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Abstract

This article covers the period from when China first reported the outbreak of COVID-19—
source unknown—in Wuhan, Hubei on December 31, 2019 to the commencement of the 73rd 
session of the World Health Assembly (WHA) of the World Health Organization (WHO) in Geneva 
on May 18 and 19, 2020. It highlights how Taiwan’s success in tackling the COVID-19 outbreak 
reinforced the Tsai Ing-wen government’s quest for observer status in the WHA and defined its spirited 
campaign to be invited to the 73rd session of the WHA. The article analyzes the impact of the world 
approbation Taiwan received for containing the outbreak in cross-Strait relations, Taiwan-US ties and 
Taiwan’s pragmatic diplomacy with reference to its campaign to secure the invitation. Analyzing the 
developments in these three thematic areas pertaining to Taiwan’s WHA-WHO cause, it reiterates that 
universalist values and objectives in the present international order prove ineffectual in the face of 
power politics. Weaker political entities like Taiwan continue to be squeezed between favorable and 
unfavorable geopolitical situations. They rely heavily on a favorable geopolitical environment to be 
heard in the world without any guarantee of success. The Tsai government has succeeded in its bid for 
the WHA invitation insofar as its objective was to attract international attention towards its predicament 
vis-à-vis China and sensitize global opinion on the issue of Taiwan’s entry into the WHA. However, 
Chinese power has prevailed and has not allowed any substantial diplomatic gains for Taiwan. As 
the ramifications of COVID-19-induced geopolitical developments for the world are yet to be fully 
revealed, Taiwan should prioritize the consolidation of the gains its pragmatic diplomacy has made in 
its relations with the US and beyond.
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I. Introduction 

Tsai Ing-wen of the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP)—a party that 
Mainland China (hereafter China) has shunned as being pro-independence 
given its non-adherence to the 1992 Consensus or the One-China principle1 
—secured a second straight term as president on January 11, 2020 (Bruyas 
2020) in spite of rising political tensions in the Taiwan Strait. Soon after 
the re-election, Tsai was faced with the outbreak of COVID-19 in Wuhan—
a health menace that would soon engulf almost the entire globe.2 Ironically, 
even during this unprecedented global health crisis there has been no let-
up in the squabbling, maneuvering and posturing that has typified the cross-
Strait problem over the last 70 years. The pandemic provided yet another 
opportunity to the DPP government and China to reiterate their respective 
positions. This is one more reason to believe that international politics will have 
to learn to live with pandemics and that it will have to be business as usual. 

1. Former National Security Council head Su Chi is credited with coining the “1992 Consensus” 
in 2000, a term which encompassed the differences between China and the KMT’s 
interpretations of the meaning of “One-China.” The lowest common denominator that there 
is one China helped them to ignore each other’s claims to legitimacy and the exercise of 
sovereignty over the whole of China in order to facilitate a cross-Strait dialogue in the early 
1990s. This ingenious term helped China and the KMT’s Ma Ying-jeou government (2008-16) 
resume their dialogue in 2008 for the first time after 1999. There was great progress in cross-
Strait cooperation from 2008 to 2016, leading to the establishment of political-level contacts 
between Taiwan’s Mainland Affairs Council (MAC) and China’s Taiwan Affairs Office (TAO) 
in 2014 and the historic Ma-Xi summit in Singapore in 2015. However, since the ruling 
DPP is a product of democratic movement of the 1970s and 1980s and nativist sentiment in 
Taiwan, it does not believe in eventual reunification and rejects every interpretation of the “one 
China principle,” including the 1992 Consensus. It does not preclude de jure independence 
for Taiwan if the Taiwanese people so decide. Therefore, China shuns it as a separatist force. 
It also did not recognize its first government (the Chen Shui-bian government, 2000-2008) 
or the present Tsai Ing-wen government as a legitimate dialogue partner. Political contacts 
and a diplomatic truce in the international arena collapsed, and progress in people-to-people 
exchanges halted in June 2016 when China suspended cross-Strait dialogue in response 
to what it described as the DPP government’s failure to unequivocally uphold the 1992 
Consensus. Only trade, investment and other people-to-people exchanges have continued 
through pre-existing working-level mechanisms.

2. The World Health Organization (WHO) declared COVID-19 as a pandemic on March 11, 
2020. As of December 22, 2020, there were 76,250,431 (more than 76 million) confirmed 
cases of COVID-19 infections and 1,699,230 deaths in more than 200 countries and territories 
across the globe.
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This article begins by providing an overview of Taiwan’s impressive 
record in its handling of the coronavirus outbreak. Furthermore, it establishes 
that the Tsai government capitalized on the approbation it received for 
containing it. Taiwan leveraged the issue to acquire moral appeal for its 
fierce diplomatic and media campaign to re-enter the World Health Assembly 
(WHA), the governing body of the World Health Organization (WHO).3 
Additionally, the article underscores how the fresh impetus to the campaign 
pitted the DPP government against China and the WHO. The ensuing clash 
naturally deepened the cross-Strait chasm. More importantly, it exposed the 
weak moral foundations and universalist claims of the WHO in particular and 
the present international order in general. On the geopolitical side, this article 
argues that Taiwan-US coordination on the WHO issue was in keeping with 
the fresh investment that President Donald Trump has made in US relations 
with Taiwan. However, an analysis of this crucial period suggests that while 
the strategic situation in terms of continuing US support is quite reassuring 
for Taiwan, the gains for Taiwan’s larger external engagement under the 
rubric of its pragmatic diplomacy are still limited at best, even though its 
“mask diplomacy” was fairly successful in sensitizing international opinion 
to its WHO cause. The article ends by envisaging a way forward on the WHO 
issue and drawing some inferences for the future from its investigation. At 
the outset, it should be noted that Taiwan’s demand for an invitation to the 
annual WHA meeting as an associate member or an observer is part of its 
larger quest for membership in the WHO. This article is only concerned with 
Taiwan’s bid for an invitation to the 73rd session of the WHA (May 18-19, 
2020) in Geneva in the backdrop of the COVID-19 outbreak.

3. The World Health Organization (WHO) “is the specialized global health agency of the United 
Nations.” “Made up of 194 member states, the WHO works worldwide to promote the highest 
standard of health for all people, regardless of race, religion, gender, political belief, economic 
or social condition.” As for the World Health Assembly (WHA), “every year, delegates from 
all 194 Member States that make up the WHO gather to agree on the Organization’s priorities, 
leadership, and budgets…Delegations consider and provide guidance on policies and courses 
of action which are then coordinated and overseen by the [WHO] secretariat…The WHO 
secretariat does not have the power to enforce any action from individual Member States.” 

 See WHO. “WHO and the WHA – An Explainer”. https://www.who.int/about/governance/
world-health-assembly/seventy-third-world-health-assembly/the-who-and-the-wha-an-
explainer.
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II. Taiwan’s Alertness and Sensitivity to Pandemics Pays Off

Given Taiwan’s exposure to Mainland China with the high number of its 
people living there, its geographical proximity, the absence of a political-level 
dialogue between them and its absence from the World Health Organization 
(WHO), Taiwan’s success against the COVID-19 outbreak has rightly earned 
it huge international approbation (Table 1). Taiwan also achieved this success 
without lockdowns or a blanket ban on international travel and large gatherings.

Taiwan’s success can be attributed to the following factors: An in-place 
pandemic control infrastructure that was alert to pandemics, pandemic surveillance, 
strict on-board quarantines,4 sophisticated tracing of patients and patient contacts, 
and resource integration to enhance the supply of necessary equipment. 

The way Taiwan speedily swung into action speaks volumes about the 
readiness of its anti-pandemic protocols.5 As China informed the WHO of a 
pneumonia outbreak for unknown reasons in Wuhan on December 31, 2019, 
Taiwan enforced the “on-board quarantine of all direct flights arriving from 
Wuhan” on the very same day (TCDC 2020a). Incidentally, protocols for the 
routine “screening for fever on all inbound international transportation at ports 
of entry and conducting quarantine assessments on the travel history of fever 
individuals” have been in place since the SARS outbreak (TCDC 2020b). On 
January 2, 2020, “experts from the infectious disease control and prevention 
advisory committee” discussed the pneumonia issue with the Ministry of 
Health and Welfare (MOHW), and a response team was formed. The experts 
recommended adherence to “the existing measures of on-board quarantine 

4. The phrase “on-board quarantine” is routinely used in Taiwanese press releases. It essentially 
means medical safety protocols during flights.

