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The November newsletter of the Taiwan Brain Trust focuses on the hottest issues of the month: the 
imminent local elections in Taiwan, the latest TBT survey of public opinion, and the just concluded 
Beijing APEC and the summit between U.S. President Obama and PRC President Xi Jinping. 

Associate Professor Hsu Yung-ming at Department of Political Science, Soochow University 
exposits in “Prediction of the Nov. 29 Local Elections and their Political Implications” that Taiwan’s 
local elections measure both the support for the ruling party and the general political and economic 
environment, and at times could catalyze political transition and predict the next presidency. He also 
proposes three scenarios for the ruling KMT’s performance. 

In a more specific vote projection “Nine-in-one Elections Forecast and Taiwan’s Future Political 
Landscape,” Professor Tung Chen-yuan at Graduate Institute of Development Studies, National 
Chengchi University predicts that the opposition DPP stands a fair chance to win Taichung and at 
least two other municipalities in addition to retaining the six it currently controls. The DPP’s taking 
nine local governments will deal a severe blow to the KMT and President Ma Ying-jeou will have to 
confront internal pressure to hold him responsible for the defeat. However Tung also caveats that DPP’s 
projected success in the November elections would not necessarily translate into absolute advantage in 
the 2016 presidential race. 

Early this month the Taiwan Brain Trust released its latest tracking poll. In “Taiwan Public Opinion 
and the Future Development of Cross-Strait Ties,” TBT President Liu Shih-chung highlights some 
salient trends: fi ve indicators reach historic highs, including self-identifi cation as Taiwanese, Taiwan’s 
current status as an independent country, support for independence, China’s perceived hostility against 
Taiwan, and negative attitude towards China. Liu judges that “Taiwanization” is the long-term driving 
force and the Sunfl ower Movement, the alleged divulge of state secret by the former deputy minister of 
the Mainland Affairs Council, and lately the Occupy Central in Hong Kong and the Ting Hsin cooking 
oil scandals all contribute to consolidate the trajectory. With President Ma besieged by his chronically 
low support and the aftermaths of the elections, the prognosis of future Cross-Strait relations is 
stagnation. 

In “Public Approval Ratings and the Nov. 29 Local Elections,” TBT director of research department 
Li Ming-juinn comments on the across-the-board abject approval rates for the president, the premier, 
and the whole cabinet. He takes Japan as an example and warns that such obvious disapproval from the 
public is not sustainable. On the other hand, local elections should not focus on political polarization 
but on local interests and services to residents; candidates should be judged by their capability, not by 
their party or faction affi liation. The obsession of the latter will impede the nation’s overall progress. 

On the Beijing APEC summit, Dr. Lin Cheng-yi from Academia Sinica gives an overview of the 
various statements and agreements in “The Obama-Xi Summit in Beijing” and points out the political 
wrangling behind the rhetoric. TBT’s Liu Shih-chung concludes in “After APEC, Taiwan and China 
Play Wait and See” that the meeting between Ma’s envoy former Vice President Vincent Siew and Xi 
Jinpin was formulaic since despite Ma’s self-subjugation to China, cross-strait relations had entered a 
holding pattern in anticipation of Taiwan’s local elections. Liu also warns that Xi’s return visit to the U.S. 
next year will be a crucial moment in the trilateral relationship of Taiwan, China, and the U.S.

We at the Taiwan Brain Trust aspire to speak to Taiwan about the world and to speak for Taiwan to 
the world. We hope our timing offerings will interest you and sincerely invite your comments. Please 
write to us at info@braintrust.tw.

Editor's Note
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Prediction of the Nov. 29 Local Elections and their 
Political Implications

I. Local elections set the political 
agenda

Taiwan’s last constitutional amendment not 
only slashed the seats of the Legislative Yuan in 
half and changed the voting system into single 
district plurality, but also extended the term of 
legislators to four years, specifi cally to combine 
and streamline elections on different levels. Since 
then, municipal mayors, county magistrates, 
legislators, and the president all serve four 
years; every four years concurrent national 
elections are held for the presidency and the 
legislature, in between are the local elections for 
mayors, magistrates, and other local offi ces. The 
biennial election cycle is designed to resemble 
US midterm elections. However, judging from 
Taiwan’s political progression, local elections not 
only test the support of the ruling party but also 
the overall political and economic environment, 
and at times could even trigger changeover of 
power, in effect serving as the thermometer for 
the next presidential race. 

