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Introduction 

 
On April 20, the NCAFP convened a Track II videoconference (VTCs) with participants 
from the US, the PRC and Taiwan to discuss opportunities and challenges in cross-Taiwan 
Strait relations in the short to medium term, following a set of bilateral VTCs on the same 
subject. While the VTCs were conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic and touched 
upon issues related to the outbreak, the focus of the discussion was how the political 
environments in Beijing, Taipei and Washington, DC, would interact to shape the security 
environment in cross-Strait relations.  
 
 

Topline Takeaways 
 

● Both sides of the Taiwan Strait are waiting for the other side to make a conciliatory 
gesture. Both sides view their own actions as deterrents and reactions to the 
aggressive steps of the other side. 
 

● Although prospects for cross-Strait rapprochement remain slim, there is a good 
chance to avoid an escalation of tensions because all sides regard global pandemic 
management and the impending global economic recession as the most urgent 
priorities in the coming months.  
 

● Increased communication on pandemic and economic management, including 
coordinating humanitarian flights, and resumption of (virtual) academic 
exchanges could provide a pressure valve for cross-Strait relations in the COVID-
19 period. But it is unlikely that such communication would serve, by itself, to 
resolve the fundamental differences between the two sides—the hard work lies 
outside the scope of these practicalities. 
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● There is anxiety that shifts in public opinion on all three sides could portend more 
confrontational policy approaches. The added pressures of the pandemic seem to 
be accentuating this unease. 

 
 

Areas of Broad Agreement 
 

● There are low expectations that Tsai Ing-wen’s inaugural speech on May 20 will 
introduce a new formula to serve as a basis of resuming official cross-Strait 
relations.  
 

● Tsai’s political mandate is built on a rejection of further integration with the 
Mainland, and support for sustained and deepened engagement with the United 
States. 
 

● The “1992 Consensus” has lost its utility in promoting cross-Strait communication 
because neither side is fully comfortable with its strategic ambiguity. The Mainland 
has soured on ‘different interpretations’; the DPP has never accepted the ‘One 
China’ language. 
 

● US military readiness in Asia during the COVID-19 pandemic is being called into 
question due to the reduced capacity of US aircraft carrier groups. Both sides of 
the Strait raised the idea that Beijing could interpret this as a strategic window of 
opportunity to increase military activity targeting Taiwan.  
 

● Both cross-Strait relations and US-China relations are at historic low points, while 
US-Taiwan relations are at a post-1979 peak. 
 

 
The View from the Mainland 

 
● Scholars described a hardening of views among the general public on the Taiwan 

issue and increasing impatience among Chinese intellectuals for maintaining a 
strategy of peaceful development and peaceful unification. It was unclear if this 
shift in attitude was shared at the highest levels. 
 

● Chinese scholars felt that the Tsai administration’s provocative decisions and 
announcements included banning the export of PPE to the Mainland and then 
exporting PPE to the US (though it was noted that the timeline was a factor, since 
China’s outbreak occurred when Taiwan was aiming to shore up domestic needs 
first). 
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● The Mainland feels their military exercises around Taiwan create a deterrent 

against independence forces in the ruling DPP. There is great alarm about pro-
independence politicians in positions of power in the Legislative Yuan and the 
Executive Yuan. 
 

● The Mainland is closely watching Taiwan-related legislation in the US and is 
concerned that the US, and specifically President Trump, is changing its One China 
Policy. 
 

● It would be helpful for Tsai to repeat language from her 2016 inaugural speech in 
the 2020 speech to show continuity of policy.  
 

● The relationship between the KMT and CCP is uncertain, and the CCP has not 
reached out formally to the new KMT Chairman, Johnny Chiang, though Mainland 
scholars remain interested in seeing what the generational change of leadership 
will indicate for KMT policy. 

 
● Taiwan is not the top priority of the Xi administration, which is primarily focused 

on pandemic management and restarting the economy. Beijing still feels that time 
is on its side with respect to the Taiwan issue. That said, it would be good for the 
Taiwan issue to remain quiet.  
   