5. The Taiwan Centers for Disease Control (TCDC) was established in 1999 by a parliamentary 
statute under Ministry of Health and Welfare (MOHW). A National Health Command 
Center (NHCC) within the CDC was created in 2004 to ensure an effective response to 
pandemic outbreaks by incorporating lessons learned from the SARS outbreak in 2003. The 
NHCC is a unified command that includes a Central Epidemic Command Center (CECC) 
for “international epidemic surveillance as well as border control measures” along with the 
Biological Pathogen Disaster Command Center, the Counter-Bioterrorism Command Center 
and the Central Medical Emergency Operations Center. NHCC. See, TCDC. https://www.cdc.
gov.tw/En/Category/MPage/gL7-bARtHyNdrDq882pJ9Q.
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inspection,” “reporting clinically severe cases of pneumonia among people” 
arriving from Wuhan, and “standard precautions for nosocomial infection… 
such as wearing N95 respirators” (TCDC 2020c).

On January 9, the Taiwan Centers for Disease Control (TCDC) assured 
that since “the available information” had been “anticipated and obtained,” 
there was “relevant preparedness and response efforts concerning quarantine, 
diagnostic and testing, as well as medical supplies” (TCDC 2020a). It also 
confirmed that it was in communication with its Chinese counterpart and 
had obtained the genome sequence of the virus (TCDC 2020a). On January 
15, Chuang Yin-ching, Commander of the Communicable Disease Control 
Medical Network, and Hung Min-nan, the medical officer from the TCDC, 
visited Wuhan “to obtain more comprehensive information of the outbreak.” 
During this visit, they learned about “the latest development of the outbreak 
and the prevention and control measures implemented” and “also visited the 
local hospital and the negative pressure ward in order to better understand the 
treatment process of the cases and the nosocomial infection control measures 
implemented” (TCDC 2020d). 

On January 6, the TCDC relayed the information provided by the 
Chinese Center for Disease Control and Prevention that “as of January 5, 
2020, no evidence of human-to-human transmission had been found, and 
no illnesses had been reported among healthcare workers” (TCDC 2020e). 
However, as the first confirmed imported cases of infection in Japan and 
Thailand that were unrelated to the Huanan Seafood Market in Wuhan were 
reported on January 16, Taiwan concluded that “limited human-to-human 
spread in Wuhan cannot be ruled out” but “the source of infection [was] 
still under investigation” (TCDC 2020d). The assessment of the Taiwanese 
medical experts who had visited Wuhan on the previous day also played a 
role in arriving at this conclusion (TCDC 2020f). 

This revised assessment was followed by raising “the travel notice level 
for Wuhan City to Level 2,” advising travelers planning to “visit Wuhan and 
other neighboring areas in China to take personal precautions to ward off 
infection” (TCDC 2020d). The Central Epidemic Command Center (CECC) 
was activated on January 20 (TCDC 2020g) and raised to Level 1 agency 
(“facility”) on February 27 (Executive Yuan 2020a). The CECC raised the 
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alert level to Level 3 on January 21 and advised against “all non-essential 
travels to Wuhan,” following the lead from the WHO that COVID-19 “might 
have sustained human-to-human transmission”: this happened two days before 
the lockdown in Wuhan (TCDC 2020h). Once the community transmission 
stage was ascertained, the CECC stepped up resource integration for effective 
quarantine measures at airports and ports and began communication to 
increase awareness about the pandemic, ensure pharmaceutical and medical 
supplies, curb fake news—mainly relating to mask shortages—and to prevent 
profiteering and reduce panic (TCDC 2020h). 

Thus, one can discern a remarkable rapidity and prescience in Taiwan’s 
response to a fast-evolving situation during the critical weeks from December 
31, 2019 to January 23, 2020. Other notable aspects of the response have been 
the gradual increasing to Alertness Level 2 and Level 3, advising against non-
essential travel to various countries as the situation evolved, extending area-
specific restrictions on inbound and outbound travel, restricting travel to and 
from China, and banning the entry of Chinese nationals (including from Hong 
Kong and Macau) on February 6 (Focus Taiwan 2020a; MAC 2020a; MAC 
2020b; MOFA 2020a; TCDC 2020i; TCDC 2020j). Taiwan also created a 
centralized electronic quarantine record that stores travel histories and health 
declarations linked with local cell phone numbers which are in turn linked 
with National Health Insurance (NHI), engaged in the GPS tracking of people 
under home quarantine or in isolation, and conducted the safe evacuation of 
suspected serious cases directly from airports and seaports to the hospital 
(Chen 2020). These efforts were supplemented by the setting up of “50 
designated hospitals and medical centers and 167 community hospitals and 
clinics to create a tiered system for testing” (Chen 2020) across Taiwan and 
the ramping up of the production of masks, protective equipment and testing 
kits with a focus on rationed availability of masks (TCDC 2020k; TCDC 
2020l). Taiwan ramped up its medical mask production to an “estimated 8.2 
million face masks per day on average” in the first week of March (TCDC 
2020m).

Basically, early projections based on prior experience and knowledge 
leading to the prompt responses of authorized institutions helped Taiwan to 
minimize the severity of the pandemic. As mentioned above, Taiwan has not 
closed its international airspace, and some degree of inbound and outbound 
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international traffic has continued throughout the period. Therefore, Taiwan’s 
efforts were focused on stopping the disease at the entry points and an 
intelligently designed on-board quarantine, tracking, treating and ramping up 
of medical supplies.

III. Taiwan’s Fight against Exclusion from the WHO and  
      “Non-Cooperation” by China 

Taiwan’s successful fight against the coronavirus has created new 
political tides in cross-Strait relations. Both Beijing and Taipei have utilized 
this context to reiterate their respective positions in their own ways. 

Taiwan’s energy has been directed against its exclusion from the WHO 
under Chinese pressure despite its remarkable success in dealing with the 
virus. Taiwan not only argued that its exclusion was unjust to its people, but 
that its warnings about possible human-to-human transmission of pneumonia 
in Wuhan were ignored to the detriment of global health (an issue that will be 
discussed separately). Also, voices from Taiwan have accused China of being 
uncooperative and insensitive towards Taiwanese people stuck in China. This 
was followed by the highlighting of the superiority of Taiwan’s democracy 
over the communist regime in China in view of its successful handling of 
the COVID-19 outbreak and the widely shared belief regarding the initial 
suppression of information by China.

A. Contextualizing Tsai Ing-wen’s Bid for Taiwan’s Membership in the WHO 

Here, the DPP government’s ire against the WHO and its chief needs to 
be contextualized. As per Article 4 of the WHO constitution, all UN member 
states can join the WHO. Under Article 6 non-members can be allowed to 
join it “by a simple majority vote of the [World] Health Assembly.” Article 
8 also provides the space for “territories or groups of territories” which the 
WHO perceives as “not responsible for the conduct of their international 
relations” to “be admitted as Associate Members by the Health Assembly 
upon an application made on behalf of such a territory or group of territories 
by a Member or other authority having responsibility for their international 
relations” (WHO Basic Documents). The KMT’s Ma Ying-jeou government’s 
adherence to the 1992 Consensus was able to secure observer or associate 
status for Taiwan in the WHA from 2009 and 2016 as the “Department of 
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Health, Chinese Taipei.” China’s not objecting to its observer status was in 
keeping with the so-called diplomatic truce across the Taiwan Strait during 
that period (MAC 2009; Xinhua 2020). Since the Tsai government does not 
subscribe to the 1992 Consensus, Taiwan had to exit from the WHA. It has 
not participated in WHA meetings since 2017 (RTI 2016; Li 2016; VOA 
2016).6 

As membership in international organizations has been an important 
goal of Taiwan’s pragmatic diplomacy to enhance its international profile 
and extend its international space, the Tsai government has been striving 
to regain entry into this world organization.7 The COVID-19 crisis gave 
Taiwan the opportunity to launch a fierce diplomatic and media campaign 
for observer status in the 73rd session of the WHA, held on May 18 and 19, 
2020. However, the Tsai government intends to join the WHO or re-enter the 
WHA without subscribing to the 1992 Consensus. It bases Taiwan’s claim 
on the WHO’s founding and universalist values enshrined in the preamble to 
its constitution, according to which “the enjoyment of the highest attainable 
standard of health is one of the fundamental rights of every human being 
without distinction of race, religion, political belief, economic or social 
condition” and the objective stated in Article 1 of the WHO constitution that 
“the objective of the [WHO] shall be the attainment by all peoples of the 
highest possible level of health” (WHO Basic Documents; Executive Yuan 
2020b; Office of the President 2020). 

Riding high on its success in containing the COVID-19 infection and its 
“mask diplomacy” (to be discussed separately), Taiwan’s campaign gained 
much traction because of rising anti-China sentiment in many major Western 

6. Taiwan attended only one WHA meeting under the Tsai government from May 23 to 28, 
2016. Tsai won the presidential election in January 2016, but as per the Taiwanese system, she 
was sworn in on May 20, 2016. Taiwan’s health ministry received the invitation during the 
transition under the pre-existing arrangement. The Tsai government accepted the invitation 
and sent a MOHHW delegation that participated as representatives of Chinese Taipei. 
Politically, however, it rejected the “one China principle.” Taiwanese civil-society groups 
protested outside the meeting venue in Geneva.