II. Nov. 29 Election Prediction
Based on various indicators and surveys, I 

propose three scenarios for the ruling Kuomintang 
(KMT): worst case, middling, and best case. The 
worst case for the KMT is also the most likely: in 
addition to the double losses of both Taipei and 
Taichung Cities, it also loses Changhua County 
with its over one million population, only holding 
on to New Taipei City and Taoyuan among the 
six special municipalities. The middling outcomes 
would be that the KMT manages to retain either 
Taipei or Taichung City and even recovers the 

southern county Yunlin; then it can claim to have 
held its grounds and the opposition Democratic 
Progressive Party (DPP) cannot declare victory. 
KMT’s best case scenario is to keep Taipei, 
Taichung, Chiayi City, and even recovers Yunlin. 

If the large-scale transition of local powers 
does take place, it would not necessarily be 
a realignment of the Blue v. Green political 
landscape but possibly only a short-term 
prevalence of split ticket: the electorate votes 
Blue for councilmen and votes either Green or 
nonpartisan for mayor. The lasting effect of the 
de-alignment after such a political shift remains 
to be seen. 

A changeover in Taichung would greatly differ 
from one in Taipei City. If the DPP candidate 
Lin Chia-lung prevails over the KMT incumbent 
Jason Hu in Taichung, it would signal the ebbing 
of the Blue and the waxing of the Green. If the 
independent Ko Wen-je beats out KMT Sean 
Lien in Taipei, it will mark the rise of a new 
political force, which poses a challenge to both 
major parties. 

III. A Pattern for changeover of 
political power

Looking back at both political transitions 
in Taiwan’s recent history, the first time, Chen 
Shui-bian’s victory in 2000, had its foundation 
in DPP’s triumph in the 1997 local elections 
and the subsequent strategy of “laying siege 
to the central government with local success.” 
The second power transition, KMT’s retaking 
the government, should be attributed to its 2005 

Hsu Yung-ming
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victory in local elections more than other factors 
such as the Red Shirt movement, which was 
a backlash against then President Chen. Local 
elections boast a good track record of predicting 
changeover of the central power. 

Therefore, if the worst happens to the KMT at 
the end of November and the DPP under Chair 
Tsai Ing-wen declares victory, Tsai will all but 
certain secure DPP’s nomination to run in the 
2016 presidential race. In the meantime, the 
KMT will descend into leadership infi ghting; Ma 
Ying-jeou’s chairmanship will be challenged and 
Vice President Wu Den-yih and New Taipei City 
Magistrate Eric Chu will openly spar over the 
next presidential ticket. Ma might name a new 
premier and reshuffle the Cabinet in an attempt 
to placate his camp and to curry favor with intra-
party factions. After a period of regrouping, Chu 
would yield to Wu and bite his time for future 
prospect. The 2016 presidential election will be a 
contest between Tsai and Wu. 

Hsu Yung-ming is associate professor at 
Department of Political Science, Soochow 
University, Taiwan
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Nine-in-one Elections Forecast and Taiwan’s Future 
Political Landscape

The ruling Kuomintang is likely to suffer a 
major setback in the upcoming nine-in-one 

elections for several reasons: Approval ratings 
for the government of President Ma Ying-jeou 
remain low, hovering around 10-20 percent. 
Several candidates for the ruling Kuomintang 
(KMT) face particular problems such as Taipei 
Mayoral candidate Sean Lien, who is perceived 
as an undeserving scion of a wealthy and 
powerful political clan, and incumbent Taichung 
Mayor Jason Hu, who seeks reelection after 13 
years in office. On top of that, the recent string 
of food scandals has dealt the KMT election 
campaign a severe blow. A major KMT defeat 
in the local elections would also affect Taiwan’s 
political landscape and the KMT power structure 
in particular.

The KMT currently rules 15 of Taiwan's 
22 municipalities, including four special 
municipalities. However, based on transactions on 
XFuture, the largest Chinese-language prediction 
markets exchange, the KMT is likely to lose two 
special municipalities in the upcoming elections, 
namely Taipei City and Taichung City, as well 
as two second-tier municipalities (Keelung City 
and Penghu County). Should this come true, 
the KMT would remain in power in only eleven 
municipalities, including the largest special 
municipality New Taipei City. The share of the 
KMT-ruled population island-wide would drop 
from 67.5 percent to 42.7 percent. If pan-blue 
Hualien County, where the DPP has refrained 
from nominating a candidate, were counted in, 
44.1 percent of Taiwan’s population would be 

under KMT rule.

