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PRESIDENT'S VIEW

Chamorro, tomorrow?
As for many of you, this is normally my season of backpacks, beaches, and barbecues. For now, the President’s
View, literally, centers on the Keelung River, refilled after
several much-needed rains and fringed by green hills. My
panorama comes courtesy of the amba Taipei Songshan
design hotel – Chamber member since 2017, home of an
unforgettable log grill inside its Que Restaurant, and my
pick for a relaxed, soft-landing pad in Taipei. If you have
the choice, I recommend staycation over quarantine, but
with the amba family, I vouch for both.
Other key features of my view are a semi-deserted train
station and a traffic-free boulevard, reflections of a projected 1.9% quarter-on-quarter drop in Taiwan’s GDP.
What is missing from this Travel & Culture picture?
Travel! Mover of goods and people, dynamo of modern
economies. In July, we begin to airbrush this image.
Guam, a picturesque American territory 3.5 hours’
flight from Taiwan’s capital, visited visa-free by over
30,000 Taiwan residents in a typical year, has been cut off
from scheduled air service with Taiwan for 15 months.
Happily, local travel agent Lion Travel (once and future
Chamber member) and others are joining with airlines
to offer frequent direct charter flights from July. The roll
out of these flights coincides with the launch of some new
travel packages offered by Guam, one of which is mysteriously dubbed “Air V&V.” (Hint: I speak of COVID-19
vaccinations, legally available in Guam to Americans and
other nationalities).
The offering is about to become even more enticing as
Guam, with an enviable 80% vaccination rate, is poised
to completely drop its current six-day quarantine requirement for international arrivals. So if scheduled air travel
is a bridge to recovery, and charter flights are a bridge to
scheduled service, we are onto something. This is a buildback strategy all members can get behind (and we are also
looking at you, United Airlines!) by including Guam in
summer plans.
But aren’t charters discouraged or prohibited in
Taiwan? Nope. To protect public health, the government
nixed for the time being group travel, but foreign individual travel and charter flights are fine. CECC has banned

the marketing of “vaccination-themed travel packages”
within Taiwan, and providers are complying. The conveniently constructed packages that are on offer to anyone
who has made their way to Guam are independent of the
point-to-point transport offerings of the charter organizers
and operators. We might term this the “what-happens-inVegas” regulatory approach. Safe transit and equity are
valid governmental concerns, but while Taiwan’s vaccine
supply is still ramping up, by allowing individual travel
overseas – including for vaccination – it seems the Taiwan
authorities have found a reasonable middle ground.
There are three things to like about the Guam charter
breakthrough. On a macroeconomic level (for both Taiwan
and Guam), we fly our way to recovery through service
jobs and tourist spending. For our AmCham members –
in this case, our travel agents, airlines, and the recently
upgraded Guam Taiwan Office – we demonstrate that
Chamber networking can lead to commercial synergies. It
was the Chamber’s Publications Marketing & Sales Manager Caroline Lee who picked up on this potential deal and
then helped matchmake. Connecter, honest broker, and
advocate are roles we love at AmCham, so call on us.
Finally, for our individual members, a nearby getaway
with cruises, cave swims, and a taste of Mariana history and culture awaits. The only loser I see from a Guam
charter trip (with an optional needle stick), is a spiky virus,
which ends up a bit lonelier. Hafa adai is the friendly
Chamorro greeting that means “What’s up?” and is pronounced “half-a-day” – all the time you’ll need to reach
Guam on a July charter. Read on, and then get packing.
Recovery – yours and everyone’s – is “in play.” Literally.

Andrew Wylegala
President,
American Chamber of Commerce in Taiwan
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MAPPING TAIWAN
Despite the prevalence of satellite data, traditional map-makers
continue to tell remarkable stories with historical and contemporary
images of Taiwan.
BY DINAH GARDNER

I

n the age of smartphones, satellite data shows us the world in realtime to an accuracy of up to 30
centimeters per pixel with just the
tap of an app. How can traditional maps,
produced by hand, compete with that?
Judging by the reactions on social
media to a stunning Taipei street map
created by British artist Tom Parker last
December, the art of mapmaking is neither dead nor forgotten. Parker’s Facebook page was inundated with likes and
comments following a post unveiling the
new map, and he has since been wooed
by local media, including the Taiwan editions of Harper’s Bazaar and Elle magazines. The map – which was first published as a puzzle in June and is set to be
released as a print later this year – is a
mad medley of life in the capital, complete with all the key sights and carefully
crafted details, such as the giraffe inciner8

maps.indd 8

ator by Taipei Zoo and scooters buzzing
along the capital’s streets.
Hand-drawn maps remain potent
tools used to inform, educate, entertain, and delight, as Parker’s work shows.
Maps are cultural, political, historical,
artistic, and powerful – they can reveal
secrets as well as tell lies. And for a place
like Taiwan, which struggles to control its
identity on the world stage, maps are crucial in defining how the world views it.
Taiwan Business TOPICS spoke to
five individuals who have made valuable contributions to mapping Taiwan
in recent years, discussing the enduring
appeal of the human-crafted map.

The Historical Maps Artist: Erik Fok

Macanese artist Erik Fok mixes old and
new elements to create "fake history"
in his meticulously detailed hand-drawn
maps.
PHOTOS: ERIK FOK

With their fine penmanship, sailing
ships, flourishes, navigation lines, and
sepia-colored canvases, the maps created
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MAPS
by Macanese artist Erik Fok at first glance
bear many similarities to ancient mariner
charts. But with a closer look, you will
notice a modern skyscraper tucked away
next to a fort or traditionally built house.
Fok, 31, takes great pains to mimic the
appearance of historical maps, staining
white paper with tea and acrylic paints to
“age” it and employing a technical pen
for the fine line drawings. He pores over
old maps and recreates their designs, supplementing them with imaginary and
modern elements.
“I want to create fake history,” says
Fok. “When you see my maps for the
first time, you think that they are old. But
when you notice the details, you realize
they are modern.” His favorite work is
one he did of old Tainan, where Taipei
101 incongruously emerges from Fort
Zeelandia, a fortress built by the Dutch in
the first half of the 17th century.
Fok initiated his series of “fake history” maps back in 2012 in Macau.
Rapid land reclamation and manic casino
construction had changed his homeland beyond recognition. Fok sought out
old records and maps for reference, but
still “couldn’t figure out where my location was because so much land had been
reclaimed.” Drawing his maps was a way
to make sense of all that. “I am inside my
maps,” says Fok. “I save my memories
inside them.”
Fok has produced around a dozen

maps of Taiwan, based partly on his experiences living on the island for three years,
starting in 2016 when he was a graduate
student at National Taiwan University of
Arts. His early maps, which he made as a
student, are the size of playing cards.
“I didn’t have much money,” says
Fok. “I didn’t have my own studio.”
Now that he has become an established
artist, his portfolio has expanded. One
of Fok’s maps is 3.7-meters long – more
than twice the average adult’s height –
while others decorate the surfaces of vintage wooden trunks.
Fok is adamant that digital maps are
unable to compete with the traditional
variety. “We can touch paper; we can
feel its temperature – that’s something we
can’t do with digital maps.”

The Precise Maps Artist: Tom Rook
British artist Tom Rook’s maps are
breathtaking works of intricate detail.
They resemble architectural blueprints of
a city, down to each individual building.
Rook’s maps are vast, black and white,
and realistic.
“I seem to have a more Victorian era
or a 19th-century-America thing going
on in terms of scale and detail,” he says.
Similar to Fok, Rook uses mapmaking
to understand the places he calls home.
It is a way for him to get more closely
acquainted with the cities he visited, and

a means of recording his time in them,
similar to keeping a journal.
“By the time I started drawing Taipei,
I'd been living here for about a year, but
I was working a lot and hadn’t really
explored or connected the city together
well,” says Rook. “I felt like a mole popping out of MRT stations, and the city
was like a series of disconnected bubbles. I decided to start walking instead of
riding the train and photographing what I
found in between.”
Selecting which buildings and features to include in the map was a delicate
operation. “I’ll often move stuff around
or shrink certain buildings,” he explains,
adding that although he wants people to
recognize the places from their lives in his
maps, he sometimes needs to make aesthetic decisions. “It’s a hard thing to balance.” He also tries to position landmarks
facing outwards so they are recognizable
and people can orient themselves. A small
map, he notes, can take a month or two
to finish, and stresses that “working in
pen is slow as there’s no room for error.”
In addition to his Taipei masterpiece,
Rook has produced maps of Kaohsiung,
Taichung, Chiayi, and an old leprosy sanatorium in New Taipei, among others.
His historical maps are geared to periods
preceeding significant change, such as
the destruction caused by World War II
bombing raids, to capture major historical shifts.

With an eye for detail, Tom Rook maps out cities to better understand them. Both his historical and present-day maps have an antique aesthetic.

PHOTOS: TOM ROOK
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MAPS
“Taiwanese cities have gone through
such huge changes that it’s mind-blowing
when you see pictures of the streets from
the 1930s,” says Rook. He notes that his
maps are a form of record-keeping that
he hopes will inspire people to preserve
what remains of their historical legacy.
“I hope that when people see how
much has been lost, they will be more
interested in saving what is left,” he continues. “So many interesting streets and
buildings have gone in just the [10] years
I’ve been in Taiwan.”

The Fantasy Maps Artist: Tom Parker
Parker’s portfolio is predominantly
fantastical, at imagination-on-fire levels.
His Instagram feed showcases maps of
imagined places: a drawing of a ship with
creaky mechanical legs and a menagerie of supernatural animals; Japanese
cat warriors; a frog prince mounted on a
crow; an Okinawan dinosaur with kissable lipsticked lips; and dogs posing
nobly while dressed in Korean hanboks.
The same sense of fun is present in his
Taipei artwork.
“I love maps as illustrations,” says
Parker. “As a visual exploration. Quite
simply – something to spend time
looking at.”
Parker’s Taipei street map, which runs
from Beitou to the Taipei Zoo, required
extensive preparation and took around a
year for him to complete while working
part-time.

“I printed out a standard online map
of the area and spent quite a long time
pinpointing places I wanted or felt I
needed to include,” he says. “Then I had
to slightly warp and juggle the whole
city to make sure I could fit everything
in, though it’s all more or less in the correct place. From there, I just placed a grid
over the whole ‘plan’ and started drawing
it out large, on individual sheets to scan
and jigsaw back together in Photoshop.”
The process demanded much simplification of the map. Overland MRT
tracks are single-rail, and the Shida
and Ximending areas are squashed, for
example. A lot is missing, but there was
no way to include everything, he notes.
“The map is big, but Taipei is huge.”
Parker, 46, who married his Taiwanese girlfriend in 2018 and has lived
on the island for about five years, wanted
his creation to be more than just a tourist
map. He made sure to include intimate
details about the city that would resonate with residents, crowdsourcing on his
social media for ideas on what to include.
“Adding little places and even characters, like the Pokemon Grandpa on his
bicycle with dozens of mobile phones,
and a few little shops and cafés that I’m
familiar with adds to a feeling for the city
beyond pointing out the big flashy parts
that come with a tourist map.”
Parker’s love for Taipei comes through
clearly in his work. It is noticeable in
every cheeky bird, ripple on the river,
yellow taxi, and jaunty skyscraper. He

has already started working on his next
project – a map of the southern city of
Tainan.

The Playful Maps Artist: Chen Yu-lin
The maps of Taiwanese artist Chen
Yu-lin are printed into books. She has
produced one volume on Taiwanese cities
and another plotting Taiwan’s national
parks, both aimed at children by using
playful and boldly colored drawings. But
her style of graphic art, sprinkled with
plants, animals, and people engaged in
various activities, is also highly popular
among adults in East Asia.
As a mother of two young children,
now two and six, Chen was inspired to
make a book of maps about Taiwan after
finding few of them available in stores.
“I wanted to show Taiwanese children
the place where they were born,” she
says. But more than place, maps should
be about people, Chen stresses. “The
most important thing about my maps
is the people who live there. Maps are
for people – when you open a map, you
imagine the kinds of people you will see
there. They could be people who go to
church or people who go to the beach.”
People – and cats – are the focus of
of Chen’s artwork. Plump felines can be
found sunbathing on rooftops, leaning
against forest trees, resting on floating
glaciers, and riding bicycles, scooters, and
even camels.
Chen’s national park book, shortlisted

Tom Parker's maps exude creativity, and he aims to include intimate details in his works that resonate with Taiwan's residents.
PHOTOS: TOM PARKER
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MAPS

Chen Yu-Lin's maps focus on people and cats. She creates them in the hopes that her
artwork will evoke emotions from viewers.

PHOTO: CHEN YU-LIN

for the 2019 World Illustration Awards,
displays scenes of nature and local wildlife. But they are also dotted with tableaus familiar to anyone who has gone
hiking in those areas. There are families on day trips, friends using selfie sticks
to take photos, a photographer with
a camera loaded with a telephoto lens
larger than his body, and earnest climbers
armed with trekking poles.
Following the publication of her
works, Chen would slip into bookstores
and eavesdrop on customers who were
leafing through her work. “The first
thing they do is open the book to the
page where they live, or point to the place
that they want to go next time,” says
Chen. “I really love that moment because
they are truly feeling something.”

island itself, both as a trading partner
(desired economy) and as a place to
occupy (coveted geography). It begins
with a Spanish map from the 16th century where Taiwan is drawn in an oddly
oblong shape, moves on to a 17th century English map displaying it as three
distinct islands, and then to the more
accurate and familiar leaf shape by the
18th century.
Earlier in the book, a French map,
also from the 18th century, shows only
the western coastal sliver of Taiwan in
the shape of a watermelon rind. This
indicates that only that portion of Taiwan
belonged to China at the time, while the
other invisible half was the realm of the

indigenous peoples.
Even old maps with errors can be
of use, according to Keating, who has
lived in Taiwan for decades. “I like some
maps, even if they are inaccurate, because
they reveal how much knowledge Europeans had gained about Asia in the early
1500s,” he says. “People mapped areas
that they traded with much more accurately than areas that they didn’t.”
At the time, European countries had
few exchanges with Korea and Japan.
As a consequence, their maps of Korea
depicted it as an island rather than a peninsula, and Japan as a half-moon. Parts
of the ocean were estimated incorrectly.
For Taiwan, maps are highly political
due to China’s claim on the island – not
only through the names or colors used
for Taiwan, but also in how it is framed
in relation to the rest of the region.
“Most maps show Taiwan as close to
China and usually cut off the island chain
that it is a part of,” says Keating. “This
influences thinking on whether Taiwan is
part of China.” He suggests that “a map
just showing the island chain coming
down from Japan and then extending
to the Philippines (i.e., the different tectonic plates that form the island) and not
even showing the continent” would help
to differentiate Taiwan as a body separate from China. “Maps constantly influence our thinking, even at a subconscious
level,” he notes.

The Map Academic: Jerome F. Keating
U.S. writer Jerome F. Keating does
not make maps, but as the dust jacket
blurb to the 2011 edition of his The Mapping of Taiwan: Desired Economies, Coveted Geographies makes clear, he has
“always liked maps.” The book, republished in 2017 in an English-Chinese bilingual format, is a richly illustrated voyage
spanning more than 500 years of Taiwan’s
history as seen through its maps. Keating
explores how they convey historical, cultural, and political meaning far beyond
the simple delineation of landmasses.
One of the most fascinating parts of
the book is a series of sketches of Taiwan
throughout the ages, reflecting progress
in navigational and mapmaking skills
as well as growing global interest in the

Long-time Taiwan resident Jerome F. Keating has written six
books about the island. In The Mapping of Taiwan, he discusses how maps
can influence the way people view a place and vice-versa.
PHOTOS: JEROME F. KEATING
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MA Z U
P I L G R I MA GE

CENTURY-OLD FOLK
FESTIVAL CHARMS
TAIWANESE AND
FOREIGNERS ALIKE

A costumed mascot dances in front of a temple
in Changhua.