7. Under the existing international order, Taiwan cannot become a member of any international 
organization in which the criteria is sovereignty due to a Chinese veto or objections. It may 
join organizations such as APEC or the WTO in which sovereignty is not an issue without an 
objection from China.
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countries, especially the US, and the prevailing view that the world was 
paying the price for China’s suppression of information about the outbreak. 
Taipei began to vociferously highlight the “immorality and illogicality” of its 
exclusion from the WHO to shape international opinion to support its cause. It 
complained about how amid this unprecedented global health crisis, Taiwan’s 
24 million people had to rely on “second-hand” and “delayed” information 
from the WHO (Winkler 2012).

B. Taiwan Shares US Allegations against the WHO

Taiwan has made the same allegations against China and the WHO that 
the US and some of its allies have made. They essentially accused China of 
mishandling the outbreak and suppressing information, particularly about 
human-to-human transmission, in the initial stages. Moreover, Taiwan not 
only endorsed the US view that the WHO under Chinese pressure helped 
“cover up” the severity of the outbreak, but also added to it by providing 
“email evidence” proving that Taiwan’s warnings about possible human-to-
human transmission were ignored. This email controversy will be discussed 
separately.

Taiwanese Premier Su Tseng-chang accused “China of covering up the 
crisis in its early stages and not giving the world early enough warning.” 
President of the ruling DPP Cho Jung-tai made an even more scathing remark 
that “China had hoodwinked the WHO … Since the outbreak of the epidemic 
at the end of last year, China has covered it up and manipulated the WHO to 
pretend that everything is going well” (Blanchard 2020). Minister of Health 
and Welfare Chen Shih-chung said:

China has reported the world’s most confirmed cases and 
knows the most about how the disease arose, but its statements 
are not trusted by most people… The WHO can also make a 
judgement, yet it remains muted on the issue, despite having many 
health experts and a lot of documentation (Lin 2020a). 

Foreign Ministry spokesperson Joanne Ou’s reaction was equally sharp:
China is to blame for the rapid spread of the disease, and 

instead of focusing on how to contain the outbreak, it has allowed 
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politics to override human health and has employed the fictional 
“one China” principle to pressure and downgrade Taiwan’s 
sovereignty and dignity (Lin 2020b). 

Vice President Chen Chien-jen, himself an epidemiologist, specifically 
“criticized WHO Director-General Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus” saying 
that the WHO’s declaration of COVID-19 as a pandemic was “too late” (Lin 
2020a). In widely reported statements, Vice President Chen even maintained 
that, “While the Huanan seafood market is believed to be the source of 
the Covid-19 infection, there are serious doubts that hint it may not be the 
case” (India Today 2020) … “The origin of the virus has to be examined 
scientifically and so far we can see that the virus originated from Wuhan. 
Whether it is from a laboratory or from the natural infection sources needs 
further confirmation… the laboratory theory was ‘one of the possibilities’” 
(Perelman 2020). 

One can empathize with Taiwan’s irritation and anguish. To be fair, 
the WHO has variously referred to Taiwan as “Taiwan, China,” “Taipei,” 
or “Taipei & Environs,” grouping it with China on its website. Some of the 
statistics it has provided have also relied on Chinese information. This has 
greatly inconvenienced the Taiwanese trapped overseas, as some countries 
have banned Taiwanese airlines or suspended their own flights to Taiwan on 
this basis. This has revealed the vulnerability of Taiwanese abroad and fueled 
Taiwan’s anger against the WHO (Lim 2020a; Lin 2020c).

C. The Taiwan-Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus Faceoff 

Taiwan began an aggressive diplomatic and media campaign amidst 
rising negative publicity that the WHO under “China’s influence” had 
downplayed the gravity of the outbreak in its initial phase, creating an 
awkward situation for the WHO leadership (Davidson 2020). This issue has 
indeed given Taiwan the moral high ground given the current emotionally 
charged atmosphere. The intensity of the campaign in the Taiwanese 
blogosphere has been such that WHO chief Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus 
complained that he was being subjected to racist attacks. He however stuck to 
his guns saying, “I don’t give a damn” (Feuer 2020).
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Nevertheless, the WHO has repeatedly stated that Taiwan cannot become 
a member as this is open only for UN member states, while observer status 
can only be granted by a majority vote of the members. On the question 
of cooperation with Taiwan, WHO spokesperson Tarik Jasarevic stated, 
“Taiwanese authorities, including health experts, are being informed through 
cross-Strait channels as well as channels connected with the International 
Health Regulations.” Thus, in practical terms under the existing system, there 
has been no exclusion of Taiwan during the ongoing crisis. Even though 
Taiwan is not a member of the WHO, its health experts and professionals 
participate in the WHO under the 2005 mechanism of the International Health 
Regulations (IHR).

D. The Email Controversy between Taiwan and the WHO 

Taiwan’s claim that it had emailed about possible human-to-human 
transmission in Wuhan as early as December 31, 2019 and was ignored due 
to the WHO’s dismissive attitude created a “sensation.” This led to a spat 
between the Taiwanese authorities and the WHO. Taiwan’s Health Minister 
Chen Shih-chung revealed its contents at a press conference on April 11, 
saying: “If the Chinese did not notify the WHO, what else would be called 
a cover up? … If (the Chinese) did [actually] report it, what else would be 
deemed a dereliction of duty (on the part of the WHO)?” (Focus Taiwan 
2020b). The WHO acknowledged that it did receive the email but stated 
that the message did not mention “human-to-human transmission.” Tedros 
Adhanom Ghebreyesus stated, “One thing that has to be clear is the first 
email was not from Taiwan. Many other countries were already asking for 
clarification. The first report came from Wuhan” (Chen, Tang and Kao 2020). 
MOFA spokeswoman Joanne Ou responded by saying, “The key point was 
not which country first informed the WHO of the epidemic but the global 
health body’s evaluation and handling of the matter” (Chen, Tang and Evelyn 
2020). WHO Emergencies Director Michael Ryan maintained, “Taiwan did 
not tell the WHO anything it did not already know” (Chen, Tang and Kao 
2020). A perusal of the email shows that it was indeed very carefully worded. 
While did not contain the phrase “human-to-human transmission” or even 
the word “transmission,” it did contain medical terminology which could be 
interpreted as hinting at it.
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State Council Taiwan Affairs Office (TAO) spokesperson Zhu refuted the 
Taiwanese claim, saying that:

 …the email merely cited the Wuhan Health Commission 
in Hubei province … and it didn’t mention “human to human 
transmission” at all … The health authority of Wuhan for the first 
time on December 31 uploaded the news of some 27 infection cases 
on its website. The WHO received information on the same day. 
Also on December 31, the island’s health authority inquired about 
the situation in Wuhan from the National Health Commission on 
the Mainland (Zhang Yi 2020a).

 
Zhu alleged that Taiwan relayed the information as its own when the 

Mainland had already released it publicly, even though the Taiwanese assert 
that they had learned of possible human-to-human transmission through their 
own thorough internet tracking (TCDC 2020f). Incidentally, as mentioned 
previously, the Taiwan CDC in its press-notes released in the first week 
of January noted, “There is no obvious person-to-person transmission or 
infection among medical staff,” something which Zhu also highlighted. 
Besides, as has been previously mentioned, Taiwanese medical experts in the 
TCDC had only warned about the possibility of limited human transmission 
on January 16. Again, as has been previously mentioned, an advisory against 
“all non-essential travels to Wuhan” was issued on January 21 only after 
the WHO advised that COVID-19 “might have sustained human-to-human 
transmission.”

E. A Fair View of the Email Controversy 

However, this author does not endorse Zhu’s allegation that Taiwan 
had fabricated evidence. One should recall that Taiwan had enforced an 
on-board quarantine for flights from Wuhan as early as December 31. It 
would be reasonable to argue that although Taiwanese experts did not have 
professionally and scientifically ascertained information on December 31, 
they probably had some reason to believe that human-to-human transmission 
of the virus in Wuhan was possible. This was on the basis of either their 
knowledge and experience or through some early warning from their social 
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channels and sources. They did their duty by relaying the information to the 
WHO, although with some ambiguity. This is more or less the Taiwanese 
CDC’s response to the WHO’s counter on the issue (TCDC 2020f). Thus, to 
be fair to the WHO, it could not have acted upon such information which was 
neither exclusive nor specific nor scientifically proven. While the email sent 
on December 31 was not of much medical relevance, it was later used as a 
diplomatic weapon against the WHO on April 11.