The DPP presently rules six municipalities 
including the two special municipalities Tainan 
City and Kaohsiung City. Based on XFuture 
trades, the DPP is very likely to win Taichung 
City and at least two second tier municipalities 
(Keelung City and Penghu County), which 
will boost the total number of DPP-ruled 
municipalities from six to nine. Not to forget that 
DPP-backed independent candidate Ko Wen-
je stands a good chance of winning the mayoral 
race in Taipei City. With nine municipalities in 
its fold, the DPP would rule 44.4 percent of the 
island’s population, up from 30.8 percent now. 
If pan-green Taipei City were counted in, 55.9 
percent of the population would live in DPP-
ruled municipalities. 

Since the election situation is highly volatile, 
forecasts are quite difficult. The current 
predictions are only the most likely scenario. 
Should the election outcome truly be as predicted 
on XFuture as of Nov. 9, the consequences would 
be dramatic for the KMT. President Ma Ying-jeou 
would probably be challenged in a palace coup 
and forced to resign as KMT chairman to take 
responsibility for the election debacle. Very likely 
New Taipei City Magistrate Eric Chu would 
emerge as the new leader and run in the 2016 
presidential election as the KMT’s savior. The 
DPP, for its part, would be able to consolidate 
its power and DPP Chairwoman Tsai Ing-wen 
would be nominated as the party’s presidential 
candidate.

Tung Chen-yuan
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The KMT’s probability of losing both Taipei 
City and New Taipei City stands at 65 percent, 
based on trading prices on the XFuture exchange 
as of Nov. 9. Should the KMT lose these two 
special municipalities, the likelihood of Ma 
resigning as party chairman stands at 63 percent. 
Although the president has the right to serve 
concurrently as party chairman under the KMT 
party charter, a landslide defeat in the nine-in-
one elections would create political pressure 
within the KMT that would be hard to deflect. 
For fear of being dragged down by Ma, party 
heavyweights would probably force the president 
to step down as party chairman.

As of Nov. 9, XFuture trades predicted with a 
probability of 42 percent that Chu will lead his 
DPP challenger Yu Hsi-kun with a gap of more 
than 350,000 votes in New Taipei City. Should 
Chu win the mayoral race with such a vast 
margin his supporters in New Taipei City and 
many frustrated KMT members will very likely 
urge Chu to run for president in 2016 as soon 
as he declares victory. The probability of Chu 
becoming the next KMT presidential candidate 
therefore stands at 71 percent. Chu stands a good 
chance of emerging as the KMT’s new savior 
should he win in a landslide in New Taipei City 
while the other KMT candidates lose in Taichung 
and Taipei.

XFuture trades see Chu win the KMT 
presidential nomination in 2016 with a 55 percent 
probability, followed by Vice President Wu Den-
yih with 35 percent. Tsai will be nominated as 
DPP presidential candidate with a probability of 
84 percent, followed by former DPP Chairman 
Su Tseng-chang with 13 percent and Tainan City 
Mayor Lai Ching-te with 8.4 percent. Still, a 
positive outcome for the DPP in the nine-in-one 

elections will not necessarily translate into an 
absolute advantage for the opposition party in the 
2016 presidential election. The probability of the 
DPP returning to power in 2016 stands at only 
55 percent, which shows there are still plenty of 
imponderables including cross-strait relations.

Tung Chen-yuan is professor at Graduate Institute 
of Development Studies, National Chengchi 
University, Taiwan
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Taiwan Public Opinion and the Future Development of 
Cross-Strait Ties

Taiwan Brain Trust (TBT) has been tracking 
Taiwanese ci t izens’ at t i tude toward 

national identity, unification with China versus 
independence, and sentiment toward China in 
regular opinion polls for quite some time. In the 
latest poll released in early November, we added 
three new questions to our questionnaire: How 
supportive are people of the Occupy Central 
protests in Hong Kong, how receptive are they to 
the China-proposed “one country, two systems” 
framework, and what is their stance on a possible 
meeting between President Ma Ying-jeou and 
Chinese President Xi Jinping.

