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A strategy for building a suitable environment for skilled-professional and investment-based immigrants

Since the arrival in Taiwan of the Dutch, the Spaniards, and Koxinga of the Ming Dynasty in the 17th century, one wave of Han people from China after the other crossed treacherous black seas to land in Taiwan. Working hard and making great efforts, they gradually built a Han-centric Taiwanese society. This period of Han people history is usually called Taiwan’s 400 years of history. Only in recent years, however, as the localization (Taiwanization) policy blossomed and Taiwanese identity became stronger, have we come to understand that Taiwan was not just a tiny island more than 400 years ago where “birds don’t sing, and flowers don’t smell” as the Qing Court  claimed. It served as a trade hub for people coming and going in the Western Pacific. The concept of the so-called 400 years of Taiwan history inevitably overemphasizes Taiwan’s Han-centric history, while neglecting Taiwan’s crucial position in world history as a sea and land trading center. The acknowledgement of this part of our history has crucial significance for Taiwan’s future development.

Long before the Han arrived in Taiwan, the island was already inhabited by several ethnic groups. Some go even as far as noting that Taiwan is the cradle of Austronesian (Malayo-Polynesian) ethnic groups. Given that geographically Taiwan sits exactly at the intersection between the Han people in the North and the Austronesian peoples in the South and that is has been ruled by the Spaniards, the Dutch, the Japanese and imported their cultures, Taiwan should have been able to set off multiethnic and multicultural sparks in the first place. Regrettable, however, under the influence of Han-centric thinking, the Austronesian cultures and the Japanese culture were considered inferior or excluded.

Today, the Austronesian ethnic groups are gradually returning into Taiwanese society through intermarriage, while Western and Japanese skilled professionals often live in Taiwan in connection with their work and many Han people return to China also because of work. Such migration trends actually have their historical origins. Due to the catalytic influence of globalization in particular, Taiwan’s future development is inextricably linked to regarding Taiwan as a key base for immigrants.

Amid the trend toward globalization and the knowledge economy, knowledge has become one of the major sources of economic growth. Also due to this, knowledgeable high-tech or skilled talent is sought after around the globe. No matter whether we look at the United States, Britain, Germany, Singapore, Australia, Canada, South Korea and even Taiwan, they have all formulated more proactive policies to attract or import skilled talent. Therefore the migration of high-tech talent has become a topic of even greater attention.


Taiwan has presently already formulated a more proactive talent importation policy (International Innovation and R&D Base Plan under the Challenge 2008 National Development Plan). At the same time the government is already considering in its (upcoming) “White Paper on Population Policy” the amendment of relevant laws and regulations on skilled-professional and investment-based immigrants. But this is still not enough in terms of promoting a policy that on the whole builds an appropriate environment for skilled professionals and investment-based immigrants. The goal of this article is to provide some reference for devising policies on importing talent as well as promoting high-tech or investment-based immigration in Taiwan. This can be done by understanding and analyzing international trends and policies regarding high-tech migrants as well as the domestic mobility of high-tech talent and future demand for it.


Amid the current environment of rapid high-tech industrial development, the lack of high-tech talents is a universal phenomenon. And countries around the globe are actively mapping out relevant humanresource development measures.


Taking the U.S. as an example, some 900,000 highly skilled professionals went to work in the U.S. under H-1B (temporary non-immigrant, employment- based) visa between 1990 and 2000. This figure accounts for one sixth of the total information industry workforce in the U.S. Of all H-1B visas issued in 1999, 65 percent were issued to Indian nationals, while 6.8 percent were issued to Chinese nationals, mainly for work in the field of information technology. Research has found that the corporate network of immigrants of Indian and Chinese nationality not only controls the rapidly changing technology industries of Silicon Valley, but has also forged robust relations between the United States and those rapidly growing markets overseas.

We can observe the same trend in Australia. Between 1994 and 2000 the number of people who immigrated on human rights or family grounds continued to decline, while at the same time skilled immigration rose continuously. Between 1999 and 2000, the Australian government issued a total of 35,330 visas to skilled people, accounting for one-third of all immigrants. The rise in such skilled migration visas mainly reflects the workforce shortages in Australia in the information technology and telecommunications industries.


Britain’s immigration policy has essentially not seen any fundamental changes since the Immigration Law was adopted in 1971. However, after 1997, Britain’s Department of Trade and Industry issued a competitiveness white paper in 1998 (Our Competitive Future: Building the Knowledge Driven Economy) in a bid to strengthen the country’s future competitiveness in the knowledge economy and to make up talent shortages in the IT, telecommunications, and electronics sectors. (Taking 1996 as an example, the total output of these industries stood at 6.5 percent of Britain’s GDP). The white paper acknowledged Britain’s weaknesses in the field of information and telecommunication technologies and concluded that the government must examine whether there is room for lowering obstacles to immigration to avoid hindering entrepreneurs and skilled professionals from moving to or residing in Britain.