A unique Taiwanese experience and spectacular
showcase of the island’s temple culture, the annual
Dajia Mazu Pilgrimage brings together longtime
adherents and, more recently, young Taiwanese
interested in local customs. Besides the religious
significance, the event is also a major contributor to
the central Taiwan economy.
BY JOHN LIU
PHOTOS BY NAOMI GODDARD

W

ith its firecrackers,
dancing troupes, and
mascots costumed as
various deities, the
annual Dajia Mazu Pilgrimage is a
striking spectacle that bears witness to
Taiwan’s vibrant temple scene. Starting
as a community event a century ago and
evolving into a large festival that today
draws more than a million followers,
attendance at the pilgrimage has become
what some consider to be one of three
must-try experiences in Taiwan (the other
two being touring the island by bicycle
and conquering Mount Jade).
The pilgrimage kicks off at Taichung’s
Dajia Jenn Lann Temple (大
宮), as
devotees begin following a palanquin carrying a statue of the goddess Mazu (
;
literally “mother ancestor” or “heavenly
mother” in Chinese) on a trek through
the central Taiwan counties of Changhua, Yunlin, and Chiayi and back again.
The journey of 340 kilometers lasts nine
days and involves little to no sleep as
the statue is carried through the night.
Blaring horns and drum rolls accompany
the long procession throughout, contrib12

Mazu.indd 12

People camp outside a temple in Changhua. Temples along the route are open to participants to rest or spend the night.

uting to the renao (
) – or carnivallike – atmosphere that Taiwanese relish.
Some participants join the pilgrimage
to pray for Mazu’s blessings for peace
and prosperity in the coming years, while
others commit to the journey simply out
of devotion to the goddess. Passionate
believers fight for a chance to carry
Mazu’s palanquin as a symbol of ser-

vice and as a way to get closer to her to
convey their prayers and requests. Some
attendees even kneel in front of the procession to let the palanquin pass over
them, a ritual said to bring auspicious
tidings in the year ahead. Along the way,
observers stop and fixate on Mazu’s
palanquin with their palms folded, while
others donate snacks and drinks to the

TAIWAN BUSINESS TOPICS • JULY 2021

2021/7/3 1:18 PM

MAZU PILGRIMAGE

Crowds cross a bridge into Xiluo in Yunlin County on the third day of the pilgrimage.

devotees. Though nearly everyone in the
procession is exhausted, they are inspired
by the camaraderie and vitality that is on
full display.
However, there’s no requirement that
those joining the event take on the full
nine-day journey. In fact, only a small
portion of devotees make it all the way
to the end, while most adherents join for
a weekend or a selected portion of the
route. The festival itself is completely
free of charge, and while such a large
event may seem like a logistical nightmare for a first-timer, food and accommodation are surprisingly easy to find.
Oftentimes, families line up along major
roads to greet the passing pilgrims
with refreshments, and many participants have reflected that the volume and
variety of food offered during the pilgrimage can sometimes be overwhelming.
As for lodging, people usually bring their
sleeping bags and camp at random temples along the way, or they simply book a
hotel nearby. In some cases, local households will even open their doors for followers to stay for a night.
Despite the official English transla-

tion “pilgrimage,” the folk tradition originated from the idea that Mazu (sometimes spelled Matsu in English) has to
tour her territory (raojing,
) and
purify the surrounding environment. In
recent years, the number of participants
has often exceeded one million, and 2021
was no exception as Taiwan was still
largely COVID-free when the pilgrimage
took place in April. This year, organizers
estimate that an unprecedented four million people participated in or observed at
least part of the event.
“We Taiwanese are all children of our
most revered Mazu; she is our patron,”
says Cheng Ming-kun, vice-chair of Jenn
Lann temple. He stresses that belief in
Mazu is not a superstition but a source of
spiritual connection and support among
the faithful.
Cheng’s sentiment is echoed by others
participating in the pilgrimage. Wu Meichu, 62, has been leading a group of
friends from Taipei to join the procession
annually for the past 16 years. “I sensed
a connection with Mazu the first time I
took part in the pilgrimage,” she says.
“Mazu has been efficacious in our eyes;

eight out of 10 members of our group
have been able to buy property after
joining the pilgrimage.”

Busy and buzzing procession
Three major ceremonies take place
over the nine days of the festival: the
opening departure ceremony, the benediction ceremony held when the pilgrimage
reaches the Xingang Fengtian Temple (
港 天宮) in Chiayi, and the seating ceremony, in which Mazu returns to her original location, marking the end of the pilgrimage. Each of these is meticulously
choreographed, down to the specific time
for each activity. If there is any departure
from the liturgy, Mazu’s approval must
be sought. As those who have visited temples in Taiwan will know, that permission
is sought by tossing wooden divination
moon blocks on the ground in what Taiwanese refer to as bwabwei (
).
At each stop along Mazu’s journey,
rounds of firecrackers and fireworks are
lit to signal her arrival as local neighborhoods welcome the goddess. Heading
the procession are several sets of serTAIWAN BUSINESS TOPICS • JULY 2021
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As a tradition, families give out free food along the pilgrimage route.

vants fulfilling different duties for Mazu.
Armed with swords and other weapons
and dressed in costumes, bodyguards
and protector deities form Mazu’s army.
Meanwhile, musicians playing traditional
beiguan (北 ) music and dragon and lion
dance troupes entertain the goddess.
There are also performance groups
formed by households and schools, as
well as floats dedicated by private businesses, all of which make the long procession akin to a celebratory parade. You
may even see pole dancers with loudspeakers – a slightly less austere form of
entertainment for Mazu.
Taichung’s Shun-Tien Junior High
School dance class, consisting of 27 students aged 13 to 14, this year performed
a folk dance for the procession for the
first time. “Many kids in the area have
been exposed to the Mazu belief and
temple culture growing up,” says Chien
Han-yu, the class’s teacher. “An opportunity like this not only broadens their
horizons but enables them to be a part of
the local culture.”
Thirteen-year-old Liu Yun-yu, one
of Chien’s students, practiced daily for
over a month in preparation for the
final showcase. “I was both nervous and
thrilled while performing, but I was honored to be able to participate in this
sacred event,” she said.

Mazu in Taiwan
Legend has it that Mazu was originally a real person named Lin Moniang,
14
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A women's temple group joins the pilgrimage.

born in Meizhou, a coastal town in China's Fujian Province, in the 10th century
AD. The annual pilgrimage is roughly
timed to celebrate her birthday – the
23rd day of the 3rd month on the Chinese lunar calendar, which usually falls in
April on the Western calendar.
Lin became known for her purported
magical powers, and her name spread
throughout the region in her early years.
She is said to have died tragically at age
28 while attempting to save her father
and brother from a boating accident.
She was later deified as a sea goddess,
becoming something of a patron saint for
sailors and fishermen.
In the 17th century, as many Fujianese
began migrating to Taiwan in search of
a better life, they brought with them the
belief that Mazu protected those traveling
across the Taiwan Strait, which was then
known as the Black Ditch (heishuigou
水 ) for its treachorous waters. Such
were the beginnings of the Mazu religion
in Taiwan.
The Mazu Pilgrimage was born out
of this religious belief. In the 18th century, the Fujianese immigrant family that
established the Dajia Jenn Lann Temple
would make a pilgrimage with the temple’s Mazu statue to Meizhou once every
several years. During the period of Japanese colonial control in Taiwan (18951945), cross-Strait contact and travel
became limited and a domestic pilgrimage thus began to emerge. Its route
was altered several times over the ensuing
decades until the current circuit was

chosen in 1988.
Worship of Mazu became an integral part of Taiwanese history and culture. The oldest tangible piece of Mazu
heritage in Taiwan is the Tianhou Temple
(天 宮). Located in Magong, the largest
island in the Penghu archipelago off of
the western coast of Taiwan proper, this
temple was initially built in 1604. Meanwhile, the Matsu Islands, which sit off the
coast of Fujian but are administered by
Taiwan, trace their name to the sea goddess, and many who live there believe it
was the burial site of Lin Moniang. The
Chinese characters for the island chain’s
name (
) are very similar to those
of the Mazu deity. Today, these islands
house the tallest Mazu statue in the
world.
As the Mazu belief took root in
Taiwan, it emerged as the island’s most
popular form of religious expression, and
Mazu evolved from a sea goddess to the
de facto patron saint of Taiwan. More
than 3,000 Mazu temples dot the Taiwan
landscape.
Chang Hsun, head of the Institute
of Ethnology at Academia Sinica, has
researched Mazu and the pilgrimage for
over three decades. While much of mainland China’s religious and cultural heritage was destroyed during the Cultural Revolution, in Taiwan the belief in
Mazu blossomed as it became a community-based religion in various localities,
Chang says.
“The localization of Mazu has interesting sociological implications, as
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The festival includes a number of music and dance troupes, who provide entertainment for Mazu.

Mazu temples around Taiwan developed with varying characteristics,” she
explains. One example is the difference
in the color of Mazu’s face from one
temple to another, ranging from black
and red to pink and gold. While such
nuances may seem trivial to the outside observer, they demonstrate how the
religion has become localized in certain
ways while its central tenets remain universal across the broader community of
adherents.
In the early days in Taiwan, temples were the community centers where
households gathered for mutual support and entertainment. This was a
major factor in the Mazu belief’s extensive influence, setting the foundation
for the early Taiwanese lifestyle and
folk culture. “As Taiwan began to look
inwards in the 1990s for a self-defining
folk culture [in contrast to] Western
fine art, it realized that temples are the
institutions that have preserved the
authentic elements of Taiwan’s folk art,
music, opera, architecture, and so on,”
Chang added.
Today, Mazu’s influence goes beyond
religion and culture to politics and the
business world. The Dajia Mazu pilgrimage, in particular, receives support
from politicians and government officials,
as well as executives of major corporations. Public figures from legislators and
city mayors to former President Ma Yingjeou and current President Tsai Ing-wen
all took part in the pilgrimage this year.
When Terry Gou, the tech tycoon and

founder of contract electronics manufacturing giant Foxconn, announced his bid
for the presidency in 2019, he said he had
been told to run by Mazu.

Revival of interest
One might think a festival as traditional as the Mazu pilgrimage would
have little attraction for the younger generations from Taiwan’s cities. Yet urban
Taiwanese youth in recent years have
gradually embraced this tradition and
folk culture instead of viewing it as old
and irrelevant.
The rise in the pilgrimage’s popularity
can be attributed to Jenn Lann Temple’s
active effort to revitalize the festival and
reach out to young people. Local media
promotion and government support have
also helped define the Mazu pilgrimage
and made the goddess a pop culture icon
in Taiwan.
“We have tried many ways to make
this traditional event more relatable
to the new generations. For example,
we collaborated with many young and
upcoming artists to launch Mazu products,” says Cheng Ming-kun, vice-chair
of the temple.
On sale during the procession is a
wide variety of limited-edition items
with Mazu’s name or image on them,
including t-shirts, caps, handkerchiefs,
and sneakers. Some Mazu-themed products may even be spotted at convenience
stores across Taiwan in April, the month
of the pilgrimage. These products have

caught the attention of Taiwanese young
people and have proven to be a commercial success.
The term “Mazu economy” was
coined to characterize this phenomenon. Besides the crossover products on
offer, the annual event also energizes the
local economy in central Taiwan, with
big spikes in consumption occurring
throughout the journey. It is estimated
that the pilgrimage annually generates at
least NT$3 billion (US$100 million) in
spending.
The nine-day tradition has also been
given a modern twist with the assistance
of technology. A mobile app launched in
2015 allows those who are unable to join
the pilgrimage in person to track the realtime location of the procession and get
the live updates without needing to leave
their homes.
Looking ahead, the organizer of
the Dajia Mazu pilgrimage aims to elevate this local folk religion to the global
stage. This year, the departure ceremony
was attended by diplomats from around
20 countries and broadcast live in 11
languages in a bid to connect Taiwan
with the world by means of Mazu’s
blessings.
“I am touched and very much
impressed by the event as well as
the enthusiasm demonstrated by the
believers. Everyone is truly involved and
engaged in the process,” said the EU’s
representative in Taiwan, Filip Grzegorzewski, who witnessed the first day of this
year’s pilgrimage.
TAIWAN BUSINESS TOPICS • JULY 2021
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Take Regent Home
Five-Star Gourment Meals at Your Fingertips

I

n these challenging and uncertain
times, as people spend more of their
days at home, it’s easy to get stuck
in a routine, preparing or ordering the
same food day in and day out. Yet staying
inside doesn’t need to involve cooking
every meal. Relax and enjoy an evening
of casual or fine dining options from the
Regent Taipei in the comfort of your own
home! This summer, Taipei’s premier
luxury hotel is offering up several great
deals through its Five-Star Gourmet
Delivery & Takeaway Service, now with
an expanded menu. Customers can choose
from a wide selection of gourmet Chinese
and Western delicacies from four of the
Regent’s world-renowned restaurants.

The Pinnacle of Cantonese Cuisine –
From the MICHELIN Plate-awarded
Silks House
Tr a n s f o r m y o u r h o m e i n t o a
traditional Chinese restaurant with an
assortment of savory, sweet, and hearty

Mihan Honke — Sukiyaki Set

16
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Cantonese delights meticulously prepared
by Silks House Executive Chef Max Ho.
Silks House has launched a delectable
selection of nourishing seasonal soups,
including Daily Soup, Cantonesestyle Double-Boiled Soup, and DoubleBoiled Sea Conch and Red Date with
Chicken Soup, all of which are available
for takeaway or delivery starting from
NT$880. Don’t just fill up on the soup;
also sink your teeth into a mouthwatering variety of Cantonese specialties,
from expertly crafted dim sum to the
bold flavor and tender texture of char siu
(roasted BBQ pork). And no Silks House
meal is complete without a serving of
its famous signature dish, Crispy Rice
Puff with King Crab Meat, Scallop, King
Prawn, and Vegetables in Lobster Stock.
Now lovers of this Taipei treasure can
enjoy the satisfying pop of its rice and the
rich flavors of its yellow-orange bisque
without ever needing to step foot outside
their door.

Relish Robin’s Steaks, Seafood,
Salads, and Other Specialties
If you’re yearning for a dash of
Western flare for your next meal, look
n o f u r t h e r t h a n R o b i n ’s G r i l l . T h i s
well-regarded eatery offers up some
of the most tender, juiciest steaks and
sumptuous fresh seafood in Taipei.
Robin’s takeaway and delivery options
are perfect for one, two, or family
sharing. Seafood lovers shouldn’t miss the
popular Australian Grain-fed Tomahawk
(for three). And for those who crave
the wide range of options available at
Robin’s Salad Bar, the Robin’s Classic
Salad Combo will be sure to satisfy your
tastebuds.

Experience the Land of the Rising
Sun with Mihan Honke’s Sukiyaki and
Hotpot Sets
Just in time for the summer, Mihan
Honke, the Regent Taipei’s premier
Japanese restaurant, is offering the King

Robin’s Grill — 40oz Australian Grain-Fed
Tomahawk for three people
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Crab Sukiyaki Set Menu for four. Perfect
for bringing the family together, this feast
includes king crab carefully transported
from Japan, A5 Wagyu beef, American
boneless beef, and seasonal vegetables,
simmered in a savory bonito broth and
served with a flavorful spread of sukiyaki
sauce, sesame sauce, and ponzu sauce.
As an appetizer, chow down on the
restaurant’s famous pickled tomatoes,
a zesty, briny treat that will have you
screaming “umami!” This world-class
meal and more are available at the push
of a button.

Just be casual with a meal from azie
While the menu at the Regent Taipei’s
azie grand café is a bit more relaxed, equal
care and skill go into making its excellent
selection of Chinese and Western plates.
Savor the intense and irresistible flavors of
the Regent’s Champion Beef Noodle Soup
or tuck into an international assortment of
filling dishes, including U.S. Ribeye Roast
Beef, Hainanese Chicken Rice, Margherita
Pizza, and Caesar Salad with White
Anchovies. Finish your meal with one of
azie’s scrumptious desserts.

Regent Taipei Cares
All takeaway orders can be made
through the inline APP or at the
f o l l o w i n g l i n k : h t t p s : / / a l l m y. b i o /

takeregenthome. For delivery orders,
please call 02-2521-5000 (ext. 3878).
Takeaway orders may be retrieved at
the Regent Taipei’s dedicated pick-up
zone, located at the hotel’s Side Entrance
(Zhongshan North Road, Section 2, Lane
39). For a more convenient experience,
call or place your order at least an

hour in advance and state your desired
pickup date and time. To ensure the
absolute safety of customers and guests,
t h e R e g e n t Ta i p e i h a s i m p l e m e n t e d
numerous safety protocols during the
pandemic period, including the testing of
all ingredients used in its restaurants by a
dedicated safety lab.
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NICHE
ACCOMMODATIONS

SURFBOARDS, PETS, AND PIETY:
NICHE MARKETS IN TAIWAN’S
HOTEL INDUSTRY

Travelers in Taiwan these
days can expect to find a
wide range of unique, modern
places to stay.

