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AmCham To-do List, Part Deux

In December’s “President’s View,” I flagged two member chal-
lenges: business travel and climate action. With apologies 
for breaking the spell of the seasonally appropriate Wine & 

Dine coverage, I would like to outline two more: supply chains 
and geoeconomic competition. These are global stories in which 
Taiwan figures prominently.

Many expected “supply chain disruptions” to be transitory, 
clearing up as factory and sailing schedules auto-adjusted to 
accommodate demand surges and pandemic measures. Although 
the worst port bottlenecks and holiday shipping rushes have sub-
sided, that thinking proved wishful. New reports suggest that rare 
earths and batteries may, like semiconductors and medications, 
soon be in short supply. 

Concerns about supply chains – their integrity and geographic 
concentration, as well as military and industrial base vulnerabili-
ties – had registered with systems planners well before COVID-19 
had shone a spotlight on them. Since the pandemic, the model 
of “efficiency-at-all-cost” in zero-buffer systems and the very 
assumption of the infallibility of market signals to steer correc-
tions have turned “concern” into “anxiety.”

Trade-dependent and with over three decades of manufacturing 
investment in China, Taiwan holds important pieces in the supply 
jigsaw. Taiwan is both a source of frontline insight for policymakers 
and a master link in production chains considered most strategic, 
especially semiconductors and ICT, mobility, and healthcare. 

Taiwan is strengthening its own value chains. The government 
reports over 1,100 reshoring and domestic expansion projects rep-
resenting US$56 billion in investment over the last 20 months 
under a single Taiwan government program (“Invest in Taiwan”), 
which was just extended for three years. It is testament to the 
strength of this Taiwan re-basing “pull” that manufacturing 
would be moving onto an island where land, water, power, and 
personnel constraints are strong outbound “push factors.”

Layered onto the calculations of Taiwan businesses and 
authorities is a different outbound push – that from foreign 
customers and governments. An example involves foundry pro-
duction giant (and AmCham member) TSMC. It has begun 
investing US$19 billion in chip plants in the U.S. and Japan, while 
considering sites in Germany and India. Thus, Taiwan is helping 
to unkink chains for the global community, too. 

The U.S. State Department’s Economic Prosperity Partner-
ship Dialogue and Commerce’s just-launched Technology Trade 
& Investment Collaboration promise more public-private collab-
oration in semiconductors and other sectors. Our Chamber might 
find a niche supporting international and local firms, current 
members and aspiring ones, to navigate the changing investment 
panorama.

With a new committee covering semiconductors joining the 
existing 25, AmCham o�ers a platform for public-private discus-
sions and partnerships on supply chain matters. Our multinational 
membership allows for conversations beyond America and Taiwan. 

There may be a role for AmCham to address capacity or talent 
gaps that also stress supply chains. President Tsai floated the idea 
of international training of semiconductor technical talent last 
spring. As the foremost English-speaking chamber in Taiwan, 
AmCham possesses a networking and cross-cultural training niche 
that can facilitate Taiwan’s coming wave of overseas investment, 
especially that involving mid-tier suppliers and SMEs making their 
first forays abroad. Those managers may wish to enroll staff in 
our well-regarded NextGen Leadership Program.

My second business challenge is geoeconomic strife. While 
such competition is longstanding and global, lately the game has 
changed. Its stridency and the bluntness of the geoeconomic tools 
being wielded – market denial, massive regulatory fines, sanctions, 
politicized FTAs, infrastructure platforms like the Belt and Road 
Initiative and Global Gateway – have elevated it as a business risk 
for AmCham members. In fact, geoeconomics have complicated 
otherwise largely technical issues around supply chain reform. At 
a recent forum, a leading opposition figure warned Taiwan against 
“confrontational” supply chain adjustments.

The tactics being employed against Eastern Europe and Aus-
tralia – energy pipelines, dubious phytosanitary findings, local 
government actions – are uniquely familiar to Taiwan, making its 
experience relevant for nations confronting economic coercion. 
Recent EU delegations to Taiwan studying misinformation and 
gray-zone tactics reflect the island’s instructional value. 

Paralleling the supply chain debate is an appreciation that in 
geoeconomics, too, Taiwan is both object and actor, as shown by 
Taiwan’s September application to join the CPTPP and its filing 
with a gradually reactivated WTO over China’s ban on custard 
apple imports reveal this. A month back, Taiwan concluded a 
Double Tax Agreement with Korea. Drawing Taiwan into liberal 
trade frameworks is seen as stabilizer against geoeconomic pressure.

Taiwan, and specifically AmCham Taiwan, can help meet these 
four challenges. Addressing one of last month’s issues, we posted 
a statement on our website regarding the responsible reopening 
of business travel. The Chamber has championed a U.S.-Taiwan 
Bilateral Trade Agreement, the application of science- and rules-
based commercial governance, and collective free-trade advocacy.

In our 2021 White Paper, we proposed six “tracks” to trade 
liberalization and integration to knit Taiwan into the Indo-Pacific 
open-trade architecture, an undertaking dubbed the “Taiwan 
Commercial Initiative.” Seeing that half of those tracks were acti-
vated in the past half-year, let us return to the pleasant theme of 
Wine & Dine. Three cheers for AmCham Taiwan!

P R E S I D E N T ' S  V I E W

Andrew Wylegala 
President,
American Chamber of Commerce in Taiwan
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Crispy fried bee larvae appear on 
a few menus in the Taiwanese 
countryside, as do cr ickets . 

The larvae and pupae of the Asian giant 
hornet are served at certain indigenous-
cuisine restaurants. Yet in contrast to sev-
eral African and Latin American coun-
tries, edible insects have never been more 
than fringe foods in Taiwan.

Chen Bing-chen, Matan Shelomi, and 
Timothy Seekings are among a small 
yet dedicated group of people trying to 
change that. They point to developments 
in places where people do not tradition-
ally consume insects – such as the EU’s 
decisions in May 2021 and November 
2021 to approve dried yellow mealworms 
and locusts, respectively, as human foods 
– as proof that the eating of insects is 

about to become much more mainstream.
Chen is the co-founder and CEO of 

FoodType, a Taichung-based company 
that, according to its website, “explores 
the future possibilities of food.” Soon 
after FoodType was established in 2018, 
it began selling packets of edible dried 
crickets, baked mealworms with peanuts, 
chocolate-flavored mealworms, and other 
insect-derived foods. 

Among those who enjoy FoodType’s 
unusual offerings, Chen says, are chil-
dren and bodybuilders. The latter market 
segment’s interest in eating insects makes 
sense from a nutritional perspective: A 
2019 study by Chinese scientists asserts 
that edible insects “usually contain more 
crude protein compared with the conven-
tional meat [and] their amino acid com-

Although insects are not as big a part of Taiwanese food traditions 
as they are in some other parts of the world, a handful of companies 
and individuals are trying to bring this fledgling food trend into the 
mainstream.

BY STEVEN CROOK

CRICKETS ON THE MENU, 
WORMS ON THE PLATE

PHOTO: FOODTYPE PHOTO: TIMOTHY SEEKINGS
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positions are usually analogous.” 
All went well until 2020 when Tai-

wan’s Food and Drug Administration 
(TFDA) ruled that FoodType’s edible-
insect products contravened regulations. In 
addition to paying a fine of NT$80,000, 
the company also had to destroy unsold 
products. The total loss was in the region 
of NT$1 million, Chen says.

The insects/insect-derivatives section 
of the TFDA’s Reference List of Food 
Ingredients has 11 entries, among them 
bee pupae, beeswax, honey, propolis, 
royal jelly, and silkworm pupae. 

Neither crickets nor mealworms are 
on the list of approved ingredients, but 
it seems that rural eateries and farmers’ 
markets are given more leeway than com-
panies that sell food in sealed packages. 
The logic behind this difference in treat-
ment is that someone dining in a res-
taurant – or buying loose produce at a 
market – can inspect what they are get-
ting before they commit themselves. 

FoodType is currently promoting 
its SUP365 brand of nutritional sup-
plements. These products contain bee 
larvae, and even though every ingre-
dient is TFDA-approved, each product 
was required to undergo testing before it 
could be sold, Chen explains. 

These inspections, which include tests 
for heavy metals and pesticide residues, 
cost around NT$20,000 per product. 
If a company wants to bring to market 
a product that includes non-approved 

ingredients, the TFDA insists on a far 
more comprehensive food-safety assess-
ment, and the cost – which is borne by 
the manufacturer – can be as high as 
NT$2 million, says Chen.

S ince la te 2020, Chen has been 
pushing for the establishment of the 
Taiwan Edible Insect Industry Associ-
ation ( , TEIIA). 

The organization would aim to promote 
edible-insect R&D and farming, while 
also negotiating with the authorities on 
issues such as subsidies and expanding 
the list of insects approved for human 
consumption. 

If a local cohort of edible-insect entre-
preneurs and researchers emerges in the 
next few years, Matan Shelomi will likely 
deserve some of the credit. New York 
City-born Shelomi, an associate professor 
in the Department of Entomology at 
National Taiwan University (NTU), has 
been teaching a semester-long course on 
edible insects since 2018.

Shelomi says he knew the course 
would be popular, but the numbers 
signing up have exceeded his expecta-
tions. “This year, because it’s online-only, 
I didn’t cap the numbers, and we have 
over 550 students,” he says.

The course begins with a look at why 
people eat what they do before covering 
traditional and modern edible insects. 
Shelomi notes that his discussions with 
students touch on topics as wide-ranging 
as nutrition and safety, economics, envi-
ronmental impact, packaging and mar-
keting, and insects used as medicine. “It 
ends up being as much a food science 
course as an entomology course,” he says.

A cricket-rearing box at Pinghe Elementary School in Hualien County, where Timothy 
Seekings participated in a class about food concepts and the environmental impact 
of foodways.

PHOTO: TIMOTHY SEEKINGS

Vietnamese-style fried crickets, lower right, and crickets deep fried in a batter.
PHOTO: TIMOTHY SEEKINGS
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Shelomi notes that bioconversion tech-
niques, which use organisms like larvae 
of the black soldier fly (Hermetia illu-
cens) to turn organic waste into human 
food (or animal feed), are in the process 
of being perfected. 

The black soldier fly is “predicted to 
be the next big domesticated arthropod, 
after the honey bee and the silkworm,” 
he says. “However, we need to be abso-
lutely certain of its safety. How do we 
convert potentially biohazardous food 
waste into unquestionably safe food or 
feed? The more safety issues we rule out 
with investigations or procedures like 
pasteurization, the more widely insect 
bioconversion can be used.” 

Shelomi has ordered cricket and silk-
worm snacks from Thailand to share 
with his students. He also tells them 
about restaurants where they can order 
edible-insect dishes, one being Mother’s 
Kitchen (also known as Nuniang, 

). This Michelin Bib Gourmand res-
taurant in Tianmu, known for its highly 
traditional fare, serves bee larvae and 
crickets when they are in season.

Asked about traditional insect-eating 
in Taiwan, Shelomi mentions Asian 
giant hornets (Vespa mandarinia, 

) and Formosan giant crickets (Tar-
binskiellus portentosus, ). 
The hornet nests are steamed to kill the 
insects inside; the broods are then fried. 
According to Shelomi, they taste like 
French fries. 

“The crickets are collected by flooding 
their subterranean tunnels and catching 
them as they emerge,” he says. “They’re 
huge – at least 35mm long – so they’re 
typically gutted, stuffed with a veggie, 
and cooked with garlic. And they have 
their own flavor, which deserves to be 
called as such.” 

Raw larvae were consumed in Qing-
era Taiwan. According to William A. 
Pickering, a Briton who worked for the 
Imperial Chinese Maritime Customs in 
Tainan, when visiting an indigenous set-
tlement in central Taiwan in 1866 he 
was offered a honeycomb “in which 
the larvae predominated. As the others 
seemed to think this rather an advantage, 
I felt myself compelled to follow their 
example [and take a bite].”

Shelomi does not subscribe to dysto-
pian predictions that food shortages will 
force humans to subsist on insects. “I 

see insects becoming important in places 
where vertebrate meat is already unavail-
able, and insects could be a much-needed 
source of protein,” he says. “Also, they 
could be a way to convert food waste 
into food.”

He describes the latter use as “a great 
argument for ‘entoveganism,’” a move-
ment that aims to improve plant-based 
diets through the addition of insects. Its 
proponents say it is healthier for humans 
– and has an even lower carbon footprint 
– than conventional veganism.

As for feeding the poor, insect meat 
is currently more expensive than animal 
meat. Shelomi points out that in countries 
where insects are part of the traditional 
diet, urban demand for insects often 
exceeds rural supply.

“This leads to unsustainable harvests 
as people over-collect insects to sell to 
city residents, while themselves rejecting 
insects in favor of cheap, unhealthy 
food,” he says, adding that the solution 
to this issue is the introduction of insect 
farming.

“Much of the current research on 
edible insects is – or at least should be – 
focused on finding better ways to pro-
duce more insects more cheaply,” She-
lomi says. If costs are brought down, 
he explains, farmed insects will become 
more accessible to the world’s poor, and 
this will take the pressure off wild insect 
populations.  

The lack of a legal framework is a 

significant obstacle in many countries, 
Shelomi says. “Building an insect farm 
is a major undertaking, and investors 
won’t do it without assurance that their 
enterprise is legal. Ambiguity is bad for 
business.” 

And while the regulatory environ-
ment may not be ideal, at least Taiwan’s 
climate is conducive to raising insects. 
“Farming often involves climate control, 
but Taiwan’s natural heat and humidity, 
especially down south, is a good fit for 
insect farming,” Shelomi says.

Growing interest

Timothy Seekings is among those who 
have raised edible insects without signif-
icant difficulties. A Ph.D. candidate in 
natural resources and environmental sci-
ence at National Dong Hwa Universi-
ty’s College of Environmental Studies, he 
has been farming two-spotted crickets 
(Gryllus bimaculatus) in his lab at the 
university and at his home in Hualien 
since late 2015. 

Seekings started with 10 crickets 
bought from a pet shop. Now at any 
one time, the Anglo-German cares for 
between 6,000 and 8,000 crickets. He 
has yet to experience summertime tem-
peratures so high the insects needed arti-
ficial cooling. Good ventilation is key, 
he says. 

During winter, Seekings sometimes 
turns on a radiator to ensure the mercury 

Workers prepare mealworms for Taichung-based nutritional supplement company 
FoodType.

PHOTO: FOODTYPE
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stays above 20 degrees Celsius. “If it goes 
lower, the crickets don’t thrive,” he says. 
“Their reproduction rate declines, and 
mortality is likely to increase. If you want 
consistent production, you need some 
temperature control in wintertime.”

The crickets can be harvested when 
they reach maturity, six to eight weeks 
after they hatch. Seekings often freezes 
adult crickets until he needs them.

Local interest in entomophagy – 
the technical name for insect-eating – 
is growing, says Seekings. From time 
to time, he receives requests for insects 
from students of food science or product 
design. In return, he asks those who use 
his crickets to let him know how they 
used them. “One person in Keelung told 
me he wanted to make cricket floss, like 
pork floss,” he says. “A person in Hualien 
made cinnamon buns with crickets!”

Depending on the request, Seekings 
sends crickets whole and frozen or dehy-
drated, or turned into a powder.

To avoid legal complications, Seekings 
always tells those he gives crickets to that, 
while the insects are food-grade, they are 
research materials for people to experi-
ment with in their kitchens. He has also 
created a consent form with details of 
how he raises the crickets and a warning 
that some people may be allergic.