Like other European countries, Germany always took a deeply reluctant attitude regarding the employment of immigrant workers. However, this attitude must also change. In August 2000, the German government amended immigration laws, opening Germany to high-tech personnel from non-EU countries under five-year work visas (the so-called green card). Germany projected that 20,000 visas would be issued to IT personnel by 2002. As of the end of April 2001, already 7,000 high-tech personnel from non-EU countries had come to Germany for work. Still, according to statistics there is still a shortage of 75,000 IT workers, while the German education system perse is able to produce just 6,000 per year. As today other sectors are demanding a corresponding green card policy, the German government is forced to amend immigration laws to respond to new trends in globalization.


Japan has never had a high population of foreign workers. But in 1989 the Japanese government amended the immigration law, enabling high-tech personnel to hold “temporary” visas, valid for an unlimited period, for work in Japan. As a result, the number of people, who entered Japan on high-tech visas, reached 240,936 in 1999, accounting for 40 percent of Japanese university graduates who entered the labor market in that year. This is double as many as for similar categories in the U.S.


Singapore’s high-tech talent importation strategy is that of a so-called developing state. In other words, the Singaporean government felt that technological development is an important link in economic development. I therefore does not spare the use of direct government force to promote technological infrastructure, formulate technology policy, and participate in and subsidize technological research. Although (the economic development of) Singapore is constrained by talent shortages, it nonetheless has abundant experience in cooperating with transnational corporations. Consequently, the Singaporean government subsidizes transnational corporations in establishing joint training centers, allowing them to recruit double as many personnel as they need themselves with the excess labor  force coming from local companies. Therefore, the maintenance of Singapore’s national competitiveness actually depends to a certain degree on the importation of foreign workers. In 2000, Singapore’s population totaled 4.02 million people, including 3.26 million residents (citizens 2.97 million, non-citizens with permanent residency 290,000). Foreign visa holders totaled 760,000, which means that foreign visa holders and non-citizens with permanent residency rights accounted for more than one fourth, or 26 percent, of the local population.

3. South Korea’s preferential visa system for foreign talent


South Korea’s level of economic development is similar to that of Taiwan and it is also sparing no effort to import skilled talent. For a long time, South Korea depended on returning overseas students and personnel cultivated by domestic universities and institutes to meet the manpower needs of the high-tech industries. But learning from the advanced nation’s experience with the importation of foreign talent, South Korea emulated the U.S., Japan and other advanced countries in their policies to attract foreign talent, implementing in November 2000 the “Gold Card System” to assist companies in recruiting high-tech skilled talent from overseas.


Following the Asian financial crisis, South Korea began with the development of the high-tech IT industry to chart a new course for the economy, beginning with the planning of a series of information network technology policies such as Cyber-Korea 21 or e-Korea. At the time, small-and mid- sized venture capital firms were successful in the high-tech information industry, incubating numerous digital content and game companies, which also helped stimulate the South Korean economy. But the shortages of high-tech talent in small-and mid- sized venture capital firms became more pronounced by the day to the extent that they hindered further development of these industries. Following a survey of more than 1,000 manufacturers, the South Korean government therefore decided to implement the Gold Card System in a bid to help small and mid-sized venture capital firms solve the problem of high-tech talent shortages and to raise technological R&D capabilities.

At the current stage, the Gold Card System is mainly organized by the government funded Korea Institute of Industrial Technology (KITECH), which also conducts related promotional activities. In order to popularize the Gold Card System, KITECH holds all kinds of promotional activities, selling the “Gold Card System” to domestic companies as a way to recruit talent from overseas, while also presenting successful examples where overseas talent recruitment has advanced industrial development. On the other hand, KITECH cooperates with companies, dispatching fact-finding missions overseas to propagate the “Gold Card System” and at the same time also exploring the feasibility of high-tech talent importation. In order to broaden publicity for this system, KITECH uses relevant recruitment networks to recruit high-tech talent from abroad, while also establishing a special Web site. Within KITECH a “committee for the pragmatic management of foreign high-tech talent” has been set up to understand how companies use the Gold Card System to import talent from overseas, to discover problems promptly and assist companies in finding  solutions. At the same time, the committee listens to the opinions of foreign employees, while helping them to solve actual difficulties that they encounter while working in South Korea.

