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Taiwan Brain Trust is indebted to you for the steady stream of feedback received from readers in a variety of 
fields. It is your input that serves as our driving force, motivating us to continue on in our efforts. We are exceedingly 
grateful for each and every suggestion and encouragement we receive from you. This month, a number of experts in 
various fields penned articles on such current issues as the transfer of power in Taiwan, legislative reforms, disputes in 
the South China Sea, Xi Jinping’s center of power, the current state of the ASEAN Economic Community, and North 
Korea’s test detonation of a hydrogen bomb.

In his piece “Preparing to Confront Diplomatic Challenges During Government Transition,” Liu Shih-chung, 
Senior Policy Adviser of TBT, observed that the transfer of power in Taiwan in 2016 necessitates a review of President 
Ma Yingjeou’s democratic style. In addition, President-elect Tsai Ing-wen needs to make setting up a national security 
transition team a priority to ensure that Taiwan will be able to deal with any potential national security issues and any 
problems between Taiwan and China that could arise during the handover period.

Lin Iong-sheng, Youth Synergy Taiwan Foundation Researcher, points out in his article “New Legislature, New 
Politics” that future reforms aimed at enhancing legislative efficiency must create a single senior convener system and 
must adjust the legal number of committee members required for a resolution. Openness and transparency reforms 
need to include the establishing of a legislative TV channel and a legislative process fully open and transparent that 
provides information regarding individual legislators and various bills on the legislative website in a timely manner.

On 30 January 2016, the guided missile destroyer USS Curtis Wilbur, DDG-54, triggered regional tensions when it 
entered the territorial waters off of Triton Island in China’s Paracel (Xisha) Islands. In his piece “Political Significance 
of US Navy Ship Entering Triton Island Territorial Waters,” Vice President of TBT Lin Ting-hui explains the political 
motivation behind this move by the US military. They include political issues within the US, preventing further 
conflict between China and Vietnam, and attempting to force the redefinition of China’s presence in the waters of the 
South China Sea.

Fan Shi-ping, Director of the Center for China Studies and Professor in the Graduate Institute of Political Science 
at National Taiwan Normal University, points out in his piece entitled “Significance and Impact of China Adopting 'Xi 
as Core' ” that in order to completely consolidate power prior to the 19th National Party Congress in 2017, Xi Jinping 
must not allow any “political missteps” as he continues to concentrate power. The establishment of “Xi as core,” 
however, could cause a strong backlash, possibly triggering a vicious cycle. Many high-ranking local officials have 
not yet taken a position regarding the call for “Xi as core.” It will be interesting to see how this plays out.

The ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) began formal operations on 31 December 2015. In the article “The 
ASEAN Economic Community – Status Quo and Challenges,” penned by Chen, Ian Tsung-Yen, Assistant Professor at 
Institute of Political Science of National Sun Yat-sen University, you will learn that although the AEC has seen results 
in integrating trade in goods, in the liberalization of other markets, it still has quite a long way to go to achieve its goal 
of a single market. In the future, if Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, and Vietnam are not happy with the issue of “allocation,” 
protectionism will become a challenge to further development of AEC.

In early 2016, North Korea announced that it had successfully detonated a hydrogen bomb, increasing tension and 
concern in Northeastern Asia. In his piece “Pyongyang’s H-bomb Test – Crucial for Shift in China’s North Korea 
Policy,” Doong Sy-chi, Deputy Secretary General of the Taiwanese Association for Northeast Asia Studies (TANAS), 
stated that North Korea’s nuclear weapons capabilities is an accomplished fact and China is not running the show, 
so the Korean Peninsula could become a military hot spot. Taiwan needs to keep an eye on developments in North 
Korea, so it can determine how to best protect its own interests.

In this globalized 21st century, Taiwan, as an island- nation, needs to take a macro view of the world. The Taiwan 
Brain Trust hopes to offer analyses of major events, both in Taiwan and around the world, for local readers as well as 
provide a Taiwan perspective for readers around the world. If you have any suggestions or comments please drop us a 
line at info@braintrust.tw or follow us on Facebook.

Editor's Note
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Preparing to Confront Diplomatic Challenges During 
Government Transition

The DPP and New Power Party have 
pledged that they will pass the Presidential 

Transition Act as soon as possible after the new 
legislative session begins. However, before 
this has happened all hinges on whether the 
government of outgoing President Ma Ying-
jeou honors established political practice and 
faithfully hands over power. Should a major crisis 
erupt at home or abroad during the transition 
period the caretaker government will still have 
to take responsibility while the incoming Tsai 
administration must be fully informed by the Ma 
administration. 