Seekings says the current rules are “a 
barrier, yet understandable from a food-
safety perspective. They’re also a motiva-
tion to do the research and get the data.”

As part of his doctoral research, Seek-

ings has introduced various cricket-based 
foods to the public through C. Canteen 
( ), a pop-up eatery in Hualien, 
and through a cafe he ran (and hopes to 
revive) in association with a friend’s rice 
dealership.

For the 2019 Fuli Harvest Festival, 
Seekings and a friend made scones with a 
four-parts wheat-flour, one-part cricket-
flour mix to test a hypothesis. Some 
researchers contend that people are more 
accepting of edible insects if they are 
offered in the form of familiar foods (so-
called “gateway foods”), rather than pre-
sented as whole insects. However, Seek-
ings says, “Our experience didn’t corrob-
orate this idea. People were much more 
interested in and accepting of the whole 
crickets.” 

Using a greater proportion of cricket 
flour would affect baking performance 
and texture, because the gluten level 
in the mix would be lower, Seekings 
explains.

At home, he eats cricket dishes at least 
once a week. “They can be battered and 
deep-fried. Wok-frying them with onion, 
garlic, and chili also works really well,” 
he says. When cooking for friends, he 
reckons on 20 to 30 crickets per adult.

Like snails, crickets have to be purged 
before eating. This is done by starving 
them for 24 hours. Seekings usually also 
removes the hindgut just before cooking, 
to improve the taste.

He especially likes to make tsuku-
dani, a traditional Japanese method for 

preserving seafood and seaweed (and, 
in a few places, locusts or insect larvae). 
He does this by cooking the crickets in 
water containing syrup and a few other 
ingredients. The resulting concoction 
can be sprinkled on plain rice and eaten 
in the same way many Taiwanese enjoy 
pork floss. 

From time to time, Seekings turns 
crickets into pet food that he feeds to his 
10 cats and one dog. “The results have 
been mixed,” he says. “My dog likes 
cricket snacks. Some of the cats are more 
interested than others.”

Dog and cat foods made from black 
soldier fly larvae by the British company 
Yora are sold in Taiwan. These prod-
ucts, which are 36-62% insect matter, are 
around three times the price of conven-
tional meat-based pet foods, but claim a 
much lower carbon footprint.

In a 2020 paper in Journal of Insects 
as Food and Feed, Seekings and his doc-
toral supervisor, K.C. Wong, argue that 
“advancing the edible insects sector in 
Taiwan would serve the national goal of 
increasing food self-sufficiency and could 
have positive effects for rural economies 
and livelihoods.”  

Taiwan imports huge quantities of 
animal feed, yet struggles to dispose of 
food waste. Using black soldier fly larvae 
to consume food waste, then converting 
the larvae into livestock feed, Seekings 
points out, would be in line with the 
development of a circular economy pro-
moted by the Taiwan government.

Cooked wasp larvae (eyeless and leg-
less) and pupae (with eyes and legs) at a 
restaurant in Hualien.

PHOTO: MATAN SHELOMI

Seekings’ pet dog eats a cookie made 
using cricket powder, vegetables, and 
some other ingredients.

PHOTO: TIMOTHY SEEKINGS

Chocolate-chip scones made by Seek-
ings and a friend using a mix of cricket 
flour and wheat flour.

PHOTO: TIMOTHY SEEKINGS
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With Central and South Amer-
ican countries accounting 
for more than half of Tai-

wan’s diplomatic allies (even taking into 
account Nicaragua’s surprise depar-
ture last month), you’d be forgiven for 
thinking that the region’s varied cui-
sine would be well-represented in Taipei. 
Sadly, that has not been the case, but it 
looks like things are finally changing.

Once, one of the only places you could 
find reasonably authentic Latin food was 
at Eddie’s Cantina in Tianmu. Nowadays, 
a growing number of expats from Latin 
America are opening their own restau-
rants selling dishes they grew up eating, 
with a focus on fresh ingredients and 

homegrown tastes. Largely contributing 
to this development is the increasing pop-
ularity of food festivals in the capital – 
such as Fiesta Del Taco and Latin Amer-
ican Food & Music Festival – where a 
chef can earn a bit of recognition before 
making the jump into a permanent brick-
and-mortar establishment. 

Because authenticity is a crucial factor 
and mediocre Taiwanized versions of 
Tex-Mex favorites are a dime a dozen 
in the city – “someone should have been 
arrested for those things 7-11 used to call 
‘burritos,’” notes one Nicaraguan who’s 
been living here for a decade – I made 
sure I identified the real deal by asking 
Latinos living in Taipei where they love 

Long devoid of options for authentic Latin cuisine, Taipei in recent 
years has seen the emergence of several restaurants serving up 
delicious fare from all over the Americas.

BY DINAH GARDNER

TAIPEI LEARNS TO SAY 
“BUEN PROVECHO”

PHOTO: MASA
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to eat and why. Below are the top four 
places according to my necessarily unsci-
entific survey.

Masa
Xinyi Branch  
48 Tongan St., Da’an District, Taipei
Tel: 02 2709 0603
Zhongshan Branch
No. 9, Lane 140, Section 1, Zhongshan 
N Rd, Zhongshan District, Taipei
Tel: 02 2522 2737

Ironically, the first in my list is not 
owned by Latinos at all, but it received 
the most enthusiastic rating among 
survey-takers. The name Masa comes 
from the Spanish word for dough – the 
dominant carbohydrate in Mexican and 
Central American cuisine composed of 
ground corn moistened with lime and 
water, then fried and flipped into torti-
llas. The eatery was founded by a pair of 
Michelin chefs – Chinese-American Long 
Xiong and local Ishan Wang. 

“Our background has been mostly 
fine dining,” says Long, who explains 
that they started Masa because they were 
“looking to tackle something simpler and 
fun.” When they decided that tacos were 
the answer, they came up with Masa. 
“Since we’re not Mexican, we recognized 
that authenticity isn’t our strong suit, but 
setting up systems and organizing a res-
taurant is,” says Long. “We decided to do 
some classic tacos and, as time goes on, 
we’ll introduce some more playful ones 

since we’re not bound by tradition or 
authenticity,” he adds. 

The recipe has clearly worked. The 
original Masa, a corner establishment 
a few blocks south of the Xinyi Anhe 
MRT station, with its handful of tables 
and window ledges, is always jammed 
at mealtimes. It has a bright, youthful 
vibe; orders are served up on grease-
proof paper-lined trays, with a chunk of 
lime and some cooling cucumber slices on 
the side for when you’ve gone a bit crazy 
with the chili sauce. 

The menu contains around a dozen 
types of tacos, including chorizo (spicy 
blood sausage), carnitas (shredded pork), 
fried fish, and – joyously for this non-
meat-eating author – three different veg-
etarian options. Of those, the fried cau-

liflower taco wins hands down with its 
smoky flavor, slivers of red cabbage, 
crispy vegetables, and tangy sauce. 

These plump and crunchy creations 
are messy to eat but definitely a hit in 
Taipei with both locals and Latinos – so 
much so that a second location opened 
near the Zhongshan MRT station in July. 

Yadia Colindres, from Honduras, has 
been living in Taiwan for 12 years and 
works in the Internet of Things sector. 
She tells me Masa is her “new favorite 
Latin American restaurant… it provides 
nice Mexican tacos at a fair price.” It’s 
true. You can load up on three tacos for 
around NT$300. “Even though their 
Da’an location is not big, they make up 
for it by using authentic masa to make 
the tortillas for their menu,” she says. 
“Usually, I get three to four tacos.” 

Belizean Tefarra Smith, a radiology 
resident at Far Eastern Memorial Hos-
pital who has been in Taiwan for two 
years, is even more impressed. “The tacos 
are amazing,” she says. “They remind 
me a lot of home and the price is reason-
able as well. Three tacos might sound like 
a small amount, but I usually leave very 
satisfied. The setup reminds me a lot of 
taco stands in Mexico and Belize where 
you stand and eat.”

Sabor Venezolano en Taiwan
No. 5, Lane 49, Shida Rd., Daan District, 
Taipei 
Tel: 0918 200 304

At first it was loneliness that got 
Karen Mujica into the restaurant busi-
ness. The Venezuelan mother moved here 

Sabor Venezolano’s home-cooked staple food, made from Venezuelan ingredients 
and retaining original flavor, has been a cure for homesickness for many Latin Ameri-
can residents in Taiwan. PHOTO: DINAH GARDNER

Founded by two Michelin chefs longing for simplicity and fun, Masa has quickly 
become many Taipei residents’ favorite taco restaurant.

PHOTO: MASA
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14 years ago with her Taiwanese hus-
band. Around 2017, she came up with 
the idea to sell traditional food from her 
country at international festivals as a way 
to get out of the house and meet people. 

“Every time I went to these events, 
I would sell out in just two or three 
hours; I saw that people really liked my 
food, so that gave me the idea to open 
my own restaurant,” she says. And she 
promptly did. In the second half of 2020, 
she started Sabor Venezolano (Spanish 
for Venezuelan flavor) in Shida Market, 
a student haunt near National Taiwan 
Normal University. 

Looking like a cross between a cafe 
and a slightly disorganized IKEA show-
room, Sabor Venezolano serves up home-
cooked authentic Venezuelan fare – with 
not a taco in sight. The two staples are 
arepas – cornmeal patties stuffed with 
meat, cheese, black beans, and fried plan-
tain doused in coriander sauce – and 
pabellón, plates of shredded meat with 
salted beans and rice. Service might be a 
little slow but that’s because it’s all pre-
pared and cooked seemingly entirely by 
Mujica herself, who emerges only at the 
end of an evening to enjoy a beer with 
her customers, many of whom she’s 
befriended. “I don’t feel lonely anymore,” 
she says.

She keeps the flavors authentic by 
importing everything from home – the 
flour, sauces, and seasonings (no mean 
feat in the age of COVID and a global 
supply chain crisis) – and whipping up 

everything fresh each day. She even makes 
her own cheese – salty, white, and bouncy 
chunks like non-squeaky halloumi, that 
pairs crushingly well with the creamy 
black beans in her vegetarian arepas. “I 
make homemade dishes, not commercial 
food, and that’s the big difference with 
my restaurant,” Mujica adds. 

Catalina Torres from Colombia is a 
fan. “It’s not ‘Taiwanized’ Latin food, 
but the real deal, with local ingredients 
brought from there,” she tells me. Torres, 
who has been in Taiwan for 11 years and 
works as a translator, says that she likes 
the food because it reminds her of home. 
She adds that the prices are affordable – 
NT$150 per arepa – and the atmosphere 
is friendly. 

“Whenever I go there, there are good 
vibes. It lifts my spirits when I feel home-
sick,” she says. “The pabellón arepa is the 
perfect combination; it has all that I like 
in one: the arepa, beans, plantain, fresh 
cheese, and beef. It tastes sweet and salty 
at the same time, but well combined.”

Polleria
No. 61-5 Guling St., Zhongzheng Dis-
trict, Taipei
Tel: 0979 511 540

For Peruvian Leon Rios Joels, it was 
the lack of any decent foreign dining 
options when he first arrived in Taipei as a 
tourist in 2004 that inspired him to open 
his own restaurant. After settling here in 
2010, it took him a few years of plan-

ning until he finally opened Polleria (liter-
ally chicken shop) in 2014 in a back alley 
near Guting. The simple menu, unchanged 
since the restaurant opened seven years 
ago, centers on marinated rotisserie 
chicken, a dish as basic and essential to 
Peruvians as ordering a pizza is to watch a 
game on TV in the U.S., he notes. 

Chicken was a no-brainer, Rios Joels 
says, as not only would Taiwanese be 
keen to try it, given they grow up eating 
their own version of roast chicken, but 
the dish is much loved back home. “In 
Latin America, we eat chicken like there’s 
no tomorrow; we almost grow feathers,” 
he chuckles. “Rotisserie chicken is found 
all over the world; what we marinate it in 
and how we pair it with rice and salad is 
what makes it Peruvian.” 

The giant rotisserie oven sits out-
side the entrance. Rios Joels imported the 
parts from Peru and assembled it him-
self, tweaking it to adapt to Taiwan’s cli-
mate and chicken breeds. Everything is 
prepared fresh, he assures me, and the 
herbs, including huacatay (black mint 
leaves) used in the marinade and the other 
sauces, are imported either directly from 
Peru or from a Peruvian supplier in Japan. 

With its plastic-topped tables, lami-
nated menus, and black-painted walls, 
Polleria is a cozy greasy spoon dishing up 
big plates of its famous chicken paired 
with fragrant long grain arroz verde 
(green rice) and French fries, freshly cut 
and peppery like British chips. For veg-
etarians, the chicken is swapped out for 

Polleria’s straightforward and delicious menu of Peruvian roast chicken served with green rice offers a sampling of authentic 
Andean flavors.

PHOTO: DINAH GARDNER PHOTO: LEON RIOS JOELS
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a basic salad drenched in a tangy sauce. 
It’s a nice match. My dining partner, who 
unlike me is a meat eater, tells me the 
chicken is salty and savory, deep into the 
flesh, unlike other roasted chickens where 
the flavor sits solely in the skin. 

For robotics engineer Andrés Gaona, 
from Ecuador, who has lived in Taiwan 
for five years, it’s also the chicken that 
draws him to Polleria. “The flavor is very 
unique as the chef uses traditional Peru-
vian seasoning, so you can really taste 
what a real Andean chicken tastes like.” 

Even the drinks options invoke memo-
ries of home. “There are other interesting 
items you can find there,” Gaona says. 
“First, Inca Cola, which is a Peruvian 
soda; it is very tasty from my point of 
view and reminds me of the times when 
I was a teenager because we would drink 
it after playing soccer. Second, chicha, 
which is a fermented drink based on 
corn, and a very traditional drink in the 
Andes.”

The King Taco
No. 231 Binlang Rd., Xindian District, 
New Taipei 
Tel: 0906 367 761

The clear winner in terms of authentic 
tacos is the king himself, Lucas Casares. 
The King Taco is stuck away in a back 
alley in Xindian, a Mexican flag marking 
the unassuming entrance . Casares 
acquired his culinary skills as a young 
boy. As punishment for being naughty, he 
was often sent to the kitchen to be with 
his mother, where he watched and helped 
to make the kinds of food he now sells to 
eager customers.

When he accompanied his Taiwanese 

wife back to Taiwan 12 years ago, he 
decided there was definitely a market to 
sell good, fresh tacos here. “The food 
here was terrible,” he says. 

In the early days, in the daytime he 
would provide clients with ingredients 
such as corn he ground into flour him-
self, while in the evening he would peddle 
his tacos from a stand outside bars, such 
as Crafted in Maji Square. A little over a 
year ago, he signed the lease on his cur-
rent premises, a narrow shopfront with 
a few tables and distinctly Mexican dec-
orations such as sequined sombreros, a 
framed painting of Our Lady of Gua-
dalupe, and a calavera – an ornamental 
clay skull, the kind you see in Day of the 

Dead celebrations. 
Tacos are served in threes, lined up on 

wooden cutting boards; optional extra 
fillings such as coriander, chili sauce, 
chicharrón (deep-fried pig skin pel-
lets), and lime for squeezing are added 
by the diner according to taste. There’s 
pastor (marinated pork from a spit roast), 
chicken, beef, carnitas and vegetarian 
options, plus his playfully named Taimex 
– a twist on the word Tex-Mex, part Tai-
wanese, part Mexican – a larger flour 
wheat taco stuffed with meat, beans, and 
cheese. My vegetarian Taimex also came 
with fat grains of rice and fried potatoes. 

