’s attempt to expand part-
nership with the US in South and Southeast Asia. China is fully aware of the
NSP and its implication on US–Taiwan relations. Many Chinese scholars
maintain that Taiwan’s economic diversification will not succeed because of
Taiwan’s dependence on the Chinese market. They warn that the NSP has a
hidden agenda to consolidate Taiwan’s formal relations with the US, Japan,
and the NSP countries (Chen, 2017a; Sheng, 2016; Shi, 2017; Wu & Li, 2017).
Beijing is not convinced that the NSP serves no role in expanding Taiwan’s
strategic partnership with these countries. China may intervene in Taiwan’s
cooperation with the US or with the NSP countries if it believes such
cooperation creates political advantages for Taiwan. And it will devote all
its diplomatic resources to prevent formal agreements and official
exchanges between Taiwan and the NSP countries. This will remain the
main obstacle for Taiwan when it tries to align with the US in the
NSP countries.

Conclusion

This paper argues that Taiwan’s NSP has a positive effect on stabilizing
US–Taiwan relations. The DPP government has steered away from seeking
de jure independence or political recognition. The NSP’s focus on low-
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politics has allowed Taiwan to signal its commitment to a non-provocative
foreign policy. The establishment and implementation of the NSP have
delivered a credible message to the US government: Taiwan will create no
surprise for the US, and its foreign policy is consistent with the US interests
in Taiwan Strait.

To be sure, the primary objective of the NSP is building relations with
the South and Southeast Asia countries. There is little evidence that the
NSP was purposefully designed to improve US–Taiwan relations.
Nevertheless, the NSP’s positive impact cannot be underrated. Taiwan’s for-
eign policy is highly associated with the US’s attitude toward Taiwan. The
NSP plays a role in reassuring the US about Taiwan’s intention. It affects the
US’s willingness to voice for Taiwan.

Taiwan’s commitment to a moderate policy is met with deeds. President
Tsai has made the NSP a long-term policy initiative. Despite the rising hos-
tility from Beijing and internal criticism, Tsai’s government has put the
‘people-centered’ NSP into practice. The US recognizes that Tsai has fulfilled
her promise during the presidential election and has maintained a moder-
ate foreign policy. As a result, the US–Taiwan relations have been cordial.
The recent US public statements clearly demonstrated a strong position to
challenge China’s coercion against Taiwan.

On the other hand, Tsai’s commitment to a moderate foreign policy can
be weakened if her government ceases to devote a similar level of resour-
ces to the NSP or allocate more resources to status-seeking policies. Signs
of policy changes include, for example, calling for attending intergovern-
mental forums as a state member, launching name-changing campaign in
non-governmental or semi-governmental organizations and activities, and
seeking formal agreements with other countries over political and defense
matters. These moves can be alarming to the US.

If Taiwan were to abandon the NSP and sought more provocative for-
eign policy, the driving cause would very much be the change of domestic
politics. Tsai is vulnerable to the disapproval from her own party since her
reelection in 2020 depends on a unified DPP. The electoral defeat in 2018
has put great pressure on Tsai. She has since toughened her tone against
China, a move that expects to attract pan-green voters. If Tsai cannot con-
solidate supports within the party, she may advocate policies that will pla-
cate the dark-green voters. To prevent a change toward an adventurous
foreign policy, the US would have to recognize Tsai’s dedication to the NSP.

The FOIPS offers Taiwan an opportunity to align its foreign policy with
the US’s. As far as the US is willing to stand with Taiwan, the chance of joint
cooperation in a third country is by and large controlled in the hands of pri-
vate sectors and the government of Taiwan. Meanwhile, the GCTF can
potentially be a good platform for intergovernmental cooperation.
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The NSP plays an important role in US–Taiwan relations. It helps the
Taiwanese government to reassure the US. It also provides an opportunity
for Taiwan to tie its foreign policy to the US’s. The US–Taiwan relations will
remain close and stable as Taiwan focuses on developing people-centered
relations with the NSP countries. The stronger US support results in a
clearer deterrent signal in Taiwan Strait. The Taiwanese government there-
fore becomes more capable of resisting China’s assertive coercion. The Tsai
government understands this linkage. It is expected that the government
will maintain the ‘people-centered’ NSP and seizes this opportunity to
strengthen its relationship with the US.

Notes

1. Governments remains silent about the progress, but bilateral renegotiations are
underway with several countries. See Pei-fen Chang, “Wang Mei-hua: tai-yue touzi
baozhang xieding chixu jieqia fanxiu zhong (Wang Me-hua said Taiwan continued to
renegotiate BIT with Vietnam,” Commercial Times, July 26, 2017, http://tinyurl.com/
yd8kmunn; Wen-qi Huang, “Tai-Inni toubao jinghe xieding youying jingbu jiji qiaqian
(Ministry of Economic Affairs took the initiative to negotiate bilateral investment treaty
and economic agreement with Indonesia),” United Daily News, March 29 2018. http://
tinyurl.com/ybmj7529.

2. See the regular press conference held by Foreign Ministry of China on December 8
2017. Full text available at https://tinyurl.com/yag2cr53.

3. The wording of these statements varies. Upholding “One China” is the common
language commonly used. See the list of joint declarations on Foreign Ministry of
China, http://mfa.gov.cn/chn//gxh/zlb/smgg/.

4. Data is accessible at https://tinyurl.com/y9mopmmf.

5. Tourism 2020, https://tinyurl.com/ydfuv2vh. The government took several steps to relax
the visa requirements. Latest update is available at MOFA website, https://tinyurl.
com/yd7wb5mh.

6. See Department of State, Briefing on The Indo-Pacific Strategy, April 2 2018, http://
tinyurl.com/yc4apn7q.

7. See Statement from the Press Secretary on El Salvador, August 23, 2018, https://tinyurl.
com/yava9cu5.

8. “President Tsai meets delegation led by former US Vice President Dan Quayle,” October
26, 2016, http://tinyurl.com/y5enezof.

9. Michael R. Pompeo’s remarks on “America’s Indo-Pacific Economic Vision,” full-text
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