Before May 20 Taiwan could face the 
following external crises: A possible partial 
erosion of diplomatic ties, an aggravation of 
the territorial disputes in the South China Sea, a 
spread of the Zika virus to Taiwan, international 
terrorist threats and attacks, North Korean missile 
tests and nuclear explosions, instability in the 
Chinese economy and stock markets that could 
trigger another global financial crisis etc. Most 
importantly, it remains to be seen whether China 
will take punitive measures against Taiwan now 
that the DPP has regained power. China could 
for instance relaunch its diplomatic isolation 
campaign, break off cross-strait exchanges, block 
Taiwan’s participation in the annual session of 
the World Health Assembly (WHA) in May and 
restrict Taiwan’s international space in other 
ways which would all test the crisis response 
capacity of the new Tsai government during the 
transition period and early into its term. 

Tsai and the DPP need not only see to it that 
the new legislature quickly passes legislation 

to ensure a smooth transition of power, they 
must also put together a national security 
taskforce within the transition team to respond 
to possible national security crises during the 
transition. When then President Lee Teng-hui 
handed over power to his successor Chen Shui-
bian in 2000, he ordered the National Security 
Council to immediately brief the president-elect 
on national security matters. The Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs also arranged a meeting between 
Chen and the foreign ambassadors in Taipei to 
safeguard the stability of diplomatic ties and 
assure them of policy consistency. Yet as Chen 
later acknowledged, the first power transition 
was more a “conscientious handover” than a 
“systematic handover” with most positions being 
transferred verbally without any supporting 
written documentation. When Chen handed 
power to Ma in 2008, the administration drew up 
relevant regulations in the absence of a transition 
law to ensure the handover of inventory lists and 
various affairs. He also had President-elect Ma 
duly briefed by the intelligence organizations on 
national security and foreign policy matters. 

Nevertheless, experience from two power 
transitions shows that the handover of files and 
documents or the handover process remained 
inadequate mainly because the outgoing person 
was not willing to completely handover all 
information or because the successor coolly 
declined learning from a predecessor who wanted 
to impart some of his or her experience. In 2008, 
for instance, shortly after Ma assumed office 
the territorial dispute over the Diaoyutai Islands 
(Senkaku Islands) erupted between Taiwan and 

Liu Shih-chung
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Japan. The National Security Council accused the 
previous Chen administration of failing to pass 
on relevant information but National Security 
Council officials who had served during the Chen 
administration refuted these allegations saying 
that all files had been transferred but that their 
successors were not willing to use them. 

Therefore, Tsai should immediately establish a 
“National Security Council shadow team.”  This 
team has to complete several important tasks:

 It must accompany the president-elect when 
attending national security briefings by the 
old government and proactively demand more 
detailed, real-time intelligence briefings. After the 
U.S. presidential election in 2008, the [outgoing] 
George W. Bush administration immediately 
briefed president-elect Barack Obama on top 
secret intelligence matters. Three years ago, when 
Park Geun-hye won the presidential election in 
South Korea, incumbent President Lee Myung-
bak adopted the same approach. 

 It must simulate possible national security 
crises in the sandbox in order to provide the 
president-elect with suggestions. Should the old 
government fail to respond to a crisis adequately 
she could state her own views based on the 
team’s suggestions. If necessary, the team could 
approach the old government on its own initiative 
in a bid to sound out possibilities for mutual 
communication and cooperation. A case in point 
is the bankruptcy of U.S. financial services firm 
Lehman Brothers and the ensuing global financial 
crisis in the run-up to the U.S. presidential 
election in 2008. Subsequently, president-elect 
Obama dispatched an envoy to Washington to 
participate in summit talks among the G-20 
national leaders to explore ways to deal with the 
crisis. 

 Should the old government hide or refuse to 
provide top secret intelligence to the president-

elect, then the DPP could use its majority in 
the new legislature to request that that the 
intelligence agencies report before the legislature 
and submit complete and adequate intelligence. 

 It must assess and work out the national 
security and diplomatic challenges the president-
elect might face in the first six months after 
taking office, and propose response measures. 

Aside from the national security advisors on 
Tsai’s election campaign team, the “national 
security shadow team” could include national 
security and foreign policy staff from the previous 
administration, prominent figures from society, 
academics and experts as well as specialists from 
the old bureaucracy. The new president could 
consider appointing some of the team members 
as directors of relevant national security agencies. 
In 2000, early into his first term, President 
Chen appointed some of the national security 
specialists that had served under his predecessor 
Lee Teng-hui. On the one hand this helped the 
new government make a smooth transition, on 
the other hand it gave the DPP time to cultivate 
its own national security talent. However, after 
Ma took office in 2008 he virtually replaced all 
political appointees and even administrative civil 
servants within the national security apparatus, 
aside from appointing former Taiwan Solidarity 
Union legislator Lai Shin-yuan as minister of the 
Mainland Affairs Council. 