BY STEVEN CROOK

Travelers pose outside of WaGaLiGong
Surf Hostel and Bar in Dulan Township,
Taitung. Owner Chen Yong-yi says that
despite the name, the hostel attracts
surfers and non-surfers alike.
PHOTO: WAGALIGONG
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T

ype the name of any popular
resort area or major city into
a booking website and a huge
list of options for lodging will
appear. But if you have slightly unusual
requirements – you need wheelchair
access, say, or you refuse to leave your
pet at home – identifying a suitable hotel
or homestay close to your destination
may not be so easy.
“Generally speaking, hotels are reluctant to overtly target niche markets
because they don’t want to turn away
other segments,” says Maggie Chen, an
assistant professor at Ecole hôtelière de
Lausanne in Switzerland.
Almost all hotels, she says, welcome
females traveling by themselves, families with young children, and LGBTQ+
guests, just as they welcome business
travelers and couples in general.
“Industry professionals are more
likely to think in terms of leisure, business, or MICE [meetings, incentives, conventions, and exhibitions] – or luxury,
upscale, midscale, economy, or independent,” Chen explains.
When Chen discusses niche marketing
with people in the hotel industry, she outlines the approaches taken by Silks Place
Yilan and i hotel Taoyuan.
“These two hotels showcase innovation in Taiwan’s tourism industry. Most
places can accommodate families with
young kids, but Silks Place Yilan is a
leader with its Fantasy Castle and driving
lanes,” Chen says, referring to children’s
attractions inside the hotel’s atrium.
“When I show photos of Silks Place Yilan
to veteran hoteliers, they’re impressed. It
proves that a hotel can offer a miniature
Disney or Legoland experience.”
Possibly the first hotel in Asia to latch
on to the rapid growth of eSports, i hotel
Taoyuan features rooms equipped with
pairs of high-speed gaming computers, as
well as a mini-arena in the lobby where
two six-strong teams of e-gamers can
battle it out.
Some providers of accommodations
are not shy about aligning themselves
with a particular demographic.
Asked if identifying themselves as a
surfing business in both English and Chinese might lose them potential customers,
Chen Yong-yi of WaGaLiGong Surf
Hostel & Bar (
立
酒 ) replies: “I don’t think so. Around

While WaGaLiGong's amenities may be sparse, luxury is not on the minds of most
guests, who choose the hostel for its easy access to good surfing and its laid-back
atmosphere.
PHOTO: WAGALIGONG

60% of the people who stay here want
surf lessons, but our vibe also attracts
non-surfers, because we provide more
than just surfing. We get people who just
want to chill and make new friends.”
The hostel, in Taitung County’s Dulan
Township, closed down for about three
weeks in March 2020. “Villagers afraid
of COVID-19 were getting scared when
they saw foreign tourists, so we decided
to renovate and repaint our place,” Chen
recalls. Before the pandemic, she adds,
up to 90% of WaGaLiGong’s guests were
non-Taiwanese.
Ye t , s h e s a y s , t h a t d e m o g r a p h i c
f l i p p e d l a s t s u m m e r, w i t h t h e v a s t
majority of guests being Taiwanese,
while the remainder were foreigners who
were already based in Taiwan. Business then was consistently good until the
second half of May this year, when the
domestic outbreak forced another sudden
shuttering.

Birds, dogs, and fish
The owners of Yilan Birdwatching
B&B (
鳥 民 ) say they chose
a name for their minsu (the Mandarin
equivalent of “guesthouse” or “homestay”) that would attract birding enthusiasts. The five-room property is next to
Wushierjia Wetlands (
), a

part of Wujie Township that draws flocks
of avian migrants each winter.
Relatively few of the homestay’s guests
– less than 5% – are obviously bird lovers
or photographers, the owners explained
via a Facebook message. However, they
pointed out, not everyone who stays there
explains why they selected the B&B.
Few travelers would think twice
before checking in to a place they know is
popular with birdwatchers. They might,
however, hesitate to book a room in a
facility that advertises itself as a dogfriendly hotel. That is probably one of the
reasons for the lack of attractive options
for local pet owners, even though many
express a willingness to pay a premium if
their animals can stay with them.
“My dog doesn’t like to stay with my
brother, so if we go anywhere for a few
days, we take her with us,” says Michael
Huang, a factory manager in Tainan. “It’s
a good thing we like camping, because
not many places will accept a dog.”
Nearly 400 dog-owners surveyed by
two local scholars for a 2015 paper published in the Journal of Tourism and
Health Science said they would pay an
average 10.7% more for accommodations if their canine could sleep in a cage
just outside their room, and 21.7% more
if dogs and owners could stay inside the
same room. The paper also found that the
TAIWAN BUSINESS TOPICS • JULY 2021
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or foul hotel property, the NT$3,000
deposit paid at the time of booking may
be forfeited.
The special meals Guanko Hotel provides for canines get mixed reviews, and
some guests have complained about inadequate soundproofing.
Noise, however, is not a problem with
the creatures that keep Songzhumei Holiday Homestay (
民 ) in
business. The five-room B&B, located
beside Provincial Highway 3 in Chiayi
County’s Dapu Township, appears to
prosper despite online reviews lamenting
a lack of certain modern conveniences
and difficulties communicating with the
boss in languages other than Taiwanese.
But the owner has got at least one
thing right. There is a spacious kitchen
that guests like to use, because the homestay is near the only legal angling platform on any reservoir in Taiwan. Repeat
customers say they enjoy not only
cooking the fish they have pulled from
Zengwen Reservoir, but also sharing
their fishing experiences with likeminded
people.

Religious hospitality

amba Taipei Songshan, pictured above, is one of 90 hotels certified by the Chinese
Muslim Association. Among its Muslim-friendly amenities are washlets for observing
Islamic toilet etiquette, prayer mats, and Korans.

PHOTO: AMBA HOTELS

main target markets for pet-friendly businesses (PFBs) are unmarried people, especially younger females, and those in the
habit of traveling with their dog or cat.
Travel with pets could be a niche
market to watch. According to Council
of Agriculture data, the number of pet
dogs and cats in Taiwan almost doubled between 2006 and 2017. By the
second half of last year, official statistics suggested that the number of pets had
exceeded the number of children aged 14
or younger.
The 85-room Guanko Hotel (
大 店) in Chiayi City, which positions
itself as a parent/child/pet-friendly place
to stay, has much in common with other
20

PFBs listed on BringFido.com, a website
that helps pet owners find hotels and restaurants.
The hotel’s website lists rules designed
to “maintain the quality of accommodation for other guests and protect the
rights and interests of other pets.” For
instance, those traveling with dogs must
stay in pet-friendly rooms on the second
floor, and animals must stay off the beds.
Furthermore, those who turn up with
animals without having given the hotel
prior notice may be turned away. Guests
who violate any of the rules (for example,
by not using a dog stroller, or allowing
their dog to urinate in a public area) may
be asked to leave. If their pets damage

With official encouragement, some
accommodation providers have gone
out of their way to appeal to travelers
from Muslim countries. As of May 2021,
the website taiwanhalal.com listed 90
“Muslim-friendly” hotels across Taiwan.
Among hotels certified by the Taipeibased Chinese Muslim Association are
amba Taipei Songshan and amba Taipei
Ximending. Both offer guestrooms
equipped with washlets so that guests
can observe Islamic toilet etiquette. The
hotels also provide prayer mats and
Korans. Both establishments have halalcertified restaurants.
Achieving and renewing Muslimfriendly and halal certifications do not
come cheap. Dino Chiang, general manager of amba Hotels & Resorts, declines
to say how much the company has spent
so far on hardware and employee training,
but says the total is considerable.
In mid-2019, the Tourism Bureau
announced that hotels that install
Muslim-friendly toilet facilities can claim
a subsidy of up to NT$400,000. Those
providing halal cuisine can apply for a
maximum of NT$300,000 to offset the
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cost of setting up a separate kitchen and
purchasing special utensils. However,
since amba began investing in making its
properties suitable for Muslim travelers
in 2014, it did not benefit from these
subsidies.
Before the pandemic, the Muslim
market had grown to around 5% of the
two hotels’ business, Chiang says. Taiwan’s Tourism Bureau does not record
visitors’ religious beliefs, yet residence
data for the foreign citizens who clocked
up 9.3 million arrivals for business or leisure in 2019 suggests far fewer than 5%
were Muslim.
“We recognize the importance of the
Muslim travel market, and we expect the
number of Muslim guests we welcome to
continue to grow when international customers return,” says Chiang. “We’ve benefited from and will continue to support
the Tourism Bureau and Taipei City government in their efforts to capture for
Taiwan a piece of this growing market.”
One of the oldest forms of tourism in
Taiwan is temple-related travel. To accomodate pilgrims, many larger shrines
have built dormitories known as xiangke
dalou (
大樓).
These places have a reputation for
being cheap but basic. In some establishments, notices urge guests not to gamble,
quarrel, or consume meat or alcohol on
the premises – but travelers are not likely
to find the atmosphere so austere that it

ruins their excursion.
A February 2021 article on the local
independent news website TaiSounds
seeks to dispel three common myths
about pilgrims’ dormitories. One is that
the facilities are usually shabby, while
another cautions that people staying in
such places are likely to be disturbed by
early-morning sutra chanting. The third
misconception is that for couples traveling together, the environment tends to
discourage romantic inclinations.
The TaiSounds report highlights three
pilgrims’ lodges that it calls “hidden highend hotels,” offering privacy and hygiene.
However, the article winks, “if you want
to do something immoral, it might not be
convenient to be next to the gods.”
Of the three, none of which is listed on
booking.com, perhaps the most useful for
mainstream sightseers is Xietian Temple
Pilgrims’ Inn ( 天
大樓) in
Jiaoxi, Yilan County. According to the
report, it not only has space and amenities
comparable to business hotels, but also
a hot-springs bathtub attached to each
two-, four- or twelve-person guestroom.
Many reviews give the inn a thumbs up,
saying it offers excellent value for money.
By law, local hoteliers must make their
businesses suitable for travelers who need
to use wheelchairs. Hotels with 50 to 99
rooms can be fined if they do not have
at least one barrier-free room. In larger
establishments, one room in a hundred

must be wheelchair-suitable.
Government subsidies cover some
refitting costs, and the proportion of
wheelchair users – currently around
1% of Taiwan’s population – is sure to
grow as the number of elderly people
increases. Even so, several hoteliers have
complained that wheelchair-accessible
rooms are seldom used, and the requirement hurts their bottom line. For their
part, those who organize tours for the
physically challenged say that having
one or two suitable rooms in a hotel
is seldom enough, as wheelchair users
prefer to travel in groups.
One of the few hotels in Taiwan that
can accommodate a large group of wheelchair users is Comin’ Place (
),
less than two kilometers from the Taichung High-Speed Railway Station. This
74-room hotel was designed with the frail
and the elderly in mind. Every hallway
and elevator is equipped with handrails. Bathrooms have grab bars, bathing
chairs, and emergency call buttons.
Online reviews are mostly positive,
but a few guests complain that the bathrooms bring back memories of hospital
visits, and that wet and dry areas are not
properly separated. This last drawback is
an inevitable consequence of barrier-free
design – and should be something that
able-bodied travelers are willing to put
up with, so their less robust compatriots
can also enjoy a getaway.

The owners of Yilan Birdwatching B&B, located in the county's Wushierjia Wetlands, say that less than 5% of their guests are avid
bird enthusiasts or photographers.
PHOTO: YILAN BIRDWATCHING B&B
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EXPLORING TAINAN’S
COSMOPOLITAN ROOTS
Not known for being a particularly international city, Tainan
has nonetheless been influenced by foreigners for hundreds
of years. Contemporary visitors can still see and experience
a number of their lasting contributions.
BY LOUISE WATT

I

t’s been almost 400 years since
Dutch traders disembarked in
present-day Tainan, kicking off a
long history of foreign interaction
and influence. In the centuries that followed, European and Japanese figures
left their mark on the city with the construction of forts, buildings, and roads,
as well as irrigation systems that made
land more fertile. Foreign religious figures
introduced romanized writing systems for
indigenous and Taiwanese languages and
Taiwan’s first newspaper. These aspects of
the city’s past can still be glimpsed on a
trip to Tainan today.

The Dutch Period

Chikan Tower (above) and Fort Zeelandia (below), both built by the Dutch,
were used for the defense and administration of Taiwan.

PHOTOS: WIKIPEDIA

22

Those who set foot on Formosa in
1624 were from the Dutch East India
Company, a government-backed military
and commercial force that ran some of the
world’s early supply chains. It established
a base at Tainan for trading with China
and Japan.
When they arrived, the Dutch built
Fort Zeelandia, their defensive stronghold, on the coast in what is now Tainan’s
Anping District. The oldest urban area in
Taiwan, Anping today houses a museum
dedicated to this period of the city’s history. In 1653, the Dutch moved their
administrative center to a newly built
Fort Provintia, better known as Chihkan
Tower, which sits in the heart of today’s
Tainan.
The Dutch missionaries that came
soon after focused on spreading Christi-
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Tourists can enjoy the beauty of an overhanging mangrove forest on a relaxing boat ride through the Sicao Green Tunnel (left).
Barefoot Western men guard the entrance to Luermen Zhengmen Temple (right).

PHOTOS: LOUISE WATT

anity to the indigenous peoples living on
the Siraya plains that cover southwestern
Taiwan. At that time, the Han population was still a minority, and the Dutch
referred to the indigenous inhabitants as
“Formosans.” One ancient Siraya settlement is now the site of today’s Southern
Taiwan Science Park.
The first Dutch Reformed Church
missionary to arrive was German Georgius Candidius. He lived among the
Siraya, learning their language and developing a romanized writing system for it.
Texts in romanized Siraya outlasted the
spoken language, which died out more
than 100 years ago, although efforts have
been made in recent years to revive it.
Robertus Junius, who came next, built
Taiwan’s first school, which taught Christianity and Dutch language.
As they carried out their evangelizing
mission, Candidius and Junius translated the Bible into Siraya but also localized it, getting rid of words and ideas that
were alien to the Siraya. They made Jesus
not a Jew but a Siraya and translated
“kingdom” as “village,” with the aim of
making the people feel the Christian god
could be their god, too.
The Green Siraya Valley (
西
)
in Xinhua District is a scenic spot run by
a Siraya family where visitors can learn
about Siraya culture. It also acts as a platform for promoting revival of the Siraya
language and environmental protection.
The churches, schools, and 38-year
Dutch rule came to a brutal end in 1662
following a prolonged siege of Fort Zee-

landia by a Chinese general named Zheng
Chenggong – more commonly known in
English as Koxinga – who had remained
loyal to the fallen Ming Dynasty. Compounding the shame, a statue of the conqueror has been situated outside Fort
Zeelandia. Chihkan Tower became the
seat of Koxinga’s government; Chinesestyle towers were subsequently added to
the structure, and during Japanese rule, it
was turned into an army hospital. Some
of the site’s original 17th-century brick
foundations remain.