The opinion results highlight the following 
trends: A historic high ratio of 64.4 percent of 
respondents describe themselves as “Taiwanese” 
rather than Chinese. Among people under 40, 
this ratio stands at an even higher 70 percent. 
Similarly, a record high of 70.1 percent of 
respondents believe that Taiwan is a sovereign, 
independent country. Among people under 40, 
that ratio is even higher with 73 percent. When 
asked to choose among Taiwan independence, 
unification with China or maintaining the 
status quo, a record high 28.4 percent opt for 
independence, while 55.4 percent favor the status 
quo and 6.6 percent choose unification. The 
younger people are the more likely to support 
independence. In the age groups under 40 some 
33.2 percent to 40 percent favor independence. 
If forced to choose between unification or 
independence, a historic low of 14.2 percent 
support unifi cation. 

More respondents than ever - 58.1 percent 
- believe that China is hostile toward Taiwan. 
Such sentiment is even stronger among people 
who are younger than 50 (between 60.4 percent 
and 73.4 percent). Correspondingly, the share of 
those who believe China is a friendly neighbor 
has declined to a historic low of 22.8 percent. 
At the same time, a record high of 40.2 percent 
say they are unfavorably disposed toward China 
with such sentiment spread rather evenly among 
the different age groups. Among the blue camp, 
like and dislike for China is almost evenly 
distributed with 29.8 percent versus 26.9 percent, 
respectively. A historic low of 13.3 percent of 
respondents say they like China. 

These trends can be attributed to the gradual 
deepening of national consciousness in the wake 
of Taiwan’s democratization, also known as 
Taiwanization. Several major events that occurred 
over the past year also play a role. 

The Sunflower student movement that 
erupted in spring was a reaction to the Ma 
administration’s overhasty promotion of cross-
strait ties as well as the lack of transparency and 
violation of democratic principles in cross-strait 
negotiations. Taiwan’s public is concerned that 
national sovereignty will erode and that the island 
will be swallowed by China. This would cost 
Taiwan its economic and political independence 
and autonomy. 

This summer, the alleged divulgence of 
secrets by a former Mainland Affairs Council 

Liu Shih-chung
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vice minister only substantiated Taiwan citizens’ 
concerns over the nontransparent cross-strait 
negotiations. The incident also highlighted the 
lack of discipline within the Ma administration in 
its dealings with the Chinese negotiation team. 

This fall, the Occupy Central movement in 
Hong Kong highlighted the failure of the “one 
country, two systems” experiment in the territory. 
Correspondingly, 63 percent of Taiwanese 
surveyed support the Occupy Central protests, 
with support rates climbing far above 70 percent 
the younger the respondents are. Almost 60 
percent of respondents believe that “one country, 
two systems” has failed in Hong Kong. Among 
younger adults, that ratio reaches almost 70 
percent. Some 72 percent of respondents do 
not support implementing the “one country, 
two systems” framework in Taiwan. Younger 
adults almost unanimously (90.2 percent) reject 
this approach. While overall 67.4 percent of 
Taiwanese worry that Taiwan will become a 
second Hong Kong in the future, such concerns 
plague nearly 80 percent of young adults. 

Now that winter is drawing close, another 
scandal has broken, this time over Ting Hsin 
International Group’s sale of tainted cooking oil. 
This food scare exposed the ruling Kuomintang’s 
crony capitalism and showed that some 
Taiwanese businesses that have made riches in 
China bring home toxic products. The public is 
discontent that the Ma government has condoned 
such conduct. 

Such sentiment is reflected in the approval 
rates for the government and the major political 
parties. Ma and Premier Jiang Yi-huah have seen 
their approval rates slip to historic lows (Ma 17.3 
percent, Jiang 15.8 percent). At the same time, 

the major opposition Democratic Progressive 
Party (DPP) has widened its lead over the KMT 
with regard to public satisfaction. While the 
DPP and KMT were less than three percentage 
points apart at respectively 27.3 percent and 23.6 
percent in August, satisfaction with the KMT 
has meanwhile dropped to 17.2 percent, whereas 
satisfaction with the DPP has risen to 30.2 
percent. 