In the early implementation period of the Gold Card System the South Korean government opened the two specialist fields of information and telecommuncations as well as ecommerce for the employment of overseas talent. Subsequently, six more sectors were opened up to foreign specialists, including biotechnology, nanotechnology, new materials (including metals, precision ceramics, chemicals), transportation machinery, digital home and environment-friendly energies. South Korean companies may hire talent from abroad under the Gold Card System on condition that the person has worked at least five years in the specialist field for which he is being hired or that he has obtained at least a bachelor’s degree in the specialist field that he is being hired for and that he has worked at least two years in that field.
Demand for skilled professionals


Taiwanese talent began to markedly increase as late as the 1990s, when talented people returned from studies in the U.S. to Taiwan, reaching three to four times the numbers of the 1970s. The repatriates mainly gathered in the Hsinchu Science Park. In 1983, the science park had 27 people who had returned after studies in the U.S., in 1989 there were 223, with that figure rising to 3,265 in 1999, and 4,108 in 2000. In the 1990s the “brain drain” that Taiwan experienced early on, as people left for studies abroad, turned into a “brain gain, “ which crucially propped up the high development of Taiwan’s information industry in the 1990s. However, be that as it may, Taiwan like the countries mentioned above finds itself amid a global trend where demand for human resources in high-tech and R&D is outstripping supply. Although Taiwan’s number of students studying at universities and colleges has already increased to 22.75% of all students over the past decade, the high-tech personnel cultivated at our universities cannot completely match industry demand, be it in terms of numbers or qualification.


Taiwan will need a total of 62,000 high-tech workers in the 2004-2006 period, but will fall short by at least 23,000, according to an industry survey conducted by the Industrial Technology Research Institute (ITRI) on behalf of the Executive Yuan’s Science and Technology Advisory Group for the “Challenge 2008: National Development Plan.” Manpower shortages in R&D will total 5,059, according to the Ministry of Economic Affairs. Furthermore, according to projections of “long-term high-tech manpower supply and demand” by the Council for Economic Planning and Development, Taiwan will lack 7,400 people with a master’s degree or higher between 2003 and 2011 in information engineering, electronic communications, information management, food and nutrition, biotechnology, industrial engineering, and physics. The various government units will face a shortage of 714 international affairs specialists in the coming 5-10 years.
Patterns and key factors


In terms of length of stay, transnational talent mobility can be divided into short-term stay, long-term stay, and permanent immigration. In terms of status, we can divide high-tech migrants into the following five groups (Table 1)-managerial personnel, engineers and technicians, academics and scientists, entrepreneurs, as well as students. 


Among these, managers who become transnational migrants are usually called “casual travelers,” since the vast majority of overseas postings of managerial personnel is decided by company policy and not planned before the fact by the migrant himself. The manager decides whether he accepts the posting, which means that the major factor concerned is remuneration. Consequently, the transnational migration of managerial personnel is rather strongly related to a company’s operational network and not very much to the policies and environment in the country of destination.


Engineers and technicians, who become transnational migrants, are usually called “economy class travelers,” since their transnational migration is mainly caused by changing demand and supply in the (global) labor market. Also due to this, the key factors for this group of migrants are market conditions, including salary (in comparison with the home country), income tax regulations and other immigration laws and conditions. Usually, most overseas investment will result in the migration of this category of skilled people. Taiwan, for instance, has invested in China on a large scale, causing an exodus of skilled personnel to China.

Scholars and scientists, who become transnational migrants, are usually called “missionaries,” since their transnational migration is commonly not caused by economic factors, but by individual ideals and intentions. Usually, the higher the prestige of an immigrant country’s academic institutions, the more immigrants of this category can be attracted. Therefore, the key factors influencing these immigrants or migrants are the country of destination’s degree of scientific development, the nature of work as such, and the prestige of its institutions.

Entrepreneurs, who become transnational migrants are usually called “explorers,” since although entrepreneurs have funds and a business concept, they still face plenty of risks when launching commercial activities overseas. Therefore lowering market risks and costs has become the main consideration for entrepreneurs, including government policy (visa, taxes, guarantees etc.), the convenience of financial services, as well as administrative efficiency in the country targeted for investment. In fact, foreign investors do not only bring money with them, but also knowledge of overseas markets and commercial networks.


Finally, overseas students are usually called “transiting visitors, “ because the country where they study is not necessarily the last stop in their itinerary. But these transiting visitors have, nonetheless, the potential to join one of the four other categories mentioned above in the future. At the same time, the ratio of overseas students who remain in their country of study after graduation is quite high. Therefore, countries must strive as much as possible to attract overseas students. Still, the factors that overseas students mainly consider include the acknowledgement of work locations around the globe, problems encountered in the home country, as well as cross-cultural problems.
Building an appropriate environment 


From the above analysis we can clearly see that a trend is building for a global fight for skilled talent. Amid global economic competition, Taiwan cannot exempt itself from this trend. Below the author has compiled some suggestions for attracting skilled talent and regarding a skills immigration and investment-based immigration policy.