In any case, during Taiwan’s power transition it 
is not only necessary to observe Ma’s democratic 
behavior. Tsai must also get prepared in advance 
to establish a national security transition team to 
ensure that Taiwan is able to respond to cross-
strait and national security-related potential crises 
during the transition period. (Liu Shih-chung is 
the Senior Policy Adviser of TBT)
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New Legislature, New Politics

In 2016, Taiwan not only peacefully and 
successfully completed its third rotation 

of political power and elected its first female 
president, but for the first time, the Democratic 
Progressive Party (DPP) won a majority of 
seats in the legislature. As a result, this election 
is recognized as Taiwan’s first true rotation of 
political power. As President-elect Tsai Ing-wen 
has said, this year is Taiwan’s first year of reform, 
and as the Taiwanese people have created the 
conditions and space for innovation, we should 
seize this rare opportunity to push the work of 
legislative reform. The goals of reform should 
proceed based on three important principles: 
professional efficiency, transparency, and 
broadening popular participation.

The reform and improvement of professional 
efficiency must include the following:
1.  Set up a single senior convener system. 

With this, committee professionalism can be 
strengthened and a sound and professional 
committee system can be built. Set up a 
standing committee within the legislative 
process that has legislative expertise and the 
ability to supervise executive bodies, carry 
out internal integration, collect information, 
and screen legislation. As legislating becomes 
more specialized, specialized motions must be 
handled by legislators with expert knowledge. 
In actual legislative procedures, only senior 
legislators can take on the balancing and 
conciliation of opinions within committees 
and effectively counterbalance executive 
power and responsibility. However, now, 
every committee has two persons that act as 

conveners, which results in fragmented agenda 
scheduling within the committee and a possible 
split when scheduling an agenda. This situation 
may not allow a full discussion and review of a 
bill, but allows the executive to seek individual 
breakthroughs and to use individual persuasion 
to fragment the agenda. Since new legislators 
that take over the duties of convener are 
unfamiliar with official business, the authority 
of the conveners cannot be established, and 
it is therefore even more difficult to deal 
appropriately with the increasing expansion 
of executive power. The multiple convener 
system results in the inability to establish the 
authority of the conveners, and the fragmenting 
of views of the conveners weakens their status, 
thereby reducing their duties to a spoils system.

2.  Adjust the legal number of committee members 
needed for a resolution. After the number of 
legislators was reduced by half in the seventh 
legislative session, each committee needed 
just three members present for the committee 
to reach a legal resolution. However, a three-
member resolution could be manipulated by 
a faction or a minority of members involved 
in organized crime, and doubts about legality 
could lead to the committee’s review report 
being questioned in the legislature. As such, it 
would be difficult to demonstrate prudent and 
professional authority. Therefore, committees 
should be modeled on the system in advanced 
countries – the decision-making on committee-
reviewed proposals should require a majority 
or a minimum of at least one-third of 
committee members present, with a majority 
of those present agreeing to the resolution. In 

Lin Iong-sheng
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this way, the absurd phenomenon currently 
of a minority deciding on resolutions can be 
eliminated.

3.  Reform the current caucus consultation system, 
and end the chaos of the conflict between 
caucus consultation and committee review. 
A specific approach is to stipulate the content 
of caucus consultations on a motion within 
a committee, and that caucus consultations 
within the legislature handle procedures only. 
Major caucus consultations should be brought 
into the committee process, with committee 
consultations used principally. Legislative 
consultations will deal with procedural issues 
only as an exception. When motions are being 
reviewed in committee, caucus consultations 
can be carried out, and when there are no 
objections or a motion has reached consensus 
in committee consultations, there is no need 
to carry out a legislative caucus consultation 
meeting to discuss the motion.

Openness and transparency reform requires 
the following:
1.  Set up a legislative TV channel so that the 

people can see, at any time, all legislators as 
they speak and discuss in committees, in the 
legislature itself, and in caucus consultations. 
The current Legislative Yuan channel has 
on-demand IVOD, but with IVOD, viewers 
can see only the upper body of those being 
questioned, and not the entire situation. If we 
want all people to have an opportunity to see 
a legislative meeting, a legislative channel is 
necessary. When every move of legislators 
in the legislative hall is broadcast through 
the legislative channel, politics will be more 
rational and professional, and there will be no 
need for continuous grandstanding to gain the 
spotlight.

2.  With the legislative process fully open, all 
information regarding individual legislators 
and various bills should be fully provided in 
a timely manner on the legislative website. 
Transparent information will lessen uncertainty 
among the people, reduce opportunities for 
influence-peddling and bribery, decrease the 
chances of legislators abusing their power, 
and reduce the likelihood of involvement in 
corruption.