Koxinga’s imprint
The Luermen Mazu Temple (
天
宮) at 136 Mazugong 1st Street, Annan
District, marks the spot where Koxinga
came ashore before attacking the Dutch
forts. It honors the sea goddess Matsu,
whom legend says helped Koxinga and
his fleet make their landing.
A much smaller temple with a unique
cosmopolitan blend is the Luermen
Zhengmen Temple (
宮), a fiveminute drive away at No. 420, Lane 345,
Mazugong 1st Street. Built in 1986, it
pays homage to Koxinga, with a large
statue of the erstwhile ruler at the front,
a painting of him on the wall, and dozens
of figurines set in rows on a table for
offerings.
Notably, the temple also contains
paintings of two barefoot Western men.
One – with blond curls, armor, and a
spear – is painted on the door on the furthest right. Next to him is an older man

with a shield. These guards are not necessarily Dutch; people of various nationalities worked and fought for the Dutch
East India Company. Why no shoes?
One theory is that they were living and
working on a sandy island where there
was no need for footwear. Whatever the
reason, locals near the temple feel sorry
for these footwear-deprived Westerners
and have been leaving shoes for them.
A glass display among the many Koxinga statuettes contains donated shoes,
including pairs of clogs, rain boots, and
sneakers.
Another destination worth visiting
is the Sicao Dazhong Temple (
大
, at 360 Dazhong Road, Annan District), built on the site of a bloody battle
between Dutch troops and Koxinga’s
forces. The temple includes a shrine to
Chen Yu, one of Koxinga’s generals, who
defeated hundreds of Dutch soldiers. In
1971, bones were discovered under the
ground next to the temple. Archaeologists determined they were Dutch soldiers
with injuries including head wounds and
broken legs. Today, the ground is barren
with a few patches of grass but beautifully shaded thanks to banyan and bodhi
trees. A round tomb contains the Dutch
remains and is decorated with images of
17th-century Dutch paintings of ships
and tropical scenes. The most poignant is
a self-portrait of a Dutch sailor.
Tourists can take a 30-minute boat
ride through the neighboring Sicao
Green Tunnel (
), a stunning
overhanging mangrove forest. A longer,
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A museum at the back of the Maxwell
Memorial Church displays tonal guides
and vocabulary for a form of romanized
Taiwanese invented by early Western
missionaries.
PHOTOS: LOUISE WATT

70-minute ride meanders past wetlands
where visitors can glimpse migrating
birds and see out to the Yanshui River.

The Scots arrive
Koxinga died in 1662, a few months
after expelling the Dutch. He had devoted
himself to turning Formosa into a base
from which to try to restore the Ming
Dynasty on the mainland. His Kingdom
of Tungning continued and was the first
Han government to control Taiwan.
Its rule ended in 1683 when the Qing
Dynasty annexed Taiwan as part of
Fujian Province.
During the Qing era, European missionaries again traveled to Tainan, and
this time it was Scots who made their
mark. One of the most famous, doctor
and Presbyterian missionary James
Laidlaw Maxwell, established Taiwan’s
first modern medical facility, Sinlau Hospital, located in Tainan’s East District.
The Maxwell Memorial Church (太平
紀念
) at 6 Gongyuan Road,
West Central District, honors him. Inside
is Taiwan’s oldest pipe organ still in use,
one of two sets donated by American
churches and delivered by U.S. warships
in 1964. (The other is in Tainan’s Chimei
Museum).
A museum at the back of the church
displays photographs and other items
relating to Maxwell and other Scottish
figures, as well as old linen sheets printed
with tonal guides and vocabulary used
to teach Sunday school children roman24

ized Taiwanese, a written form of the language developed by early Western missionaries. Maxwell helped to promote
dissemination of the written language by
persuading the Presbyterian Church of
England to donate Taiwan’s first printing
press to a church in Tainan in 1880.
Another Scotsman, the Reverend
Thomas Barclay, learned how to operate
the printing press and later started the
Taiwan Church Press, which in 1885
published Taiwan’s first printed newspaper, the Taiwan Church News. The
periodical was printed in romanized
Taiwanese until the Chinese Nationalist Party (KMT)-controlled government ordered a shift to Chinese characters in 1969. Today, it is the longest-running newspaper in the Chinese-speaking
world, although at various points in its
history it was confiscated or banned by
Japanese and KMT authorities for discussing taboo topics, including the 228
Incident of 1947.
A replica of the original printing
press, which visitors can try out, is on
display at today’s Taiwan Church Press
(台灣
公
) at 334 Qingnian Road,
East District.
Rev. Barclay also promoted a romanized Taiwanese version of the Bible,
which is still used in some Presbyterian
churches in Taiwan. He is praised for
his role as a mediator between Japanese
forces and a resistance movement at the
beginning of Japan’s colonial rule that
saved the city from attack by Japanese
troops. He died in Tainan in 1935.

The government named the Barclay
Memorial Park (
紀念公 ) in the
city’s East District after him in 2004.
Until that time, the area, which includes
a lake and provides breezy shade on a
hot day, had been a garbage dump. Eventually, local residents became so fed up
with the unhygienic eyesore that they
banded together and cleared it up. The
waste filled 170 trucks. Volunteers were
surprised to discover a creek and small
road in the park, long hidden under piles
of junk.
Thanks to this story of people power,
the Barclay Park became famous in
Tainan. Later on, the government added
a parking lot and extended the park to
the south. Here one can enjoy walking
trails, sakura trees, and fireflies dancing
in the tall undergrowth during the spring.

Traces of Japan
Taiwan was under Japanese rule from
1895 to 1945. Even though the capital had moved from Tainan to Taichung in 1885, and to Taipei soon after,
the southern city still retained some of
its past importance. Tainan was still the
center of agriculture and culture, and the
Japanese held in high regard Tainan’s mix
of Dutch relics, folk culture, Eastern and
Western religions, and Ming-era temples – as well as the fact that Koxinga’s
mother was Japanese.
Before the colonial period, Tainan had
been a collection of small streets that had
formed organically without any central
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planning. But the Japanese were inspired
by European cities – particularly Paris –
to create the geometric road layout, with
roundabouts, that exists today. These
roundabouts connected the city’s important buildings, including Tainan Railway
Station and the old city hall (now the
National Museum of Taiwan Literature), whose architecture was influenced
by European styles. A landmark department store, Hayashi, at 63 Zhongyi Road
Section 2, was opened in 1932. The art
deco-style building boasted Taiwan’s first
elevator. After languishing empty for
decades after the colonial era, the store
reopened in 2014.
Although the Japanese redesigned cities
across Taiwan, Tainan was unique in that
its new street system connected land and
sea, and the railway linked to a newly
built canal as well as Anping Harbor.
Japanese engineers also transformed
Tainan’s waterways. One of the key feats
was the Wushantou Reservoir, which
took 10 years to construct and was at the
time the largest in Asia. The reservoir and
Chianan irrigation system were designed
by engineer Yoichi Hatta, and vastly
increased the area that could harvest rice
in Tainan, Chiayi, and Yunlin. The irrigation system is still in operation today.
Tourists can visit the Wushantou Reservoir Scenic Area ( 山 水庫
) in
Guantian District and see the old floodgates. Solar-powered boat tours of the
area’s Coral Lake, named for its shape
when viewed from above, are also available.
Hatta died in 1942 when an American submarine sunk the ship he was on
in the East China Sea. It is said that his

Our Lady Queen of China Cathedral incorporates Buddhist and Daoist elements to
appeal to the local Taiwanese population. The most striking of these is an ethnically
Han Mary statue outside the entrance.
PHOTOS: LOUISE WATT

body floated to a Japanese fishing village
and was identified via the name stitched
into his work overalls. Hatta’s body
was returned to Tainan and a tomb was
erected for him at the reservoir.
A bronze statue of the engineer –
dressed in work clothes and sitting on
the ground, his elbow resting on his
knee – was erected near the reservoir.
While Hatta was revered by farmers
and other local people, he had humbly
asked that any statue not show him in
the pose of a grand man. When the Japanese came looking for the statue to melt
down to turn into ammunition during
World War II, the residents hid it in a
railway warehouse, where it stayed for
30 years.

Wushantou Reservoir Scenic Area

PHOTO: WIKIPEDIA

Sinitic flourishes
Even after the end of the Japanese era
and the building of European-inspired
architecture, Tainan has continued to see
the blending of Eastern and Western cultures. A notable example is Our Lady
Queen of China Cathedral (天主 台
中華
主
) at 145 Kaishan
Road, West Central District. Its exterior is in the traditional Chinese style and
looks like a Daoist temple, with vibrant
red pillars and a roof with upturned
eaves. But inside, the pews, confessionals,
and cardboard cut-out of Pope Francis
very clearly belong to the Catholic faith.
Built in 1963, the church purposefully
incorporates Buddhist and Daoist elements to appeal to the local Taiwanese
population. It holds Catholic services for
the Lunar New Year and Tomb-Sweeping
Festival and welcomes the burning of
incense. Outside, a statue of an ethnically
Han Mary holding a baby Jesus is deliberately located across the road from Koxinga’s shrine.
The legacies of the Dutch, Chinese,
British, Japanese, Christians, and others
reveal Tainan’s cosmopolitan past. Over
the past 400 years, it has been at the forefront of a kind of globalization, connecting with others through romanization
of its languages and merging elements
from different cultures, religions, and
populations from near and afar.
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A VIEW FROM THE TOP
OF TAIWAN’S TALLEST
BUILDING
For most citizens and long-term residents, Taipei
101 is likely not on their radar as a source of leisure
and entertainment, though some recently added
attractions may convince even the pickiest of funseekers to pay a visit.
BY DINAH GARDNER
PHOTOS COURTESY OF TAIPEI 101

I

f you ever get lost in Taipei, you
can always orient yourself by
locating Taipei 101 on the horizon.
Its steely spire and distinctive shape
resembling a staggered bamboo shoot
rise above the capital’s largely low-rise
skyline. It is one of the first recognizable
buildings to come into view on return
trips to Taiwan, signaling that “home is
not far away now.”
For those of us who call Taipei home,
Taipei 101 is just that: a beloved symbol
of the city and a fixture on the urban
landscape. But unless we’re hosting outof-towners, it’s not the first place that
comes to mind as somewhere to visit.
Over the past couple of years, however, in
response to the challenges of COVID-19
and the growing number of new high-rise
competitors such as the Taipei Nan Shan
Plaza next door, Taiwan’s best-known
26
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skyscraper has been enjoying a bit of a
spruce-up that might just convince you to
head over there for a look.

A walk in the clouds
The most notable change to take place
at the tower is the opening of Skyline 460
(the 460 referring to its altitude – 460
meters above sea level). Previously accessible only to VIP guests, fireworks engineers, and window washers, this outside
deck with a chest-high barrier can now
be visited by the general public. Advertised as the world’s highest outdoor platform (the Burj Khalifa in Dubai boasts a
555-meter-high outdoor platform, yet it
is ringed by a tall glass screen, while Skyline 460 is completely open air), it promises a different experience from that provided by Taipei 101’s two other obser-
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vation platforms on floors 89 and 91.
That’s because not only are you at least
10 flights higher up, but you are out there
in the elements with the whole city spread
out before you. There is no pane of glass
or tall slatted fence to obscure the view or
muffle the sounds of life far below.
Visiting Skyline 460 is a bit of an
adventure. On the 101st floor, guests are
first secured in a body harness, its straps
looped over the shoulders and around the
thighs. Belongings are placed in a locker;
phones may be kept on one’s person
but must be slipped into a bright yellow
sheath and hung around the neck. The
actual outdoor platform is up another
flight of steps (technically placing Skyline 460 on the 102nd floor, although
they call it 101RF), along a short corridor carpeted with dry ice for that “walk
on the clouds” feeling, and through a
heavy door. A guard buckles a large carabiner hanging from one of your straps
to a railing that runs around the perimeter, and thus, tethered like a donkey, you
are now free to roam in circles below the
building’s spire.
Peering over the edge, you might be
forgiven for thinking the harness and
buckling are all a bit unnecessary. There
is no sheer drop, as a broad ledge – about
two meters wide – juts out just below.

Some theatrics are involved at Taipei 101's Skyline 460, the world's highest open-air
outdoor platform, as visitors are buckled into a harness that is tethered to a railing on
the building's exterior.

Yet getting strapped in is fun, adds peace
of mind, and it does get very windy up
top (skirts are not recommended unless
you are planning to execute a Marilyn
Monroe number during your visit). However, you would have to be featherlight or
very determined in order to fall off.
From this lofty perspective, Taipei
finally makes sense – and that’s probably
what makes coming up here worthwhile:
it brings you closer to the city. The sensation of surveying the puzzle of streets;
the orange-topped Sun Yat-sen Memorial Hall standing out among the grays,
pinks, and browns of the urban sprawl;
the glinting towers of Xinyi District,
still so far below; the winding pattern of
the Tamsui and Keelung Rivers; and the
planes descending to Songshan International Airport is rather magical. On an
especially clear day, gaze northeast and
the gleam of the ocean on the horizon
next to Jiufen should be visible.
Directly below, the diagonal stab of
Keelung Road heads southwest. “It used
to be the runway for the Japanese military during World War II,” my guide
for today, Customer Service Leader Ivy
Chang, points out.
The experience can be quite exhilarating on a windy day. Today there is
only a gentle breeze but it’s enough to
make haunting flute-like whistles around
the spire extending above you. Amazingly, the thrum of traffic and shriek of
ambulance sirens also reach up here –

almost half a kilometer up in the sky.
Once untrussed, slip down to the 91stfloor staircase and peer through the gap
in the banisters at the dizzying view of 91
flights of stairs below – that’s 2,046 steps
– winding in oblongs all the way down. If
your vertigo wasn’t triggered on Skyline
460, this should do it. Here is the endpoint for the annual Taipei 101 Run Up,
a vertical sprint that attracts international
athletes during non-COVID times. The
record is a fraction of a second short of
10 and a half minutes by Australian Paul
Crake in 2005, the Run Up’s inaugural
year.
Entrance to Skyline 460 costs a fairly
hefty NT$2,700 (NT$3,000 for a couple)
on weekdays and NT$3,000 (for single
or couple) on weekends. Visits consist of
50-minute time slots that run between 3
p.m. and 5 p.m., weather permitting. The
ticket also includes access to floors 88 to
91, which house the skyscraper’s other
two observation points, as well as its
mass damper. These floors can be visited
independently for NT$600 – or NT$300
on weekdays and NT$420 on weekends
for locals and foreigners with a Taiwan
residence card.

Mass damper and other attractions
In addition to panoramic views of the
city, the iPilot flight simulator (a guided
glide from Taoyuan to Songshan airports), and the wickedly fast elevators,
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speedy enough to make your ears pop,
the most interesting part of the tower is
the tuned mass damper (TMD). Situated
in the uppermost part of the building
and available for public viewing on the
88th and 89th floors, this giant golden
ball weighs 616 metric tons – about the
same as 2.5 Boeing 747s – and is what
keeps such an immense structure as
Taipei 101 safe in the event of an earthquake or brutal typhoon. On a calm day,
the TMD just sits quietly, balanced on
its eight hydraulic legs, looking a bit like
a spaceship. However, when a quake or
typhoon strikes, it will begin to swing on
its restricted orbit, preventing the tower
from toppling. The sight is so impressive that some people head for Taipei 101
during a storm just to witness the big ball
in motion. A screen near the TMD plays
footage captured during a recent typhoon
when the damper did indeed swing like a
pendulum.
The TMD is such a star attraction that
it has its own mascot. Damper baby, a
bulbous-headed figure that comes in one
of five colors, can be bought in various
incarnations in the Taipei 101 souvenir
shops – bobble-head desk ornaments
and figurines trapped in snow globes or
posed jauntily against Taiwan’s popular
tourist sites. The other souvenirs for sale
almost all feature the building’s distinctive silhouette, including mugs, chocolates, fridge magnets, money boxes (my
favorite), EasyCards, and even a 101shaped plastic bottle of distilled water.
Then there are the free parts of Taipei
101. If you don’t have the money to
spare to go up to the top, the fifth floor
houses a small cinema where a mesmerizing 24-hour time-lapse clip shot from
28
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the top of the skyscraper plays on a loop.
The footage starts from dawn with a
pale blue sky. The shadow of Taipei 101
moves jerkily as the day unfolds until the
sunset bathes the cityscape in an orange
glow. After nightfall, the lights of city
traffic move through the darkened streets
like molten lava, patches of gray clouds
scudding madly across the starless sky.
The shopping mall is three floors
of mostly top luxury brands – Chanel,
Cartier, Miu Miu, and Fendi – the kinds
of shops that are fragrant with expensive perfume and have leather armchairs for customers to rest their weary
feet between purchases. Hardly family
shopping, but it’s a welcoming space
because of the atrium, which allows daylight to filter in, filling the area with natural lighting. If you crane your neck,
you can spot Taipei 101’s upper floors
through the glass, spire slanting into
the sky above. Looking down from the
fourth floor, the mall resembles a giant
cruise ship. Il Mercato, a pleasant fourthfloor outdoor wine and coffee bar, is
worth a visit. Its prices (NT$120 for an
Americano) are reasonable considering
the location. Mall patrons will also find
more than enough spotless restrooms, as
well as a jumbo-sized Apple store.
The basement food court is one of
the city’s most elegant, with wood paneling, soft spotlights, and walls covered
with tapestries of real plants. Michelinlevel dining offerings consist of dumpling master Din Tai Fung and Singaporean street food Hawker Chan. On top
of the usual suspects for Asian cuisine,
Soup Spoon offers chunks of bread and
hearty Western soups. Located just outside the food court is the Buckskin Tap-

room, where thirsty shoppers can purchase glasses of fresh draft beer for as
little as NT$99.

