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New Turning Point in Cross-Strait Relations

      Over the past month, the Taiwan Strait has been shuddering in the aftermath of the upheaval that came in the form of an Anti-Separation Law passed by China's National People's Congress in mid-March.

   Hundreds of thousands of Taiwanese took to the streets in protest on 26 March to declare their love for peace and liberty. That same day, Shi Wenlung, founder of the Chi Mei Group and a national policy advisor, announced his retirement and, to the consternation of many, his "recognition of one China.'

   In a time of low-key contact between the governments of Taiwan and the PRC, on 28 March Chiang Pin-hun, vice chairman of the opposition Kuomintang (KMT), led a delegation to the mainland, where he arrived at a ten-point consensus with Chen Yunlin, director of the PRC's Taiwan Affairs Office. Questions as to the trip's legality have been raised. To make matters worse, in early April Taiwan Solidarity Union chairman Su Chin-chiang headed a mission to Tokyo's Yasukuni Shrine to pay respects to the war dead. These events have combined to trigger yet another vicious cycle of criticism and finger pointing between the governing and opposition parties.

    Both KMT chairman Lien Chan and People First Party (PFP) chairman James Soong have plans to visit China following Chiang Pin-hun's return. This recent round of political parties racing to carry out exchanges with the mainland has prompted the administration to make a comprehensive review of its mainland policies and return to a principle of "effective management.'

    Faced with months of rocky relations with the PRC, President Chen Shui-bian convened a meeting of party and government leaders on April 5th. The seven-point consensus that was reached illustrated the administration's determination to douse mainland fever. "The president expresses his willingness to invite leaders from the governing and opposition parties to a joint meeting to avoid an excessive zeal for mainland China from harming the dignity and interests of Taiwan." The sixth point in the agreement stresses that we cannot proceed hastily with liberalization to the detriment of the most fundamental and most important part of our policy--that of "effective management." The national security agencies and the executive branch should promptly reassess and amend relevant economic and trade policies.

   President Chen left for the funeral mass for Pope John Paul II at the Vatican on 7 April. On the 9th, in a statement made upon his return to Taiwan, he called on KMT chairman Lien Chan to not spoil Taiwan's peace, reconciliation, and solidarity, lie expressed his willingness to endorse Lien Chan's visit to China and authorize him to discuss certain issues with PRC leader Hu Jintao on the condition that Lien "first talk with me."

   President Chen explained that in issues involving national sovereignty and government authority, accord must be reached between the ruling and opposition parties to safeguard the nation's highest interests. If Taiwan cannot stand together, if certain opposition leaders fall for the PRC's ruses aimed at dissolving Taiwan's internal cohesion, Taiwan will find itself faced with an irresolvable crisis, the real victims of which will be the people of Taiwan.

   President Chen's strong language wasn't totally unexpected. According to the media, KMT vice chairman Chiang Pin-kun's trip to the mainland disrupted the cross-strait policy that President Chen had been working on following his summit with PFP chairman James Soong in late February. The government, therefore, had to once again analyze and ascertain what Beijing had in mind with regard to its Taiwan policy.

   To review how the episode has developed, Chiang Pin-kun and his delegation arrived for a visit in Guangzhou on the 28th, after which he went to Beijing to meet with individuals including PRC Political Bureau chairman Jia Qinglin. tte brought back to Taiwan a ten-point consensus covering such issues as normalization of cross-strait holiday charter flights, sales of Taiwanese agricultural goods to the mainland, and guarantees for the rights of Taiwanese businesses in

China.

   As to how the KMT planned to implement the ten-point consensus,

Chiang Pin-kun explained that some of the issues, including simplification of Mainland Entry Permits for Taiwanese and tuition reductions for Taiwanese students in the PRC, can be realized by the PRC government by itself. Matters dealing with agricultural products and financial operations can be advanced in joint cooperation by the KMT and non-governmental circles. As to items that involve government authority, the precedent of charter flights over the Lunar New Year can be followed-political groups from the Legislative Yuan push the administration toward the negotiating table, then the government deals with the details.