With the expansion of public participation, 
a sound system for public hearings is most 
important. The legislative intent and the 
provisions of all bills related to the interests 
of the people and the responsibilities of the 
government, with the exception of classified 
matters and those that would be inappropriate 
to leak or make public in advance, should be 
made public to the extent possible, as in all 
countries governed by the rule of law. Public 
hearings should be held and extensive viewpoints 
sought, and those with special knowledge, 
experience and skills regarding certain bills 
should be consulted. When dealing with major 
bills affecting the people’s livelihood or bills 
that encounter major disputes during the review 
process, the review committee should hold 
public hearings on legislative arguments, so 
that stakeholders can be represented in the 
formulation, and subsequent implementation can 
more easily succeed. With the active participation 
and cooperation of relevant parties, the effect of 
consultative brainstorming will become more 
apparent. (Lin Iong-sheng is the Youth Synergy 
Taiwan Foundation Researcher)
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Political Significance of US Navy Ship Entering Triton Island 
Territorial Waters

On 30 January 2016, the guided missile 
destroyer USS Curtis Wilbur, DDG-54 

entered within 12 nautical miles of the Triton 
Island in China’s Paracel (Xisha) Islands. The 
Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs expressed 
protest. The significance of this event differs 
from the USS Lassen, DDG-82 entering within 
12 nautical miles of the territorial waters off of 
Subi Reef located in the Spratly (Nansha) Islands 
in October 2015. Triton Island is a natural atoll, 
not reclaimed from the sea, and the Chinese 
government has based its territorial waters based 
on Paracel Island’s territorial sea baseline. Triton 
Island is the southwesternmost islet in the Paracel 
Islands and the one situated closest to Vietnam. 
China’s Hanyang Shiyou 981 drilling platform 
exploring for oil in the Continental shelf south 
of Triton Island from May to July of 2014, 
triggering a maritime crisis between China and 
Vietnam. That set off a ripple effect that sparked 
anti-Chinese sentiment in southern Vietnam with 
Taiwanese businessmen getting caught in the 
resulting fallout.

When the USS Curtis Wilbur passed through 
the waters off of Triton Island, the US did not in-
voke the right of innocent passage; rather, it in-
dicated that it was exercising its right to freedom 
of the seas in what it calls non-territorial waters, 
thereby simultaneously challenging Vietnam, 
China, and Taiwan’s claims to sovereignty over 
the Paracel Islands. Viewed from another per-
spective, however, the US is admitting indirectly 
that the sovereignty of these islands is under dis-
pute. As such, the US Navy is well aware that 
maritime law states that when entering the terri-
torial waters of another country, be they of China, 

Vietnam, or Taiwan, vessels are to invoke the 
right of innocent passage. The insistence of the 
US Navy on referring to this incident as exercis-
ing its right to freedom of the seas, however, sug-
gests two possibilities. First, the US simply does 
not recognize the boundary drawn by China off 
of the Paracel Islands as delineated by the territo-
rial waters there, China’s claim to those territorial 
waters, or China’s territorial waters in general. 
Second, the US military is testing the PLA’s bot-
tom line. When the US vessel sailed in the waters 
off of the Spratly (Nansha) Islands, by not chal-
lenging the US, China was clearly backing down. 
Since the US entered the territorial waters off of 
Triton Island, however, China’s military has re-
mained unusually calm and the Chinese govern-
ment has been going out of its way to squelch 
nationalist sentiment so as to avoid going head 
to head with the US. During a visit to the US in 
September of 2015, Xi Jinping pointed out that 
Sino-US relations will not fall into a Thucydides’ 
Trap and stressed that a code of conduct for un-
planned encounters in the air and at sea be estab-
lished.

A few days before the USS Curtis Wilbur en-
tered the territorial waters off of Triton Island, 
two major episodes, diplomatic and military in 
nature, occurred between the US and China. 
First, during a visit to Beijing on 27 January, US 
Secretary of State John Kerry and Foreign Min-
ister Wang Yi were unable to reach a consensus 
on either the North Korean or the South China 
Sea issue. Second, on the evening of January 
19, Adm. John M. Richardson, Chief of US Na-
val Operations, and PLA Navy Commander Wu 
Shengli had a two-hour conference call, during 

Lin Ting-hui
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which USS Lassen Commander Robert Francis 
explained what transpired when the USS Lassen 
entered waters adjacent to a reef in the Spratly Is-
lands. He stated that the Chinese Navy said, “Hey, 
you are in Chinese waters. What is your inten-
tion?” Then that the USS Lassen responded, “Hi, 
Bro. What are you guys doing this Saturday? We 
got pizza and wings. What are you guys eating? 
We’re planning for Halloween.” From the con-
tent of the interchange, it appeared that the situ-
ation remained under control. Francis’ statement 
served as further evidence that the code of con-
duct for unplanned encounters at sea was reliable.

