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EU Attitude towards Taiwan’s Quest for Sovereignty

Sigrid Winkler
Ph.D. Candidate of Institute for European Studies, Brussels, Belgium

In her presentation, Sigrid Winkler attempts to give an outline over the factors
influencing the European Union’s (EU) Taiwan policy by analyzing the European
attitude towards Taiwan’s efforts to participate in international organizations. The
international organizations in the focus of this paper are the World Trade Organization
(WTO), the World Health Organization (WHO) and the United Nations (UN). For
Taiwan, involvement in international organizations plays an important role in the
quest for sovereignty, as it is perceived as a step-by-step approach towards gaining
recognition from the global community. Especially during the Chen Shui-bian
administration this approach has been radicalized. With the election of Ma Ying-jeou
the trend was reversed to a more pragmatic strategy. In recent years Taiwan’s
government has discovered the European Union as an important player in world
politics, which could tip the balance in Taiwan’s favor with its 27 member states.
However, according to Taiwanese assessment, the support gained from the European
Union is considered as rather lukewarm.

The reasons for this cautious European approach are manifold. The EU has
strong, albeit non-diplomatic, relations with Taiwan, with the main focus on economic
interests. At the same time, all member states of the European Union entertain
diplomatic relations with the People’s Republic of China (PRC), they adhere to the
so-called “one China” policy. With China’s economic development, the PRC’s ties
with the European Union have become increasingly strong. Thus, the EU is not
inclined to engage in a Taiwan policy that could threaten its relations to China.
Furthermore, in many organizations the PRC has formal or informal powers to block
Taiwanese efforts, which would make European support pointless if the Taiwanese
approach is too radical. Therefore, the EU does not support Taiwanese strategies to
gain membership in organizations that require statehood, it however advocates
informal participation of Taiwan, given that such an approach serves European
interests. Finally, the EU internal decision-making proves to be a further hurdle for
open support of Taiwan, because many decisions require consensus among all EU
member states, which can hardly be achieved on such sensitive issues.

The EU favors granting Taiwan more rights for involvement in world affairs.
However, this support has its limits, as the EU clearly does not promote a formal
sovereign status for Taiwan. The EU can mediate between Taiwan and China on issues
of participation in international organizations, but will only do so if a compromise
solution is tangible and European interests are at stake.