Ahead of the Nov. 29 local elections, support 
for the major political parties has also seen some 
changes. In August, 21.9 percent said they would 
vote for the KMT, while 29.5 percent said they 
would cast their votes for the DPP. However, 
in October only 16.8 percent said they would 
cast their ballots for the KMT compared to 34.3 
percent who said they would vote for the DPP. 
These results and several other opinion polls 
show that the ratio of those who have declared 
themselves as supporters of the KMT or the 
blue camp remains consistently low. This also 
indicates that the DPP enjoys better prospects for 
winning the upcoming local elections. 

Given that the approval ratings for Ma and his 
KMT continue to decline, hitting a record low in 
the current poll, Ma is bound to receive a strong 
backlash of public protest when pushing his 
agenda for closer ties with China in the future. 
For example, more than half of respondents, 
57.9 percent, worry that a meeting between Ma 
and Xi would push cross-strait ties closer toward 
unifi cation. 

After the local elections, Ma might emerge 
as a lame duck and have to face internal strife in 
the KMT. Cross-strait ties will stagnate now that 
plans for a Ma-Xi meeting on the sidelines of the 
Asia-Pacifi c Economic Forum (APEC) in Beijing 
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have come to nothing and Ma has come under fi re 
by Chinese offi cial mouthpieces for declaring his 
support for the Hong Kong peoples’ demand that 
their chief executive be elected directly through 
universal suffrage. 

On the other hand, Tsai Ing-wen of the DPP 
will be able to bolster her leading position in the 
party, which will greatly improve her chances of 
winning the presidential nomination next year. 
Nevertheless, it would be premature to conclude 
that the DPP can count on returning to power in 
2016.

Liu Shih-chung is president of Taiwan Brain Trust
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Public Approval Ratings and the Nov. 29 Local Elections

Li Ming-juinn

Public approval of the president, the premier 
and the cabinet has hit an all-time low 

just a month ahead of island-wide municipal 
and county elections, according to the latest 
opinion poll by Taiwan Brain Trust (TBT). The 
government’s fl agging popularity is expected to 
affect the election prospects of candidates for the 
ruling Kuomintang (KMT) when voters across 
Taiwan go to the poll on Nov. 29. 

Low approval rates for Taiwan President Ma 
Ying-jeou has become the norm, but his public 
support has now slipped to just 17.3 percent, the 
lowest number ever measured since TBT began 
to track approval rates in its bimonthly opinion 
surveys. This shows that citizens continue 
to question Ma’s ability to rule the country. 
Furthermore, the approval rate of Premier Jiang 
Yi-huah is even lower than that of the president, 
hitting a record low of 15.8 percent. In a race 
to the bottom, the cabinet’s public approval 
rate stands at a still lower 15.5 percent. Given 
such dismal public support for the nation’s 
leadership, how can Taiwan expect to compete 
internationally? 

Since taking office as premier in February 
last year, Jiang has effected frequent personnel 
changes – so far 22 cabinet members tendered 
their resignation, or were replaced. Yet, instead of 
boosting Jiang’s approval ratings, these reshuffl es 
created the impression that the cabinet is already 
at its wit’s end. In our neighboring countries 
Japan and South Korea the premier is usually 
replaced when his approval ratings fall below 20 

percent, in a bid to rekindle new expectation. In 
this latest poll, more than half of respondents (56.7 
percent) believe that Jiang should step down. It 
seems a growing number of citizens are no longer 
willing to give Jiang another chance. It should not 
come as a surprise that pan-green supporters are 
much more critical of the premier than pan-blue 
voters. However, even among the pan-blue camp 
38.9 percent of respondents want Jiang to quit as 
premier. The Ma government cannot ignore that 
the premier is unpopular with its own supporters. 

The poll also registered marked ups and downs 
in satisfaction with the performance of the two 
major political parties. Dissatisfaction with the 
KMT grew to 72 percent, up 2.8 percentage 
points from the previous poll in August, while 
satisfaction with the ruling party declined 6.4 
percentage points (23.6% → 17.2%). In contrast, 
dissatisfaction with the major opposition 
Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) declined 
by 6.1 percentage points (55.6% → 49.5%) 
during the same period, whereas satisfaction 
with the DPP rose by 2.9 percentage points 
(27.3% → 30.2%). 