Rising competitors
When the godfather of Taiwan’s democratic system, former president Lee
Teng-hui, passed away at the grand old
age of 97 last summer, a message of condolence lit up the sides of Taipei 101.
The LED display panels also shone to
mourn the victims of a recent train crash
in Hualien and to thank medics for
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their care of COVID-19 patients during
the pandemic. The spire is like a town
clock; it lights up in one of seven colors
that follow the hues of a rainbow, indicating the day of the week – from red for
Monday to violet for Sunday. Every New
Year’s Eve, all eyes are trained on the skyscraper’s choreographed fireworks show.
Taipei 101 is not only an emblem of the
capital; it is a national symbol.
But that doesn’t mean it can stop
trying. The coronavirus pandemic has
decimated overseas tourist numbers,
while futuristic skyscrapers seem to be
breaking ground at an ever-faster rate.
Nan Shan, finished in 2018, reaches
271.5 meters to its sleek tip, second in
line to Taipei 101 in the city. The twisty
structure of the Agora Garden houses
luxury condos and more shrubbery than
you normally expect to see on a building.
Also located in Xinyi District, it is a mere
100 meters tall but is visually arresting
as a result of its crazy corkscrew design.
Meanwhile, Taipei Sky Tower, planned to
reach 280 meters with a shape that looks
like a giant silver lipstick case, will house
a pair of five-star hotels. Construction of
the Tower, which is just across the street
from Taipei 101, is scheduled to be com-

Tuned Mass Damper (TMD)

The Taipei 101 Mall houses a wide range of luxury brands, as well as a large Apple
store, a food court with a diverse choice of cuisines, and a small Buckskin Taproom
kiosk for quenching your thirst after a day of shopping.

pleted next year.
Richard Wu, senior director and head
of corporate branding and communications for Taipei Financial Centre Corp.
(TFCC), the owner of Taipei 101, says
that the firm’s focus during these challenging times is to keep its commercial
tenants happy and attract more domestic
tourists.
The 35th-story Starbucks, which
used to be the place to go to get a free
high-rise view, is now gone. The entire
floor has been remodeled into Sky
Park, a relaxed food and lounge area –
complete with Taiwan’s tallest urban
branch of 7-Eleven – that is open only
to staff working in offices in the commercial tower. Among Taipei 101’s tenants are 12 AmCham Taiwan member
companies, including AllianceBernstein,
Google Taiwan, Jones Lang LaSalle,
KPMG, McKinsey, and the Taiwan Stock
Exchange.
Local visitor numbers over the past
year have grown “significantly,” says
Wu, though he declined to give any figures. Before local COVID-19 transmission broke out in Taipei in mid-May this
year, the tower had been offering everything from classroom tours for kids to
picnics for the whole family on the 91stfloor outdoor observatory.
As for high-rise competition, Wu is

not fazed. The technical barriers are just
too formidable to worry about being
overshadowed by a taller tower in Taipei.
“It’s really difficult to have the knowledge to build a taller building, especially
since we are in an earthquake belt and
also there is limited space now to build
more skyscrapers in Taipei,” he says.
In fact, building Taipei 101 in the first
place was no easy matter. In 2002, in the
middle of construction, a 6.8-magnitude
earthquake jostled two cranes off the
roof, killing five people.
“If you look at the height, Taipei 101
is still the tallest building in Taiwan,”
explains Wu. “There’s always going to be
a newer building in the city. We can’t predict what will happen, so we just keep on
doing what we do best.”
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DOSES, DISTANCE, AND DATA:
THE ROAD TO SAFE TRAVEL
Despite rigorous border control and strict measures,
COVID-19 has made its way into Taiwan. Now businesses,
researchers, and government are working on innovations
that will put Taiwan back in business.

BY JULIA BERGSTRÖM

ments, schools, and many offices.
The outbreak has had a major impact
on the island’s tourism and recreational
industries, which were previously suffering the effects of the pandemic. International arrivals in 2020 were down by 88%
from 2019, and hotels, amusement parks,
and theaters experienced massive losses
last year. Since May, Taiwan has amplified
its efforts to combat the virus and adjust
to life with COVID-19, utilizing medical
science and technology to adapt.

Scrambling for vaccines

Local pharmaceutical firm Golden
Biotechnology Corp. independently developed Antroquinonol
(Hocena®), a novel small-molecule
drug, and is now testing its use for
treatment of COVID-19.
PHOTO: GOLDEN BIOTECHNOLOGY CORP.
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ntil recently, Taiwan had a
remarkable success record
in containing the spread of
COVID-19 and maintaining
normality for its citizens. While hospitals
worldwide had their capacities stretched
to their limits, Taiwan reported approximately 1,200 local cases and 11 related
deaths in 14 months. However, in May,
a few local clusters resulted in a significant spread of the coronavirus around the
island.
The sudden surge in cases – roughly
200-400 per day – caused the Central
Epidemic Command Center (CECC) to
raise the pandemic alert for the greater
Taipei area and later the whole island to
Level 3, shutting entertainment establish-

Due to the government’s swift reaction
to the pandemic, resulting in few local
cases, Taiwan residents were initially hesitant to sign up for vaccines. Concerns
related to rare fatal blood-clotting incidents and a preference for Moderna and
Pfizer’s mRNA vaccines also contributed
to the slow uptake of the approximately
316,000 AstraZeneca vaccines offered
during the early spring of 2021. But the
gravity of the May outbreak has swayed
public opinion and largely shifted the
issue from one of demand to supply.
Following an initial struggle to obtain
vaccines, the Ministry of Health and Welfare has signed contracts to procure close
to 20 million doses of foreign vaccines,
including 5.05 million doses of Moderna,
10 million AstraZeneca, and 4.76 million unspecified brands through the international COVAX program. Additionally,
the U.S. provided Taiwan with 2.5 million doses of the Moderna vaccine, which
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arrived in Taipei on June 20. Japan contributed 1.24 million vaccine doses to
Taiwan and Lithuania 20,000 doses.
As Taiwan continues its quest for foreign vaccines, Taiwanese biotechnological companies Medigen Vaccine Biologics Corp. (MVC) and United Biomedical (UBI) are undergoing their secondphase clinical trials for domestically produced COVID-19 vaccines. The Center
for Disease Control (CDC) on May 28
signed contracts to procure a minimum
of 5 million doses from each of the two
companies.
MVC, a biopharmaceutical company
focused on developing and commercializing novel vaccines, received the interim
analysis results of its Phase II clinical
trials in June and plans to produce 5-10
million doses during 2021 if the vaccine
receives final approval.
Paul Torkehagen, director of MVC’s
international business department, says
that the company’s second-phase clinical trials involved over 3,800 individuals
– around 10 times the average number of
participants used in such trials.
“It gives us a pretty good idea of the
safety and the potential efficacy of our
vaccine,” says Torkehagen. “Of course,
the vaccine is still being evaluated by the
Taiwan regulatory health authorities.
Once they have evaluated the data, they

Charles Chen, president of MVC, says
he is grateful for the gover nment’s
cooperativeness during the company’s
development of its COVID-19 vaccine.
PHOTO: MVC

Taiwan AI Labs' AI x-ray-screening tool can detect the presence of COVID-19 quickly
and with high accuracy.

PHOTO: TAIWAN AI LABS

will share it with us, and if there’s a high
level of efficacy, we expect to be granted
an EUA [Emergency Use Authorization].”
MVC produces an adjuvanted subunit
COVID-19 vaccine. Unlike Moderna and
Pfizer’s mRNA vaccines and AstraZeneca’s adenoviral vector vaccine, adjuvanted
subunit vaccines produce spike proteins
for boosting the immune system in a bioreactor rather than inside the body. This
means the body only needs to neutralize
the injected spike proteins rather than
manufacture the proteins itself, Torkehagen explains. These types of vaccines
have historically been more effectual for
individuals who are immunocompromised or have severe allergies.
“We still need to prove this in further comparisons and clinical trials,”
notes Torkehagen. “But the safety data
provided in our second phase of clinical
trials show that systemic adverse events
and local reactions are usually mild. And
3,800 individuals give you quite statistically significant data.”
Although Phase III trials are ordinarily used for determining efficacy, the
Taiwan Food and Drug Administration has decided to allow second-round
trial results to be analyzed via immunobridging. This approach uses the immune
responses measured in clinical trial participants to judge the vaccine’s overall
efficacy.
MVC President Charles Chen stresses
that no serious adverse events have been
recorded during Medigen’s Phase II clinical trials. Additionally, says Chen, less
than 1% of the participants experienced a

fever following injection, indicating high
levels of safety.
During the development and testing
of MVC’s vaccine, the company met with
relevant authorities weekly for over a
year and the vaccine has been subjected
to a rolling review.
Chen stresses the critical role this regimen has played in the development of
the vaccine: “The authorities have guided
us in the right direction. That has been
really important, especially considering a
prospective EUA. We have to know what
kind of regulations we need to meet and
what kind of data we should provide.”

Improving healthcare
Although vaccines reduce the infectiousness and fatality rate of the coronavirus, new viral variants are more transmissible and could be resistant to current
vaccines. Furthermore, vaccinated travelers could still spread the virus and circulate new strains of COVID-19.
Taiwanese biopharmaceutical company Golden Biotechnology Corp. is
highly aware of the importance of providing innovative solutions for coronavirus treatment. The company has
approached completion of its Phase
II clinical trials in the U.S., Peru, and
Argentina for COVID-19 treatment using
the drug Antroquinonol (Hocena®).
Golden Biotech purifies Antroquinonol
from Antrodia camphorata, a mushroom
used as a traditional Chinese herbal medicine. Antony Lee, Golden Biotech’s corporate development manager, notes that
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according to current findings, Antroquinonol has anti-virus, anti-inflammatory,
and antibiotic features, producing several possible positive effects against coronavirus strains. The company expects that
the drug will alleviate coronavirus symptoms and minimize the potential side
effects of the treatment process.
“As of now, there is no single drug on
the market that can simultaneously fight
the COVID-19 virus as well as the symptoms,” says Lee. “When you combine
several drugs, you also put patients at
higher risk of adverse effects. Antroquinonol exhibits positive efficacy with low
toxicity and has so far shown few adverse
effects, which means that we expect it
to be safer to use – particularly for older
patients and those who already take other
medications.”
The Phase II clinical trials for Antroquinonol involves 174 patients. The trial
is a randomized, double-blinded, and
placebo-controlled study of the safety
and efficacy for hospitalized patients
with mild to moderate symptoms. Initial results of the trials have received a
positive response from the Data Monitoring Committee (DMC), an independent body approved by the U.S. Food
and Drug Administration (FDA). DMC
also suggested that the study be expanded
to severely ill hospitalized COVID-19
patients on non-invasive ventilation or
high-flow oxygen.
Early, accurate, and efficient detection
of COVID-19 is critical to saving more
patients’ lives. In May, Taiwan AI Labs,
a Taipei-based privately funded research
organization, received FDA approval
for an AI-based system that uses chest
x-ray images to predict whether a patient
is infected with the coronavirus. This
method has already been integrated into
the screening system for COVID-19 and
reaches an 80% specificity.
“We’ve been developing this system
s i n c e J a n u a r y 2020, ” s a y s A I L a b s
founder Ethan Tu. “At the time, we
were studying pneumonia detection by
chest x-ray. When COVID-19 started to
spread, the director of CECC asked if we
could use our system to detect the coronavirus. We quickly started to train our
system to detect COVID-19 instead.”
With funding from the Ministry of Science and Technology (MOST), the private research organization has also devel32
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The Taiwan Social Distancing App, which is available in both English and
Chinese, performs contact tracing while protecting the privacy of its users.

oped a COVID-19 collaborative platform for repurposing existing drugs for
new applications. The project is a collaboration with National Taiwan University,
National Yang Ming Chiao Tung University, and Academia Sinica. AI Labs’
system uses bioinformatics technology
to simulate and predict the binding
affinity of the target proteins and drug
compounds of drugs known to be clinically safe. Results are published as the
DockCoV2 database, which is available
to the global medical research community.

Curbing the spread
Ta i w a n h a s a p p l i e d t e c h n o l o g ical solutions to combat the spread of
COVID-19 throughout the pandemic,
and the number of digital tools available has grown exponentially since May.
To trace contacts while avoiding violations of personal data protection rights,
Taiwan’s Executive Yuan on May 19
launched a real-name registration system
that uses QR code scanning via smartphones to register visitors to restaurants,
convenience stores, and other business
establishments.
A d d i t i o n a l l y, Ta i w a n A I L a b s
launched the Taiwan Social Distancing
App, which leverages Bluetooth signals to
estimate users’ physical interactions. The
application will send push notifications if
a user has been less than two meters from

a confirmed case for more than two minutes. The data is stored with anonymous
hashed ID history at each device for a
maximum of 28 days.
If a new case is confirmed, the health
authorities assign a verification code to
confirmed cases, which they enter before
the app notifies contacts. Those who
receive a notification are not told the
identity of the confirmed case, and the
case will be unable to see who was contacted. Those exposed are then advised
to contact the CECC’s 1922 hotline to
report the exposure.
For AI Labs’ Tu, protecting privacy is
of the highest priority. “When we set up
AI Labs, we worked from the principle
that we need to respect privacy and integrity when we develop an algorithm,” he
notes. “And when we initiated discussions with the CECC last year, we wanted
to track contact history while protecting
privacy. Since Bluetooth signals let us
know about the devices around us, we
decided to leverage Bluetooth signals to
develop a decentralized system. With this
system, people can track devices nearby
instead of having the government track
their devices for them.”
More than eight million users in
Ta i w a n h a v e d o w n l o a d e d t h e a p p .
Although the application was ready in
early 2020, widespread uptake did not
begin until the recent outbreak on the
island.
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“When we developed the social distancing app during March last year, it
became a kind of open-source project,”
says Tu. “There was no real need for
it in Taiwan at the time, so we put the
project on hold, but we also contributed our source code to other countries
so they could make their own social distancing apps.”
Tu further notes that a vaccine reservation system is being developed under
the supervision of Minister Without
Portfolio Audrey Tang. Once vaccines
become available to the public, people
can reserve them online using their
National Health Insurance app or at
pharmacies and supermarkets, in a procedure resembling the mask reservation
system set up in 2020.
While those hoping to vacation in
Taiwan will have to wait a while longer,
these innovations are strides in the right
direction. By utilizing vaccines, contact
tracing, rapid diagnoses, and effective
treatment, the new normal – while vastly
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different from the past – will assure a
higher degree of safety.
To assist further discoveries related to
the pandemic, MOST’s National Applied
Research Laboratories (NARLabs) is
inviting researchers from industry and
academia to submit applications to
access its new Taiwania 3 supercomputer
for research projects aiming to combat
COVID-19. Applications to access Taiwania 3 are open until July 31.
Shepherd Shi, director general of
NARLabs’ National Center for Highperformance Computing (NCHC), says
that Taiwania 1 and 2 had been used
to develop several new applications,
including a COVID-friendly, AI-powered
stethoscope equipped with a microphone.
“Our primary mission is to support academic researchers and universities with medical research,” says Shi.
“But because of the pandemic, we opened
our resources to industry users to enable
more discoveries.”
Taiwania 3 is NARLabs’ latest scien-

tific and technological contribution to
medical research. It is a CQ-based supercomputer that can be used for drug development and other research to gain a more
profound knowledge of the virus.
Shi explains that NCHC has upgraded
the supercomputer’s capabilities by
partnering with Illumina, a U.S. company that makes genomic sequencing
machines. Users of Taiwania 3 will be
able to utilize Illumina’s proprietary coronavirus sequencing service COVIDSeq to
perform virus analysis.
In an emailed statement to TOPICS,
MOST provided further explanation of
the areas where Taiwania 3 can assist.
“Because of the pandemic, we have a
better understanding of the importance of
digital tools to promote health,” MOST
said. “We welcome applications that
include the Internet of Things (IoT), blockchain, cloud computing, artificial intelligence, and 5G. These digital core tools
are where NARLabs can help companies
develop innovations to fight the virus.”
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YUNLIN COUNTY

YUNLIN COUNTY OFFERS
VISITORS A TRIP THROUGH TIME
Despite its gloomy reputation, Yunlin County – rich in culture
and history – can provide a tranquil escape from the bustle
of big city life.

