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No Lasting Impact from Lien and Soong’s Mainland Visits?


The meetings between KMT chairman Lien Chan and Chinese president Hu Jintao, and then between PFP chairman James Soong and Hu, which attracted so much notice in Taiwan, China, and even internationally, were quickly overshadowed by the pan-blue camp’s defeat in the National Assembly elections, by China’s blocking of Taiwan’s entry to the WHO at that organizations’ annual meeting, and by an exodus of legislators from the People First Party. Not only do chances of resuming cross-strait talks seem remote, but relations between the ruling and opposition parties have again reached a standoff. The atmosphere of reconciliation proved to be short-lived. The volatility of Taiwan’s political scene amazes once again.


On April 26, Kuomintang chairman Lien Chan traveled to China for an eight-day peace mission. Besides giving a speech at Peking University, he met with Communist Party of China general secretary Hu Jintao, a breakthrough in the hostilities that have existed since the Chinese civil war more than 60 years ago. After their meeting, the two issued a statement on “shared vision for peaceful development of cross-strait relations” based on “commitment to the 1992 consensus and opposition to Taiwanese independence.”

Shortly thereafter, on May 5, People First Party chairman James Soong followed up with his own visit to China. Though the PFP’s position in Taiwanese politics is more tenuous, because Soong had met with President Chen Shui-bian early in the year and the two had jointly announced a ten-point consensus, observers saw Soong’s visit to China as testing the waters for a potential establishment of relations between Chen’s administration and China’s rulers, prompting much speculation.


Lien’s and Soong’s itineraries on their respective trips were similar, with both journeying to their ancestral homes to pay homage to their ancestors as a way of acknowledging their roots and sense of ethnic solidarity. They also paid their respects at Sun Yat-sen’s mausoleum in Nanjing, on the one hand to commemorate the 80th anniversary of the passing of the father of the nation, and on the other to convey the message that the Republic of China exists. Soong made mention of the ROC numerous times during his visit, attempting to force Beijing to face the reality of separately governed entities on each side of the Taiwan Strait. However, one sentence—“The People’s First Party opposes Taiwan independence, and has never considered independence to be a option for Taiwan”—aroused the intense objections of the ruling Democratic Progressive Party, which has always stressed that “Taiwan’s fate can only be decided by the Taiwanese people.” President Chen, who had previously maintained a positive and approving attitude toward Soong’s visit, found himself subject to heavy pressure from within his own party.


On May 12, after their meeting, Soong and Hu issued a statement. Besides once more expressing their hopes for a resumption of talks to end cross-strait hostilities, Soong and Hu used the new phrase “two sides, one China” to describe the current political status. Because this formulation seems to locate a middle ground between “one China, with each side having its own interpretation” and “two Chinas.” Its interpretation remains in dispute. No consensus has been reached either on Soong’s implication during his trip that if Taiwan renounces independence, China will renounce the use of force against the island.

In a May 10 interview with Süddeutsche Zeitung, Germany’s largest newspaper, President Chen pointed out that although Lien and Soong enjoyed the recognition of being the first leading Taiwanese political figures to visit the mainland, the opposition parties do to have the authority to represent Taiwan’s government. Therefore, the true leading roles must be played by the leaders and governments on the two sides of the strait—it is only their decisions that carry weight. Chen also stated that if some day the two governments can enter into dialog, he of course may meet Hu Jintao.


While Lien’s and Soong’s trips to the mainland were undertaken with great fanfare, Taiwan’s public was seemingly indifferent. Voters found it difficult to understand the constitutional amendment proposals involved in the National Assembly elections, and paid little attention to the poll when it took place on May 14; turnout was also impacted by the inclement weather on that day. Just 23% of registered voters actually cast votes, the lowest turnout ever recorded in Taiwan’s electoral history. However, the pan-blues were not only unable to capitalize on the afterglow of the mainland visits, but also received less than half the votes, at only 46%. The constitutional reform soon to commence will therefore be bitterly contested.


In the National Assembly elections the PFP suffered the worst mauling, winning a mere 6.11% of the vote and placing behind the Taiwan Solidarity Union, thus falling into fourth place among Taiwan’s political parties. PFP legislators continued to be suspicious of the cooperation between Soong and Chen, even leading to a wave of party withdrawals. The PFP faces a major crisis.

As these events were taking place, on May 16 at the WHO meeting in Geneva, without informing Taiwan, China announced it had signed a memorandum with the organization to aid Taiwan’s entry into WHO, on condition that Taiwan accept the “one China” principle and that entry procedures be handled under Beijing’s supervision. These conditions were naturally rejected by the Taiwanese representatives. This action also showed that China’s words about “one China with each side having its own interpretation” and “two sides, one China” are empty, as the mainland lacks sincerity in following through on the implications of these statements of position. 


Lien and Soong’s mainland visits are over. Regrettably, although the PRC tried to show goodwill on such issues as facilitating sales of Taiwanese farm produce to the mainland, and of allowing mainland tourist to visit Taiwan, for the time being there is little sign of concrete advances in these areas. However, all major undertakings are difficult to begin, and after taking the first step, developing a new approach while allowing both sides to negotiate with dignity and as equals still requires further reasoned discussion and bold action.