Asked to pick their favorite from among 
four political parties (KMT, DPP, Taiwan 
Solidarity Union, New People Party), only 16.7 
percent of respondents picked the KMT, 7.8 
percentage points less than in August. At the 
same time the ratio of those who most dislike 
the KMT has increased by 6.2 percentage 
points (31.7% → 37.9%), while those who are 
undecided increased by 2.5 percentage points 
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(23.8% → 26.3%). This shows that around 10 
percent of citizens are currently turning away 
from the KMT. In contrast, the electorate is 
becoming more accepting of the DPP. While 
the DPP only slightly improved its “most liked” 
party status from 23.4 percent to 24.5 percent, 
there was a marked 6.8 percentage point drop 
(19.2% → 12.4%) in people who most dislike the 
DPP. A comparison with the previous three polls 
shows that for the fi rst time in more than half a 
year the DPP has overtaken the KMT as the most 
liked party (24.5% vs. 16.7%), taking a lead of 7.8 
percent points. This shows that the DPP’s efforts 
have been met with the electorate’s approval. 

As for the upcoming municipal and county 
elections, support for KMT candidates has shrunk 
by 5.1 percentage points to 16.8 percent. At the 
same time, 43.9 percent of respondents did not 
voice an opinion, up 4.5 percentage points. Most 
likely, many of these undecided voters originally 
supported the KMT. On the other hand, support 
for DPP candidates increased by 4.8 percentage 
points to 34.3 percent. Generally speaking, the 
KMT’s election prospects seem to worsen. 

Nevertheless, the upcoming elections are 
local ones, and by their nature should focus on 
balancing local interests and providing services 
to citizens. Political parties or the blue-green 
political divide should not play a dominant 
role. Instead, the ability, character and strengths 
of the candidates should serve as reference 
points. In Japan, for instance, the vast majority 
of local government leaders are not members 
of a political party. Yet, in Taiwan, political 
party affiliation is emphasized also on the local 
government level ranging from town assemblies 
to county magistrates and city mayors. In its 
voting behavior, the Taiwanese electorate usually 

is caught in the blue-green political polarization. 
Voters also strongly care about whether a 
candidate hails from their constituency. As a 
result, blue-green confrontation or competition 
among local factions overshadows local election 
campaigns, obstructing overall constructive 
development. Taiwan’s electorate and political 
parties should give this some serious thought.

Li Ming-juinn is director of research department 
at Taiwan Brain Trust
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The Obama-Xi Summit in Beijing

Lin Cheng-yi

On November 11, 2014 following the 
conclusion of the Asia-Pacific Economic 

Cooperation (APEC) summit, President Barack 
Obama of the United States and President Xi 
Jinping of the People’s Republic of China met 
together at Zhongnanhai’s Yingtai for an evening 
conversation in the same vein as their 2013 
meeting at Sunnylands estate in California. Their 
discussion lasted a total of fi ve hours, two hours 
longer than anticipated. Prior to their Yingtai 
meeting, Obama had announced the loosening of 
restrictions on Chinese citizens’ visas for travel 
to the United States, extending the validity of the 
visas; and the two states had reached agreement 
on revisions to the scope of IT products covered 
by the Information Technology Agreement (ITA), 
eliminating tariffs on an even greater number of 
new IT products. All of which contributed to a 
friendly bilateral summit atmosphere.

As they continued their discussion at Yingtai, 
Xi pointed out to Obama that on the very spot 
on which they were standing Qing Emperor 
Kangxi had once deliberated over strategies to 
retake Taiwan--an apparent attempt by Xi to 
emphasize to Obama the status of Taiwan as 
a part of China. Also included in Xi’s talking 
points were China’s ability to reach its goal of 
doubling per capita income by 2020 with a 7% 
annual growth rate and the idea that democracy 
need not be limited to the “one man, one vote” 
model of direct election. Here, Xi emphasized 
that the Chinese Communist Party required an 
extensive democratic consultation process within 
the party and that this “democratic centralism” 

was collective in nature. Finally, Xi suggested 
that the most sensitive issues for China are 
external threats to its sovereignty and security. 
Though the Taiwan issue was not a primary topic 
for discussion during Obama and Xi’s Beijing 
summit, Xi nevertheless again worked to instill 
in Obama the necessity of the United States 
recognizing Tibet, Hong Kong, and Taiwan as 
core interests of China. For his part, Obama 
indicated that the United States had no interest 
in either curbing or containing China, but was 
“willing to conduct candid communication and 
dialogue with China,” in order to “manage and 
control disagreements effectively and avoid 
misunderstanding and misjudgment.”