STORY AND PHOTOS BY STEVEN CROOK

S

Yunlin County seat Douliu’s Taiping Old Street, with its traditional shophouses, offers visitors a small sample of prewar commerce in Taiwan.
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ituated just over 200 kilometers
southwest of Taipei by freeway,
Yunlin County suffers from a reputation for being flat, uninteresting, and insignificant. It has none of
Taiwan’s high mountains and no national
parks. The 55-kilometer-long coastline
lacks attractive beaches. And the county
seat, Douliu (斗六, population 108,000), is
no place for anyone in search of nightlife.
All that is true. Yet Yunlin has its own
charm – a sleepy rural outpost that is
nonetheless host to an abundance of historic architecture, traditional religious
sites, breathtaking natural scenery, and
local agricultural expertise.
Sightseers who arrive in Douliu by
train typically head straight for Taiping
Old Street (太平老街), one of Taiwan’s
most impressive agglomerations of prewar
shophouses. If you get there well before
noon, you might first like to walk through
the town’s West Market (西市場).
This traditional daily market sprawls
out from the intersection of Aiguo Street
(愛國街) and Xingzhong Street (興中街).
The piles of produce reflect Yunlin’s tremendous agricultural productivity: most
of the carrots, garlic, ginger, groundnuts,
potatoes, and sweet potatoes sold here
were harvested within the county.
Walking southwest from the market
along Zhongshan Road (中山路) will bring
you to the southern end of Taiping Street.
How long you spend exploring the latter
thoroughfare – where authenticity far outweighs conservation artifice – depends

TAIWAN BUSINESS TOPICS • JULY 2021

Yunlin.indd 34

2021/7/3 1:24 PM

YUNLIN COUNTY
entirely on how interesting you find
highly embellished two-story buildings.
Many houses on this 600-meterlong street were built of reinforced concrete around 1927, but a few are over
100 years old. Several exhibit redbrick façades and ornate decorative elements, while others are unadorned. If
you adore the historic quarter of Daxi
(大溪) in Taoyuan, the flamboyant blend
of Baroque, neoclassicism, and Art Deco
along Taiping Street is reason enough to
justify an excursion to Yunlin.
Moving north, you may notice the
mock crenellations atop the buildings at
nos. 160, 162, and 164. Each – respectively a church, a seal-maker’s shop, and
a dental clinic – has an elegant balcony
that is too narrow and shallow for anything larger than flowerpots.
Other buildings worth looking out for
include no. 91, near the intersection with
Zhonghua Road (中華路). On the parapet,
relief decorations feature a pair of portly
men with red-brown skin holding up a
clock. It is said the clock symbolizes Taiwan’s transformation from a mainly agricultural society to a more dynamic commercial-industrial economy during the
1895-1945 period of Japanese colonial
rule. At the apex of the façade, an eagle
carved from stone is about to take flight.
At its northern end, Taiping Street
merges into a nondescript traffic circle,
where one of the more prominent buildings is the Grand Earl Hotel (緻麗伯爵
酒店). According to Sherman Cheng,
a Taipei-based Yunlin native and keen
photographer, it is sometimes possible –
weather permitting – to enjoy truly grand
vistas of the Alishan Mountain Range
from the bar on the hotel’s 13th floor.
The bar is open only in the evening,
but Cheng explains that you can ask
to access the 13th floor the following
morning if you stay overnight at the hotel.
“If the weather and air quality are just
right, the view can be fantastic,” he says.

Explore local history
The town of Beigang (北港) in the
southwestern portion of the county is
half the size of Douliu but attracts at least
twice as many outsiders. Long before
Taiping Street’s merchants built their
shophouses, Beigang’s Mazu temple was
a leading pilgrimage destination. Even

The Chaotian Temple in Beigang has used its considerable resources to engage in a
number of charitable activities.

now Beigang owes a good bit of its prosperity to Mazu, a girl who lived in 10thcentury Fujian and is worshipped as
a goddess of the sea in Taiwan, Hong
Kong, and Southeast Asia.
While not the oldest or grandest Mazu
shrine in the country, the 327-year-old
Chaotian Temple (朝天宫) is as lively
as any Taiwanese place of worship
and more lavish than many. The temple’s charitable activities include funding
Beigang Mazu Memorial Hospital, which
doubles as China Medical University’s
Beigang Campus.
B e i g a n g ’s p u t a t i v e f o u n d e r w a s
an outlaw, Yan Si-qi, who murdered
a eunuch servant in Fujian, then fled
to Japan where he joined an uprising
against the shogunate. That rebellion
failed, so once again he had to leave
home in a hurry.
Sometime between 1621 and 1624,
Yan and his followers sailed up the

Beigang River from the Taiwan Strait and
put down roots. They called their new
home Bengang (笨港, literally “stupid
harbor”), derived from the indigenous
toponym, Ponkan. A couple of centuries
later, Bengang was modified to Beigang.
The Yan Si-qi Pioneering of Taiwan
Monument (顏思齊開拓台灣紀念碑 ), a
simple white obelisk erected in 1959 at
the intersection of Minzhu Road (民主路)
and Wenhua Road (文化路), honors these
early settlers.
An eatery that faces the monument
draws adventurous gourmands. Yuanhuan Red-Braised Frog Soup (圓環紅燒
青蛙湯) takes its name from its specialty.
Each serving of frog soup comprises two
gutted and headless amphibians in broth;
the red-braised version is a good deal
tastier than the “original flavor” soup.
Getting from Douliu to Beigang (and
between Beigang and Chiayi City) by bus
is easy enough, but if you want a good
TAIWAN BUSINESS TOPICS • JULY 2021
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Yanping Road and Jianxing Road (建興
路) is one of the busiest in the town, and

Adventurous eaters visiting Beigang should be sure to try a bowl of Yuan-huan RedBraised Frog Soup.

look at Yunlin’s coastal townships, you
will need your own vehicle. That said,
there are some buses running between
Beigang and the sleepy village of Santiaolun (三條崙).
Santiaolun’s main draw is Haiqing
Temple (海清宮), which is at least 225
years old. In addition to being shinier and
more colorful than most religious sites in
Taiwan, its current iteration is a triumph
of traditional construction techniques.
At the outset of the 1993-1998 reconstruction, it was decided that no concrete would be used, and that Fujian-style
tenons, rather than nails, would hold
everything together. Wooden columns 16
meters long hold up the roof.
Although Santiaolun is a fishing village, the main deity enshrined in Haiqing Temple has no maritime connections. During his mortal existence, Justice
Bao (包青天) was a Song Dynasty judge
revered for his wisdom and fairness. Perhaps rectitude is heritable: One of Bao’s
34th-generation descendants was imprisoned for joining the 1989 Tiananmen
Square protests in Beijing. In Taiwan, Justice Bao is venerated by police and judicial officials.
Just east of Santiaolun, Provincial
Highway 17 passes through a place called
Feisha (飛沙, “flying sand”). Come here
during the winter, when grit-carrying
north winds scour the landscape, and the
36

place name will make sense.
Within Taixi Township (台西), there
is another toponym that is more interesting than the place it is attached to:
Wengang (蚊港), which means “mosquito
harbor.” These days, however, there is no
harbor, and – by all accounts – the mosquitoes are no worse than anywhere else
in Taiwan.
The western third of Yunlin County
may not inspire sightseers, but those who
turn inland and head for Xiluo (西螺) are
seldom disappointed. Like Douliu, this
town is best known for being awash with
a prewar character. In the town’s heyday,
what is now called Yanping Road Old
Street (延平路老街) was where everyone
who was anyone in Xiluo set up shop.
If you move east from Fuxing Temple
(福興宮) at 180 Yanping Road, look out
for two unusual three-story buildings
on the north side of the road. At no. 76,
what some call Xiluo Clocktower (西螺鐘
樓), also known as Jin Yu-cheng Clocktower (金玉成鐘樓), was commissioned by
a craftsman to advertise his watch-andclock business. Like the strikingly asymmetrical former dental clinic at no. 66, the
clocktower dates from the mid-1930s.
Anyone interested in the architectural
trends of yesteryear will find it worth
their time to stroll to the eastern end of
the old street, then cross the road and
head back west. The intersection between

around it, there are two sights of note.
No. 268 Jianxing Road is a well-preserved block of four shophouses. They
were built at the same time yet individualized for each client. Look up and you
will see lions, an eagle, and a pineapple.
That fruit is an auspicious motif. In Taiwanese, pineapple is pronounced ong lai,
a homophone for “prosperity arriving.”
On the northwestern corner of the
intersection, the apex of an elegant twofloor building now serving as a restaurant displays two flags in relief: A
Kuomintang (KMT) flag on the left and a
Republic of China flag on the right. Only
the faintest traces of color remain.
This feature must have been added
some decades after the building’s construction, as Taiwan was a colony of
Japan until 1945. Very possibly, the
family that owned the building thought
it important to demonstrate its loyalty to
the KMT regime, as one son was in Japan
agitating for Taiwan’s independence. That

The Xiluo Clocktower is yet another of
Yunlin County's anachronistic flourishes.
It dates from the mid-1930s.
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Left, the Longguomai Forest Trail
offers hikers a serene outdoor experience and a nice view on clear days.
Above, the fairy pitta is one of several species of bird that are native or
migrate to Yunlin County. A large part
of its habitat was destroyed and never
recovered following the construction
of Hushan Reservoir.

man was Thomas Liao (廖文毅, 19101986), who held a doctorate in chemical
engineering from Ohio State University.
Liao initially supported the KMT, but by
1950 he was living in Japan and leading
the Formosan Democratic Independence
Party (台灣民主獨立黨, FDIP).
Liao returned to Taiwan in 1965.
According to the government publication
Free China Review, he had concluded
that “the people of Taiwan are Chinese
through and through, by blood and by
culture, and that their future belongs and
is bound together.” He was also quoted
as saying that since the KMT took control of Taiwan, “life is better in every
way. ...Democracy has taken hold at the
grassroots.”
The article did not mention that one
of his nephews had been sentenced to
death, and his mother to several years’
imprisonment, for alleged involvement in
the proscribed FDIP. Liao agreed to fly
home, renounce politics, and take up an
academic post in return for their freedom.

Discover pristine nature
Driving from Xiluo to Linnei (林內)
takes about half an hour, and as soon as
you approach the town, Yunlin’s hilly
interior comes into view. If you want to

break a sweat, Linnei offers what could
be the county’s best hike. The entrance
to Longguomai Forest Trail (龍過脈森林
步道) is a 25-minute walk from Linnei
Railway Station, behind a pair of temples.
Both of these shrines honor Ji Gong
(濟公), the so-called “drunk monk” of
Buddhism. In his mortal life – the faithful
believe he lived from 1130 to 1209 CE
– he is said to have helped every poor
or sick person he encountered, his alcoholism notwithstanding.
Along the trail, you can find detailed
map-boards with distance, altitude, and
ecological information. The trailhead by
the temples is 116 meters above sea level;
the elevation at the eastern terminus is
303 meters; the distance between the two
spots is 2.3 kilometers.
Formosan macaques populate the
canopy, and some visitors complain that
the monkeys have snatched food out of
their hands. Others are more bothered
by the swarms of mosquitoes, but these
bloodsuckers are a significant reason why
bronzed drongos, black-naped monarchs,
and other insect-gobbling birds thrive in
the forest.
How good a view you get from the
gazebo at the eastern end of the path
depends on the weather. If you are in
luck, you can make out the Taiwan Strait.

You are at least guaranteed a view of the
Zhuoshui River (濁水溪) and beyond into
Changhua County.
The hill country that used to be one
of Yunlin’s prime natural attractions lies
several kilometers due south of Longguomai Forest Trail. Formerly an excellent place to see the fairy pitta – a bird
known to Chinese speakers as the ba se
niao (八色鳥) on account of its eight-colored plumage – the area has never recovered from the construction of Hushan
Reservoir (湖山水庫).
“The destruction of so much habitat in the area was a great blow,”
laments Mark Wilkie, a South African
birder who has lived in Yunlin for 19
years. “Very few fairy pitta can be seen
there now. Yunlin County still has some
good birding areas like Shibi (石壁) and
Kouhu (口湖). Yunlin is also very important for Northern lapwing, a migratory
waterbird. But the loss of the fairy pitta
stronghold at Huben (湖本) was a great
tragedy.”
Yunlin does not face the acute pressure for development experienced in some
other parts of the island. Even so, a sense
of urgency about the environment is justified. Try to see the county as it is now,
because the next major change may not
be one for the better.
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TAIWAN’S TRAVEL
INDUSTRY GRAPPLES
WITH UNCERTAINTY
With no end to the pandemic yet in sight, it may
take years for the travel industry to fully recover.
In the short term, the leisure market has the best
prospects.

BY MATTHEW FULCO

A

s Taiwan faces a difficult
coronavirus outbreak, imagining the future of travel in
the country is a challenge.
After all, besides containing the outbreak, the government is also focused on
helping travel businesses survive this difficult period.
Looking ahead is crucial to the industry’s future prospects, though. The pause
in international arrivals gives Taiwan a
chance to rethink its tourism strategy,
which has focused in recent years on
maximizing the number of visitors. In
2019, a record 11.84 million people visited Taiwan, up 7% year-on-year. The
vast majority were leisure travelers, who
spend less than those who travel for business purposes.
“Taiwan is a newcomer in global
tourism, so you need to start out with
some volume,” says Stephen Pan,
chairman of Formosa International
Hotels Corp. (FIH), which owns the
Regent, Silks, and Just Sleep brands.
That approach likely reached its
zenith with the Chinese tourism boom of
the 2010s. In August 2019, Beijing forbade individual Chinese from visiting
Taiwan to signal its displeasure with
the state of cross-Strait relations. Given
that relations between Beijing and Taipei
have only worsened since then, China is
38

unlikely to ease the ban even when the
pandemic ends.
Kitty Wong, president of Taipei-based
destination management company K&A,
told Taiwan Business TOPICS that Taiwan’s travel industry can still thrive
without large numbers of Chinese visitors. “The hotels lost all these guests,
but that was the largest impact,” she
says. “A lot of the sites they preferred to
visit could not accommodate such large
numbers of visitors anyway.” Such sites
include the National Palace Museum,
Taroko Gorge and Sun Moon Lake.
In the MICE segment (events such as
meetings, incentive travel, conventions,
and exhibitions), Wong believes Taiwan
could benefit from targeting niche markets. “Taiwan is not a hub [for MICE],”
she says. “This is something we need to
face. We cannot focus on huge groups.
We need to know who we are and who
our clients are.”
She suggests that Taiwan consider
targeting the LGBTQ+ market, given
the island’s liberal stance on marriage
equality and other LGBTQ+ issues.
Compared to the typical leisure traveler, those who go to exhibitions or conventions do not just spend more during
their visit, they also are more influential, Wong observes. “This is what the
Tourism Bureau doesn’t understand –

they market Taiwan to backpackers.
That’s not how to attract influencers.”
In the short term, Taiwan will likely
focus more on the leisure than the business travel market because the former
will recover faster and Taiwan is better
equipped to serve it. GlobalData, a
London-based consultancy, estimates that
international business travel fell 75% in
2020. A survey by the firm published in
June found that 43% of respondents said
that their firms’ corporate travel budgets
would “reduce significantly” over the
next 12 months. Some of it may never
return.
Businesses “will continue using communication technologies and carefully consider the necessity of using precious capital for flights and other travel
expenses,” Craig Bradley, a GlobalData
analyst, said in a June press release.
In contrast, leisure travelers face fewer
constraints. That is especially so for the
premium market, a segment that has
not historically been Taiwan’s strength,
though changes are afoot. FIH’s Pan says
that the pandemic has forced Taiwan’s
hotels to boost the quality of their offerings, which will be a boon for them when
border restrictions are eased.
“COVID forced hotels to come up
with high-end services and experiences
that the premium market is accustomed
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to overseas and offer them in Taiwan,” he
says. For instance, the Regent Taipei now
offers glamping (resort-like camping)
trips for select guests.
Even if many of those people start
to travel overseas again in the future,
reducing growth in domestic tourism,
hotels can still offer the new experiences
to international luxury guests, Pan says.
In that sense, “COVID has transformed
Taiwan’s hotel industry.”
At the same time, Taiwan can increase
efforts to boost overall arrivals from
neighboring countries. One of the most
important is South Korea, the fourthlargest source of international arrivals
in 2019 and the fastest-growing major
market. South Korean arrivals rose more
than 20% in 2019.
The television program “Unseen
Taiwan,” which promotes Taiwan’s natural scenery and local culture, premiered
in South Korea on June 26. In addition
to highlighting famous sites like Alishan,
Hehuanshan, and Sun Moon Lake,
the show features mountain climbing
and cycling in a bid to appeal to South
Koreans’ affinity for the great outdoors.
A prominent South Korean mountain
climber will narrate part of the show,
according to Taiwan’s Tourism Bureau,

which worked on the project together
with South Korea’s Munhwa Broadcasting Corporation (MBC).