The entrance of the US Navy vessel into the 
territorial waters off of Triton Island has other po-
litical significance.
1.  It involved U.S. domestic political struggle: 

When the USS Curtis Wilbur entered Triton 
Island territorial waters, US diplomatic 
agencies did not notify the countries that 
lay claim to them. The US Department of 
Defense, encouraged by GOP Senator John 
McCain, wants the US military to flex its 
muscles to gain the trust of allies in the 
Asia Pacific Region. On the other hand, US 
diplomatic and defense agencies want to avoid 
any misinterpretations on the part of China, 
so the militaries of both nations have had to 
communicate via conference calls. This has 
served to establish a model for communication 
between the US and Chinese militaries. 

2.  Preventing more conflict between China and 
Vietnam: During the first half of 2016, China’s 
Hanyang Shiyou 981 drilling platform plans to 
once again explore for oil in the South China 
Sea. During the second half of 2016, China’s 
Hanyang Shiyou 982 drilling platform will be 
launched and the US military is already starting 
to lay the groundwork for getting involved in 
the waters off of the Paracel Islands to prevent 

any clashes at sea between China and Vietnam. 
This could have the effect of preventing war.

3.  Attempting to force the redefinition of China 
presence in the waters of the South China 
Sea: The US military continues to refer to 
its entering the waters off of Triton Island as 
exercising its right to freedom of the seas. 
This is because China has been dragging 
its feet in defining the U-shaped line in the 
South China Sea and the US military is trying 
to prevent China from regarding all of the 
South China Sea as its own, viewing it as a 
“Chinese lake”, someday when China has 
become more powerful. With this in mind, the 
US military entered Triton Island’s territorial 
waters as a direct challenge to all atolls. This 
is a message from the US that it is not just 
dealing with the Spratly Islands. Claims to 
even the Paracel Islands could be challenged. 
It will be interesting to see whether the US 
military will one day announce that it will 
pass within 12 nautical miles of Scarborough 
Shoal (Huangyan Island) near the Philippines. 
Its primary concern, however, is to use these 
incidents to force China to redefine its presence 
in the South China Sea. 

In conclusion, the US military intentionally 
opted to pass through the territorial waters off of 
Triton Island in the Paracel Islands and although 
it could have invoked the right of innocent pas-
sage, it stated that it was exercising its right to 
freedom of the seas. This shows that this act by 
the US military was calculated and carefully 
planned. In any case, the US and China are exer-
cising risk control and with the experience from 
these incidents under their belts, we can look for-
ward to an even sounder code of conduct for un-
planned encounters being realized in the future. 
(Lin Ting-hui is the Vice President of TBT)
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Significance and Impact of China Adopting “Xi as Core”

China has always considered the “political 
positioning” of its highest leaders very 

important. Mao Ze-dong, Deng Xiao-ping, and 
Jiang Ze-min are considered the “leadership 
core” of the first through third generations. This 
was most commonly expressed officially as 
“the leadership of the Party Central Committee 
with Deng Xiao-ping (or Jiang Ze-min) at the 
core.” Hu Jin-tao and Xi Jin-ping, however, have 
never been referred to as “core.” They were only 
positioned as “the leadership of the Party Central 
Committee with Comrade Hu Jintao (or Xi Jin-
ping) as the general secretary.”

Phrase “Xi as core” starting to appear
However, since January 11 when Deputy 

Party Secretary of the CPC Tianjin Committee 
Huang Xing-guo and Secretary of CPC Sichuan 
Provincial Committee Wang Dong-ming started 
proposing “resolute support for General Secretary 
Xi Jin-ping as core,” the phrase “Xi as core” 
has spread throughout the nation. On the 18th, 
the People’s Daily even carried an editorial that 
included the phrase “the party’s leadership core.”

Mao, Deng, and Jiang could all be referred to 
as “core,” basically because they had the ultimate 
say in everything, while Hu Jintao was only a 
“coordinator” within the leadership strata. Xi Jin-
ping is allowing himself to be called “core” in 
the hope that doing so will give him final say in 
all matters. He wants to abandon the “leadership 
by the collective” that characterized Hu Jin-tao’s 
presidency for a “leadership by the individual.” 
The fact that local officials are expressing support 
for this idea in large numbers also indicates that 

they hope that Xi will turn around and give their 
careers a little push during the 19th National 
Party Congress in 2017.

Stressing "hardcore loyalty"to "Xi as core"
Li Zhan-shu, current director of the General 

Office of the Communist Party of China and 
director of the General Office of the National 
Security Staff, is a key aide to Xi Jin-ping. 
During a work committee of Departments 
under the Central Committee on January 
27, he indicated a need to “strengthen core 
consciousness,” insisting that “hardcore loyalty 
to the Party” be made a fundamental political 
requirement and emphasized that “with regard to 
thinking, politics, and action, we must maintain 
a high level of consistency with the Party Centre 
with Comrade Xi Jin-ping as General Secretary.” 
Clearly, Li Zhan-shu is demanding “hardcore 
loyalty” to Party General Secretary Xi Jin-ping 
from Party members.