Agustin Chavarria from Nicaragua 
and founder of Macho Raton, a pre-
mium beer importer, has been in Taiwan 
for seven years. He told me The King 
Taco was the real deal. “This food is 
greasy and there’s a lot of fat on it, but 
that’s the real authentic taco – not the 
clean little taco that you see in some 
other places,” he tel ls me. Casares 
“knows how to play with the sourness 
and how to cut the meat with the fat and 
pair it with the chilies.”

Irrepressibly optimistic, Casares has 
plans to expand his diner and open more 
branches around the capital. “I am always 
waiting for the right chance,” he says. 
“As long as I do this, things will go well.”

We wish him buena suerte!

Lucas Casares opened The King Taco to 
introduce Taipei residents to fresh Mexi-
can tacos.

PHOTO: SERGIO PALMA

Noteworthy Additions

Hola Caribbean Kitchen: Offers 
a good spread of Latin American 
and Caribbean dishes. The owner 
is Taiwanese, but the food is pretty 
authentic and good value for money. 
Nearest MRT, Yong’an Market.

Gaucho: Fine dining Argentinian 
steakhouse in Maji Square near 
Yuanshan MRT.

Teotihuacán: Gets good reviews 
and has lots of veggie options, but 
portions are a bit on the small side. 
Near Zhongxiao Dunhua MRT.

El Sabroso Mexican Food: This 
hole in the wall near Gongguan MRT 
serving Mexican favorites is always 
humming. 

PHOTO: DINAH GARDNER
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SIT-DOWN 
RESTAURANTS

Herban Kitchen was having a 
stellar 2021. With Taiwan a 
safe haven from pandemic-

induced turmoil, the Taipei vegetarian 
restaurant hit a three-year sales high 
in early May. Not only were regulars 
packing the restaurant, but veggie-loving 
guests from elsewhere in Taiwan also 
began eating at Herban during their visits 
to the capital. 

“We were on a roll,” says Marco 
Henry Lapka, Herban’s owner. “We could 
have had a record year if there hadn’t 
been a COVID outbreak.” 

Level 3 restrictions imposed to con-
tain the virulent pathogen when Taiwan’s 
vaccination rate was below 1% banned 

eat-in dining from mid-May until early 
August. The lack of on-site patrons clob-
bered restaurants like Herban, where 
guests enjoy the atmosphere as much as 
the food and drink. During the outbreak’s 
peak in the late spring, Herban’s business 
fell by 80%. To survive, Lapka had to cut 
all the restaurant’s part-time staff and two 
full-time staff. 

Craft beer and pizza restaurant Craft 
House experienced similar woes. On the 
cusp of the outbreak, business was brisk. 
“Then things just fell off a cliff,” says 
Duncan Smith, Craft House’s co-owner. 
“We managed to pivot to takeout and 
pick-up, but it was about survival at that 
point, not turning a profit.” 

After surviving the harrowing mid-2021 local COVID-19 outbreak, 
the capital’s foreign restaurateurs are cautiously optimistic about 
the coming year.

STORY AND PHOTOS BY MATTHEW FULCO

TAIPEI’S INTERNATIONAL 
RESTAURANTS BATTERED 
BUT UNBOWED BY PANDEMIC 

FUMO

sitdown res.indd   15 2022/1/3   12:15 AM



S I T- D O W N  R E S TA U R A N T S

16  TAIWAN BUSINESS TOPICS  •  JANUARY 2022

Craft House’s sales fell 70-80% during 
the outbreak. Smith says that the drop 
in alcohol sales hit the restaurant espe-
cially hard. “Many people come to Craft 
House to enjoy craft beer, wine, or cock-
tails. They are willing to pay for that. If 
you take away the atmosphere and ser-
vice, there is not a lot of value left for the 
customer in the drinks alone.” 

While Craft House did experiment 
with alcoholic beverages to-go, sales were 
limited. “In Taiwan, you can easily get a 
similar product from a 24-hour conve-
nience store,” Smith observes. 

Like many sit-down restaurants, Craft 
House reluctantly turned to app-based 
delivery services to help it survive the 
sharp downturn in sales. Smith says that 
Craft House had tried out Uber Eats in 
2020 but found that the fee was too high 
and that it was slowing down the restau-
rant’s dine-in business. Once that busi-
ness vanished in mid-May, there was no 
alternative. 

He acknowledges the convenience of 
app-based delivery services for customers. 
“From a customer point of view, it makes 
perfect sense. It’s easy; you can browse a 
wide variety of choices in the same plat-
form on your phone and pay with your 
credit card.” 

However, he says that many customers 
are unaware of the large cut the food 
delivery services take from each sale. For 
instance, the average fee a restaurant in 
Taiwan pays a delivery provider like food-
panda or Uber Eats is 30-40% of a sale. 

Dominik Tyliszczak, owner of local 
chain Maryjane pizza and an investor in 

Herban Kitchen, notes that the cut taken 
by food delivery services rose from an 
initial 25% to 33%, and then to 40% 
during the outbreak. 

He acknowledges that these services 
helped Maryjane when it could not offer 
patrons on-site dining but says that mar-
gins were too depressed for the business 
to be in the black. “A restaurant’s normal 
profit is 20% if things are going well. 
When all of your eat-in business is gone, 
where does the money come from?” 

He weighed various options to boost 
margins, including setting up a ghost 
kitchen – a kitchen-only establishment – 
to reduce rent costs. However, he calcu-
lated that even with a lower rent burden, 
it would not be financially viable due to 
delivery costs. 

Instead, Maryjane kept its four Taipei 
outlets, used delivery services as needed, 
and encouraged customers to pick up 
their food and drink in person whenever 
possible. To stimulate the pick-up busi-
ness, Maryjane gave away draught beer 
and soft drinks, and offered pick-up only 
discounts. 

As a pizza restaurant, Maryjane 
enjoys the advantage of having a core 
product that can be delivered relatively 
easily, even if best enjoyed in the restau-
rant, fresh out of the oven. Not all restau-
rants have that flexibility. 

For Fumo, an upmarket Italian res-
taurant in Taipei’s Tianmu neighbor-
hood that launched in April, the outbreak 
made it necessary to close down tempo-
rarily. “The atmosphere is very important 
to what we do. Takeout does not work 

well for us,” says co-owner and opera-
tions director Matteo Zennaro. After a 
strong start in April, Fumo closed from 
the end of May until mid-July. Fortu-
nately, the restaurant was able to nego-
tiate significant rent reductions in the 
summer: no rent in July, 50% of the 
normal cost in August, and 75% in Sep-
tember. In October, the monthly rent 
returned to normal. 

Silver linings 

The high-end American steakhouse 
Smith & Wollensky is one restaurant that 
has been resilient in the face of COVID-
related challenges, especially the lack of 
foreign visitors to Taiwan. According to 
Cale Jackson, the restaurant’s culinary 
director, Smith and Wollensky has been 
able to transition to an all-local clientele 
– even though pre-pandemic it attracted a 
fair number of international guests, both 
business and leisure travelers.

As a premium steakhouse specializing 

FUMO
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in dry-aged beef, Smith & Wollensky 
has been able to attract strong demand 
from big local spenders who would ordi-
narily vacation overseas. The menu’s 
“classic dry-aged cuts” range in price 
from NT$3,280 to NT$4,280 (US$118 
to US$154). 

It is not just the price but the exclu-
sivity and quality of the beef that attract 
high-end customers , Jackson says . 
“Smith and Wollensky has its own ranch 
in eastern Washington from which we 
source all of our beef. No other steak-
house has our beef.” 

By the spring of 2021, Smith and 
Wollensky was on track for a record 
year. When the outbreak hit, the restau-
rant decided to shift gears and focus on 
takeout business, even though the man-
agement understood that it would not be 
profitable. 

“We had to do what we could,” 
Jackson said. “We let the staff take their 
paid leave, and then their unpaid leave. 
We said to our customers, ‘You can have 

the Smith and Wollensky dining experi-
ence at your own dining table.’”

When Taipei City lifted restrictions 
on indoor dining in August, “business 
came back with a vengeance,” Jackson 
says. Such was the demand for a table 
at Smith and Wollensky that the restau-
rant’s online reservations system nearly 
crashed. 

Heading into 2022, “we’re opti-
mistic,” Jackson says. With January and 
February fully booked, “if you want a 
table during prime-time dining hours, you 
need to be looking at March.” 

Other international restaurants have 
recovered significantly since the mid-year 
nadir, but say they would benefit from a 
restoration of international travel. Pre-
pandemic, Herban Kitchen and Craft 
House were both destinations for interna-
tional visitors to Taipei, their owners say. 
At Herban, international tourists used to 
account for 10-20% of business. 

Before COVID-19 struck, “we had 
loads and loads of tourists, especially 
Japanese and Koreans,” says Craft 
House’s Smith. “We would welcome 
tourists again.” 

For Fumo, Taiwan’s closed border 
presents a particular challenge. The 
Tianmu neighborhood is historically 
home to the most foreign families in 
Taipei. However, the pandemic has 
severely disrupted the normal rotational 
assignments in multinational companies 
that bring foreign business executives 
to Taiwan for several years at a time. 
Without this market to serve, Fumo faces 
more constraints on its business. 

“The local market is very strong and 
our regular guests have been helping 
introduce new customers to us,” says 
Fumo’s Zennaro. Yet, it is not enough for 
the young business to thrive. “We are sur-
viving, just breaking even.”

Elsewhere, business is good, but it 
is difficult to find staff. Both Herban 
and Craft House say they are under-
staffed. Herban’s Lapka reckons Tai-
wanese remain wary of COVID-19 and 
may be concerned that they are more 
likely to be infected working in a restau-
rant than elsewhere. He expects that if 
Taiwan keeps the virus corralled, even-
tually such concerns will ease, especially 
with the island’s vaccination rate at 65% 
and climbing steadily. 

Containing the virus is paramount 
for customers to have the confidence to 
eat in. Otherwise, they will default to 
delivery and restaurant margins will con-
tinue suffering, Maryjane’s Tyliszczak 
says. “For us, the ideal ratio is 70% 
eat-in and 30% delivery, and right now 
we’re at 65% delivery.” 

To generate more interest for eat-in 
dining, he has added cocktails to the 
menu at Maryjane Pizza Bar in Taipei’s 
Da’an District and introduced regular DJ 
nights. “It has to be an experience; it has 
to be an event,” he says. 

Meanwhile, Craft House’s Smith urges 
Taiwan to ease restrictions on foreign 
arrivals after the Lunar New Year period, 
when the two-dose vaccination rate is 
projected to reach 80%.  

“Opening up is what we need and 
what we planned on,” he says. FUMO

HERBAN
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3 GIANTS 
BEER

For many people, owning a brewery 
or brewpub is undoubtedly on 
their list of dream jobs. In Taiwan, 

making and selling beer is not an easy 
business, yet three enterprising Taichung-
based expatriates have made it happen. 
The project, which was years in the 
making, surprisingly also paved the way 
for a robotics company. 

For South Af r i can Casper Wi l -
lemse, the idea to start such a company 
came to him during a cruise he and his 
brother Adriaan took with their par-
ents in 2013 along the Pacific coast of 
Canada and Alaska. At each stop, they 
visited craft breweries, a new experience 

for the siblings. 
“It was quite a revelation if you’ve 

been drinking just regular piss your whole 
life, and then to find out you can do so 
much better with beer,” says Casper. One 
night, while drinking with a Dutch man 
in his 70s, Casper told him, “You know 
what, I’m going to go back and start a 
brewery in Taiwan.” His brother was 
soon on board and once the pair returned 
to Taiwan, they were joined by a third, 
Kevin Brennan from Ireland. From there, 
3 Giants Brewing Co. was born. 

Casper explains that the moniker they 
chose for the brewery refers to the large 
stature of the three co-founders. He notes 

An epiphany while abroad, a drive to make a legitimate, high-quality 
product, and the ingenuity of a friend led to the creation and ultimate 
success of one of Taichung’s most distinctive foreign-owned 
businesses.

BY COURTNEY DONOVAN SMITH

BUILDING A BREWERY FROM 
THE GROUND UP

Brothers Casper and Adriaan 
Willemse (left and middle) 
and their colleague Kevin 
B re n n a n ( r i g h t )  a re t h e 
founders of 3 Giants Brewery 
in Taichung.
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The pneumatic bottling system Shaun Armstrong built for 3 Giants is purely 
mechanical and involves no electrical, microcontroller, or programmable 
logic controller. PHOTOS: CASPER WILLEMSE 

that in their previous jobs as English teachers, 
they had a lot of time on their hands, and so 
saved up their money and began buying the 
necessary equipment to start the brewery. 
For the first two years it was a small rooftop 
operation as they experimented and learned 
the trade. Finally, they were ready to make 
their dream a reality.

Turns out it was easier dreamed than 
done. The food and beverage industry, they 
found out, involves a lot of oversight. Finding 
a premises that had the right license was a 
major problem. Casper notes that this is why 
there are no breweries in downtown Taic-
hung – the zoning laws don’t permit it. He 
says that for the same reason, beer brewers 
in Taipei have been unable to set up Western-
style on-site breweries. 

The process of getting established was 
frustrating. They found that many landlords 
would have been happy to rent to them but 
were told by the land office that the locations 
were designated as farmland or for other 
uses. Eventually they were able to download 
a government-issued app with a zoning map 
and drove all around Taichung’s outskirts 
scouting for a suitable home. It took about a 
year to find their location in Fengyuan Dis-
trict, on the fringes of what used to be down-
town Fengyuan City before it was merged 
into greater Taichung. 

The headaches, frustrations, and cap-
ital outlays didn’t end there. In order to get a 
license to produce the beer, they had to pro-
cure the necessary equipment from over-
seas and hire a government consultant to 
advise them on the proper setup – even dic-
tating which doors could be used for what 
purposes. After about six months of work, 
the government performed a comprehen-
sive inspection, which Casper says took “for-
ever” and is “probably why we don’t have 
too many competitors in this business.” Nev-
ertheless, their application for a license was 
approved and although such inspections con-
tinue to be performed annually, they now 
proceed smoothly. 

Initially, the location they chose served 
only as a factory. However, they later realized 
they needed an area for people to taste the 
beer, which Casper notes is very important 
for securing clients, as well as for diversifying 
their business. Their venue grew over time to 
become a pub-restaurant that now hosts live 

When You Drink, Don’t Drive
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bands and events. Today, the brewpub 
side is attractively done up in dark wood 
tones, wooden tables, and a large viewing 
window that allows guests to see where 
the beer is made. 

The menu at 3 Giants is beer-friendly, 
featuring hearty meat and fried-food plat-
ters, nachos, and pizzas at prices that 
Taipei-dwellers would envy. They cur-
rently have 10 different beers on offer, 
ranging in alcohol content from the 4.6% 
Lager and Lager Radler to their 6.1% 
Chops IPA. In terms of bitterness, the 
beers range from an IBU rating of 5 to a 
high of 70 for their Red X IPA. The beers 
are available to restaurants and pubs all 
over Taiwan in both bottles and kegs. 
The company also sells non-alcoholic 
kombucha. 

The long time it took to get set up did 
provide one benefit: foreigners working 
on a brewery in Fengyuan aroused curi-
osity among the local population, and 
they opened to considerable fanfare and a 
decent customer base. They began joining 
music festivals to spread brand aware-
ness, promoted themselves on Facebook, 
and were featured in a TV program as 
well as some newspapers. As more people 
became aware of the brand, the number 
of inquiries increased. However, when the 
pandemic hit, says Casper, “everything 
came to a grinding halt, and we had to 
start all over again.”