Home sharing on hold
In the several years prior to the pandemic, home sharing grew briskly in
Taiwan in tandem with the broader
tourism market. Airbnb accounted for
much of the growth. Airbnb’s guest numbers in Taiwan reached 1.61 million in
2018.
Last year, Airbnb pivoted to the
domestic market with bookings growing
considerably in “non-metropolitan
areas,” according to a June 2020 Apple
Daily report. In 2019, 75% of Airbnb’s
Taiwan bookings were in metropolitan
areas, the report said.
However, the domestic coronavirus
outbreak in Taiwan has dealt a severe
blow to the home-sharing market. Cheng
Ming-ming, founder and CEO of travelactivity platform KKday, notes that
Taipei remains Airbnb’s largest market
in Taiwan, but that current regulations
forbid B&Bs to operate in the nation’s
cities. “You can’t do it legally, so they
[Airbnb] must convince the government
to change the regulations.” But with Tai-

wan’s hotels ailing, “the government will
be even more cautious than before about
changing regulations to accommodate a
home-sharing business model.”
In September 2020, the Taipei City
government launched a crackdown on the
use of short-term rental units for home
isolation or quarantine. The city government said that owners of short-term
rental units who rent to people under
a home isolation or quarantine order
would be fined NT$3,000 to NT$15,000.
It also vowed to publicize the names of
violators and addresses of any properties
involved.
“From an economic standpoint, you
can see why an apartment would be
appealing in this situation,” says CK
Cheng, founder and CEO of vacationrental platform AsiaYo. “It’s less expensive than a quarantine hotel and usually
offers more space, but it’s problematic
from a disease-prevention perspective.”
Since then, Airbnb hosts have been
exiting the market, Cheng observes. The
combination of regulatory travails and
pandemic-induced drop in business has
reduced the platform’s attractiveness to
hosts.
“They won’t be able to make it in
every market,” he says of Airbnb.

As one of Asia's most queer-friendly destinations, Taiwan has an opportunity to market itself to LGBTQ+ travelers.

PHOTO: MAR TTI CHEN
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H O S P I TA L I T Y

TAIWAN’S PANDEMIC-HIT
HOTEL INDUSTRY NEEDS A
LIFELINE
The COVID-19 outbreak that began in mid-May has
brought hotels to their knees. Without a larger relief
package, some may not survive.

BY MATTHEW FULCO

F

The recent outbreak of COVID-19 has forced many of the island's hotels to either
shut down or drastically reduce their operations.
ISTOCK PHOTO

40

or most of the coronavirus pandemic, domestic tourism has
been a bright spot for Taiwan’s
hotel industry. Many hotels and
B&Bs outside of Taipei – which is more
reliant on the international market – had
a record year in 2020 as Taiwanese vacationed at home instead of overseas.
All that changed overnight in midMay, when the government implemented
a Level 3 national alert in response to a
sharp uptick in COVID-19 cases. The
measures do not forbid travel, but they
do ban indoor dining and require cultural and entertainment venues like
museums and amusement parks to close.
Since the alert was announced, occupancy rates at major hotels have plunged
into single digits, an unprecedented
nadir. Worse yet, hotels cannot fall back
on their restaurants for relief as they had
done prior to the outbreak. Food and
beverage revenue is just a fraction of the
normal amount.
Room occupancy at The Sherwood
Taipei, for example, is 8-9%, while F&B
revenue is down 80% from the pre-outbreak period, says the hotel’s general
manager Achim von Hake.
“What really, really hurt was the
ban on indoor dining. That was the
last straw,” says Stephen Pan, executive chairman of Formosa Interna-
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tional Hotels Corp. (FIH), which owns
the Regent, Silks, and Just Sleep brands.
The restrictions have forced FIH to temporarily suspend operations at some of
its hotels, while others are being used to
accommodate medical personnel or for
quarantines.
“Right now, the hotel industry might
as well be on Level 4,” says Pan, referring to Taiwan’s highest COVID-19 alert
level. “The only thing we can do is food
delivery and takeaway.”
Randy Zupanski, general manager of
Shangri-La’s Far Eastern Plaza Taipei,
says that the hotel’s event business has
ground to a complete halt for the foreseeable future. “Weddings for July and
August are all canceled.”
He asks how hotels can maintain staff
if there is no business coming in and no
work for them to do. For a time, “they
[staff] can use their annual leave and they
can take voluntary unpaid leave. But at a
certain point, what do you do?”
CK Cheng, founder and CEO of vacation-rental platform AsiaYo, says that
hotels in Taiwan currently fall into three
categories. “25-30% have suspended
operations, another 25-30% have drastically reduced operations, and the rest are
thinking about choosing one of those two
options,” he says.
A f t e r Ta i w a n e n t e r e d L e v e l 3,

Following several confirmed cases of the COVID-19 Delta variant on the island, international arrivals to Taiwan are no longer allowed to quarantine at home.

ISTOCK PHOTO

AsiaYo’s bookings fell 95% year-onyear. More than one-half of the B&Bs
that use the platform have temporarily
shut down. “What really surprised us is
that some B&Bs are not taking bookings
through August, which shows they are
not optimistic at all about the situation,”
Cheng says.
Even quarantine hotels, properties
that have rejiggered themselves to accom-

Due to Taiwan's nationwide Level 3 restrictions, many hotels can only offer takeaway
and delivery.
ISTOCK PHOTO

modate overseas arrivals who must
spend 14 days in quarantine, are suffering now. On the one hand, there are
fewer overseas arrivals. The Level 3 alert
bans foreigners without a residence certificate from entering the country, and
given that Taiwan is no longer COVIDfree, Taiwanese living abroad are reluctant to visit. The government did relax
home quarantine rules for a period, permitting one person per room rather than
one person per household. Given the
choice of spending the 14-day quarantine
at home or in a hotel at a typical cost of
NT$1,500-NT$3,000 a night (depending
on the property), many people will
choose the former option.
Yet the Ministry of Transportation
and Communications (MOTC) pushed
ahead with a plan to make 20,000 additional hotel rooms available for quarantine purposes, creating a supply glut.
According to The Taipei Times, the
average occupancy rate at quarantine
hotels fell to 39% in early June from
59.7% o n M a y 19, t h e d a y Ta i w a n
implemented the Level 3 restrictions.
Occupancy may begin increasing again,
however, as several confirmed cases of
the coronavirus’ more transmissible delta
variant forced the government to nix the
home quarantine option altogether in late
June. All international arrivals will now
need to stay in quarantine hotels or government quarantine centers.
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Shangri-La’s Far Eastern Plaza Hotel has
suspended its event business for the
summer. With nearly no guests, the staff
is left without tasks to perform.
PHOTO: SHANGRI-LA'S FAR EASTERN PLAZA HOTEL

given only 40%,” Chen says. If the subsidies are not increased, hotels that are not
fiscally fit may go bankrupt, he adds.

Waiting on a recovery

Stronger relief needed
Amid these tough circumstances,
hoteliers say that they need substantial
government support to help them stay
afloat. Yet thus far, the relief package for
the tourism industry is no higher than in
the spring of 2020, when the situation
was less dire. At that time, the government offered up to a 40% wage subsidy –
a maximum of NT$20,000 per employee
– for hotels (as well as tour operators
and restaurants) that maintained normal
operations and provided vocational
training to their staff.
Shangri-La’s Zupanski suggests that
the government evaluate hotels’ subsidy
needs by location. “The overhead cost of
operating a hotel in downtown Taipei is
much greater than in a less prime location. A one-size-fits-all solution doesn’t
make any sense,” he says.
FIH’s Pan urges the government to
provide subsidies covering 75-80% of
employee salaries, rent reductions for
hotels on state-owned land, and tax
breaks of 18 to 24 months. He says
that because businesses have been hit so
much harder this year, a massive support
package is called for.
“The relief package should cover
double the number of people because
indoor dining has shut down,” he says.
42

The current support package, which lasts
through July and provides the same 40%
subsidy wage subsidy as last year, “is not
even close to enough.”
Pan worries that unless a large relief
package is forthcoming, the nation’s
hotel industry could see a wave of closures that foments a broader unemployment spike. Temporary suspensions of
operations could become permanent,
he says. “A lot of hotel owners will be
thinking, ‘Hey, should I just stay shut?’ It
might make more sense” from a financial
perspective.
B y t h e e n d o f M a y, 40 h o t e l s i n
Yilan County had shut down and 50
in Hualien County had either partially
or completely suspended operations,
according to The Taipei Times.
Chen Ming-ming, founder and CEO
of travel activity booking platform
KKday, says the government needs to
financially support the hotel industry
until a recovery begins. He acknowledgesthat it could take several months, as
Taiwan has to first get the COVID-19
outbreak under control before it can ease
restrictions. It will take still more time
before most Taiwanese feel comfortable
traveling again.
Like FIH’s Pan, he advises the government to substantially increase the relief
package. “Many countries provide 80%
of an employee’s salary, while Taiwan has

To contain the current outbreak of
COVID-19, Taiwan has relied primarily
on restricting people’s movement and
contact with one another while ramping
up testing and contact tracing. The
strategy has borne fruit, with case numbers steadily falling from a daily peak of
nearly 600 in late May to mostly doubledigits by the end of June. However, vaccination – likely the only way to effectively
end the pandemic in Taiwan – remains
a work in progress. Delivery of vaccines
to Taiwan has been slow. As of late June,
only about 8% of the island’s 23.5 million people had been inoculated.
The slow rate of vaccination has some
hoteliers concerned. “Before this outbreak, many people didn’t even want
to take the vaccine,” says Shangri-La’s
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Zupanski. “Now everybody wants to
take it, but supply is inadequate.
“The Food & Beverage business and
events won’t come back until the population is somewhat vaccinated,” he
says. “We might be in this situation for a
while.”
During Taiwan’s long COVID-free
streak in 2020, when it did not record a
local case for more than eight months,
Shangri-La’s event business did well.
However, it dropped off sharply in
December 2020 and January 2021, when
the virus crept back into the country.
Although Taiwan managed to avoid a
large outbreak – notably by containing a
cluster of infections at a Taoyuan hospital
– events at the hotel took several months
to recover.
Based on that experience, even if
Taiwan contains the COVID-19 outbreak in July and some events are permitted again, “we won’t see any buildup
of events until October,” Zupanski says.
For hotels in Taipei, business levels
will return to a “manageable situation”
only when border restrictions are eased,
and international travel is restored. He
expects that to happen in mid-2022.
Indeed, Taipei hotels could not take
full advantage of the domestic tourism
surge that took place between last year

Although The Sherwood Taipei reached around 50% occupancy on weekends with its
staycation packages in early spring, room occupancy has plummeted to 8-9% following the recent outbreak.
PHOTO: THE SHER WOOD TAIPEI

and early 2021. Since the pandemic
began in early 2020, “Taipei hotels have
had a really tough time,” says Ping Lee,
head of research in Taiwan for property
consultancy CBRE. “Without international guests, they can only fill so many
rooms.”
For instance, The Sherwood Taipei
reached about 50% occupancy on weekends with its popular staycation packages, but weekdays were not as busy, says

PHOTO: REGENT TAIPEI

general manager von Hake.
The Regent Taipei’s overall occupancy
was 50% in 2020, compared to 80% in
2019, says FIH chairman Pan.
Data compiled by CBRE show just
how dependent hotels in the capital city
are on the international market. In the
first quarter of 2019, occupancy in Taipei
hotels was 74.68%. By the first quarter
of 2021, it had fallen to 30.24%. CBRE
estimates Taipei hotels will suffer their
worst year on record in 2021. In contrast,
occupancy in Tainan, a popular domestic
tourism destination, had slightly increased
to 64.49% in the January-March period
from 63.16% two years earlier.
While the restoration of international
travel remains integral to Taipei hotels
in the long run, a revival of the domestic
market would likely be sufficient in the
short run to ward off disaster. Once
the outbreak is contained, the question
becomes, when do people feel it is safe to
travel?
“It is true that Taiwanese are very risk
averse,” observes AsiaYo’s Cheng. Yet
based on past experience, he says there is
reason for cautious optimism. He notes
that Taiwan’s travel market cratered
during the SARS outbreak in the winter
and spring of 2003, but recovered by
June. Last year, it plummeted in March
and April as the pandemic’s severity
became clear, but picked up in May and
by June was on a record-setting pace.
“When the rebound comes this time, it
will be strong and fast,” he says.
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MU S I C
F E S T I VA L S

THE HEARTACHES AND
JOYS OF ORGANIZING
MUSIC FESTIVALS IN
TAIWAN
Taiwan has become a hub for music festivals, both
big and small, over the past two decades. The
passionate organizers – many of them foreigners –
work hard to put on the best show possible despite
the numerous risks and challenges.

DJs spinning at a Party Like a Rockstar event.
PHOTO: PAR TY LIKE A ROCKSTAR

BY COURTNEY DONOVAN SMITH

I

n April of 1995 two young American expats, Wade Davis and Jimi
Moe, held the first Spring Scream
music festival in Kenting at the
southern tip of Taiwan. It wasn’t the first
festival of its kind in Taiwan, and it was
attended by only around 200 people, but
the musical and cultural impact created
by this iconic event was enormous. It also
became a springboard and template for
countless other festivals to come and laid
the foundation for an industry in which
foreigners have played an outsized role.
Festival organizers generally adopt
one of three main business models for
their income – ticket sales, corporate
sponsorships or partnerships, and government bids – all of which come with
their own challenges. In addition, different approaches sometimes overlap;
for example, the Taichung Jazz Festival
relies primarily on government bid, but
also attracts corporate sponsorships.
Some festivals supplement their respective model with other sources of revenue,
such as vendor booth rentals and direct
product sales – often of alcohol.
44

For organizers, the riskiest option
financially is ticket sales-based events,
especially those that lack significant marketing resources and are too small to sell
tickets through convenience store kiosks.
DJ WeiWei Huang, who has organized
events under the brand Party Like a Rock
Star, says that “for these kinds of special
events that you are marketing, it feels like
gambling on your own decisions.”
“Boston” Paul Davis, founder of
the LUVstock Music and Art Festical held annually in Taichung, says
that selling advance tickets is “a must”
because even in the event of inclement
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weather, advance ticket holders will still
attend. “That’s why you make them a bit
cheaper,” he says, adding that many who
wait to buy tickets the day of the event
may decide to stay home at the first sign
of rain.
Relying mainly on pre-event ticket
sales is not an option for some organizers,
though. Ari Shaw, a native of St. Vincent
who organizes Caribbean-themed parties through his company Flvcko Events,
says that due to difficulties in obtaining
sponsors as a young startup, he’s been
forced to adopt a direct ticket sales business model, generating revenue through
door sales and VIP table purchases. “This
isn’t the intended model but because of