   The KMT delegation described Chiang's trip as "building a bridge for cross-strait peace" to reduce cross-strait confrontation and to serve as a first step in resolving the crisis. The governing and opposition parties, however vary a great deal in their stances, to the point that debate has even erupted as to whether the trip violated laws against consorting with the enemy.

   To bring about the seven-point consensus advocated by the current administration and the governing party, Premier Frank Hsieh instructed pertinent agencies, including the Ministry of Economic Affairs, to review current mainland policy and 13 topics in particular, including cross-strait cargo charter flights, information technologies, the service industry, and sales of agricultural products. The Mainland Affairs Council (MAC) later announced suspension of cross-strait media, religious, and academic exchanges.

   MAC chairman Joseph Wu stated that enhancing effective management did not mean a return to the "be patient, no haste" policy. Taiwan will only consider terminating measures suspending cross-strait trade if the PRC doesn't pass supporting measures for its Anti-Separation Law and future developments in cross-strait relations are favorable to Taiwan's national interest.

   In response to President Chen's public demand that KMT chairman Lien Chan report to him before his trip to the mainland, Lien said he would be visiting the mainland in the capacity of KMT chairman, and the meetings in the mainland would consist of "party-to-party communications" aimed at bringing about peace, so he didn't need the government's authorization or permission. For anything that would necessitate the exercise of governmental authority, however, the KMT would, of course, employ appropriate channels and methods to communicate with relevant government agencies to together create an environment advantageous to the people of

Taiwan.

   The main strands of Lien Chan's upcoming visit appear to be "history" and "family.' He is to visit the tomb of Sun Yat-sen in Nanjing, meet with PRC leader Hu Jintao, visit his childhood home of Xi'an after an absence of 60 years, and pay his respects at his grandmother's grave.

   At a news conference in preparation for his trip, Lien stated that he had no prearranged agenda for his meeting with Hu Jintao, but aimed purely to advance the welfare of the people of Taiwan, and that he would state his and the KMT's position of not pursuing Taiwanese independence and of rejecting military force, and the hope that cross-strait dialogue could be resumed.

   The LIS greeted Lien's trip as a positive development, stating that dialogue was the appropriate way to resolve cross-strait issues. After several days' communication between the Office of the President and the KMT, the two sides agreed that President Chen and Lien Chan would speak to each other by telephone before Lien's departure.

   Although ex-president Lee Teng-hui criticized Lien Chan's and lames Soong's visits to China as marking a step backward for Taiwanese consciousness, President Chen wished them well, saying that as long as their visits stayed within the law, the opportunity for them to exchange opinions at first hand with Chinese leaders would be to Taiwan's advantage.

   Hu Jintao's decision to meet both Lien and Soong in quick succession aroused much discussion and controversy in Taiwanese political circles, and revealed Hu's political acumen in using contacts with the KMF to create an atmosphere of detente in cross-strait relations, and correctly judging the change in Taiwan's internal political situation following Chen's meeting with Soong, thus increasing the likelihood of the DPP government's being willing to accept and promote any future consensus that Beijing is able to reach with the PFP.

   The cross-strait issue is intricate and complex. The mood today resembles weather in early spring--a warm spell followed by a sudden cold snap. Returning to the basic issue, however, we see that for a long time now, the ruling and opposition parties have been marching to the beats of different drummers, each doing what it considers right. In doing so, however, they have caused even more harm. It has been said that the ruling and opposition parties must mend fences with each other before cross-strait reconciliation can be possible. These words still ring true. The issues should be discussed clearly and the Legislative Yuan used as a platform for negotiation. Parties could lead the way by determining which issues show promise and then turning them over to relevant government agencies. If any agreements materialize, the administration, opposition parties, and all the people of Taiwan would be winners.