F. China Accuses Taiwan of Taking Advantage of the Situation

Responding to the Taiwanese campaign for membership in the WHO, 
China argued that the DPP campaign against the WHO was designed to 
undermine the 1992 Consensus. China’s official and semi-official media has 
been focused on highlighting the political motives for the DPP government’s 
charges of non-cooperation and insensitivity towards Taiwan and Taiwanese 
citizens and the international power politics behind its bid for observer 
status in the WHA. China was convinced that the DPP was trying to take 
the advantage of the situation. It accused the DPP of pushing its separatist 
agenda by exploiting the health crisis to press its demand for entry into 
the WHO. The TAO has categorically stated that “the attempt by Taiwan’s 
DPP authorities to use the novel coronavirus outbreak as an excuse to 
seek “Taiwan independence” will never succeed.” It accused the DPP 
and “separatist elements advocating ‘Taiwan independence’” of “taking 
advantage of the epidemic” and of fishing “in troubled waters” to pursue 
Taiwan’s “so-called ‘international space,’ “while all Chinese people are 
engaged in the fight against the virus outbreak.” It said that “in face of [the] 
facts, the DPP authority fools nobody and only exposes its evil intentions to 
fool the public and take advantage of the situation to seek selfish political 
agendas” (China Daily 2020a). The essence of the TAO’s countercharge was 
that the international community engages with Taiwan on the basis of the 
one China principle. As WHO membership is open only for UN member 
sovereign states, the DPP government cannot be allowed to use the pandemic 
to “challenge and trample” on this internationally recognized template for 
Taiwan’s engagement with the international community. On the issue of 
the denial of access by the WHO to Taiwan under China’s influence, the 
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TAO released partial data that “Taiwan experts at least [11 times] attended 
technical meetings held by the WHO on 10 different occasions in 2019,” 
claiming that it has never obstructed the practical arrangements which enable 
Taiwan to access information from the WHO (China Daily 2020a). Chinese 
data from the year 2019 about Taiwanese participation in WHO activities 
seemed to refer to Taiwan’s participation under the IHR mechanism. The 
TAO, Chinese media and bloggers have fiercely defended the WHO against 
Taiwan’s government, media and netizens.

G. Merit in Taiwan’s Claim for WHO membership 

China has invoked UN General Assembly (UNGA) Resolution 2758 
and WHA Resolution 25.1 to deny membership to Taiwan in the WHO and 
an invitation to the WHA. These resolutions replaced the Republic of China 
(ROC, Taiwan) with the People’s Republic of China in the UN in 1971 
and the WHO in 1972 (EPKD 2020). It is also widely held that the WHO 
Secretariat and China signed a secret Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) 
in 2005 under which the WHO requires China’s approval for interaction 
with Taiwan. The full contents of this MoU are unavailable, however 
(Chang 2010). Moreover, under a different secret WHO memorandum dated 
September 14, 2010, the WHO is believed to have “an ‘arrangement with 
China’ to implement the IHR for ‘Taiwan, Province of China’” (Kan 2011, 
pp.15-16). 

Taiwan rejects the applicability of the two resolutions, stating that these 
only decided the issue of whether the ROC or the PRC was the rightful 
government of China without stating in any way that Taiwan was a part of 
China (TECO 2020; Taipei Times 2016). As such, China’s consent is not 
needed. Taiwan also condemns the secret MoUs. Nevertheless, as things 
stand, this contention makes the question of Taiwan’s entry into WHA one 
that can only be decided by “a two-thirds majority of the members present 
and voting” under Article 60(a) of the WHO constitution. Furthermore, 
whether the invitation to Taiwan can only be decided by “a two-thirds 
majority of the Members present and voting” will also be determined by “a 
majority of the Members present and voting” under the Article 60(b) (WHO 
Basic Documents). Thus, Taiwan’s claim may not be on a sound legal footing. 
To be fair, however, Taiwan has a strong moral and logical case if not a legal 
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one. The 24 million people of Taiwan are an important link in the global 
health chain. The international community can wish away their existence at 
its own peril, particularly when there are fears that humanity is going back to 
the age of pandemics (Mosk 2020; Wakefield 2015). Therefore, the Taiwanese 
diplomatic, media and internet campaign against the exclusion has earned 
great empathy and sympathy internationally, and the wide coverage of the 
issue available on the internet confirms this.

IV. Taiwanese Allegations of Non-Cooperation and  
      Insensitivity against China 

China was also accused of being insensitive towards Taiwanese people 
stuck in Hubei and other places in China. China reportedly did not allow 
charter flights (Aspinwall 2020a), delayed their evacuation, and “deliberately 
made [the evacuation] inconvenient” for them in many instances because 
they were to be flown back by Taiwan’s “national” carrier (China Airlines), 
which would have amounted to an unintended conferment of sovereignty 
on Taiwan (Taipei Times 2020a). It would have been bad optics for China 
had the Taiwanese been evacuated like “foreign nationals” in charter flights 
by China Airlines (Taipei Times 2020a). Therefore, the Taiwanese were 
asked to travel to Shanghai from Hubei by train and then leave for Taiwan 
by “normal,” “routine” or “quasi-charter” flights (Focus Taiwan 2020c; Lai 
and Ko Lin 2020; Taipei Times 2020a).8 The media termed flights by China 
Airlines as “quasi-charter flights” due to Chinese sensitivities regarding the 
representational status of Taiwan (Taipei Times 2020a). There were also 
complaints that proper screening of the passengers was not carried out before 
the first flight in early February and that “one passenger confirmed to be 
infected with the virus and three others who had fevers” returned in the flight 
“[creating] a tear in virus prevention” (Hamacher 2020). Taiwan objected to 
China Eastern Airlines not providing protective clothing to the Taiwanese it 
was evacuating (Everington 2020a). Tsai Ing-wen complained that “China 

8. The government of Taiwan suspended transportation links with China after the pandemic 
hit China. However, direct flights from Taiwan to Beijing, Shanghai, Chengdu and Xiamen 
within China continued. Shanghai continued to be the “usual point of departure for regular 
CAL flights” for Taiwanese in China.
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had not prioritized more vulnerable groups—which Taiwan says includes the 
elderly, children and others—on the first flight back despite an agreement 
with China that they would” (Hamacher 2020). However, there are conflicting 
versions about this whole issue to be discussed in the subsequent section. 

Furthermore, Taiwan alleged that Chinese netizens were subverting 
Taiwan’s efforts to control the pandemic situation (Pan 2020) and that most of 
the virus disinformation was originating from China as the Chinese netizens 
were “displeased by Taiwanese criticism of how China has managed its 
outbreak” (Taipei Times 2020b). This was in line with Taiwan’s standing 
grievance of being the target of China’s cyber-warfare. 

A. China Refutes the Taiwanese Allegations 

China dismissed the charges of non-cooperation with Taiwan on the 
issue of the return of Taiwanese people from the pandemic-hit areas to their 
homes in Taiwan. Its narrative has been that the Chinese government was 
responsible for the entire motherland, including Hong Kong and Taiwan. 

The TAO has been putting out China’s response to Taiwan’s charge of 
non- cooperation. It maintains that while China will not allow a “separatist 
agenda,” it has a commitment to its Taiwanese compatriots in Taiwan as well 
as on the mainland. TAO spokesperson Zhu Fenglian said that the mainland 
had “sent Taiwan 101 notifications as of [March 24, 2020]” (China Daily 
2020b). Ma Xiaoguang, another spokesperson for the TAO, said that in 
early February Taiwan too had shared outbreak-related information with the 
mainland 15 times before February 5, 2020 (Zhang Yi 2020b). He intimated 
that the mainland had “specifically notified Taiwan of the information related 
to sharing the virus’ genome sequence with the World Health Organization 
and of the means to obtain it.” Ma told the media that four experts from 
Taiwan’s CDC had been permitted to travel to Wuhan, “the epicenter of 
the outbreak,” to understand the situation there (China Daily 2020c). He 
reiterated that Taiwan was “timely updated with the information on Taiwan 
compatriots who have been diagnosed with the infection on the mainland” 
(Zhang Yi 2020c). The TAO emphasized that “Taiwan affairs offices across 
the mainland have established working groups for epidemic prevention 
and control and maintained close communication with Taiwan compatriots, 
businesses and associations… have worked to keep these groups informed of 
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the epidemic and prevention tips as well as help solve practical difficulties”… 
and that the mainland would “keep communicating and coordinating with 
Taiwan on epidemic prevention, which includes information sharing, and 
manage personnel who travel between the two sides” (China Daily 2020d).

As a matter of political positioning, Ma Xiaoguang maintained that 
“Taiwanese in Hubei Province have been well cared for… China has a high 
regard for the wellbeing of Taiwanese in China and that it had been in touch 
with officials since the beginning of the outbreak” (Liao 2020a). Chinese 
foreign ministry spokesperson Hua Chunying offered “strong support” should 
Taiwanese people “encounter difficulties overseas” (Aspinwall 2020a). China 
also strongly refuted the charge of animosity towards Taiwanese people stuck 
on the mainland. By March 28, 2020, Chinese authorities had facilitated the 
return of 608 Taiwanese people from Hubei to Taiwan. They argued that 
the difficulties had actually been created by “entry restrictions imposed by 
Taiwan’s DPP authority” (China Daily 2020e). “The first batch of 247 Taiwan 
residents” had returned to Taiwan from Wuhan as early as February 3, 2020 
(Zhang Yi 2020d).