November 12th, Xi and Obama met in the 
Great Hall of the People to begin their official 
summit talks. Obama declared that he does not 
support Taiwanese and Tibetan independence 
while Xi put forward six priorities in furthering 
Sino-American relations: (1) strengthening 
high-level communication and exchanges, and 
promoting strategic mutual trust; (2) handling 
bilateral relations on the basis of mutual respect; 
(3) deepening exchanges and cooperation in all 
fi elds; (4) managing and controlling divergences 
and sensitive issues in a constructive way; (5) 
carrying out inclusive cooperation in the Asia-
Pacific region; and (6) jointly coping with all 
regional and global challenges. The two countries 
also issued the “U.S.-China Joint Announcement 
on Climate Change,” and concluded agreements 
on military-to-military confidence-building 
mechanisms specifically, the “Memorandum 
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of Understanding on Notification of Major 
Military Activities,” and the “Memorandum 
of Understanding on Rules of Behavior for the 
Safety of Air and Maritime Encounters.”

China,  the world’s  largest  emit ter  of 
greenhouse gasses (accounting for approximately 
29% of the world total), promised to limit its 
rapidly increasing carbon emissions by 2030, 
and increase non-fossil fuel energy consumption 
to 20% of total consumption. Obama likewise 
announced that by 2025 the United States will 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 26% to 
28% from 2005 levels. Mitch McConnell (R-
KY), who is to take over as Senate majority 
leader in January 2015, criticized Obama over 
the agreement. McConnell claims Obama is 
using the agreement as an excuse to shut down 
American power plants, and he has demonstrated 
his intention to block the measure. As to Sino-
American military confi dence-building measures, 
agreement was reached only on preliminary 
memorandums of understanding. As such, the 
U.S. hopes in future to include annexes covering 
its top priority of prior notification by China of 
any ballistic missile launch as well as rules for 
air-to-air encounters.

The Obama-Xi summit in no way indicates 
that Sino-American bilateral relations are in 
for smooth sailing; the two states have shown 
a degree of cooperation, but there remains 
both private and public antagonism between 
them. While in Beijing, Obama insisted that the 
South China Sea dispute be resolved peacefully 
according to international law, but in a speech 
in Brisbane, Australia, prior to the G20 meeting, 
Obama openly declared the Asian security order 
“must not be based on spheres of influence, or 
coercion or intimidation where big nations bully 

the small,” an obvious, albeit implicit, reference 
to China.

Lin Cheng-yi is research fellow at the Institute of 
European and American Studies, Academia Sinica, 
Taiwan
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After APEC, Taiwan and China Play Wait and See

Liu Shih-chung

For Chinese President Xi Jinping the just 
concluded summit of the Asia-Pacific 

Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum in Beijing 
was the most important international event he 
has hosted since taking office in March last 
year. The high-profile meet also served as the 
main stage for affirming his “New Type Great 
Power Relations” foreign policy and for weaving 
his "Chinese dream.” Despite opposition from 
the United States and its allies, China began to 
promote a regional pact called the Free Trade 
Area of the Asia-Pacific (FTAAP), intending to 
incorporate and substitute the U.S.-led Trans-
Pacific Partnership (TPP) and the Regional 
Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) 
formed by ASEAN Plus Six. 

Eager to create the image of a great power, 
Xi accepted a symbolic ice-breaking meeting 
with Japanese Premier Shinzo Abe. He also 
allowed Seoul, keen on concluding bilateral trade 
negotiations, to take advantage of the APEC 
meet to achieve its goal. In a meeting with South 
Korean President Park Geun-hye Xi officially 
announced that the two sides had reached 
consensus on the bilateral free trade agreement. 
Subsequently, he faced U.S. president Barack 
Obama, whose Democrats had just suffered a 
crippling defeat in mid-term elections. Xi, fi rmly 
in control after consolidating his power, took it 
all in his stride. For the same reason Xi gritted 
his teeth and refrained from violently dispersing 
the Occupy Central protests in Hong Kong when 
they dragged on for more than a month. He also 
let Beijing residents take a long holiday to free 

up the congested city and prevent any unforeseen 
incidents, all to ensure that the APEC gala went 
smoothly. 