The factory production line was origi-
nally a simple affair, with each individual 

bottle needing to be capped manually. 
“It was terrible,” Casper recalls, but says 
their current setup is “awesome,” thanks 
to a remarkable stroke of good luck and 
hardworking ingenuity in the form of UK 
native Shaun Armstrong. 3 Giants clearly 
needed to scale up, but the machinery 
to do so was extremely expensive and 
needed to be imported from America. 

Shaun, a musician who plays in the 
bands Ever So Friendlies and Shape-
master, was studying mechanical engi-
neering in an online distance-learning 
course at Teesside University and at the 
time happened to be on the topic of pneu-
matics. One day, in the lunchroom at the 
school where they both taught, he noticed 
Adriaan checking out pneumatic bot-
tling machines online. Near the end of his 
studies, Shaun was trying to figure out 
what to do for his final project. He joked 
that he could build such a machine for 
the brewery, and although the two at first 
laughed off the idea, the more they dis-
cussed the project, the more of a reality it 
became for them. 

Originally expected to take three or 
four months, the project took about a 
year to complete. After the planning pro-
cess, Shaun created a 3D mockup, hired 
a metalworker, and bought the pneu-
matic equipment. The assembly line 
functions using pneumatic cascade cir-
cuits, in which each action upon com-
pletion triggers another action via pneu-
matic limit switches. At the touch of a 

button, the machine handles everything 
from washing and sanitizing the bottles 
to filling and capping them. 

Shaun challenged himself to make the 
contraption purely mechanical, with no 
electrical, microcontroller, or program-
mable logic controller involved. This 
approach has several advantages. One 
is that with beer around, electronics can 
pose safety risks. Also, with electronics 
more can go wrong, and a specialist is 
usually needed to come in and fix issues. 
Shaun received a high grade for his 
project, and for less than US$10,000, 3 
Giants got a machine they estimate would 
have normally cost US$30,000-60,000. 

The success of his pneumatic assembly 
line led Shaun to explore it as a busi-
ness idea. It even attracted some atten-
tion from overseas buyers. However, the 
costs of shipping and regulatory stan-
dards made the entire project prohibi-
tively expensive. Still, the experience has 
given him the entrepreneurial bug. He has 
opened a school that teaches young stu-
dents robotics and is developing a curric-
ulum for schools around Taiwan based on 
kits he sells under the brand name roBox. 

— Courtney Donovan Smith ( ) 
is co-publisher of Compass Magazine, 
co-founder of the Taiwan Report plat-
form, a regular contributing columnist 

for Taiwan News, the central Taiwan cor-
respondent for ICRT Radio News, and 

former chair of AmCham Taichung.

Do Not Serve Alcohol to Minors

PHOTOS: SHAUN ARMSTONG
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HAND-SHAKEN 
BEVERAGES

Taiwan tea – above all, high moun-
tain tea, known as the champagne 
of oolongs – is renowned for its 

high quality and outstanding taste. The 
island’s subtropical climate and scores 
of mountains immersed in clouds, year-
round mist, and diffused sunlight give its 
tea plants optimal exposure for photosyn-
thesis that creates a thick aroma, sweet 
flavor, and smooth texture. 

Indeed, the Taiwan tea industry 
has remained lucrative since the Qing 
dynasty, with the exception of a few peri-
odic drawbacks. But while connoisseurs 
might prefer to discuss gongfu tea cere-
monies or the more recent eco-friendly 
teas, modern-day Taiwan is known glob-
ally for its less glamorous but equally 
ser ious hand-shaken tea beverages 
industry. 

Hand-shaken tea can be traced back 
to Taichung during the Japanese occupa-
tion of Taiwan, but it was not until the 
introduction of bubble tea in the 1980s 
that its popularity really began to grow. 
Since then, the island’s tea industry has 
rapidly transformed to include an array 
of creations sold by streetside stalls that 
have become as ubiquitous as its many 
convenience stores. 

Drink-store sales in Taiwan have 
increased by more than 80% over the 
last decade and exceeded NT$58 billion 
(US$2.09 billion) in 2020, according to 
the Ministry of Economic Affairs. A stag-

The lucrative industry of hand-shaken tea beverages has received 
attention from the Taiwan government, human rights groups, and 
the island’s many entrepreneurs. But with the growing politicization 
of the businesses that make these drinks, a “good cup of tea” has 
taken on a new meaning. 

BY JULIA BERGSTRÖM

THE GREAT SHAKE-OFF: 
SURVIVING AND THRIVING IN 
TAIWAN’S TEA DRINK MARKET

Community group Snowball developed a ranking system for tea drink 
shops in Taiwan based on ethical-consumption metrics.

IMAGE: SNOWBALL
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gering 1.02 billion hand-shaken drinks 
are sold every year in Taiwan, working 
out to around 44 cups per person per 
year. Assuming that each cup contains on 
average 30 grams of sugar, this also adds 
up to about 30,000 metric tons of sugar 
consumed annually in Taiwan through 
hand-shaken beverages alone.

In an almost profound reflection of 
the coexistence of old and new in the 
industry, two major tea-related events 
took place in November: release of the 
Netflix Original series Gold Leaf – a 
period drama about Taiwan’s tea industry 
in 1949 – and the announcement by Tai-
wan’s Tea Research and Extension Sta-
tion that it will establish a beverage 
center to develop new methods for cre-
ating tea-based mixed drinks. 

The beverage center wil l employ 
between five and seven people to collab-

orate with private companies to develop 
new drinks using local crops, as well as 
research tea-blending techniques and the 
best ratios for such pairings as tea with 
alcohol or fruit juice. Station Chief Su 
Tsung-cheng told the media that anything 
that can be used in a drink would be con-
sidered for mixing. His comment perhaps 
captured the reason for the popularity of 
these beverages – the prospect of endless 
possibilities.

Standing out 

A walk down just about any street 
in a Taiwanese city downtown makes 
it blatantly obvious that competition 
in the hand-shaken beverages market is 
fierce. As brands that fail to reach a size-
able scale within the first three years are 
unlikely to survive, reputation and dis-

tinction are vital aspects of succeeding in 
this business. Whether through creative 
pairings, unusual interior design, clever 
names, or outstanding quality, brands do 
everything in their power to differentiate 
themselves.

Taipei-based community group Snow-
ball has added another opportunity for 
tea shops to stand out. The group created 
a politics and human rights-based index 
of tea shops in Taiwan after recent chal-
lenges to democracy in the Asia-Pacific 
prompted co-founder Colin Hodge and 
his team to ask themselves what actions 
they could take to influence business 
practices. 

“We want to start shifting people’s 
mentality from ‘I’ll just buy whatever 
is cheapest, or whatever’s most readily 
available,’ to thinking a little more about 
where they’re spending their money,” 
says Hodge. “Digging into the idea of 
conscious consumption, we thought 
we could actually have an impact on a 
market the size of Taiwan.”

Considering the ubiquity of tea drinks 
in Taiwan, the group decided it would be 
the best place to start before expanding 
its rankings to include e-commerce and 
fashion.

In Snowball’s “Drink or Not” ranking 
system, each shop starts with 10 points, 
and additional points are either added 
or subtracted based on a number of vari-
ables. Major franchising in China loses 
a brand two points, while support for 
Hong Kong protesters earns it a point. 
Hodge stresses that the group is not 
urging a complete decoupling with China 
but rather encouraging people to “spend 
less money that goes toward supporting 
the CCP [Chinese Communist Party] and 
their policies.”

This type of political awareness in 
consumption and business manage-
ment related to cross-Strait relations has 
been escalated by pro-democracy groups 
in Taiwan and the Beijing government, 
Hodge notes. He predicts that business 
leaders will find it increasingly difficult to 
remain on the fence as tensions rise. 

“A lot of the CCP’s actions are basi-
cally playing into the hands of Taiwan 
and helping to prove a point,” he says. 
“If you have business in China, you 
do need to take a stance because if you 
don’t, they’re going to be heavy-handed 
and force you to take their stance by the 

Regent Taipei’s sparkling oolong tea uses tea leaves from Beipu that have been bitten 
by small green leafhoppers, a process that brings out a honey fragrance. Adding fine 
and long bubbles creates a champagne-like silky taste.

PHOTO: REGENT TAIPEI
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Ching Yuan Taro Balls ( ) is 
one of the franchises managing to both 
distinguish its brand and pass the Snow-
ball test. The chain was opened in 2018 
by engineer turned entrepreneur Eason 
Liu, who decided to combine two high-
demand segments – drinks and desserts 
– in one shop. Thus, the chain serves 
not only hand-shaken beverages but 
also classic desserts with ingredients like 
taro balls, grass jelly, tapioca, and mung 
beans. With a score of 13, Ching Yuan 
also tops Snowball’s drink shop index. 

But Ching Yuan is not all about tra-
dition – its menu boasts several imagi-
native creations, like the taro smoothie 
with purple sweet potato bubble. This 
drink has a colorful exterior and flavor, 
a natural sweetness, and a smooth, thick 
texture. Although it contains no tea 
whatsoever, it is a fun alternative for 
those seeking new experiences for their 
tastebuds.

Another winner in the Snowball 
drink index, Truedan ( ), takes an 
approach similar to Ching Yuan’s. Its for-
mula for success seems effective, as the 
brand has grown from a night-market 
stand a decade ago to boasting over 100 
shops in 12 countries today. 

Although Truedan’s specialty is its 
brown sugar series, its menu also fea-
tures sections such as Tea Spectrum in 
the World, Old-Fashioned 80’s Classic 
Drinks, and Novel Tea Ceremony. Cus-
tomers can choose from timeless toppings 
such as taro balls, pudding, grass jelly, 
winter melon, condensed milk, honey, 
lemon, passionfruit, coconut jelly, and 
others.  

Truedan’s mixed tea drinks have a 
rather mild tea flavor, emphasizing the 
accompanying ingredients instead. Its 
brown sugar douhua black tea features 
the shop’s signature 0.85-centimeter soft 
bubbles mixed with light-bodied tea and 
silky-smooth tofu, rendering it more akin 
to a dessert than a drink. Zestier options, 
such as the passionfruit green tea with 
coconut jelly and honey chrysanthemum 
tea, are likely better enjoyed with no 
added sugar, as even a one-third amount 
of sugar overpowers the refreshing and 
fruity flavors.  

The sine qua non of a proper Truedan 

experience, part of its signature Crafts-
man’s Brown Sugar Series, is the brown 
sugar bubble with milk and cream. A 
fair bit of warning: this combination 
of soft and clean tea flavors, light milk 
powder, sweet tapioca bubbles boiled 
in brown sugar, and a salty milk cap is 
strictly for those with stable insulin levels. 
A medium-sized cup will land you at a 
whopping 575 calories (around a quarter 
of the daily recommended intake) and up 
to 50 grams of sugar. Nevertheless, the 
slightly salty milk cap perfectly balances 
the heavy brown sugar aroma and is the 
first thing consumers will taste as they 
chug their way to a sugar high that soon 
fades into lethargy. 

Tea refinement

While some opt for nostalgia, others 
take a more modern and sophisticated 
approach. Although not a traditional tea 
vendor, one Taipei hotel has produced the 
epitome of refined modern tea drinks and 

Ching Yuan Taro Ball’s imaginative taro 
smoothie with purple sweet potato bub-
ble is sweet but not overly rich.

PHOTOS: JULIA BERGSTRÖM
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epitome of refined modern tea drinks and 
thus deserves an honorable mention. By 
what seems to be a stroke of luck, Regent 
Taipei recently decided to combine two 
of this writer’s favorites – oolong and 
carbonation – in its Sparkling Oriental 
Beauty Oolong Tea. 

Made from Beipu oolong, Regent’s 
sparkling tea is dark gold with a light 
coating of bubbles foaming at the top, 
and one could easily mistake it for beer 
at first glance. The drink is quite heavily 
carbonated, but this does not stop the 
distinctive fragrant oolong aroma from 
traveling through the bubbles. Although 
the drink contains no additives or sugar, 
it is naturally sweet and highly refreshing 
and could be used as an alcohol-free 
alternative to champagne. This sparkling 
tea is best enjoyed chilled or mixed with 
whisky for an upscale oolong highball. 

SOMA Tea & Mocktail (SOMA
) is another shop offering tea with 

a healthy serving of sophistication. With 

only three branches in Taipei and one in 
Los Angeles, SOMA is an award-winning 
boutique brand in the hand-shaken bev-
erages category and thus too small to be 
included in the Snowball index so far. 

Although modest in size, SOMA has 
its own in-house R&D team for whom 
no detail is too small – including the 
weight of its ice cubes. The company col-
laborates with small-scale local farmers 
and proudly proclaims that it follows 
the cookery spirit of cordon bleu (of the 
highest quality). The price tag is also 
steep – a cup of SOMA tea costs NT$45-
130. Before the 2021 price hikes in 
Taiwan, the same amount of money could 
buy a decent lunch.

In adherence to its refined image, 
SOMA’s tea mixes are clean and straight-
forward, producing mild and refreshing 
flavors. An excellent example of how 
SOMA transforms well-known flavors 
into unique beverages is its Nespresso 
Italian yuanyang tea. The drink bears a 

strong semblance to the better-known 
Hong Kong yuenyeung (also known as 
cofftea), only with milder flavors. 

SOMA’s yuanyang balances smooth 
milk tea with a mild but distinct coffee 
flavor, down to the nut-like aroma and 
light milky-foam coating similar to a 
freshly made espresso. The Chinese char-
acters in the name of this drink are the 
same as those used for mandarin ducks 
( ), a symbol of matrimonial love in 
Chinese culture as they are believed to 
be lifelong partners. They often seem to 
be an odd-looking match, however, and 
the same connotation of a strange but 
successful pairing applies to this mixed 
coffee-and-milk-tea beverage. 

The pairing of political consciousness 
and sugary drinks might also seem odd at 
first, but since living in Taiwan is nearly 
synonymous with having the occasional 
boba, it is worth thinking twice about 
whom we choose to support with these 
often impulse purchases. After all, if we 
cannot keep a clean conscience regarding 
our sugar intake and use of plastics, we 
could at least select our next cup with 
consideration for our fellow humans.

The Tea Drink Industry’s Politicization

From the Boston Tea Party to the competitive interdependence of China 
and India, throughout history tea has repeatedly played a role in global pol-
itics. The latest example is the “milk tea alliance,” which gained popularity 
during the Hong Kong anti-extradition protests of 2019-2020. Originally a 
Twitter meme, the term came to describe an online democracy and human 
rights movement composed mainly of netizens from Thailand, Hong Kong, 
Taiwan, and Myanmar. 

The shops selling milk tea were not immune from politics either. Fol-
lowing pressure from Beijing, several Taiwanese tea shops with business 
in Hong Kong decided to abandon their previously pro-Hong Kong or neu-
tral stance and openly support the pro-Beijing government. One of them 
was CoCo Fresh Tea & Juice, which faced backlash by Chinese netizens 
on social media platform Weibo after one of its franchises in Hong Kong 
printed “let’s go Hong Kongers” on a receipt during the second round of 
protests in June 2020.

In response to the controversy, the company quickly backtracked and 
posted on Weibo that “CoCo firmly follows and supports relevant state law 
and policy, including the fact that the Hong Kong region is an inalienable 
part of the People’s Republic of China.” 

Following this development, Hong Kong’s democracy movement built 
a system of color coding of retailers in Hong Kong based on whether they 
supported or opposed the protesters. Those who sympathized with the 
movement frequented “yellow shops” that supported the protesters and 
boycotted “blue shops” backing the Hong Kong police force. The system, 
also known as the yellow economic circle, was a model that Taipei-based 
community group Snowball used when compiling a list rating Taiwan tea 
shops based on ethical-consumption metrics last year. 