Furthermore, the TAO raised the issue of the “more than 8,300 students 
from the Chinese mainland who are enrolled in Taiwan universities [and] 
are unable to go back due to restrictions by island authorities.” It demanded 
that their rights be protected by “island authorities and universities,” (Zhang 
Yi 2020e) though the Taiwanese reports sought to highlight that China had 
restricted the Chinese students from going to Taiwan for the entire year (Liao 
2020b). China also announced “a series of measures to help Taiwan-invested 
enterprises resume work and production.” As per the TAO, “over 90 percent 
of Taiwan-invested large-scale industrial enterprises” had “resumed work in 
regions with concentrated investment from Taiwan” by March 10, 2020 (China 
Daily 2020f).

B. Determining the Degree of Truth in the Allegations against China 

The fact remains that the Taiwanese began returning as early as 
the beginning of February and kept returning throughout the period. To 
be fair, Taiwanese complaints on this issue highlighted in the preceding 
section appear to be a mix of many issues. There may have been political 
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posturing as well as logistical and procedural issues on both sides which are 
understandable in the situation. The sensitivities around what are perceived 
as “evacuations” and attendant interpretations are understandable in the 
context of cross-Strait relations. Besides, the lockdown had imposed travel 
restrictions in Hubei which did cause inconveniences for the Taiwanese 
people there. Similarly, the Taiwanese government also exercised extra 
caution in receiving Taiwanese from pandemic-hit China (MAC 2020c; 
Shen and Kao 2020).9 Taiwan did not approve of China’s “lax quarantine 
measures” (Wang, Wen and Lai 2020) and perhaps did not trust Chinese 
medical procedures behind the fitness certificates issued to the Taiwanese for 
travel (Ke-lun, Chang and Mazzetta 2020). Moreover, Taiwan had constraints 
on its capacity to accommodate passengers from China in isolation wards 
(Wang, Lai and Lim 2020). It was insinuated that Taiwan had its own “travel 
black list” for the Taiwanese returning from Hubei. Thus, the impression 
from international media headlines that China bears sole responsibility for the 
inconveniences and harassment that Taiwanese people underwent in returning 
from China is incorrect. Taiwan’s strict protocols in this matter were equally 
responsible.

Overall, there is sufficient verifiable information that the Chinese had 
put in place systems for cooperation and information sharing regarding 
the COVID-19 crisis. This is corroborated by a reading of the information 
emanating from the Taiwanese side. The governments in Taipei and Beijing 
are not talking to each other for reasons that are well known, but the relevant 
official bodies seem to be in constant communication with each other and are 
cooperating. The Chinese cooperation that was previously highlighted is not 
surprising. It is very much in line with its longstanding policy of supporting 
and promoting people-to-people exchanges across the Strait—even unilateral 
ones if needed—to deepen bonding at the societal level and make Taiwanese 

9. The media noted that “the handling of people returning from Hubei” was “somewhat 
controversial because they [were] being treated more strictly than Taiwanese coming home 
from Western countries.” Unlike travelers from the United States and Europe who could “take 
regularly scheduled passenger flights to Taiwan”, “certain passengers from China, however, 
[were] still required to take government-arranged “charter-like flights” home and then be 
quarantined in official quarantine facilities, despite lower COVID-19 case numbers in China 
than in the West in recent weeks.” 
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society amenable for eventual reunification. Whether this policy has yielded 
or will yield desirable results is a different issue.

V. Taiwan-US Coordination on the WHO Issue 

The invitation for Taiwan to the WHA was also an issue in the US-China 
standoff on the WHO and its role in tackling the COVID-19 outbreak. Trump 
announced his decision to withdraw from the WHO on May 29, 2020, a week 
after the 73rd meeting of the WHA. On one level, the Trump administration’s 
support for Taiwan can be viewed as a pressure tactic against China. At a 
more substantial level, however, the support was a natural fit in US policy 
moves under Trump to help Taiwan strengthen its de facto independence.

The current global health crisis has further energized Taiwan-US 
relations that were already on the upswing under Tsai and Trump. The latest 
developments during COVID-19 as it rages on, many of which are related 
to Taiwan-US allegations that the WHO was under Chinese influence and 
Taiwan’s endeavors to secure an invitation to the 73rd WHA, have further 
reinforced a relationship which helps Taiwan retain its de facto independence. 
This reinforcement needs to be understood in the context of fresh investment 
in relations made by Trump. Under Trump, Taiwan has once again started 
to feature as an important partner in US strategic documents such as the 
National Security Strategy Document, 2017 and the Department of Defense 
(DOD) and Department of State reports on Indo-Pacific Strategy of June 
2019 and November 2019. It has also begun finding mention in the speeches 
and statements of top US leaders like Vice President Mike Pence and 
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo. They have praised Taiwan’s democracy 
and expressed support for it. It appears to have made a “comeback” in 
the US-China dialogue. The newly initiated Taiwan-US cooperation with 
Taiwan’s remaining diplomatic allies and important US legislation such as 
the Taiwan Travel Act (2016) and the Taipei Allies International Protection 
and Enhancement Initiative (TAIPEI Act) (2019) point to a recalibrated 
diplomatic focus on Taiwan by the United States. Widely publicized sailings 
of US naval warships in the Taiwan Strait and the clearing of the long-
pending decision to sell a total of 66 F-16V jets to Taiwan over Chinese 
objections are all evidence of a renewed strategic focus on Taiwan. At a 
more fundamental level, this upswing and fresh investment can be attributed 
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to US disillusionment with the Nixon-Kissinger view that a constructive 
engagement with China and its integration with the world would lead to 
an open and democratic China. Instead, China has emerged as a “strategic 
competitor.” Like a “second Cold War,” rivalry between the US and China 
has renewed Taiwan’s relevance for the US, and their relations seem to be 
moving beyond the post-Taiwan Relations Act (1979) phase. The COVID-19 
outbreak has become the perfect occasion to recalibrate its relevance.

Such an overt, spirited and coordinated posturing by Taiwan and the US 
on a single issue (the WHO issue) vis-à-vis China has not been seen since 
the Taiwan Strait Missile Crisis of 1995-96. The US has used the Taiwanese 
email to substantiate its charge that the WHO initially downplayed the gravity 
of the outbreak under China’s influence. President Trump tweeted, “Why did 
the W.H.O. ignore an email from Taiwanese health officials in late December 
alerting them to the possibility that the Coronavirus could be transmitted 
between humans?” (Nelson 2020). US State Department spokesperson 
Morgan Ortagus tweeted, “Dec. 31—that’s the same day Taiwan first tried 
to warn the WHO of human-to-human transmission” (Chen, Tang and Kao 
2020). Secretary of State Mike Pompeo (Aspinwall 2020b) and the US 
ambassador to the UN (Bloomberg 2020) supported Taiwan’s demand for a 
place in the WHA and participation in the 73rd session of the WHA on May 
18 and 19, 2020. Chairman of the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations 
James Risch and Chairman of the House Committee on Foreign Affairs Eliot 
Engel joined Robert Menendez and Michael McCaul in their two respective 
committees, writing to 55 countries and territories that included US allies and 
friends to seek their support for Taiwan’s participation in the 73rd session of 
the WHA (Taiwan Today 2020). In the meantime, the Senate unanimously 
passed a bill on May 11 that had been introduced on January 29, 2019, asking 
“Secretary of State Mike Pompeo to come up with a strategy to help Taiwan 
regain observer status at the World Health Assembly (WHA)” (Hsu and Yeh 
2020). On the whole, this year saw a highly spirited campaign for Taiwan’s 
participation in the WHA supported by not only a handful of its diplomatic 
allies, but also by the US and its allies such as Australia, Canada, France, 
Germany, Japan, New Zealand and the UK who “issued a joint demarche to 
the WHO pushing for Taiwan's inclusion in the WHA” (Horton 2020; Focus 
Taiwan 2020d).
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A. Taiwan-US Joint Efforts to Fight COVID-19 

On March 18, Taiwan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) and the 
American Institute in Taiwan (AIT), the de facto US embassy in Taiwan, 
issued a “Taiwan-US Joint Statement on a Partnership against Coronavirus” 
to facilitate cooperation on “research, development and production of rapid 
tests kits, vaccines and medicines…” (MOFA 2020b). This joint statement 
was a recognition of Taiwan’s capabilities. In addition, instead of being 
signed by the Taipei Economic and Cultural Representative Office in the 
United States (TECRO) and AIT—which has been the more regular way 
for signing the joint statements, MOUs and agreements between them—this 
particular joint statement was signed by the MOFA from Taiwan’s side. The 
subtle message inherent in this cannot be ruled out (Focus Taiwan 2020e). In 
another important development, President Trump signed the TAIPEI Act into 
law after it was passed with bipartisan support in both houses of Congress, 
though it had been introduced in May 2019 by Senator Cory Gardner 
(Congress.Gov). Since the period under review, US Secretary of Health and 
Human Services Alex Azar visited Taiwan in August 2020, the first high-level 
visit enabled by the Taiwan Travel Act of 2016 and the first “highest level 
visit…in more than four decades” (Zhang Hui 2020), further enhancing US-
Taiwan health cooperation. This also reflected an intensification of relations 
under Trump.