During a flag presentation for the Five PLA 
Theater Commands on January 1 hosted by Xi 
Jin-ping, mandates were issued requiring that 
theater commands obey Party orders without 
vacillation, insisting on the Party’s absolute 
leadership of the military, as it builds up a joint 
combat command with a capable, winning war 
machine characterized by absolute loyalty and 
efficient leadership. This means that the military 
must be absolutely loyal to Party General 
Secretary Xi Jin-ping alone.

Fan Shi-ping
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Xi still consolidating power
After coming to power, Xi Jin-ping purged 

Jiang Ze-min’s people, including Zhou Yong-
kang, Xu Cai-hou, Guo Bo-xiong, and Bo Xi-lai, 
and pushed aside Hu Jin-tao’s people, including 
Li Yuan-chao, Li Keqiang, and Wang Yang. 
He even brought Hu Jin-tao’s top aide Ling Ji-
hua to justice. In addition, he has set up various 
“leading groups” to override existent decision-
making mechanisms to concentrate power on 
him. Recently, he has been pushing for even 
greater military reforms and working to bring 
in his own people, moves which have produced 
consternation within the upper ranks of the 
military. These issues coupled with the continued 
slide of China’s economy and the meltdown of 
the country’s stock market have resulted in the 
formation of anti-Xi sentiment.

In the Causeway Bay Books incident, which 
transpired between October and December of 
2015, five people, including shareholders and 
employees, went missing. It turns out that one 
of them, shareholder Lee Bo, was taken back 
across the border to China by Chinese officials. 
According to sources, the bookstore was about 
to publish a book entitled “The Six Women of Xi 
Jin-ping” that described the relationship between 
Xi Jin-ping and a television anchorwoman before 
he got married. The story was originally believed 
to simply be the conjecture of low-level security 
agents in Guangdong trying to figure out the 
motive for the bookstore disappearances, because 
the books critiquing politics in China printed by 
the bookstore in question tend to be based on 
unfounded hearsay and oftentimes contain mere 
gossip. As such, there was no need for Xi Jin-ping 
to take the situation so seriously or to deal with 
it so maladroitly. However, even if Xi Jin-ping 
was not the one who issued the order to carry out 
the actions that resulted in the Causeway Bay 
Books incident, he was probably happy to see it 

happen, because the individuals involved have 
not been released and allowed to return to Hong 
Kong. This shows that Xi is concerned that the 
love affair could be used against him by “anit-Xi” 
forces. It also demonstrates that Xi’s power is not 
as invincible as believed.

Conclusion
In order to completely consolidate power prior 

to the 19th National Party Congress in 2017, Xi 
Jin-ping needs to continue to concentrate power 
and cannot allow even the slightest “political 
misstep.” As his power increases, however, the 
power and interests of others will inevitably be 
adversely affected, which is sure to cause turbu-
lence for Xi in many forms which will require 
him to exert even more energy to squelch. Hence, 
the establishment of “Xi as core.” But even this 
could cause even stronger reaction, possibly 
eventually becoming a vicious cycle. There are 
actually still many high-ranking local officials 
who have not taken a position regarding the call 
for “Xi as core” and it will be interesting to see 
how that plays out. As his power expands, Xi will 
have to shoulder all responsibility for all success-
es and failures of his government. Any poor per-
formance on the government’s behalf will only 
give anti-Xi groups more mud to sling at him. 
We can expect that Xi Jin-ping’s stress levels will 
only continue to mount in the foreseeable future. 
(Fan Shi-Ping is the Director of the Center for 
China Studies and Professor in the Graduate In-
stitute of Political Science at National Taiwan 
Normal University
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The ASEAN Economic Community – Status Quo and Challenges

Chen, Ian Tsung-Yen

The members of the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN) hoped to launch the 

ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) before the 
end of 2015 as a milestone toward the envisaged 
ASEAN Community. This means achieving the 
goals set out in the AEC Blueprint, adopted in 
late 2007, which aims to transform ASEAN into 
a single market. On Nov. 22, 2015, the leaders 
of the ten ASEAN states signed a declaration 
to establish the AEC at the group’s 27th annual 
summit in the Malaysian capital of Kuala 
Lumpur. The AEC was formally launched Dec. 
31. The summit also adopted the AEC Blueprint 
2025, which proposes concrete goals for the next 
phase of community building. 