— By Julia Bergström

SOMA’s Nespresso Italian yuanyang 
tea combines the distinct yet compat-
ible flavors of coffee and milk tea in one 
unique drink.

PHOTO: JULIA BERGSTRÖM
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Taiwanese have been enjoying 
refreshing dessert-like snacks 
since long before refrigerators 

became commonplace. One such deli-
cacy, fashioned from the fig-like fruit 
of Ficus pumila var. awkeotsang , is 
known to locals as aiyu dong ( ), 
and to English speakers as aiyu jelly. It 
is regarded as a must-try because it is 
seldom seen outside Taiwan and a few 
places in Southeast Asia.

Another treat, made from the stalks 
and leaves of Platostoma palustre and 
called xiancao dong ( ) by Man-
darin speakers, is often inaccurately and 
unappetizingly translated as “grass jelly,” 
even though the plant (also known as 

Chinese mesona) is nothing like a grass. It 
is in fact related to basil, mint, and sage.

Along with shaved ice (cuo bing 
, literally “chiseled ice,” or bao bing 

, “planed ice”), aiyu jelly and what 
we prefer to call mesona jelly constitute 
Taiwan’s trinity of traditional summer 
sweets. Supermarket and convenience 
stores throughout the island stock ice 
cream, yet per capita spending on frozen 
dairy desserts is less than a quarter of 
what it is in the U.S. Thanks to a high 
rate of lactose intolerance among Tai-
wanese and some creative reinvention, the 
treats featured in this article seem to be 
holding their own in the ongoing battle 
for popularity among sweet dishes. 

Aiyu and mesona jellies and shaved ice, snacks ubiquitous at night 
markets and storefronts across Taiwan, have been popular with 
Taiwanese palates for over a century. The enduring popularity of 
these treats is closely tied to the island’s unique history.

BY STEVEN CROOK AND KATY HUI-WEN HUNG

A TRIFECTA OF TRADITIONAL 
TAIWANESE SWEETS

PHOTOS: KATY HUI-WEN HUNG
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Aiyu jelly

Ficus pumila var. awkeotsang is a 
creeping vine that thrives in woodlands 
between 1,200 and 1,900 meters above 
sea level. In March, the vines produce 
huge numbers of small flowers. Fruit, 
some as big as a fist, begin to appear in 
May. In June, following pollination, the 
fruits form the tiny seeds from which the 
jelly is made. 

The fruit has several different names 
in the Austronesian languages spoken by 
Taiwan’s indigenous tribes. The Bunun 
call it tabakai. Among the Rukai, its 
name is twkunuy. The Truku know it 
as runug, while the Saisiyat call it rapit. 
Among the Tsou people l iving near 
Alishan – for whom harvesting wild aiyu 
has been a significant source of income 

since the 1895-1945 period of Japanese 
colonial rule – it is skikiya. 

According to Lien Heng’s General His-
tory of Taiwan, the first person to recog-
nize the culinary and commercial poten-
tial of aiyu dong was a Fujianese trader. 
During the first few years of the reign of 
the Emperor Daoguang (1820–1850), this 
nameless individual was traveling through 
what is now Chiayi County’s Dapu Town-
ship, searching for produce he could sell 
at a premium in his native province when 
he noticed clumps of jelly in a creek sur-
rounded by aiyu vines.  

The trader is said to have taken some 
fruit back to his lodgings, where he made 
jelly from the seeds. He found the taste to 
be delicious, especially when a little sugar 
was added. Legend has it that he named 
the treat after his daughter, Ai-yu.

By the time of the Japanese takeover, 
aiyu seeds harvested on the island were 
regularly shipped to buyers in Fujian and 
Guangdong. However, not until 1904 
was Ficus pumila var. awkeotsang rec-
ognized by pioneering Japanese botanist 
Tomitaro Makino as a distinct plant. 

Since World War II, much of the aiyu 
consumed in Taiwan has been harvested 
from land managed by the Council of 
Agriculture’s Forestry Bureau. Entrepre-
neurs bid for the right to collect the fruit, 
then hire indigenous villagers to gather it, 
usually around October. Like picking tea, 
the work is monotonous and tiring, but 
those with experience are paid well.

In the late 1980s, government policies 
boosted aiyu yields and the popularity 
of aiyu jelly. Indigenous farmers were 
encouraged to switch from betel nut to 
high-pectin, fast-growing strains of aiyu, 
which they cultivated on concrete posts 
or companion-planted with mango trees. 
Because wild aiyu tends to grow high 
up in woodland canopies, growing vines 
closer to the ground makes harvesting 
safer and easier. In 1989, when the Min-
istry of Economic Affairs launched its 
One Town One Product (OTOP) project 
to promote local produce, aiyu was 
chosen to represent Alishan Township. 

Despite an association with aiyu that 
goes back to the period of Japanese rule, if 
not earlier, Tsou elders say they did not use 
the seeds to make jelly until they learned 
the skill from their Han compatriots. In 
the distant past, aiyu had a very different 
significance for the tribe. Knowing that the 
fruit attracts Pallas’s squirrels (sometimes 
called red-bellied tree squirrels) – which in 
the Tsou’s traditional religion is the pre-
ferred offering to the millet goddess – 
tribesmen planned hunting expeditions to 
coincide with aiyu season. 

Aiyu is cultivated in hard-to-reach 
locations. However, visitors passing 
through places like Lijia ( ) near 
Alishan and Meilan ( ) in Kaohsiung’s 
Taoyuan Township during harvest season 
have a good chance of seeing villagers 
turning hundreds of the fruit inside out 
to extract the seeds. Air-drying the tiny 
brown seeds takes up to 10 days; over-
drying diminishes the pectin content.

To make aiyu dong, the seeds should 
be placed in a cotton or nylon jelly-
strainer bag, thoroughly soaked, then 
left to stand in cold water for five min-

Workers peel the skin off the Ficus pumila var. awkeotsang to begin making aiyu jelly. 
It is a meticulous process that includes air-drying the tiny seeds of the plant for up to 
10 days.

PHOTO: STEVEN CROOK
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utes. The ratio of seeds (measured in 
grams) to water (in cubic centimeters) 
should be 1:50 or 1:60. The water must 
not be tainted by oil, and if water puri-
fied by reverse osmosis is used, the aiyu 
will not jellify.

The jelly-strainer bag is then rubbed 
and squeezed so the seeds release the 
pectin. At room temperature, it takes 
around half an hour to solidify. If not 
eaten immediately, the jelly can be refrig-
erated. 

Roadside and night-market aiyu jelly 
vendors typically serve the dish iced with 
a dash of lime or lemon juice and a little 
honey. In Wulai and some other indige-
nous communities, aiyu jelly is occasion-
ally served with a brown sugar syrup and 
maqaw (Litsea cubeba). The lemony tang 
of maqaw, sometimes called “mountain 
peppercorn,” goes well with aiyu. Some 
people like to mix it with tea or even beer 
– but these beverages might mask the 
delightfully subtle taste of the aiyu. 

Aiyu seeds can be found in some super-
markets, ordered through websites such 
as shopee.tw, or purchased direct from 
specialist farmers such as Yangui Aiyu 
Orchard ( , www.yangui.
com.tw) in Alishan’s Tefuye Village. 

Mesona jelly

The color of mesona jelly beguiles: a 
glistening black, with hints of brown and 
dark green – and that’s before the addi-
tion of adzuki beans, mung beans, peanut 
powder, or chunks of sweet potato.

When consumed in jelly or liquid 
form, mesona is claimed to be an effective 
treatment for fevers and sore throats, and 
to be rich in antioxidants, fiber, calcium, 
and phosphorus. On its own it is not fat-
tening, but the toppings might bust your 
daily calorie budget.

Just like aiyu, mesona jelly – which is 
well known in the southern half of China 
as well as in Taiwan – owes some of its 
current popularity to the OTOP program. 
Guanxi in Hsinchu County, renowned 
for the quality of its Platostoma palustre 
since the Japanese colonial period, was 
enrolled in the scheme, and local busi-
nesses continue to make the most of this 
connection, selling everything from bowls 
of chilled jelly with sweet toppings to 
“grass jelly cappuccinos.” 

An instant mesona-jelly powder, devel-

oped by National Taiwan University’s 
Experimental Farm in conjunction with 
the university’s Department of Horticul-
ture and Landscape Architecture, is sold 
by the Guanxi Farmers Association. It 
can be used to make jelly, tea, or savory 
dishes such as pork ribs or a medicinal 
chicken stew called yaoshan xiancao ji 
( ).

Guanxi i s not the only p lace in 
Taiwan associated with Chinese mesona, 
however. For much of the 19th century, a 
neighborhood called Xiancaopu ( ), 
which is near Tainan’s Guanziling Hot 
Springs ( ), was renowned for 
its xiancao (and also its lime quarrying).

Unlike aiyu, mesona added to water 
needs to be both heated and mixed with 
a starch to jellify. In Taiwan, the thick-

ener is usually tapioca or potato starch. 
Shops in Guanxi that advertise “old-time 
flavor” ( ) may instead use wheat 
starch, as well as sugar and sodium car-
bonate (which influences viscosity).

Warm mesona ( ), enjoyed as 
a liquid rather than a jelly, has gained a 
following since it first appeared in Yuli in 
Hualien County about three decades ago. 
This wintertime favorite often comes with 
aiyu jelly, glutinous rice balls (tangyuan, 

), whole peanuts, taro balls, and 
other sweet morsels.

Shaved ice

The history of shaved ice in Taiwan 
is inseparable from the island’s coloni-
zation and industrialization experiences. 

Platostoma palustre, commonly known as Chinese mesona, is most famously culti-
vated in Guanxi, Hsinchu County, and said to have many health benefits.

PHOTOS: KATY HUI-WEN HUNG
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This foodway arrived from Japan – where 
shaved ice desserts, known as kakigori, 
have been enjoyed for almost 1,000 years 
– during colonial rule. It then spread 
from the elite to the masses after World 
War II as ingredients and appliances 
became more affordable.

At Taipei’s tourist-oriented shaved-ice 
parlors, mango ice ( ) is nowadays 
the most popular iteration, and at cer-
tain shops customers can ask for lychees 
or chunks of dragon fruit to be thrown 
on top. But for most of the 100-plus 
years that icy sweets have been enjoyed in 
Taiwan, fresh fruits were seldom used.

The island’s first ice-making plant may 
have been the one set up in 1896 in Dad-
aocheng in Taipei by tea merchant Lee 
Chun-sheng ( ) and his British busi-
ness partners. In the 1910s, the Taiwan 
Daily News (the era’s leading newspaper) 
reported on the neighborhood’s thriving 
ice-dessert scene. 

In the early days, shaved ice was often 
served “clear” ( ), flavored with 
nothing more than syrup. Adding a few 
drops of banana extract to a plate of 
shaved ice created a dish that Japanese 
expatriates adored for its “quintessen-
tially Taiwanese flavor.” At that time, and 

until well into the 1960s, Taiwan was the 
number-one supplier of bananas to Japan.

Four Fruit Ice (si guo bing, ) 
was another favorite among Japanese vis-
itors or residents in Taiwan because it 
featured fruits seldom available in Japan 
itself. This dish consists of ice shavings 
and a combination of candied fruits – 
typically plums, dried carambola, dried 
mango, and shredded papaya. 

Other old-school shaved-ice toppings 
include adzuki beans, aiyu jelly, mesona 
jelly, and silver-needle rice noodles (

, known to Hoklo speakers as bí-thai-
bák).

In the 1950s, when American farm 
produce began to be imported, sweet-
ened condensed milk and canned sweet 
corn joined the list of common ingredi-
ents. The former appears in more than 
half of the 38 different combinations 
that customers can order at Kaohsiung 
Popo Shaved Ice ( ), one of the 
South’s best-known cuo bing shops. The 
menu there makes no mention of sweet 
corn, but it does list durian, mango (both 
fresh and pickled), mulberry, plum, pud-
ding, and egg yolk. 

A poster at Kaohsiung Popo states 
how many calories, and how many grams 

of fat and protein, are contained in the 
shop’s most popular combos (some of 
which are large enough servings to sat-
isfy multiple diners). Several deliver over 
400 calories. Eight Treasures Ice ( ) 
packs 559 calories; glutinous rice balls, 
syrup, and tapioca balls are probably the 
guiltiest parties. Egg yolk and condensed 
milk ( ) is the option with the 
fewest calories (222), but if you want to 
avoid fat, taro paste with adzuki beans 
( ) is a better bet. 

Whatever they order, customers at 
Kaohsiung Popo can choose between the 
crunchy traditional shaved ice ( , bao 
bing) or what the English-language menu 
calls “milk ice” ( , xuehua bing), 
which has a fluffy texture that some liken 
to that of cotton candy.

As the name implies, dairy (in the 
form of condensed sweetened milk, 
cream, and/or whole milk) is a key com-
ponent of xuehua bing. White sugar is 
another. If there is a generational differ-
ence in shaved-ice eating habits, it is that 
young people are more likely than older 
folks to order xuehua bing. Perhaps this 
means that local consumers yet to be won 
over by ice cream are actually meeting it 
halfway. 

Shaved ice, which has been enjoyed by Taiwan residents for over a century, remains a favorite among many.
PHOTOS: STEVEN CROOK
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Taiwan has fallen in love with pizza 
– not just with the fast-food staple 
from the major American pizza 

chains, but also artisanal and famously 
innovative versions of what is arguably 
one of the world’s most beloved dishes. 

There has been a boom in the number 
of p izzer ias and pizzaiolos (pizza-
makers), not only in urbane Taipei but all 
over Taiwan. Convenient and tasty, easy 
to make but perfect for sharing, pizza 
continues to evolve from being a simple 
flatbread-plus-topping into a slice of 
foodie heaven that reflects local tastes.   

This has made it a winner in the local 
restaurant scene because of a decent 
profit margin on the supply side and a 

growing appreciation for Western or con-
venience foods on the part of consumers. 
Added to this, there has been a switch to 
meals picked up at the store or delivered 
to the door – and no food travels better 
than pizza. 

As for fine dining, better ingredi-
ents, and equipment, Taiwanese returning 
from studying or working abroad, gov-
ernment encouragement for foreign busi-
ness owners, and more demanding con-
sumers are among the factors making 
this a golden era for baked cheese on a 
tomato and dough base, according to sev-
eral keen observers.

“Over the past 10 years, Taiwan has 
seen a huge influx of young people who 

Taiwan’s main claim to pizza fame is nontraditional toppings, but 
the island is home to some great artisanal pizzerias, too.

BY JULES QUARTLY

A GOLDEN ERA FOR PIZZA IN 
TAIWAN
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have spent significant time abroad in 
Europe or the United States,” says David 
Pan, the founder and owner of Domaine 
Wine Cellar in Taipei and Les Belles Col-
lines winery in California. “As con-
sumers, their palates are more developed 
and demanding of high quality, authentic 
pizza, and as restaurant owners and piz-
zaiolos, there are more people aiming to 
meet that demand.”  

Pan also points to the trend of celeb-
rity chefs and trillions of artfully pre-
sented food pics on social media. “It’s a 
new thing with Instagram, Facebook food 
groups, and so on,” he says. “It ups the 
game and people are really working at 
their craft. The pizza scene in Taiwan is 
thriving, and it’s exciting to think about 
what the next few years will bring.”

Independent operators have in recent 
years made a name for themselves as pur-
veyors of handmade, authentic, or arti-
sanal pizza. At these kinds of eateries, 
Pan says, “the chef or restaurant own-
er’s idea of praise is someone saying, ‘it 
tastes better than the real thing’ in Italy, 
or New York, or Chicago.”  