 

The View from Taiwan 
 

● The linkage of the 1992 Consensus and the One Country, Two Systems (1C2S) 
formula, against the backdrop of protest movements in Hong Kong, is responsible 
for the defeat of the KMT in Taiwan’s January 2020 election.  
 

● The twin developments of unrest in Hong Kong and the COVID-19 outbreak have 
pushed Taiwan to “socially distance” itself from the Mainland, alongside trends 
toward greater political and economic distance.  
 

● Tsai has high political support and few incentives to find new ways to resume cross-
Strait dialogue. Threats from Beijing will not create incentives for cooperation and 
will strengthen anti-engagement voices in Taiwan. 
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● Tsai may be less inclined to repeat language from her 2016 inaugural speech 

because a) it was not reciprocated by goodwill from the Mainland at the time, and 
b) circumstances have changed in the previous four years (for example, there is 
little expectation that she would acknowledge even the ‘historic fact’ of the 1992 
meetings, given the lack of support for the 1992 Consensus and strategic 
ambiguity). 
 

● The new developments in the US-Taiwan relations, including measures of 
Congressional support, are in reaction to the Mainland’s provocative actions, 
including military activities around and over the island, the blockage of Taiwan 
participation in important international fora like the World Health Assembly, the 
poaching of diplomatic allies, etc. 

 
● Taiwan’s experience in containing the virus should qualify it for meaningful 

participation in the WHA, and the only obstacle to such participation is Beijing.  
 

● Taiwan is bracing for more pressure from Beijing, which may include the 
termination of the ECFA agreement.  
 

● Preliminary experience with working-level coordination on humanitarian flights 
for Taiwan people from cities under lockdown in China to Taipei was mixed. The 
first set of flights encountered some logistical hurdles but subsequent flights seem 
to have gone more smoothly. That any could happen is a positive sign, but some 
Taiwan participants emphasized that process was as important as outcome, given 
the fragile relationship between the two sides.  

 
 

Recommendations 
 

● The key to managing this difficult period is to keep communications robust, frank 
and authoritative. Movement toward the worst outcomes would be accelerated if 
all sides took each other’s media narratives as policy directions of significance, or 
if deterrence signals continue to be underemphasized or lost in translation. 
 

● In this spirit, cross-Strait academic exchanges, at least at the low and mid-level, 
should be resumed. Taiwan needs to clarify how academic engagement should be 
conducted under its new anti-surrogacy law, and in return, the Mainland should 
not selectively accept or reject the scholars chosen to participation by the Taiwan 
side. Of course, these exchanges would need to be conducted online for now, but 
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even virtual exchanges may provide meaningful context to better understand the 
policy making environment on both sides.  
 

● All sides should maintain a “do no harm” and “no surprises” attitude toward policy 
announcements and policy speeches. If backchannels are available, they should be 
used to clarify upcoming announcements and not in attempts to exercise a veto on 
next steps.  
 

● The Trump administration can make clear that there have been no changes in the 
US’ One China policy. Statements to this effect are helpful, but actions carry more 
significance. China will also be closely watching the level of US participation in 
Tsai’s (likely virtual) inaugural celebration and the US should follow past 
precedent in determining which American officials will attend or give remarks. 
 

● Tsai can make goodwill gestures in her May 20 speech by repeating language from 
her first inaugural, including an adherence to peace and stability across the Strait 
and the ROC constitution. The Mainland can make a goodwill gesture by 
supporting Taiwan businesses in their domestic bailout plans. An even more 
helpful gesture would be to cut back or suspend military exercises around the 
island.  
 

● The Mainland could move further by unblocking Taiwan’s participation in the 
WHA, even if conditionally for the duration of the COVID-19 pandemic.  
 

● Working level coordination between Taiwan and the Mainland regarding 
pandemic response, including humanitarian flights and border control issues, can 
be a basis on which to build out better communications, at least privately.  

 
The NCAFP was pleased by the active contributions of participants from all sides and the 
seriousness with which presenters put forward policy recommendations. The tone of 
these conversations, while pessimistic about breakthroughs, was thoughtful and 
constructive. The NCAFP looks forward to continuing these VTCs on cross-Strait relations 
and other issues until international travel is resumed.  
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