Based on official ASEAN statements, the 
AEC hopes to achieve the four following goals 
in regional economic integration before 2015: 
First, establishing a single market and produc-
tion base, which entails a free flow of goods, 
services, investment, capital, and labor as well 
as priority integration sectors, and making the 
food, agriculture and forestry sectors more com-
petitive. Second comes raising the region’s eco-
nomic competitiveness by fostering a culture of 
fair competition and the rule of law, and draft-
ing legislation on consumer protection, intellec-
tual property rights, infrastructure development, 
avoidance of double taxation and the promotion 
of e-commerce. The third pillar is about equitable 
economic development which endeavors to foster 
the development of small and medium sized en-
terprises to eliminate the development gap within 
the ten-member ASEAN and realize the Initiative 
for ASEAN Integration (IAI). The fourth pillar of 

the AEC is integration into the global economy 
by boosting ASEAN’s external trade relations 
and increasing its involvement in the global sup-
ply chain. The AEC is expected to lead to a free 
flow of goods, services, investment, skilled labor 
and capital within the ASEAN market. The four 
strategies described above are means to achieve 
the AEC goals. The overriding goals of the AEC 
are using these economic integration measures 
to raise the international competitiveness of the 
ASEAN market in the global economy and to 
narrow the gap in national development across 
the region. These two big goals are clearly stated 
in the AEC Blueprint. 

According to official ASEAN figures, the 
ASEAN member states had eliminated 89 percent 
of all mutual import tariffs on goods as of end of 
October 2014 and were aiming to reach zero tar-
iffs before the end of 2015 with the exception of 
the younger and less developed members Cambo-
dia, Laos, Myanmar and Vietnam, also known as 
CLMV), which have been given time until 2018 
to complete their tariff elimination schedules. 
Aside from trade in goods, where outcomes have 
been quite obvious, liberalization has been rather 
limited with regard to other areas such as trade in 
services, investment, labor and capital flows. The 
consensuses that the countries have reached on 
legislation and policy are mostly principled ones 
so that the individual countries still need to draw 
up national legislation and policies to further im-
plement the AEC agenda. 

Progress has been even slower regarding the 
AEC goal of narrowing the regional development 
gap. Latest research shows that since the launch 
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of the AEC the ASEAN countries have not made 
any notable progress toward reducing regional 
differences in economic development. Income 
distribution within ASEAN shows that wealth 
is still concentrated in several affluent countries 
such as Singapore, Brunei and Malaysia. Further-
more, foreign investors keep focusing their in-
vestments on a handful of countries. As a result, 
civic groups within the AEC are voicing con-
cern that ambitious foreign powers will use AEC 
opening to secure resources in the region in an 
unfair manner. They also worry that the ASEAN 
model for regional integration promotes “unequal 
trade and investment agreements negotiated and 
agreed to by member states (that) fail to guaran-
tee redistributive, economic, gender, social and 
environmental justice, or accountability.” Since 
the wealth and development gaps are one of the 
problems that stand in the way of ASEAN inte-
gration, the ASEAN members might question the 
legitimacy of the AEC should it fail to deliver 
distributive justice. ASEAN economic integration 
will face even greater challenges should obstruc-
tion of the AEC plan become a useful political 
tool for certain organizations. 

Although the AEC has achieved results in 
terms of integrating trade in goods, which has led 
to greater international competitiveness of ASE-
AN imports and exports as a whole, the ten-mem-
ber group is still far away from a single market 
when it comes to other measures of market lib-
eralization. Should it prove impossible to satisfy 
the CLMV countries’ aspirations for distributive 
justice, these countries and their domestic civil 
society organizations might become forces that 
hinder the development of the AEC or could even 
trigger a new protectionist movement. These 
problems could pose real challenges to the future 
development of the AEC. (Chen, Ian Tsung-Yen 
is an Assistant professor at Institute of Political 
Science of National Sun Yat-sen University)
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Pyongyang’s H-bomb Test – Crucial for Shift in China’s North 
Korea Policy

Doong Sy-chi

In early 2016 North Korea first announced 
it had successfully tested a hydrogen bomb. 

Then Pyongyang succeeded in launching another 
man-made satellite (Kwangmyongsong-4) into 
orbit, carried by a long-range rocket. A North 
Korea capable of building two kinds of bombs 
and one type of satellite brings new uncertainty 
to the Korean Peninsula by heightening tensions 
and insecurity. 

Disquieting Changes in North Korean Nuclear 
Test Patterns

A close look at the latest North Korean nuclear 
test shows that it clearly differed from previous 
patterns with regard to two points:

First, neither Washington nor Beijing were 
notified by North Korea ahead of the hydrogen 
bomb test. This stands in contrast to the previ-
ous three nuclear tests when Pyongyang gave 
prior notice. The reactions from Washington and 
Beijing after the fact revealed that the two major 
powers United States and China had not obtained 
relevant intelligence that North Korea was going 
to detonate a nuclear bomb.