Also, since it’s a trend, local business-
people have gotten in on the action. Just 
like the explosion of coffee shops over 
the past decade, hundreds of mom-and-
pop pizza places have opened in recent 
years. Most are fairly nondescript but ser-
viceable, catering to the office worker or 
lunch special crowd, with pizzas tailored 
to local tastes: sweeter, less cheesy, and 
lighter on tomato. 

Then there are the elephants in the 
room: the multinationals like Domino’s 
and Pizza Hut. Though a dedicated food 
and wine connoisseur, David Pan has an 
interesting take on pizza franchise oper-

ators and their fare. “They serve a dif-
ferent function and do different things, 
and I’m not saying one is better than the 
other; they are just different and best 
enjoyed for themselves without com-
paring too much,” he explains. 

Plug in some variant of “world’s 
most popular foods” into Google and it 
will quickly become apparent that pizza 
is near the top of the list. Dive a little 
deeper and a YouGov data journalism 
study shows that Italian cuisine, namely 
pizza and pasta, comes out on top. This is 
followed by Chinese and Japanese food. 
Surprisingly, perhaps, Taiwanese fare is 
ranked 17th – one place below British 
food – in the survey of 34 national cui-
sines in 24 countries.  

Looking at the metrics of the world’s 
most popular restaurant chains, pizza 
wins again. According to B2B business 
platform BizVibe, Subway has the most 
outlets with about 43,600 worldwide. 
Starbucks makes the most money, having 
earned US$26.5 billion in 2020, followed 
by McDonald’s. But pizza scores best 
in having two large operators – Domi-
no’s and Pizza Hut parent company Yum! 
Brands – in the top 10. 

According to the 2021 Pizza Power 
Report, pizzerias are expected to “thrive 
in the coming year.” The world market 

for 2021 is forecast to expand and be 
worth about US$132.3 billion, a 10.96% 
increase from last year, with growth in 
the Asia-Pacific market a healthy 14.3%. 
Meanwhile, Taiwan’s mini-lockdown in 
June 2021 saw food and beverage sales 
plummet by nearly 40%, while American 
chains including Pizza Hut and Domino’s 
saw gains of 3.6%, Ministry of Economic 
Affairs figures show.

“Glorified tortillas”

The first pizzeria in Taipei opened in 
the late 1970s – an investment by a local 
businessman who had made his money in 
the sporting goods industry. The conven-
tional wisdom at the time was that Tai-
wanese would never go for pizza since 
“Chinese people don’t like cheese.” The 
venture was ahead of its time. It drew few 
patrons aside from expats and Taiwanese 
who had returned from the U.S., and it 
folded in about a year.

Besides a gradual change in the local 
diet to include more dairy products, what 
made a difference in consumer accep-
tance of pizza was the heavy promo-
tion by Pizza Hut, which first appeared 
in Taiwan in 1986, and especially Domi-
no’s. Scott Oelkers, who started the Dom-
ino’s business in Taiwan in the late 1980s 

A r t i s a n a l  p i z z a s h a v e b e c o m e m o r e w i d e -
spread in Ta iwan as the i s land has become 
more internationalized and welcoming of for-
eign business owners.

PHOTO: MARYJANE PIZZA
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and served as managing director for a 
long time, had learned Mandarin as a 
Mormon missionary. He became a tele-
vision personality by going on air to do 
his own spirited commercials for Dom-
ino’s in fluent Chinese. The ads ended 
by giving an easy-to-remember phone 
number to call that sounded a bit like 
“Baba, I’m hungry, I’m hungry.” 

Today, Domino’s Taiwan has about 
157 stores, focused on the takeaway and 
delivery market, and reported NT$1.6 
billion (US$57.5 million) in sales in 2020. 
The company was recently acquired by 
Australia-based Domino’s Pizza Enter-
prises, the world’s largest Domino’s fran-
chisee, which has long-term plans to 
expand to 400-plus stores domestically. 

The island’s biggest operator, Pizza 
Hut Taiwan, hasn’t been doing as well of 
late. Its model of operating traditional sit-
down restaurants was hit hard during the 
pandemic and stores have closed. Inter-
nationally, the organization lost about 
1,064 outlets over the previous year, 
leaving 17,639 restaurants, according 
to the market and consumer data com-
pany Statista. In Taiwan, the company’s 
locations have dwindled from about 209 
in 2016 to an estimated 177 this year, 
according to some sources.

The Pizza Power Report adds that 
the industry showed resilience through 
COVID over the past two years, led by 
“independent operators” while “their 
non-pizza restaurant counterparts strug-
gled to deliver food that simply wasn’t 
meant to travel.”

This largely corresponds to the pic-
ture painted by Dominik Tyliszczak, 
owner of Maryjane Pizza, which was orig-
inally founded in 2004 but only recently 
expanded to four locations around Taipei. 
He believes Taiwan has internationalized 
and is more welcoming to foreign busi-
nesspeople, while the economy is doing 
relatively well. Such circumstances have 
helped pizza chains spread their wings. 

Like David Pan, who describes pizza 
in Taiwan a decade ago as “glorified tor-
tillas topped with spaghetti sauce and 
mozzarella cheese,” Tyliszczak says the 
scene has vastly improved and is now 
world-class in scope and quality.

“A lot of young people who learned 
how to make real pizza abroad have 
come back to Taiwan to make it here. 
There’s good pizza everywhere,” says Tyl-

iszczak. He rattles off several high-pro-
file restaurants in Taipei, then talks about 
how ubiquitous pizza is even in the far-
flung southern resort town of Kenting, 
Pingtung County. “There are at least 
three or four roadside trucks that sell 
really good wood-oven fired pizzas.”

A DJ, VJ, and designer, Tyliszczak 
likes the branding elements of his enter-
prise but has also devoted hours of effort 
to making the perfect dough. During the 
pandemic, he tinkered with the recipe 
so it retained more moisture. He also re-
engineered the boxes to keep in the heat 
better because deliveries had become a 
bigger part of the business.   

Tyliszczak cites the rise of Pizza Rock 
as an example of how doing pizza right 
can be financially rewarding. Ugo Orto-

lano and his wife, Ruby Lai, thought 
there was a gap in the market for proper 
pizza in the late 2000s. The Canadian 
was so sure of his hunch that he went 
on a pilgrimage to Italy to discover how 
pizza should be made. 

Drawing on his Italian roots, Orto-
lano experimented and eventually came 
up with what he called a “neo-Neapol-
itan” – stone-baked, thin-crust pizza. 
He opened his first outlet in Taichung in 
2011 and began expanding to a dozen 
outlets over the next five years. The 
couple now has a thriving “gourmet 
pizza” franchise operation, with 27 stores 
all over the country.   

Both Tyliszczak and Pan believe the 
independent pizza operator business 
in Taiwan has flourished because it is 

Maryjane Pizza, which first opened its doors nearly 18 years ago, now has four loca-
tions around Taipei.

PHOTO: MARYJANE PIZZA
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authentic and Westernized, rather than 
pandering to local tastes. However, as 
has already been noted, some localiza-
tion has occurred and perhaps Taiwan, in 
time, will proudly bake its own version of 
the dish, in the same way that New York 
and Chicago so successfully adapted the 
Naples-style pizza in the first half of the 
20th century.   

While Canada’s contribution of the 
Hawaiian pizza, with its toppings of 
ham and pineapple, used to be shocking, 
i t i s s tandard fare on menus these 
days. Bananas are popular in Iceland 
and Sweden, while India has tandoori 
chicken pizza, and there is spaghetti 
pizza in New Zealand. 

So far, Taiwan’s main claim to pizza 
fame is nontraditional pizza offerings. 
When boba milk tea blew up in 2019, 
both Pizza Hut and Domino’s got in on 
the act with their own “limited edition” 
tapioca ball pizzas. No one should have 
been surprised as unusual concoctions 
have been a thing since at least 2007, 
when Pizza Hut came up with rice pizza 
and even developed a portmanteau for it: 
“mizza,” from the Chinese word for rice, 
mi ( ).

Since then, there have been toppings 
such as spicy hotpot, cilantro and cen-
tury egg with pig’s blood, beef and kiwi, 
glutinous rice, ramen, stinky tofu, durian 
and coffee, and “crispy salt and pepper 
dragon balls” (the mouths of squid or 
octopi). Taiwan has also rolled out both 
hot dog and peanut sauce pizza crusts, in 

addition to a cauliflower crust that was 
advertised as having 66% fewer calories 
than the original.

Gold-plated pizza

While the combinations sound fairly 
random, the fact is a lot of computer 
power has been harnessed to come up 
with toppings that tickle local taste buds. 
An August 2021 Bloomberg article on the 
subject found the forward-looking Pizza 
Hut was using big data to analyze social 
media posts and come up with word 
clouds for novel toppings.

No doubt it also helps that “weird” 
toppings get significant media coverage, 
from local papers to international edi-
tions and segments on CNN. This, too, 
is calculated. For example, the marketing 
agency for Pizza Hut’s ramen pizza was 
Taiwan’s Isobar. Its ad campaign was 
formulated on the idea of “a pizza that 
offended 2 countries,” and it amplified 
social media chatter about cultural food 
wars to maximize exposure. 

When Maryjane’s Tyliszczak wanted 
to garner some attention for a new res-
taurant opening, he came up with the 
idea of the 24k pizza, which was covered 
in edible, rolled gold. The NT$1,699 pie 
with four kinds of cheese and pepperoni 
made it onto Taiwan’s news channels. 
From a marketing point of view, however, 
the timing could have been more fortu-
itous, as former President Lee Teng-hui 
passed away the same day and the head-

lines understandably belonged to him.   
David Pan is all for innovation. “I 

don’t begrudge people experimenting 
with their toppings,” he says. “Gabriele 
Bonci, the owner of the famous Bonci 
Pizzarium in Rome, is famous for his 
combinations which include spring beans 
and eggplant puree, pumpkin puree 
and octopus, and zucchini flowers and 
anchovies. If you think of pizza as a plat-
form, it’s only natural for people to want 
to top it with flavors with which they are 
familiar.”

However, he tends to downplay 
“strange toppings as really just mar-
keting,” saying, “Taiwanese love new 
things, they’re always ready to try them 
out. They have a taste for something they 
like, and they put it on pizza crust or 
dough and have it once, but they’re not 
going to be coming back for it.”

Clear ly , Ta iwan a l ready has an 
evolving adopt and adapt strategy toward 
pizza and deserves a mention in Wikipe-
dia’s extensive “List of pizza varieties by 
country.” However, localizing pizza in 
such a way that it’s more than just a nov-
elty – here today, gone tomorrow – is 
another question. 

“For that, for something genuinely 
innovative, we will need to wait around 
10 to 15 years... for [Taiwanese] piz-
zaiolos to have really mastered their 
craft,” says Pan. “Then they may be in 
the position to do something with pizza 
similar to what Americans or migrating 
Italians did in America.”

Maryjane’s 24k pizza, which was created to garner attention for the restaurant’s opening, was covered in edible, rolled gold.
PHOTO: MARYJANE PIZZA
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A quick checklist for whiling away 
the next weekend at your local 
prawn-fishing establishment: a 

fishing rod, a can of beer, and a handful 
of good friends. 

Of all the leisure activities enjoyed 
by modern Taiwanese, prawn fishing is 
among the most interesting. We all likely 
have a few friends who absolutely adore 
casting a line for these distinctively large 
crustaceans, but have you ever wondered 
how it became one of Taiwan’s best-loved 
sources of weekend entertainment?

Unique history

Shrimp cultivation is estimated to 
have as long a history in Taiwan as milk-
fish farming; the two creatures are usu-
ally produced in a polyculture. When 
fishermen catch milkfish fry in coastal 
waters, they usually end up also catching 
shrimp larvae, which are thrown into 
aquaculture seawater ponds, where they 
are fed until they reach the desired size.

In the early days of the aquaculture 
industry, however, Taiwan lacked the 

For years a popular pastime among distraction-hungry urbanites in 
Taiwan, this novel leisure activity might not exist in its current form 
if not for an American program to help solve world hunger and the 
research efforts of a Taiwanese scientist. 

BY EMERY CHEN, COMMONWEALTH MAGAZINE

HOW TAIWAN BECAME A HAVEN 
FOR RECREATIONAL PRAWN 
FISHING

For many Taiwanese, recreational 
prawn fishing was a part of their 
childhood.

PHOTO: COMMONWEALTH
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technology to cultivate shrimp larvae. 
Since all shrimp were caught from the 
sea, yield from seawater ponds was natu-
rally rather low.

The world’s first artificial propaga-
tion of grass prawns (Penaeus monodon, 
also known as Asian tiger shrimp) was 
successfully implemented with the help 
of research funding from the Rockefeller 
Foundation in 1968. The organization 
hired Taiwanese aquaculture expert Liao 
I-chiu, who had just received his Ph.D. 
from the University of Tokyo in Japan, to 
perform relevant research.

From then on, grass-prawn farming 
boomed, making Taiwan one of the 
world’s top producers in terms of output. 
Grass prawns also became a popular 
item on the menus of moderately priced 
restaurants.

Even more important in laying the 
foundation for the subsequent massive 
increase in Taiwan’s aquaculture pro-
duction were the efforts of Liao and his 
fellow researchers. Liao went on to head 
the Tungkang Marine Laboratory in Ping-
tung County, where he continued his sci-
entific research, specializing in larvicul-
ture, aquaculture, and stock enhancement.

Before the 1970s, Taiwan had per-
fected several methods for the artifi-
cial cultivation of various shrimp larvae. 
Unl ike prawns, these require sa l t -
water, which means that such aquacul-
ture farms normally must be close to the 
sea. Although this restriction does not 
apply to freshwater aquaculture, Taiwan’s 
freshwater prawns are not a lucrative 
product because of their generally smaller 
bodies. As a result, aquaculture farmers 
never really invested in developing this 
kind of prawn farming.

Imported freshwater prawns of the 
kind that you can catch in leisure prawn-
fishing pools today are much larger and 
sport a distinctive pair of long, blue 
claws. The official name of these prawns 
is “giant freshwater prawn” or “giant 
river prawn” (Macrobrachium rosen-
bergii, also rendered in Chinese as 

, or “Thai prawn”). 
Due to their impressive size, giant 

freshwater prawns fetch higher prices 
at the market. After scientists with the 
United Nations’ Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) developed aqua-
culture techniques for this prawn spe-
cies in the 1960s, farming them gradually 

became a major global industry.
Taiwan received some prawn larvae 

from the FAO in 1970. By the end of the 
following year, the Tungkang Marine 
Laboratory had perfected the artificial 
cultivation of giant freshwater prawns 
and began to promote the technique to 
local prawn farmers. Eventually these 
huge, lively prawns would make their 
way into Taiwan’s recreational prawn-
fishing ponds, and from there directly 
onto your dinner plate.

However, when freshwater prawn-
farming was still in its infancy, the crus-
taceans did not sell well because grass 
prawns, which were more competitive in 
terms of quality and price, had already 
conquered the market. Only when Tai-
wan’s production of grass prawns even-
tually collapsed in 1987 did the giant 
freshwater variety become the market 
champion. 

On the other hand, the giant fresh-
water prawns did not sell as well as grass 
prawns in the early days because low-
temperature refrigeration technology 
was not yet well-developed. The farmers 
needed to find a way out given that their 
product was not doing well in either the 
domestic or the overseas food market.