The US State Department coordinated its assistance with Taiwan along 
with “other like-minded partners” to help Pacific island nations “respond 
to the COVID-19 pandemic.” While the US “provided more than US$32 
million” to these nations, Taiwan “donated 80,000 masks … along with 
forehead thermometers and thermal imaging cameras” to them (Lin 2020d). 
This furthered Taiwan-US cooperation among Taiwan’s allies, particularly in 
the Pacific (MOFA 2019; Lin 2020e; Chiang and Chiang 2019). Additionally, 
the State Department “held a virtual forum” … “on the topic of expanding 
Taiwan's participation on the global stage,” lauding the “Taiwan model [of] 
fighting COVID-19, with countries around the world” (Department of State 
2020). Thus, the pandemic has helped to enlarge Taiwan-US cooperation 
beyond the bilateral, a trend that has emerged under Tsai and Trump. 
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B. Taiwan’s Mask Donations to the US 

Under the Taiwan-US Joint Statement on a Partnership against 
Coronavirus signed on March 18, Taiwan was to supply “100,000 masks 
to the US per week, while the US [was to] send raw material for 300,000 
medical protective suits” to be manufactured in Taiwan.” By April 16, the two 
sides had delivered the “first batch of personal protective equipment (PPE)” 
to each other. Taiwan received 150,000 medical protective suits of “the total 
volume pledged” and the US received 500,000 surgical face masks “for the 
last week of March and the month of April.” The media reported that “3,600 
masks (were) donated by Taiwan for use by White House staff and officials” 
(Lim 2020b). This was in addition to a separate donation of a million surgical 
face masks to the US federal government and another million “to American 
states in dire need of personal protective equipment” (Lim 2020c).

C. US Military-Diplomatic Signaling in the Taiwan Strait amid the Pandemic

There has also been some notable military activity in and around the 
Taiwan Strait, with Chinese and US warships sailing through the Taiwan 
Strait during the period under review. Taiwan’s Ministry of Defense (MND) 
reported that US naval ships—in the latest instance, the Arleigh Burke-class 
destroyer McCampbell—have transited through the Taiwan Strait six times 
thus far, whereas they transited nine times in 2019 (Focus Taiwan 2020f). 
Chinese war planes such as J-11 jet fighters, KJ-500 early warning aircraft 
and H-6 bombers10 undertook threatening maneuvers in close proximity 
to Taiwan during this period. While these activities did not start during the 
COVID-19 period, their frequency and the fact that they have continued 
undeterred through the pandemic does indeed convey a message. Thus, the 
sighting of American air assets such as the RC-135U Combat and RC-135W 
Rivet Joint near Taiwan—a total of 12 times between March 25 and April 
16—can be seen as a new development. The media “learned” that these 
American planes deliberately put on their lights in order to convey a message 
to China (Taipei Times 2020c; Taipei Times 2020d; Chen and Lim 2020). 

10. The Bashi Channel is between the Philippines and Taiwan, or more precisely, between their 
Y’Ami Island and Orchid Island, respectively. It connects the South China Sea and the 
Western Pacific.
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These maneuvers appeared to be in response to China’s increased military 
activities in the South China Sea and in the airspace near Taiwan. One may 
infer that these maneuvers stemmed from mutual suspicion and the desire of 
each side to prevent the other from exploiting the situation. China also seems 
to be conveying a message to its domestic audience that it is undeterred by 
the negative international situation, that it is grappling with following the 
pandemic, and that its forces are capable of defending their national interests. 
Similarly, the US might also be sending a signal about its commitment to 
Taiwan. Perhaps the reading that the PLA’s threatening maneuvers were not 
merely political posturing but displayed a distinct preparation for military 
struggle in terms of reconnaissance, surveillance and “grey zone warfare” 
made this signaling necessary.

VI. Pragmatic Diplomacy: Mask Donations and Sensitizing   
      Global Opinion for the WHO Cause 

Taiwan’s impressive handling of COVID-19 has attracted international 
attention and created a proper context for its mask diplomacy, which it has 
used to raise its international profile and sensitize international opinion for its 
WHA/WHO cause. It also seemed to have made some inroads into Europe 
and other western countries that had thus far been silent on issues relating to 
Taiwan. These countries are all leading opinion shapers in the international 
community. Taiwan succeeded in gaining Japan’s support for its WHA 
observer status, an unprecedented achievement as it has always been seen as 
a country with tacit and undeclared strategic interests in the Taiwan Strait but 
has hitherto remained silent on Taiwan. 

A. Mask Donations

Taiwan has undertaken a vigorous campaign of mask diplomacy which 
it has described as “international humanitarian assistance in response to the 
continued spread of the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) outbreak.” 
It initiated its mask diplomacy on April 1 by donating 10 million medical 
face masks and other medical equipment to the US, Europe, and 15 of its 
other diplomatic allies. Some of the countries that received help in the 
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“first wave” of mask diplomacy were the Netherlands, Belgium, the Czech 
Republic, France, Germany, Italy, Luxembourg, Poland, Spain, the Holy 
See, Switzerland, and the UK. These supplies were for “frontline medical 
personnel… clergy who are in frequent contact with their flock.” The 
donations were delivered in around 10 days. In the “second wave” on April 9, 
Taiwan donated six million medical masks to European Union (EU) member 
states in Northern, Central, and Eastern Europe, “more severely affected 
states” in the US, Latin American and Caribbean countries, New Southbound 
Policy (NSP)-partner countries and “other friendly nations” (MOFA 2020c). 
Health cooperation is an integral part of Tsai’s NSP. Building on the two 
waves, the MOFA donated 7.07 million face masks to the US (2.28 million), 
the EU and its member states (1.3 million), Taiwan’s diplomatic allies (1.09 
million), NSP-target countries (1.8 million), and for African and West Asian 
countries and the “medics working with Syrian refugees” (600,000) on May 
5. The MOFA had received 3.93 million masks from individual Taiwanese 
citizens as part of the “third wave” under the “Health for all, Taiwan can 
help” program (MOFA 2020d). 

Additionally, Taiwan’s diplomatic allies and “friendly nations” received 
“35,000 forehead thermometers and 250 sets of automatic temperature 
measurement systems” (Lin 2020f). Incidentally, the Holy See, Taiwan’s 
only diplomatic ally in Europe, received “100,000 surgical face masks” 
from Taiwan that would be further donated “to certain African countries” 
(Huang and Lim 2020). The teaming up with the Holy See may be seen as a 
reassurance for Taiwan, as there have been murmurs that the state was holding 
parleys with China with the intention to switch its diplomatic recognition 
(Pullella and Lee 2018).

Among the other major countries, Japan received two million surgical 
masks on April 21 (The Japan Times 2020); the Indian Red Cross Society 
received a donation of a million face masks on May 8 (Hindustan Times 
2020); and Canada received 500,000 (400,000 for the Canadian Red Cross 
Society and 100,000 for the provinces of Ontario, Alberta and British 
Columbia) on April 27 (Boynton 2020). The quantity of donations has 
brought Taiwan’s capabilities to the fore in the international community’s 
estimation.
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B. Increased Voices of Support and Goodwill for Taiwan and Its WHO Cause

67 members of the European Parliament (EP) wrote to Josep Borrell, 
the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, 
while 60 German parliamentarians wrote to the WHO chief demanding 
Taiwan’s inclusion in the WHO (Taiwan News 2020a). Also, 102 EP members 
“urged EU health ministers to help facilitate the participation of Taiwan’s 
health minister Chen Shih-chung at the upcoming WHA [its 73rd session 
from May 18-19, 2020] as an observer” (Tang and Lim 2020). The Japan-
Taiwan Exchange Association (JTEA), Japan’s representative in Taiwan, 
posted support for Taiwan’s participation in the WHA on Facebook (Focus 
Taiwan 2020g). 

The Times of India carried an editorial supporting Taiwan’s entry in the 
WHA (Times of India 2020a). On May 6, Taiwan News stated that India was 
the “top country tweeting for Taiwan membership in WHA” with 49 percent 
of total tweets at “a hashtag meant to rally support for the proposal by the U.S. 
State Department” (Everington 2020b). The leader of the Congress Party in 
the Lok Sabha of the Indian Parliament, Adhir Ranjan Chowdhury castigated 
China and urged the government to recognize Taiwan, though the tweet was 
later deleted and disowned by the party (Times of India 2020b). Meenakshi 
Lekhi and Rahul Kaswan, members of Parliament from the ruling Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP), “virtually attended” Tsai’s swearing-in ceremony on 
May 20, 2020 (Times of India 2020c). This was in contrast to the Modi 
government’s decision not to participate in the swearing-in ceremony in 2016 
(Patranobis 2016). 

Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau publicly thanked Taiwan for 
mask donations (Connolly 2020). So did the Singapore’s first lady Ho Ching 
(Yu and Yeh 2020). These examples illustrate the goodwill that Taiwan earned 
during this crisis which will help it push the diplomatic envelope. A fuller 
picture of praise and empathy for Taiwan can be gleaned from the favorable 
press it has received internationally, the examples of which are too many to 
detail here.

C. Tangible Gains Made by Pragmatic Diplomacy during the Pandemic 

Health diplomacy and humanitarian assistance have been long-standing 
elements of Taiwan’s pragmatic diplomacy which it conducts officially, 
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wherever possible, and through civil-society groups. The following examples 
may be considered as factors in the gains of Taiwan’s mask diplomacy 
during the period under review. Taiwan and the Czech Republic issued a 
joint statement relating to an epidemic prevention cooperation agreement, 
signed on April 1, 2020 (ROC-Taiwan Uploads 2020). Later and beyond 
the timeframe under review in September 2020, president of the Czech 
Senate Milos Vystrcil led a delegation which evoked a strong response from 
China and an equal rebuff from European countries (Ridgwell 2020). The 
de facto embassy of the Netherlands officially changed its name from the 
“Netherlands Trade and Investment Office” (NTIO) to the “Netherlands 
Office, Taipei” on April 27, 2020 (Yeh 2020). It was suggested that the name 
change was actually in line with a trend visible from 2012 of countries such 
as Australia, Japan, Poland and the UK changing the names of their offices 
to reflect the reality of their relationships with Taiwan moving beyond trade 
and investment. It also might have had some connection with Taiwan’s mask 
diplomacy and the prevailing world sentiment—the NTIO described Taiwan’s 
masks as “600,000 pieces of love” on April 9 (Lim 2020c).

VII. The Taiwan Model versus the Chinese Communist Model

Concluding the discussion thus far, the author would underscore that 
the pandemic has also given Taiwan an opportunity to play up its view of 
the shortcomings of communist rule, citing China’s perceived failure to 
transparently report the outbreak and thereby further delegitimizing the 
PRC’s “one country, two systems” formula for reunification. DPP president 
Cho was reported as saying, “The Chinese Communist Party regime’s 
approach of maintaining stability and neglecting people’s lives and health has 
caused the spread of the epidemic and seriously damaged China’s carefully 
crafted image as a great power” (Blanchard 2020). Mainland Affairs Council 
(MAC) minister Chen Ming-tong remarked, “The whole world has seen 
that Taiwan has done a better job than Beijing in containing COVID-19.” 
Premier Su Tseng-chang claimed, “The world [is] hailing the ‘Taiwan 
model’ for containing COVID-19” (Lin 2020). Taiwan undertook various 
activities such as large-scale international webinars to share its experience 
and promote its image and brand in the international community (Taipei 
Times 2020e; Asian Community News 2020). Speaking at a virtual forum 
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hosted by the Washington D.C. based Center for Strategic and International 
Studies (CSIS), Taiwan’s Vice Premier Chen Chi-mai stated that “the “Taiwan 
model” for fighting COVID-19 can be successfully adopted by democracies 
around the world.” US Deputy Health Secretary Eric Hargan also spoke at 
the forum (Hsu and Mazzetta 2020). Truth be told, these have been unilateral 
proclamations which have resonated with some sympathetic and like-minded 
constituencies in the international community. Having been busy with its own 
medical diplomacy, China appears to have overlooked such proclamations. 
However, the Chinese blogosphere has indeed cast doubt on Taiwan’s 
success in handling the COVID-19 outbreak. Besides, not everyone seems 
to be convinced by Taiwan’s mask diplomacy. One commentator has termed 
Taiwan’s mask diplomacy as giving it “delusions about its international 
status” (Chin 2020).

VIII. Taiwan’s Re-entry in the WHA: The Way Forward 

The discussion thus far has suggested that Taiwan’s successful handling 
of the COVID-19 outbreak and the international media coverage of China’s 
alleged non-cooperation and insensitivity towards Taiwan amid the raging 
pandemic and its mask diplomacy has generated widespread empathy for its 
campaign for an invitation to the 73rd WHA. Taiwan has occupied the moral 
high ground on this issue. However, despite the moral sanctity of Taiwan’s 
WHO/WHA cause, there is no escape from realpolitik. One cannot ignore that 
the UN and its agencies have been an arena of international power politics. To 
an extent, the tussle over Taiwan’s entry into the WHO/WHA is reminiscent 
of the international one over China’s entry into the UN in the 1950s and 
60s. Taiwan’s entry into the WHO has all along been a political issue linked 
with the fundamentals of the cross-Strait problem. Despite Taiwan’s spirited 
campaign with a strong US backing, the number of countries supporting 
Taiwan’s participation in the 73rd session of the WHA was miniscule among 
a total of 194 members. Moreover, prevailing upon China and side-stepping 
the 1992 Consensus through US help and other diplomatic maneuverings 
appears impossible. The current anti-China sentiment in the Western quarters 
of the world is temporary. Most members of the international community 



COVID-19 and Taiwan’s Bid to Re-enter the WHA: Contexts and Implications　29

are likely to lose interest in this issue after a point and would not like to be 
dragged into the US diplomatic push against China for Taiwan’s entry into the 
WHO. This dilemma has also been discerned in Southeast Asian countries, 
as they do not want to choose between the US and China (Jaipragas 2020). 
After having taken over as chairman of the WHO Executive Board at its 
147th session in May 2020, India could be facing a difficult situation because 
of its complex and dynamic relationship with China, in view of which it has 
traditionally exercised caution and reticence on issues relating to Taiwan (The 
Indian Express 2020a; Haidar 2020; The Indian Express 2020b). 

At present, the prospects of Taiwan’s re-entry in the WHA appear 
bleak. However, this is not an impossibility. Taiwan gained admittance as 
an observer to the WHA under the 1992 consensus from 2009 to 2016. In a 
normal situation and when the KMT is in power, Taiwan may be admitted 
once again. It is also possible that China may give a small concession 
by agreeing to Taiwan’s admittance to the WHA during a process of 
reconciliation and a thaw in relations with the US. However, a blanket 
rejection of the 1992 Consensus by the DPP would still be a hurdle.

The ruling DPP needs to show some flexibility on this issue. Its non-
adherence to the 1992 Consensus or the “one China principle” and its simple 
rejection of it pertains to a particular type of politics that promotes “nativist” 
sentiment as opposed to the KMT’s “pan-China” stance which seeks Taiwan’s 
eventual reunification with China. The fact is that the KMT won two 
consecutive elections while pledging support for the 1992 Consensus. For 
the international community, supporting Taiwan’s re-entry into the WHA and 
bypassing China’s objections or the 1992 Consensus as expected by the DPP 
will amount to taking sides in Taiwan’s domestic politics. Therefore, the DPP 
government should offer a reasonable, not maximalist option to the larger 
international community and China in its campaigns for observer status in the 
WHA. It should make a WHO-specific exception to the 1992 Consensus and 
agree to re-enter the WHA under a new innovative mechanism. Such a move 
will further enhance the moral appeal of its cause, and many countries may 
find a reason to ignore China’s remonstrations. One can also hope that China 
may also be reasoned into not seeking a universal adherence to the 1992 
Consensus.
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At this point, it is difficult to prescribe a formula with regard to what 
China and the DPP government can do to overcome the hurdle of the 1992 
Consensus. However, they may very well realize the need to climb down from 
their extreme positions. Despite the current feel-good impact of the ruling 
DPP, it may later come under public pressure, particularly from the business 
sector, to withdraw from its precarious stand-off with China. For businesses, 
the NSP is nowhere close to replacing China. A prolonged DPP government 
which is theoretically very possible will only widen the distance between the 
two sides of the Taiwan Strait. At some point in time, China may actually feel 
the need to keep the DPP government close enough to keep its sovereignty 
claims on Taiwan relevant. It may also strive to wean the DPP away from 
US influence. These imperatives may eventually end up motivating them 
to “reinvent the wheel” of cross-Strait rapprochement. In the given context 
of COVID-19, a civil society which prioritizes peace and stability can push 
for effective anti-pandemic cooperation at the level of local governments 
and health departments and between prominent hospitals and other medical 
facilities on both sides, even though prospects appear bleak for serious cross-
Strait anti-COVID-19 cooperation at the formal, official level. Such a small, 
non-political step may initiate a new beginning. 