Second, the order in which the nuclear test and 
the satellite launch were conducted this time dif-
fered from the past order of events. Previously, 
North Korea first test-launched a satellite and 
only conducted a nuclear test in the name of pro-
tecting national sovereignty after the United Na-
tions imposed sanctions on the country. However, 
this time the hydrogen bomb test was conducted 
first, which shows that Pyongyang believes that 
it no longer needs to come up with an excuse but 
can explode a nuclear bomb whenever it wants.

The H-Bomb Impact on Neighboring Nations’ 
Korea Policy

The nuclear weapons technology and long-
range missile launch capability that North Korea 
demonstrated this time does not only dash the 
hopes of Pyongyang’s neighbors for the denucle-
arization of the Korean Peninsula but also pro-
vides very legitimate reasons for the rearmament 
of Japan. At the same time, it gives Washington 
a motive to strengthen and intensify military co-
operation with [its allies] Japan and South Korea. 
The deployment of the Terminal High Altitude 
Area Defense (THAAD) system, in particular, 
has long been controversial in South Korea due 
to cost issues. But because of the nuclear test 
Seoul has now made THAAD deployment its of-
ficial stance. 

As for China, the North Korean nuclear test 
crisis has highlighted that bilateral relations are 
overshadowed by tension and distrust. As rela-
tions between China and South Korea continue to 
grow closer, performances in China by North Ko-
rea’s decorated Moranbong Band were cancelled, 
further straining the relationship. Throughout the 
incident China was not only unable to get hold 
of North Korean internal intelligence beforehand 
but was also incapable of containing or influenc-
ing Pyongyang’s words and deeds after the fact. 
On top of that, the American THAAD system 
is now highly likely to be stationed on the Ko-
rean Peninsula right in China’s backyard. Aside 
from vehemently opposing the implementation of 
THAAD on the Korean Peninsula, Beijing’s only 
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other solution is urging the resumption of Six 
Party Talks [with North Korea]. For China as a 
regional power this amounts to a loss of face that 
seriously challenges its prestige and influence. 

Chinese North Korea Policy Faces Dilemma
While China is ready to join international 

sanctions against North Korea, it is not willing 
to radically sever the bilateral relationship. Fur-
thermore, Beijing adamantly opposes the deploy-
ment of THAAD in South Korea. This shows that 
China’s keynote for its policy toward the Korean 
Peninsula is: Beijing can conditionally tolerate 
that North Korea possesses nuclear weapons but 
cannot allow the United States to deploy strategic 
weapons on China’s doorstep. 

China chooses to be tolerant toward North 
Korea for two reasons: First, by propping up the 
North Korean regime China can create a buffer 
zone and prevent U.S. forces (U.S.-friendly na-
tions) from directly reaching Chinese territory. 
Second, a collapse of the North Korean regime 
would result in a refugee crisis which would 
cause immense political and economic problems 
in the Chinese border region. In the past, the gen-
eral assumption was that Beijing definitely has 
the power and ability to influence Pyongyang be-
cause it controls the flow of crude oil, goods, ma-
terials and money to North Korea.

However, the trend that could be observed 
throughout the incident – ranging from Beijing 
not being informed by North Korea in advance 
about the test to its powerlessness in connection 
with sanctions against North Korea after it – is 
that “China’s ability to control North Korea has 
probably already substantially declined.”

Taiwan Must Brace Itself for Political Changes 
on Korean Peninsula

That North Korea possesses nuclear weapons 

capabilities has become a fact. Given that China 
is unable to control the North Korean nuclear is-
sue, the Korean Peninsula is highly likely to be-
come a hotspot where North Korean provocation 
could trigger a military conflict. The only prob-
lem is that any change on the Korean Peninsula 
–  be it toward the collapse of North Korea or the 
reunification of North and South Korea – is ex-
tremely likely to impact and influence cross-strait 
relations. Particularly given that China’s ability 
to control North Korea has already changed, the 
easiest way for Beijing to divert and release inter-
nal and external pressure is by playing up cross-
strait issues. 

History shows that military conflicts on the 
Korean Peninsula such as the First Sino-Japanese 
War or the outbreak of the Korean War are bound 
to heavily affect Taiwan. Therefore, Taipei must 
pay heightened attention to political develop-
ments on the Korean Peninsula while analyzing 
the possible direction of future events. If needed, 
Taiwan must also come up with adequate re-
sponses to ensure that ways to deal with contin-
gencies amid various scenarios are found with 
view to maximizing Taiwan’s national interest. 
(Doong Sy-chi is the Deputy Secretary General 
of the Taiwanese Association for Northeast Asia 
Studies, TANAS)
(This article is an excerpt focusing on China’s 
North Korea policy. For the full Chinese-
language version please view the Thinking 
Taiwan websitehttp://www.thinkingtaiwan.com/
content/5177. )
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