A new beginning

I t ’s genera l ly be l i eved that rec -
reat ional prawn-fishing pools f irst 
appeared in the south of Taiwan in the 

early 1980s. A local magazine article 
published in 1983 observed that people 
in Pingtung were suddenly “enthusias-
tically fishing giant freshwater prawns” 
a f te r loca l aquacul ture farms had 
“opened their prawn ponds to the public 
for fishing.” The report might have doc-
umented the true origin of Taiwan’s 
indoor prawn-fishing pastime.

The idea of opening entire aquacul-
ture ponds to fishing by the public is not 
really a new one. Some fish farmers were 
already running establishments for recre-
ational fishing in cities as early as 1973.

Ye t the en t e r ta inment va lue o f 
catching fish versus catching prawns 
is not necessarily the same. Catching 
prawns generally requires less strength 
but is usually met with quick success and 
pulling up a heap of shellfish within a 
short time span gives fun-seekers a sense 
of achievement.

Such a fast-paced recreational activity 
perfectly matches the busy tempo of city 
life. More importantly, since these large 
and robust prawns are raised in fresh-
water, they can be kept in concrete basins 
inside the city limits.

As a resul t , prawn farmers very 
quickly moved the ir operat ions to 
the city, opening establishments dedi-
cated to prawn fishing. The activity ini-
tially became popular at private aqua-
culture farms on the outskirts of Taipei. 
Small prawn-fishing stalls appeared at 
night markets before larger indoor venues 
became the norm. During that period, 
prawn fishing became all the rage as an 
affordable leisure activity.

The indoor prawn-fishing craze also 
brightened the business prospects of giant 
freshwater prawn farmers. In the late 
1980s, numerous prawn-fishing venues 
sprang up along the Gaoping River in 
Pingtung County as farmland was con-
verted into aquaculture ponds for fresh-
water prawns. Quite a few novice aqua-
culture farmers made a fortune from 
the freshwater prawn boom. Nothing is 
meant to last, though, and such success 
stories faded as Taiwan’s prawn-fishing 
fad gave way to new, more fast-paced 
entertainment trends.

Affordable fun 

When I was little, I lived in New Tai-
pei ’s Sanchong District. Many of the 

Freshwater prawns (bottom), also 
known as Thai prawns, took over the 
market after Taiwan’s production of 
grass prawns (top) collapsed in the ‘80s.
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area’s residents were transplants from 
other cities and counties around Taiwan 
and most were blue collar workers. Given 
the demographic, Sanchong also boasted 
far too many prawn-fishing places. In the 
early 1990s, when my parents were still 
young, they – like many of their genera-
tion – would visit these places for fun.

Back then, these venues didn’t sport 
the large countertop ovens that you 
see today. Rather, we would spear the 
prawns that we’d caught on skewers, 
season them with salt, and then throw 
them on a charcoal grill. Arcade games 
were also a feature of these places, and 
when we got bored of fishing, we’d go 
play those for a while. Thinking back, it 
was very unpretentious entertainment. 

But precisely because it was such a 
simple pastime, recreational prawn fishing 
was able to fall in step with the times 
as Taiwan’s economy took off, dramati-
cally increasing demand for consumption-
oriented amusement. That’s how prawn 
fishing kept an entire generation enter-
tained as it grew up, with countless young 
people sitting around the local pond as a 
way to kill time and fight boredom.

Eventually the craze began to fizzle 
out, and prawn-fishing sites lost their 
luster for local Taiwanese. In fact, many 
have openly expressed their disdain for 
the activity. In one of his books, Tai-

wanese essayist Lin Ching-hsuan once 
said that prawn fishing is “idiotic and 
does not achieve anything meaningful.”

In 1991, when prawn fishing was still 
flourishing, Strange Tales of Taiwan, a 
production by the theater troupe Per-
formance Workshop also featured a sec-
tion that derided the activity as being 
“all about fast fishing, fast killing, fast 
grilling, fast eating,” with instant grat-
ification as the sole objective. Thirty 
years later, humans have many choices 
of consumerist entertainment – most of 
them probably faster-paced than prawn 
fishing – and no one seems to give them 
a second thought.

I ’m actual ly qui te cur ious as to 
whether Taiwanese people still hold spe-
cific views about the prawn-fishing busi-
ness (although many foreigners find it 
quite novel). After all, this leisure activity 
seems to have mostly disappeared from 
the public consciousness. The last time 
people paid any attention to prawn-
fishing pools was probably when Amer-
ican basketball star Jeremy Lin visited 
one during a trip to Taiwan.

Whatever we think about the sport, 
we can extract some interesting historical 
information from Taiwan’s prawn-fishing 
experience. For instance, the research 
on food production (including Taiwan’s 
aquaculture) that the Rockefeller Founda-

tion sponsored more than half a century 
ago was meant to solve the food short-
ages facing mankind. The US$75,000 
in funding that the foundation provided 
annually helped turn Taiwan into a grass-
prawn-producing empire.

Later, the import, cultivation, and 
breeding of giant freshwater prawns 
spawned a complete ly unexpected 
product. These unique creatures, raised 
in freshwater pools, came to be seen as 
entertainment as well as food. As one 
prawn-fishing venue after another sprang 
up, a new kind of drinking establishment 
that served heavily seasoned prawn dishes 
along with cold beer was born. These 
places provided a much sought-after 
means of relaxation and distraction for 
working Taiwanese.

Who would have thought that an 
investment program aimed at solving the 
global food crisis would help relieve the 
depression and frustration of the island’s 
many office workers?

History sometimes unfolds in myste-
rious ways.

— This essay first appeared on the 
website Opinion@CommonWealth, a 

subchannel of CommonWealth Maga-
zine, in May 2017. It has been reprinted, 
with editing and updating, with permis-

sion from the publisher. 

People sit along the sides of an indoor prawn-fishing pool. Once finished with fishing, many then wash, grill, and finally eat their 
catch in the same venue.

PHOTO: MARTTI CHEN
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PLANT-BASED 
MARKETS

Even though I am usually a busi-
ness reporter and my fr iend, 
Hung Fu-wei, a school coun-

selor, once in a while we get together to 
sling rice balls at some of Taipei’s many 
street fairs under our plant-based onigiri 
brand, Shan Sushi. It was far from our 
first rodeo when we turned up at Taipei 
Vegan Frenzy’s Banqiao market in 2020. 
As the “Chief Rice-ball Officer,” I started 
cooking our first batch of rice and prep-
ping the “kitchen” area while Fu-wei dec-
orated the stand and set up the till. 

Usually, we would expect a leisurely 
hour before punters started strolling 
by, but as soon as the festival opened – 

before the first batch of rice was even 
cooked – we had attracted a small crowd 
of polite yet insistent customers clutching 
reusable food containers and waiting to 
be fed. Fu-wei taped their orders to their 
containers and lined them up in front of 
me. Two grilled eggplant rice balls; one 
mushroom; Thai-style omnipork with a 
side of grilled mushrooms; “one of every-
thing.” The list went on. I sighed. This 
was going to be a “Lucy-at-the-chocolate-
factory” kind of day. 

As soon as the rice cooker popped 
open, we were off to the races. The crowd 
thronged, and it was not just for us. All 
the stalls selling a diverse range of vegan 

Several regular festivals and markets selling unique plant-based 
foods have been popping up around the island, attracting a new 
generation of non-meat-eaters, as well as omnivores eager to 
explore this growing trend.

BY ANGELICA OUNG

MEATLESS MARKETS ON THE 
RISE IN TAIWAN

With an a l ready large 
vegetarian population, 
Taiwan is experiencing a 
new wave of enthusiasm 
for plant-based food.

PHOTO: ANGELICA OUNG
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specialties, from nut-milk boba drinks to 
octopus-free takoyaki and dairy-free ice 
cream, had long lines of customers. By 
mid-afternoon – long before the end of 
the fair – we had sold out. Fu-wei did the 
count on the way back home. It had been 
our best day until that point. 

“What the hell just happened?” I 
asked.

Taiwan has always had an unusually 
high proportion of vegetarians – as high 
as 13% of the population by some esti-
mates – due to Buddhist and Daoist reli-
gious traditions that encourage a vege-
tarian diet. Some of the devout stick to 
the routine all year round, while others 
go meatless on the first and fifteenth days 
of the lunar calendar each month – or 
when they want to gather good karma 
to fulfill a wish, such as for a family 
member to recover from an illness. As 
a result, there are serviceable but unex-
citing vegetarian buffet canteens on just 
about every other block in most metro-
politan areas. 

However, popular vegan YouTuber 
Bai Long of the channel Go Vegan 
(168,000 subscribers and counting) 
says that there is now a different tribe 
of plant-eaters on the scene in Taiwan. 
They are younger, hipper, and more con-
cerned with animal rights and the envi-
ronment than with religious edicts. To 
cater to this market, a number of vege-

tarian and vegan food festivals have risen 
up, including the Taiwan Vegan Frenzy 
that Fu-wei and I participated in. 

“I myself went vegan eight years ago 
after watching a video on YouTube by 
Gary Yourofsky,” says Bai, referring to an 
American animal rights activist and pro-
lific lecturer on the subject of veganism. 
“After that, I realized that there was no 
reason to keep eating animals anymore, 
and I became a vegan on the spot.”

These newly-minted vegans and vege-
tarians are not confined by religious tra-
ditions and have no problem with eating 
garlic and onions – a no-no for traditional 
Buddhist and Daoist vegetarians. They 
hunger instead for exotic innovations, 
such as creative plant-based substitutes 
for fashionable snacks like macarons and 
will pay more (as well as wait in line) for 
artisanal products made with love – per-
fect for traveling markets where they can 
try the latest novelties close to home. 

Taiwan Vegan Frenzy is the market 
that is most connected to veganism as a 
lifestyle, with vegan fashion, makeup, 
and other accessories very well repre-
sented. The No Meat Festival is mostly 
focused on offering the widest selection 
of food and beverages. The Little Vege-
tarian Night Market, meanwhile, recre-
ates the typical Taiwanese night market 
experience with a traveling troupe of 
vendor stalls that tour the country selling 

vegan and vegetarian versions of tradi-
tional, pocket-friendly fare, rather than 
more artisanal offerings like gluten-free 
pastries and coconut yogurt. 

“Hopefully these festivals will take 
plant-based food out of our little vegan 
and vegetarian bubbles and into the 
mainstream,” Bai says. “I remember that 
before I turned vegan, I used to avoid any 
kind of vegetarian food. I never thought 
too much about i t , just that i t was 
somehow not for me.”

Bai says that the various festivals and 
night markets give those who have yet to 
make the leap into vegetarianism or veg-
anism a chance to experience the diets. 
“I’d like to think when people try eating 
veg once in a while and become familiar-
ized with it, they’ll realize it’s not such a 
big deal to go without animal products,” 
he says. 

As an enthusiastic plant-based eater 
in the U.S. who turned fully vegan after 
moving to Taiwan, I frequently surprise 
friends in Taiwan when I tell them I’ve 
never seen the likes of these vegan and 
vegetarian street markets in America – 
or elsewhere around the world, for that 
matter. They seem to be a unique phe-
nomenon that arose from Taiwan’s 
existing street food culture, the new-
found fashionableness of plant-based 
eating in recent years, and the savvy use 

Although a journalist by day, Angelica 
Oung’s passion for vegan food prompts 
her and friend Hung Fu-wei to partici-
pate in meat-free markets selling vegan 
onigiri.

PHOTO: ANGELICA OUNG

Shan Sushi's stall at Taiwan Vegan Frenzy. In addition to vegan food, visitors to the 
market can also find vegan fashion, makeup, and other accessories.

PHOTO: ANGELICA OUNG
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of social media marketing. The Little 
Vegetarian Night Market group has more 
than 111,000 members on Facebook, 
Taiwan Vegan Frenzy has more than 
22,000 followers on its FB page, and the 
No Meat Festival has 22,400 followers 
on its Instagram. 

Of the three, the Little Vegetarian 
Night Market is the only “full-time” 
market. Centered around George Burger, 
a popular veggie burger stand run by an 
American and co-founder of the market, 
the regular troupe of vegan and vege-
tarian vendors hardly rests, constantly 
making stops up and down the island. It 
could be in Yunlin on a Wednesday, Tai-
chung on Thursday, Taipei on Friday, 
and down in Changhua by Saturday. 

It’s a grueling schedule for the vendors, 
but also highly rewarding. By being a trav-
eling novelty, the market always brings 
out the crowds. I last caught up with them 
in New Taipei’s Xindian District, where 
they set up shop next to a traditional per-
manent market. For me and my roommate 
Charlie (also a vegan), it was a delightful 
experience to wander around a night 
market and find that we could eat most of 
the foods there. Even standing in line was 
part of the experience. 

There were about a dozen vendors. 
We sampled vegan xiaolongbao, Malay-
sian satay, stinky tofu, and of course a 
famous George Burger. 

“We’ll be handing out the next round 
of numbered tickets in 15 minutes, so 
don’t go too far,” said the vendor at 
George Burger, which uses a ticket system 
to allow customers to stroll freely while 
they wait for their number to be called 
instead of having to stand in line. 

I couldn’t remember the last time since 
becoming vegan that I was able to just 
wander around a night market. I had 
enough time to play a game of Taiko No 
Tatsujin, the Japanese drumming game, 
while we waited for our burgers. My 
rhythm was good enough that night that 
I received applause from a few elderly 
onlookers. 

“We should come again the next 
time,” I said to Charlie later, while 
enjoying my burger. She agreed. 

Reducing waste

The No Meat Festival is the big-
gest of Taiwan’s plant-based gatherings. 

Although it happens only a few times a 
year, each one is enormous, with hun-
dreds of stalls, a constant slate of enter-
tainers and, most impressively, a ded-
ication to get as close to zero waste as 
possible. While both the Taiwan Vegan 
Frenzy and the Little Vegetarian Night 
Market encouraged people to bring their 
own containers, the No Meat Festival 
has a ban on all single-use serving ware, 
instead loaning reusable plates, cups, and 
cutlery to unprepared festivalgoers. 

I caught up with Chelsea (who pre-
ferred to go only by her first name), the 
founder of the No Meat Festival, at their 
Christmas Market in Taichung in mid-
December. The first festival was held in 
2019, and the ball got rolling quickly 
thereafter within Chelsea’s tight-knit 
community of vegan friends, many of 
whom were food entrepreneurs. 

“We didn’t think too much about it; 
we just did it,” she says. But when the 
first festival was done, Chelsea was dis-
mayed to find that it had generated a 
large amount of waste. “We created all 
these bags of trash, something which I 
didn’t think about before,” she says. “I 
talked to my co-founder and told him we 
had to do it differently the next time.” 

Che l s ea and her t eam not on ly 
ensured that the serving ware was reus-
able, they also worked with the vendors 
to reduce single-use plastic in food prep 
and transportation as well. “Most of 
them are happy to learn if they’re given 
the support,” says Chelsea. “I believe 
before you can convince your customers 
of your values, first you must convince 
your vendors.”

I spoke to severa l people whi le 
standing in line at the festival, which was 

CHELSEA, FOUNDER OF TAIWAN'S NO MEAT FESTIVAL /  PHOTO: ANGELICA OUNG
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held this time at Taichung’s Wen-Xin 
Forest Park. About half of those I sur-
veyed were omnivores, with the rest veg-
etarians. Only around 10-20% were 
vegan. I ask Chelsea if she was aware of 
this ratio.

“Isn’t it fantastic?” she says. “This is 
exactly what I want to see.” She expresses 
disdain for the strict boundaries that 
sometimes exist between vegans, vege-
tarians, and omnivores. “I’m not a better 
person because I’m a vegan. And a lot of 
people might be eating animal products 
not because they want to, but because 
they don’t know how easy and fun it can 
be to eat less” of such products.