IX. Conclusion: Some Indications about the Future 

The cross-Strait narrative in response to the ongoing COVID-19 crisis 
is a manifestation of current cross-Strait politics and the deterioration of 
bilateral ties since May 2016. The peace and cooperation in cross-Strait ties 
during the Ma presidency (2008-16) gives reason to argue that had the KMT 
been in power now, the present narrative would have been one of cooperation 
against the pandemic. The Tsai government’s success against COVID-19, 
the modest success of its mask diplomacy, and international empathy in 
the face of China’s obstruction to its participation in the WHA may only 
help to consolidate and entrench the DPP’s cross-Strait relations position 
in Taiwan’s society and politics (Chung and Chung 2020). As per the latest 
survey released on May 7, the approval rating of the KMT—the DPP’s rival 
who seeks Taiwan’s eventual reunification with the Mainland—dropped in a 



COVID-19 and Taiwan’s Bid to Re-enter the WHA: Contexts and Implications　31

historic low to 9.2 percent following the presidential election in January 2020 
(Taiwan News 2020b).

The crisis has proved to be an opportunity for the DPP government to 
push the envelope in the diplomatic arena. Taiwan’s pragmatic diplomacy in 
official as well as public diplomacy formats has been seen at its best during 
the crisis. A good many members of the international community have 
been sensitized to Taiwan’s WHO cause, its demand has been viewed with 
empathy, and its mask diplomacy has increased its visibility internationally. 
Health diplomacy may be employed to sell Taiwan’s story more vigorously in 
the coming period with some success. Medical and health sector cooperation 
in the NSP may receive more attention in addition to trade and investment. 
Taiwan’s voice may also resonate with social constituencies across the 
globe and particularly in the Western world given the prevailing resentment 
against China. Pro-Taiwan initiatives by individuals, civil-society groups, 
parliamentarians, and possibly Christian religious groups may gain traction.11 
A nudge by the US to its allies and friends in this direction might be expected. 
Their anti-COVID-19 cooperation and coordinated efforts for Taiwan’s entry 
in the WHO have deepened their bonding even more. This may ensure the 
further recalibration of Taiwan-US diplomatic and defense ties.

However, a reading of these developments alongside long-standing 
macro-level trends suggests that it would be premature to expect that any 
diplomatic windfall would accrue from this. Its entry into the WHO by 
overruling the Chinese veto seems an unmerited proposition. Mask donations 

11. Taiwan received support from these social constituencies vis-à-vis the PRC during the Cold 
War. It also received support from these constituencies in its fight for democracy against 
the authoritarianism of the KMT from the late 1970s to the early 1990s. However, as the 
PRC chose to be integrated with the world and achieved miraculous economic growth and 
Taiwan transformed into a democracy, this support outlived its utility and the interest of these 
constituencies in Taiwan diminished. There have been indications of a renewal of this interest 
in recent months and years (Jensen 2019; Deutsche Welle 2019). Among Christian religious 
groups, the Presbyterian Church has played a notable role in Taiwan’s struggle for democracy 
and rights and has a significant presence in the country (Tyson 1987). Given China’s 
increasingly tough attitude towards Christianity under President Xi Jinping, it is quite possible 
that Christian groups in the West could play a role in the international mobilization of private 
initiatives to support Taiwan.
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to the Indian Red Cross Society and Canadian Red Cross Society are well 
within pre-defined “unofficial” relations with Taiwan in those countries. The 
Netherlands took down the information about renaming its de facto embassy 
from Facebook following Chinese protests. Trudeau thanked Taiwan for its 
mask donations only after being nudged as his foreign minister had “dodged” 
this expectation (Connolly 2020). Similarly, a fundamental altering of US 
China policy to favor Taiwan is a near impossibility. Whether Trump’s current 
bullish attitude towards China will survive the presidential election later this 
year remains to be seen. Also, a diminished US profile relative to China in 
international organizations such as the WHO does not augur well for Taiwan. 
While the US may continue to underwrite Taiwan’s security, this scenario will 
frustrate Taiwan’s aspirations and schemes that mainly rely on US support for 
its entry into international organizations. Although the prevailing international 
atmosphere is conducive for Taiwan’s pragmatic diplomacy, its true 
dimension and extent will be clear only once the COVID-19 dust has settled. 
The relatively diminished US influence may have implications for Taiwan’s 
larger pragmatic diplomacy as well. Thus, one must await the emergence of a 
power differential in a post-COVID-19 world.
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Table 1: Tracking COVID-19 on a Monthly Interval (Cumulative Figures in 
Persons)

Reported 
on

Cases 
Reported

Ruled Out 
Cases

Laboratory 
Confirmed 
Cases

Imported 
Cases

Indigenous 
Cases

Naval 
Crew 
Cases

Released 
from 
Isolation 
(Recovered) 
Cases

Deaths

21/01/2020 1 0 1 1 0 0 0 0

19/02/2020 -- -- 24 -- -- -- -- --

19/03/2020 20,014 18,579 108 71 29 0 26 1

19/04/2020 53,005 50,619 420 341 55 24 189 6

19/05/2020 69,657 68,588 440 349 55 36 401 7

15/06/2020 74,409 73,507 445 354 55 36 433 7

19/07/2020 79,506 78,568 455 364 55 36 440 7

19/08/2020 85,128 84,068 486 394 55 36 457 7

20/09/2020 91,555 90,461 507 415 55 36 479 7

20/10/2020 99,367 98,102 543 451 55 36 495 7

19/11/2020 106,576 105,091 609 517 55 36 545 7

19/12/2020 119,164 116,802 763 671 55 36 625 7

          Note:  This table tracks the outbreak of COVID-19 in Taiwan on a monthly interval 
with nearest date that completes the monthly cycle. 

      Source:  Compiled from press releases issued by the TCDC, Taipei. This table was first 
published in Prashant Kumar Singh, “What Does Success Against COVID-19 
Mean for Taiwan?” MP-IDSA Website, July 20, 2020. 

Appendix 1: Chronology of Key Events and Initiatives regarding Taiwan’s 
Fight against COVID-19 and Push for Observer Status in the WHA

S.No. Description
Date-Month-
Year

1
China informs the WHO of a pneumonia outbreak for unknown 
reasons in Wuhan 31-12- 2019

2
Taiwan enforces “On-board quarantine” on all direct flights from 
Wuhan 31-12-2019

Taiwan emails the WHO about the possible human-to-human 
transmission nature of the pneumonia in Wuhan 31-12-2019

3 The MOHW forms a response team 2-1-2020
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4

The TCDC relays information provided by the Chinese Center for 
Disease Control and Prevention that “as of January 5, 2020, no 
evidence of human-to-human transmission had been found.” 6-1-2020

5

Wuhan is visited by Chuang Yin-ching, Commander of the 
Communicable Disease Control Medical Network and Hung Min-
nan, the medical officer from the TCDC 15-1-2020

6

The TCDC concludes that “limited human-to-human spread in 
Wuhan cannot be ruled out” but “the source of infection [is] still 
under investigation.” 16-1-2020

7 The TCDC raises “the travel notice level for Wuhan City to Level 2” 20-1-2020

8 The CECC is activated 20-1-2020

9 The first case of COVID-19 is reported in Taiwan 21-1-2020

10
The CECC raises the alert level to Level 3 against “all non-essential 
travels to Wuhan” 21-1-2020

12
The first group of Taiwanese return from Wuhan, comprising 247 
people 3-2-2020

13 The CECC is raised to Level 1 27-2-2020

14
China announces “a series of measures to help Taiwan-invested 
enterprises resume work and production.” 13-3-2020

15

Taiwan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the American Institute in 
Taiwan issue a “Taiwan-US Joint Statement on a Partnership against 
Coronavirus” 18-3-2020

16
Taiwan and the Czech Republic sign the epidemic prevention 
cooperation agreement 1-4-2020

17 Taiwan launches the “first wave” of mask diplomacy 1-4-2020

18
60 German parliamentarians write to the WHO chief demanding 
Taiwan’s inclusion in the WHO 2-4-2020

19

67 members of the European Parliament (EP) sign a petition to 
Josep Borrell, the High Representative of the Union for Foreign 
Affairs and Security Policy on the issue of Taiwan’s inclusion in the 
WHO 8-4-2020

20 The “second wave” of mask diplomacy begins 9-4-2020

21
Health Minister Chen Shih-chung reveals the contents of the email 
sent to the WHO 11-4-2020

22
The name of the “Netherlands Trade and Investment Office” is 
changed to the “Netherlands Office, Taipei” 27-4-2020
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23 The “third wave” of mask diplomacy is announced 5-5-2020

24
Eight countries issue a joint demarche to the WHO for Taiwan's 
inclusion in the WHA 7-5-2020

25 Taiwan withdraws/postpones its request for observer status in WHA 18-5-2020

25 The 73rd session of the WHA begins
18 and 19-5-
2020

Source: Author’s Own Compilation from Information Available in the Open Domain 
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