P HOTO: COMPA S S MU S I C
A ND F OOD FES TI VA L

the current environment for small foreign
business owners, I believe we’ve been limited to direct sales.”
Corporate sponsorships are often the
easiest and most risk-free option, especially if the sponsor is experienced and
has a clear idea of the marketing value
they hope to get. They are, however, difficult to obtain. Shaw notes that he comes
from a culture that highly values events
and where businesses see the branding
opportunities they offer, but says that
“here in Taiwan, businesses aren’t interested in aligning themselves with smaller
brands.”
Well-heeled business partners are
another option, but they often create
conflict. The Compass Food and Music
Festival organizers started out by
working with a Taipei NGO but became
discouraged when the partner kept
changing the parameters of the cooperation – and repeatedly cut the amount
they were willing to pay – right up until
the event’s launch.
Also, a partner with more resources
can end up monopolizing control, as happened with Spring Scream in 2019. The
event infamously featured then Kaohsiung Mayor Han Kuo-yu performing a
karaoke routine. “We were trying to do
something different,” says Wade Davis.
“We were hoping to organize it and the
other group would sponsor it, but it
didn’t work out that way.” The result was
unfortunate, he says, and neither he nor
co-founder Moe even attended. After the
pandemic they will return to running the
festival themselves.
Government bids are usually the most
lucrative option for funding festivals.
Larger bids can be worth well into the
tens of millions of New Taiwan dollars
but involve intense paperwork, which can
be daunting. The bid must also be struc-

Flvcko Events specializes in Caribbeanthemed functions. Its founder, Ari Shaw
(above), says that in the absence of corporate sponsorships, he must rely mainly
on direct ticket sales for revenue.
PHOTO: FLVCKO EVENTS

tured in a way that avoids the appearance
of profit-making, as this is frowned upon.
Instead, fees for services from the bidding company must be embedded in the
proposal. For example, one well-known
media group won the bid for the Taichung Jazz Festival – Taichung’s largest –
for several years running, and a large part
of the marketing budget went to their
own media outlets. Smaller bidders may
not have the staff needed to handle the
massive amount of paperwork required
or be big enough to create enough reasonably profitable services to make it
worthwhile financially.
Organizers choosing this approach
also risk getting outbid. Rock in Taichung, looking to grow, went to government bid. In a sense, it was highly successful; it is today Taichung’s secondlargest festival. That is cold comfort to
the founders of the festival, however,
who after a few years ended up losing the
bid to another company and have never
won it back.
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Festival organizers take on a wide range
of responsibilities, from logistics and
trash cleanup, to managing sound complaints and visa work for foreign performers.
PHOTO: PAR TY LIKE A ROCKSTAR

Additional hurdles
Beyond the difficulties involved
with the business models, festival organizers face a number of other challenges
and risks in putting together big events.
Weather is a major factor, especially
for outdoor festivals. For ticket salesdriven events held outdoors, bad weather
can mean the difference between financial success and disaster. LUVstock’s
Davis recounts one year when a typhoon
reduced attendance from the expected
3,000 to a mere 500. Outdoor festivals –
except for those like Canada Day that are
geared to national days – are therefore
almost all held in the spring or autumn,
when the weather is more comfortable
and predictable.
Another major issue is securing a
venue. Private venues generally involve
minimal paperwork and are usually able
to make decisions faster, but often aren’t
very well located. Private venues can also
be unreliable and change their minds on
key factors as the event setup progresses,
and disputes can arise over vague details
in the paperwork. For example, the issue
of power supply is usually negotiated
between venue owner and organizer, but
different expectations, such as who is to
provide the power cables, can sometimes
make for awkward situations.
The best locations are generally parks
and government properties. Yet booking
these spaces requires considerable paperwork that can take months to process.
Because organizers are at the mercy of
sometimes mercurial bureaucrats, this
46

experience can be a complete nightmare,
with officials rejecting everything that
doesn’t meet sometimes unrealistic standards – or it can be relatively smooth if
their superiors are supportive of the festival.
Compounding the difficulty of
obtaining a venue are the increasing fees,
restrictions, and requirements, which
make it harder for less well-established
festivals to get off the ground, especially
if they lack political connections or are
underfunded.
During the festival, all of those conditions – plus city ordinances – are
often strictly enforced. Organizers must
also consider how to limit sound complaints and protect the venue grounds. To
avoid fines for garbage, a small army of
cleaners is required to ensure the venue is
spotless post-event. In spite of the organizer’s best efforts, however, it is increasingly necessary to budget not just for
insurance, but also for potential fines.
Compass Fest has been cited for small
amounts of oil on some leaves, and
Spring Scream had to pay a NT$20,000
fine after a festival-goer fell on a bush.
Although the details vary by event,
festival organizers invariably cite logistics as a big challenge. Garbage, toilets,
access to water, emergency entrances,
vendor tents, power, tables, chairs, stage,
sound, parking, the positioning of vendors to maximize their sales, and the
selection and scheduling of bands are just
some aspects that need to be covered. In
addition, organizers must handle marketing, source volunteers and suppliers,

and prepare everything required on site,
from first aid kits and fire extinguishers
to flashlights and signage.
Spring Scream’s Davis says some of his
and Moe’s logistical duties include juggling a constantly shifting schedule of
roughly 1,000 musicians, over six stages,
all coming from out of town or overseas and many needing accommodations
or support. He also points to the difficult task of getting visas and permits for
the foreign bands and ensuring they have
easy access to the proper stages.
Even after the administrative aspects
are tackled, festival organizing can be
an unpredictable business. “Unexpected
things happen at events and need to be
solved in smart ways and on the fly,” says
Party Like a Rockstar’s Huang. Davis of
LUVstock remembers one year figuring
out how to transport porta-potties up
the mountain where the festival is held
(remarkably, he succeeded). Experienced
organizers manage to prepare for a lot,
but not for everything.
Handling the press can also be a
problem. As Spring Scream grew in size

PH OTO: C OMPASS FOOD
AN D MUSIC FESTIVAL
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and attendance, other springtime events
– often raves targeting young party-goers
– begin popping up in Kenting. These
parties became infamous for drug busts
and wild behavior and were a far cry
from the serious music fans that attended
Spring Scream, which Wade Davis says
has never had any legal issues or run-ins
with the police. Yet the local media for a
time didn’t differentiate between Spring
Scream and the other parties, instead considering all news out of Kenting during
that period under the category of the
music festival.
Other festivals have experienced the
media’s wrath as well. In 2013, a tense
standoff between Taiwan and the Philippines occurred just prior to the start
of that year’s Compass Fest. The headline “Anger against a common enemy,
foreign-organized food festival bans Filipinos” appeared at the top of Yahoo!
News soon after, followed by other articles and requests for TV interviews. Con-

PH OTO: PAR TY LIKE A ROCKSTAR

fused, the organizers issued a public statement that the claim was totally untrue,
and then reiterated to TV news reporters
that they would not be banning people
from the festival based on nationality.
It was later discovered that a reporter
had asked an organizer if any Filipino
bands or vendors would be present at the
event. None had applied, so the organizer
replied no. The answer was somehow
spun into the contention that Filipinos
weren’t welcome.

For the love of music

“Boston” Paul Davis of LUVstock (left,
other page) and Spring Scream's Wade
Davis (above) perform at the Compass
Food and Music Festival.
PHOTO COMPASS FOOD AND MUSIC FESTIVAL

In spite of the difficulties, successfully
putting together a festival can be very satisfying. Particularly fulfilling for organizers is knowing that they’ve brought
happiness to hundreds or even thousands
of people in one go. “It’s fulfilling. There’s
nothing grander,” says LUVstock’s Paul
Davis. “There is a kind of sigh of satisfaction when walking around behind the
crowds while the band is playing, seeing
people cheering and dancing.” Both he
and Wade Davis say they also derive great
satisfaction from spreading the word
about art and music, indie culture, and
the friendships and relationships people
make at their festivals.
Although the increasing costs, red
tape, and restrictions may seem to
favor those with connections and large
resources, there is still hope for grassroots organizers. For one thing, bureaucratically minded organizers are unable
to create festivals with enough heart or
authenticity to last. As Ari Shaw’s recent
Uma Fest demonstrated, it is still possible
to get new festivals off the ground with
few resources – even in Taipei – as long
as the organizer is determined and can
call on friends for help.

Passion is also key. Spring Scream’s
founders were foreign English teachers
who were also musicians with a love of
the local underground music scene. “We
started this from an artist’s point of view,
not a business point of view,” says Wade
Davis. “Business came second.” He notes
that having a business background may
have helped make the venture more successful financially, but that “our heart
was in creating something special and
supporting live music, and it wasn’t in
generating funds.” Yet he admits that “to
pull it off, we have to make sure that we
pay off the bills and don’t go bankrupt.”
Asked what advice they’d give those
planning to start their own festivals, some
responded cautiously. “If you want to
start one from scratch, do it because you
love music, or you’re in a band, or you're
good at organizing,” says Davis of Spring
Scream. LUVstock’s Paul Davis echoes
that sentiment, adding, “if you want to
make money, I would say don't [do it].”
P a r t y L i k e a R o c k S t a r ’s H u a n g
encourages prospective organizers to be
bold. “Don’t be afraid to lose anything,”
he says. “And learn from the mistakes
you made. The most important thing is
to keep your enthusiasm about the things
you’re doing.”

— Courtney Donovan Smith is copublisher of Compass Magazine, cofounder at Taiwan Report, ICRT central Taiwan correspondent, former chair
of AmCham Taichung, and frequent
contributor to various publications
and radio shows. He has organized or
played a significant role in roughly 50
music festivals since 2004, including
co-organizer of the Compass Food and
Music Festival.
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Meet Kevin Chiang of
Ever Rich
Kevin Chiang, president of Ever Rich Duty Free, has brought a lot of

innovation and out-of-the-box thinking to helping run the company his

father built. From reinventing the company’s image and brand to appeal
to a broader market, to spearheading CSR efforts, to leading his team
through the significant challenges to the travel and tourism industry

posed the COVID-19 pandemic, Chiang has continuously pushed the
boundaries of what a duty-free company can do.

Chiang connected with TOPICS Senior Editor Jeremy Olivier in June to discuss his educational background, his

experience with successfully upgrading a traditional retail company, and the ways in which Ever Rich has sought
to mitigate the impact of the pandemic on its business.

You spent much of your youth in
Canada and received your university
degree in economics from the University of British Columbia. How did your
experience studying abroad help shape
your worldview?
The approach to education in
Canada is totally different from what
you see in Taiwan, where kids are
taught to be obedient and studious
at all times. The Western education
I received instead taught me how to
be more determined and learn about
myself – what I like and don’t like. It
really helped me build my character.
It’s a much different type of cultural
model for how to cultivate the next
generation.
Before college, I had a lot of fun
and was more carefree. Although I
maintained a good GPA in high school,
actually testing into university and
making it to graduation was difficult. I had a lot of classmates who had
a harder time than me and ended up
taking six or seven years to get their
degree. College was really the place
where I learned about the hard work
that’s required to start building a
future.
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You led an effort to upgrade Ever
Rich’s corporate identity system. In
what ways did the company’s branding
or image change during this process?
When my father first started this
business, there was not much focus
on the customer experience aspect –
designs, ideas, or presentation. It was
more about basic commerce; they
developed and trademarked a red-andyellow “Duty Free” logo, and that was
about it. Later, the travel retail business
transformed into more of a premium
gifting industry. There was an increase
in demand for nice packaging and a
recognizable brand identity in the dutyfree business.
When I began working in the company’s corporate office, I received a
lot of complaints from key customers
– people of status like government officials and celebrities – who were hoping
for a better logo that could represent
Taiwan on gifts they buy at the airport.
I brought up the idea of updating Ever
Rich’s corporate identity with my managers at the time. They supported me
and gave me full authority to remake
the company’s image.
It was not an easy process. It

included the whole package, both shortterm and long-term planning, as well as
looking at our identity from the point
of view of our partners, our suppliers,
and our customers. We really wanted to
break out of the confines of being just
a duty-free business, which is relatively
similar across markets.
What are some of the unique aspects
of Taiwan’s duty-free industry? How
has Ever Rich found success in this
market?
T h e r e i s n ’t a n y t h i n g p a r t i c u larly unique about Taiwan’s duty-free
industry, but that is something that
has pushed us to break the mold on
what a duty-free business can do. For
example, at Taoyuan International Airport, we have adopted a public-private
partnership model, under which we
are responsible not only for our dutyfree business, but also for maintaining a
number of the airport’s public facilities,
such as bathrooms, shopping carts/trolleys, and some smoking areas. We also
help organize several cultural activities,
including calligraphy classes during Chinese New Year and summer camps for
kids. The aim of these efforts is to better
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utilize the normally empty
spaces in the airport and
create something that’s memorable for travelers.
In addition, we are very
much focused on the customer experience. We have
the most airport-based service staff per customer of
any market and have longer
hours of operation as well.
This means that our staff
must be very capable and
have good customer service
and language skills. They
need to be self-confident and passionate
about Taiwan – and act as if they are
“tourism ambassadors.”
Such an approach also means that
customers are guaranteed personalized,
one-on-one service, a feature of our
business that has been very successful
for us.
Last summer, Ever Rich completed a
major renovation of the shopping and
food and beverage areas of Taoyuan
Airport’s Terminal 2. What was the
process for undertaking this project and
were there any difficulties involved?
It was indeed very difficult! While
the building is not exactly that old, a lot
of things were added to it over the past
25-30 years which were not recorded
on paper. Renovating it therefore
required a lot of guesswork.
For example, we often had to cut
through or take down pipes and electrical wiring during the renovation
process. Because there were no blueprints to reference, we usually went
ahead with the work until one of the
airlines or other businesses called and
notified us that we’d cut off water or
electricity to their part of the building.
So there was a lot of testing and a lot of
waiting, and we had to be very adventurous and very patient.
Also, thanks to the work we did, we
were able to reorganize quite a bit of
Terminal 2’s plumbing and electricity
and developed a 3D mockup that the
airport can use in the future.

overcome the challenges caused by the
decrease in international tourists?
I would say that we haven’t yet overcome all of the challenges, and we’re
trying out a lot of new methods to get
customer numbers back up. Our normal
customers are not traveling internationally during this time, but there is
still a demand for duty-free products
or products that we are launching. The
challenge is transitioning from a business based mostly on international
travel and tourism to one focused more
on the domestic market. This necessitates movement toward the internet and
e-commerce, which is already a very
competitive industry.
We are also launching products that
are not usually sold duty-free. With the
recent COVID-19 outbreak and Level
3 restrictions in Taiwan, we’ve tried
to introduce more frozen foods to our
product line, since people are stuck
at home and are cooking more often.
However, we’ve faced a problem with
logistics. Transporting frozen foods is
more expensive and there are fewer courier companies that have refrigerated
trucks in their fleets. Given this, we have
been unable to get as much value out of
this business model as we wanted.
Nevertheless, we are constantly
working to adapt to a changing situation, determining how we can better
serve our customers with technology
and increasing no-contact sales. I think
this is a consideration most retail-oriented companies are making recently.

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a
severe impact on the travel and tourism
industry, which includes duty-free businesses. How has Ever Rich worked to

What do you regard as your main
strengths as a manager? Do you have a
certain philosophy of management that
you follow?

My biggest strength is that
my father is the founder and
creator of the company! All
joking aside, what that really
means is that to prove myself
capable, I have to take on a
lot more responsibilities and
approach the business from
multiple different angles –
long-term, short-term, from
the point-of-view of the consumer and from that of
corporate. To do these things
well, I need to have a big
heart and be dedicated to
making the business run well.
In terms of a management philosophy, I simply believe in investing in
people in order to create a better world
for tomorrow.
You have been a champion of corporate social responsibility. Why is it
important that companies adopt CSR
values? Have you seen this concept
catch on among your peers in Taiwan?
Ever Rich chose to adopt CSR principles not because it brings us any
external value, but rather to introduce
discipline to the company’s operations
and to work toward the betterment of
society on a consistent basis. We strive
to embed these values in our DNA and
make their integration into our business
a real learning experience for us.
In addition, we have seen many of
our peers in Taiwan take up this cause
and have learned from their experiences as well. Thanks to them, we are
now looking at expanding our CSR to
cover more categories. We are learning
a bit more and getting a bit better
every day.
What is your favorite way to unwind
after a long week at work?
Of course, I enjoy spending time
with my wife and two young sons
during the weekends, but I also need a
bit of “me time” when I’m not at work.
I really enjoy motorcycles – I have a
Harley Davidson that I love riding –
and have been getting into weightlifting
as a way to stay in shape and clear my
mind. Doing these activities releases
some of my stress and helps me be more
conscious and present at work and at
home with family.
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