First, we will return to the consideration factors of transnational skilled migrants. The relevant response policies will be listed in Table 2.

From Table 2 we can clearly find that the government must take a three-layered approach when setting policy regarding the transnational mobility of skilled personnel. The first is the formulation of immigration laws, the second is building an environment that attracts transnational talent, and the third is intergovernmental and inter-institutional exchanges and agreements.


In terms of establishing an environment that attracts transnational talent and intergovernmental and inter-institutional exchanges, the government has already mapped out various plans in the Challenge 2008 National Development Plan such as recruiting overseas high-tech talent, attracting foreign students, encouraging the Taiwanese to study abroad, internationalizing universities, and becoming the Asia-Pacific gateway for the Global Research and Education Networks. And the five year 500 billion (New Taiwan Dollars) ten major infrastructure projects plan will spend NT$50 billion over five years to develop at least one internationally top-ranking university as well as 15 cutting-edge university departments and inter-university research centers that rank top in Asia.

Here we would like to add a few points for further reference.

1. Actually realizing the above mentioned plans that the government mulls to attract talent, while also regularly analyzing their merits.

2. Building a living environment for international talent:

In the past international competition was competition on product production costs and price. Due to the influence of globalization, the prices of tradable goods tend to become uniform around the globe, causing international economic competition to transform into a competition for know-how. The competition for know-how again depends on the knowledge economy or in other words talented people. Therefore, international talent will flock to any country that offers better education and a better living environment than others. If a country uses these resources, it will have competitive advantages. Therefore, providing a residential environment of international communities with excellent education, medical care, leisure, shopping, and transportation is the most important task to raise the readiness of international talent to come to Taiwan for work.
Promotion measures:

1. Improving the bilingual education environment in industrial cluster areas (such as science parks) and establishing sufficient foreign schools, while promoting and encouraging the establishment of international campuses.

2. Actively encouraging the public sector to provide land for the construction of residential housing by the private sector as BOT projects, while also promoting international communities and subsidy plans to satisfy all everyday living needs of foreign talent and their dependents.

3. Encouraging foreign skilled talent to stay in Taiwan long-term and to apply for immigration measures.

4. Establishing and focusing the marketing of Taiwan’s international image and prestige:

In terms of selling Taiwan, the government emphasized the successes of democratization in the past. Regarding Taiwan’s internationally quite important information and electronics industries development, it failed to conduct comprehensive and profound marketing work. Consequently the government was unable to strengthen the motivation of foreigners and even overseas Chinese to come to Taiwan for work.
Promotion measures:

1. Actively bringing together private-sector companies and governmental support groups to highlight at international expos and symposia in a standardized and continuous way Taiwan’s indispensable key position in the global high-tech industry supply and demand system.

2. Reviving venture investment incentives to attract global capital to invest in Taiwan’s high-tech industry and also attract the attention of global high-tech talent.

3. Accommodating international industrial cooperation approaches by serving as an important cooperation partner for industries from industrialized nations in deploying a global operational network to attract key high-tech personnel to work in Taiwan.

4. Attracting talented people to join the National Innovation System

The National Innovation System integrates knowledge transfer among academia, research, and industry, while also creating communities of high-tech personnel. In the U.S., Stanford University in California, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) in Massachusetts and Silicon Valley are all successful models of transnational talent communities. Among them, more than 50% of the post-doctorate research students in science and engineering at Stanford University and MIT come from outside the country (NSF/SRS, 1989). Some 30% of Silicon Valley’s computer engineers were born outside the U.S.

5. Inter-institutional and intergovernmental cooperation and exchanges:

Currently the international exchanges being mulled by the government mostly focus on university and academic exchanges, while little is being mapped out in terms of intergovernmental cooperation agreements on high-tech talent mobility. At the same time the government also does little with regard to encouraging inter-institutional exchanges(including research institutional exchanges (including research institutions and science parks) But from Table 2 we know that these exchanges and agreements, nonetheless, are major factors in deciding whether or not high-tech talent migrates.

6. Implementing preferential taxes for foreigners similar to the “Gold Card System.”
Currently South Korea has already begun to implement the “Gold Card System” as a legal and preferential base for importing international talent. And China has also implemented a similar system to attract academics of international standing to move to China.

The importation principle for skilled professional talent and investment-based immigrants should be “strict on qualification verification, lax on procedures and living.” In other words, requirements and qualifications should be strictly verified, but once an application has been approved, transnational talent should be granted maximum convenience and national citizen treatment or minimum red tape in terms of procedures and living.

All in all, the attraction of international talent is long-term task that needs to be carried out continuously. Therefore, only shaping the entire environment would be a radically overhauled approach. Currently the government is already drafting relevant immigration regulations, but it appears that their integration with a strategy of shaping the entire environment still needs to be strengthened and realized.