Amid this complex and important diplomatic 
wrestling among the great powers, the meeting 
between Xi and Taiwan’s representative at the 
APEC meet, former Vice President Vincent Siew, 
took place as scheduled, with little fanfare and 
scant notice from everybody except Taiwanese 
media. Previously, President Ma Ying-jeou had 
spent more than a year trying to get an invitation 
for APEC but Beijing rejected his overtures. In 
the end, he had no other choice but to dispatch 
Siew as his envoy. In his Oct. 10 national day 
address, Ma had made it a point to voice his 
support for the election of the Hong Kong chief 
executive through universal suffrage. He also 
appealed to Beijing to “let some people go 
democratic first.” In response, irritated Taiwan 
Affairs officials in Beijing warned Ma against 
"talking nonsense” and the official mouthpiece 
Global Times tabloid deridingly called him a 
“local head." All of a sudden, talk of a cross-strait 
stalemate was everywhere. 

Siew told Xi in the name of Ma that three 
factors must remain unchanged in cross-strait 
relations: First, both sides must jointly maintain 
a scenario that allows for a peaceful development 
of cross-strait relations. Second, the 1992 
Consensus must be consolidated as basis for 
cross-strait interaction and negotiations, and 
third, both sides must work for institutionalized 
economic cross-strait cooperation. Siew also 
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suggested an upgraded framework for new cross-
strait economic relations, making it abundantly 
clear that he wanted to ease strained cross-strait 
ties.

Xi demonstrated his political finesse when 
he noted that it could hardly be avoided that 
cross-strait relations meet “some difficulties 
and resistance” and “the more it is that way the 
more we need to increase mutual trust.” The two 
sides of the Strait must “strengthen confidence, 
increase mutual trust, respect each other and 
interact amicably,” he told Siew. He also noted “we 
must respect our respective choices with regard 
to our development paths and social systems.” 
He refrained from mentioning the politically 
sensitive issue of “one country, two systems,” 
and did not reiterate peaceful unifi cation.

Nevertheless, it would be wishful thinking 
to believe that disturbed cross-strait relations 
are already back to normal or to think there 
will still be an opportunity for cross-strait 
political negotiations in the “post-Ma” era, or 
that even a meeting between Ma and Xi is still 
possible. There was no need for Xi to humiliate 
Siew as the other APEC members engaged in 
great power diplomacy. It is obvious that the 
Ma administration had early on resigned itself 
to subjugating to China in connection with 
APEC. This began in late August when visiting 
Taiwan Affairs Office Deputy Director Gong 
Qinggai casually dropped the invitation for the 
APEC summit “along the way" and ended with 
Siew’s title and status in diplomatic protocol. 
Ma still could not trade these concessions for 
his unrequited fantasy meeting with Xi during 
APEC. 

More importantly, the election prospects of 

the ruling Kuomintang (KMT) in the upcoming 
island-wide municipal elections are precarious. 
Had Xi embarrassed Siew verbally or through 
actions at this juncture, the green camp would 
only have exploited the situation to its advantage. 
Fully aware of this, Beijing played it safe with the 
Siew-Hu meeting, which followed strict protocol, 
and allowed cross-strait ties to enter a wait-and-
see stage – waiting to reassess the situation once 
the APEC summit and Taiwan's municipal and 
county elections are over.

Obama’s meeting with Xi directly after the 
APEC summit most likely also marked his last 
visit to China before his term in office ends. 
The Democratic Party has just lost its majority 
in the Senate and suffered a crushing defeat 
in the House of Representatives in the mid-
term elections. Since Obama has been under 
attack for being too soft on the diplomatic front, 
he did not make many concessions to China. 
Instead, he was seeking to maintain a bilateral 
relationship characterized by cooperation and 
competition, without destroying the balance 
of power. Should Xi reciprocate Obama’s visit 
next year, the Obama-Xi meeting in Washington 
would coincide with the heat-up to Taiwan’s 
presidential election. Beijing will likely to seize 
that opportunity and attempt to leverage the 
United States to rein in Taiwan.

Liu Shih-chung is president of Taiwan Brain 
Trust
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