While vegans are often stereotyped for 
being judgmental of non-vegans, Chelsea 
believes that it’s only through mutual 
empathy that plant-based eating can 
become progressively more mainstream. 

“Most of the judgmental vegans never 
forgave themselves for eating animals 
before they turned vegan; that’s why they 
project that anger outwards at omni-
vores,” she says. “You forgive yourself for 
yesterday, so why not choose to forgive 
others for today, and maybe tomorrow 
they will make different choices? Give 
respect and empathy to your fellow 
humans first, and in turn maybe it will be 
extended to the animals.”

Even though the festival is strictly 
vegan-only, Chelsea makes a point of 
inviting vegetarian and omnivore food 
businesses to exhibit, on the condition 

that their wares are free of all animal 
products. 

“It’s a great way to share ideas and 
techniques,” she says. “Omnivore ven-
dors get exposed to a new market while 
vegan vendors might pick up new ideas. 
I want to put together a market where 
there is no repetition, and people are con-
stantly delighted by the variety and taste 
that can be achieved with food made with 
just plants.”

When you b i t e in to a Madarka 
Authentic Desserts Macaron, it explodes 
in your mouth just l ike a macaron 
should. Yet instead of egg whites, these 
little confections are made with aquafaba, 
or the protein-rich fluid extracted from 
boiled chickpeas, as well as bespoke fla-
vors and fillings such as lavender, pista-
chio, rose, and cacao. 

I tell the owner, a Taiwanese who cre-
ated the brand with his Hungarian wife, 
that Chelsea has recommended his stall 
as a “must-try.” He refuses my money, 
stating that “Chelsea helped us too 
much.” Although I can see from the thick 
stack of bills in a clear plastic zipped 
wallet that the stall did well that day, 
the real value of coming to the fair, he 
explains, is in its marketing potential. 

“We do most of our business online 
using the Black Cat delivery service,” he 
says. “These markets are a great way to 
get people to try our product.”

I tell Chelsea that one day I hope to 
sell my rice balls at the No Meat Festival, 
too. “That would be awesome,” she says, 
although she also notes that she is very 
selective when it comes to choosing her 
vendors. 

“I have Madarka, so I won’t have 
another macaron stall,” she explains. “I 
also don’t want anyone who just wants a 
quick payday to join.”

Above all, she says, “I want vendors 
with the right attitude, and a desire to 
share a unique product they’re passionate 
about that just so happens to contain no 
animal products.” 

Vegan diets tend to have lower carbon 
and ecological footprints and use less 
water than those of meat-eaters. With 
an increasing number of options to 
accommodate this diet in Taiwan, veg-
anism could become progressively more 
mainstream.
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F&B 
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A pleasant Friday evening for many 
people includes a tender steak 
accompanied by a glass of wine 

or a cocktail. As a European, I never 
thought much about the intricate details 
of producing such a dinner. In Europe, 
the glass of French wine or Scotch whisky 
you enjoy with your Jamón Iberico is the 
result of a relatively pain-free process 
that takes place inside an economic union 
with no tolls and low import thresholds. 

But for Taiwan, the process is more 
complex. Although the island is a sig-
nificant market for imported meat and 
alcohol, complicated paperwork and 
meticulous customs procedures can 
thwart importers’ ambitions of providing 
residents with premium overseas prod-
ucts. Despite the obstacles, thousands 
of locals and foreigners have decided to 
become food and alcohol importers in 
Taiwan. 

Among them is Swedish entrepreneur 

Robin Johansson, who moved to Taipei 
with his wife in 2016 and, after spending 
a year working for a local company, 
decided to pursue his entrepreneurial 
aspirations. He started his own busi-
ness, Vana Candles, in 2017 and built up 
his brand before looking into importing 
Swedish whiskey a year later. 

Johansson is a retailer for Mackmyra, 
a premium whisky that uses only Swedish 
ingredients – from the water, yeast, and 
malt to the cask that the whisky is aged 
in. His main target customers are sea-
soned whisky drinkers looking to expand 
their horizons. The company has initiated 
several collaborations to create unique 
flavors, including one with Microsoft that 
resulted in a whisky made from an AI-
generated recipe.

Business is booming after just a couple 
of years, and Johansson has increased 
his portfolio to include Swedish gin and 
vodka. But his first batch of whisky took 

almost eight months to arrive in Taiwan. 
Johansson faced numerous challenges at 
first, including finding a third-party lab 
in Germany that could do the necessary 
testing, as well as producing the required 
documentation.

The very first challenge was to con-
vince the whisky company that Taiwan 
was a worthwhile export destination. 
“Mackmyra already had an expansion 
strategy and no ambitions to get to Asia 
at that point,” he says. “They had sent 
people to Asia before and hired people 
locally, and it ended up being an expen-
sive and unfruitful experience for them. 
But I guess I was the right person at the 
right time, so they agreed to let me try.”

French national Yohan Morel, a som-
melier, consultant, and importer with 
over 15 years of experience, moved to 
Taipei with his wife in 2017 and com-
bined their industry and cultural knowl-
edge to import wine from France. Since 

Local food and alcohol importers have developed an attractive 
market in Taiwan, but must navigate the island’s complex bureaucracy, 
high tariffs on certain goods, and strict customs requirements. 

BY JULIA BERGSTRÖM

THE REWARDS AND CHALLENGES 
OF PREMIUM F&B IMPORTING

PHOTO: IEAT
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then, their company, Somm Spirit’d, has 
expanded its portfolio to include a range 
of wines and spirits from several other 
countries.

Morel notes that setting up an import 
company in Taiwan is a quick and 
straightforward process, adding that 
“basically anyone can become an alcohol 
importer as long as they pay for the 
license, which isn’t very expensive.” He 
avoided the initial trial-and-error process 
by finding the right experts to help him. 

“If I were to give advice to someone 
who wants to set up a food or wine 
import company in Taiwan, it would be 
to find the right CPA (certified public 
accountant) and customs broker, or to go 
through your chamber of commerce in the 
beginning,” he says, with the caveat that 
finding the right people can be a time-
consuming process. “I have a good CPA, 
but I had to change three or four times 
before I found one that fit my needs.”

Local Taiwanese importers often start 
their businesses with a different set of 
skills and motivations. One example is 
Keigo Hsu, who runs Hung Chang Meats 
Co., a family business that has operated 
in Taiwan for more than 100 years. A few 
years back, Hsu decided to expand the 
business to include Australian beef. 

“Austral ia is wel l -known for i ts 
animal welfare, and Australian meat is 
famous all around the world,” he says, 
adding that he only trusts a product he 
has seen with his own eyes. “Since I used 
to live in Australia, I thought I could go 
there and check the meat to make sure I 
feel it’s okay to bring back to Taiwan.”

Since Hsu specializes in premium beef, 
his products are not imported in large 
enough quantities to be sold in large 
retail chains. Instead, he works with res-
taurants, hotels, and butcher shops to 
create memorable dining experiences. 
Similarly, Johansson and Morel choose 
not to sell their products in Taiwan’s 
hypermarkets, instead collaborating with 
hotels and restaurants, participating in 
expos, and organizing events. 

“We sell a lot of whisky at expos,” 
says Johansson. “We also collaborate 
with My9 Group’s select whisky stores. 
They have very knowledgeable staff, so 

if a person who wants something new 
comes in, the staff can introduce them 
to Swedish whisky or gin. A customer 
walking into a big chain is more likely to 
just grab a brand they know.”

Morel’s Somm Spirit’d focuses on sus-
tainable, biodynamic, and organic spirits 
and wines. Because of his background 
as a sommelier, he prefers to collaborate 
with niche boutique wineries and focus 
on educational events. Morel stresses that 
although Taiwanese consumers are tradi-
tionally label drinkers – those who pur-
chase the priciest or most famous wines 
– high-quality wine does not need to be 
expensive.

“There are two different markets for 
alcohol here,” he says. “There’s the old 
generation that drinks red wine and likes 
whisky, and the new generation, which 
is much more open-minded, curious, 
and open to drinking white, sparkling, 
and even some rosé. But in general, the 
alcohol category in Taiwan is really 
booming.”

Howard Chen, president of Cha-
teau Wine & Spirit Co., has also noticed 
drastic changes in Taiwanese wine con-
sumption during his 24 years in the 
industry. In the beginning, Chateau 
focused solely on French wine, but today 
it imports wine and spirits from all over 
the world. 

Meanwhile, prominent players such 
as Diageo, which has operated in Taiwan 
for over 25 years and whose portfolio 
includes brands like Buchanan, Captain 
Morgan, Baileys, Guinness, and its sig-
nature Johnnie Walker Scotch, can uti-
lize brand recognition to sell through 
every imaginable channel, including large 
retailers and convenience stores.  

“We got the ticket; we can enter 
retailers with basically any new product,” 
says Barbara Liang, corporate relations 
director at Diageo Taiwan, Hong Kong, 
and Macau. “The challenge for us is to 
remain on top. For that, we need to listen 
carefully to our customers’ needs and 
support them with extraordinary displays 
and promotional activities.”

Import obstacles

Large companies that import their 
own brands face a number of challenges 
in Taiwan. For Diageo, the biggest head-
ache relates to parallel imports. Taiwan is 
one of the economic regions that allows 
parallel imports – non-counterfeit prod-
ucts imported without the intellectual 
property owner’s permission and con-
sidered to be in the gray market. Liang 
stresses that while Diageo takes no issue 
with parallel imports as such, the com-
pany has for years been urging the gov-

Drink Responsibly

Entrepreneur and importer Robin Johansson says he appreciates Taiwanese consum-
ers' interest in and enthusiasm for high-quality products.

PHOTO: VANA CANDLES
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ernment to take steps to protect con-
sumer safety connected to these products.

Packaged alcoholic products for 
sale must be marked with a lot code, a 
number indicating the quantity of a par-
ticular product manufactured at a partic-
ular time on a specific production line. 
These codes enable manufacturers to 
trace and recall products if any issues that 
might compromise consumer safety arise. 
Many parallel importers scratch off or 
remove the original lot codes and replace 
them with their own serial numbers.

“You can imagine the issue when 
a consumer gets a bottle of unknown 
Johnnie Walker and tries to call our hot-
line for questions, and the lot code – 
the number they see on their bottle – is 
not the original number,” says Liang, 
stressing that this makes it nearly impos-
sible to trace the product. “It compro-
mises the safety of our consumers.”

For smaller-sized brokers, complex 
bureaucracy is the biggest time thief. 
Importers need to provide third-party lab 
analyses, certificates of origin, invoices, 
and the Chinese-language back labels 
– and everything needs to be stamped 
appropriately.

“When you only import one or two 
wines it’s fine, but if you work with more 
than 20 different wineries, it’s pretty 
complicated,” says Morel. “Later, you’ll 
also have to wait up to 10 days to clear 
your stuff from a bonded warehouse to 
a regular warehouse, even though it’s all 
under the same roof.”

Johansson says that a digital data-
base where customs authorities could 
check whether products are tested and 
approved would significantly accel-
erate the bureaucratic process. He also 
notes that the thresholds for importing 
food products are much higher than for 
alcohol. Food suppliers are required 
to reveal the exact proportions of each 
product’s ingredients, and certain food 
colorings or components that are allowed 
in the U.S. and EU are banned in Taiwan. 

“The original price of Swedish food 
products is already steep, and when you 
add the tariffs and sales taxes, basically 
only the premium range of food products 
works for the Taiwan market,” he adds. 

Morel, who also imports cheese, 
adds that although the importing pro-
cess for food is faster than for liquor, 
food importers face several unique chal-
lenges. For example, when a shipment is 
stalled until past the product’s expiration 
date due to customs inspections or supply 
chain disruptions, the stock is destroyed, 
resulting in lost revenue. 

“For food, they will also do random 
testing,” says Morel. “When you’re 
selected, they’ll take some samples. In the 
beginning, we wanted to import truffles, 
but when I saw that they sometimes take 
300 grams of truffle for samples – and 
for white truffle, 300 grams can be worth 
NT$80,000 – I decided that it’s not really 
worth it.”

Thomas Tseng, chairman of Thomas 
Meat and a seasoned importer with over 

40 years’ experience, agrees that while 
random testing is important and neces-
sary, it would benefit importers if the 
authorities were to adjust the frequency 
and sample sizes required for testing. 

“Random testing can get both expen-
sive and time-consuming,” he says. 
“The Taiwan government is rigorous on 
imports, and rightly so, but there should 
at least be a set standard for the sample 
sizes they take.”

During the pandemic, importers have 
additionally suffered from supply chain 
disruptions. Tseng notes that apart from 
the recent global supply chain crisis, 
Taiwan faces another pressing issue: a 
lack of cold storage space. Although turn-
over has increased, meat importers face 
a longer waiting time for meat to arrive 
and a limited storage capacity.

Chateau’s Chen stresses the impor-
tance of close collaboration with the gov-
ernment to solve these types of import-
related issues. The best approach, he 
suggests, is collective action through a 
chamber of commerce or industry orga-
nization, such as the Importers and 
Exporters Association of Taipei (IEAT), 
of which both he and Tseng are directors. 

“IEAT has over 6,200 members,” 
says Chen. “With that sort of size, we 
can function as a bridge and gather our 
most pressing concerns to approach the 
government for solutions. The govern-
ment also cooperates with and supports 
us regarding how to adjust requests, so 
we’ve been able to solve many important 
issues together.”

When asked about what changes 
w o u l d i m p r o v e t h e i r  b u s i n e s s e s , 
importers’ top-of-mind answer was 
decreased tariffs and taxes. Chen and 
Tseng agree that most IEAT members 
would benefit from free trade agree-
ments (FTAs), particularly with the U.S. 
and Japan, or through Taiwan’s accession 
to the Comprehensive and Progressive 
Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership 
(CPTPP). 

“An FTA is an obvious win-win solu-
tion for all involved parties that would 
solidify Taiwan’s commitment to free 
trade and internationalization,” says 
Tseng. “An agreement between Taiwan 
and the U.S., in particular, should be an 
obvious step to take. We trade heavily 
with one another, so signing an FTA 
would benefit us all.”

PHOTO: SOMM SPIRIT'D
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This must be the loneliest food 
court in Taipei.

On a recent weekday lunch-
time, I climbed to the second floor of an 
unassuming building on Guangfu North 
Road, not far from the Taipei Arena 
MRT. A row of unoccupied wooden 
stools was lined up against a long counter 
next to a huge window. Opposite, there 
was a hole-in-a-wall where a cheery assis-
tant told me I needed to make my order 
on foodpanda or Uber Eats, even if I 
wanted to consume it in the food court. 
Besides the two of us and a helmeted 
delivery person who arrived to pick up an 
order, the food court was deserted.

This is 3 SQUARE, one of several new 
ghost kitchen startups that are shaking 

up Taiwan’s dining scene. Sometimes 
called cloud kitchens or dark kitchens, 
they are distinguished by their delivery-
only model (3 SQUARE is an unusual 
hybrid) and multiple food brands under 
one roof. Ghost kitchens parallel the 
growth in the virtualization of services 
such as car sharing, online shopping, and 
music streaming.

While their existence pre-dates the 
pandemic, it was COVID-19 that really 
catapulted the industry into high growth, 
a development that looks like it will 
endure beyond the age of lockdowns. 
And although their prosperity is wel-
comed by some as representing greater 
choice for the consumer through menu 
innovations, job creation, and technolog-

ical progress – and is tailor-made for Tai-
wanese who have already embraced the 
convenience of food delivery – there are 
still concerns over the social and environ-
mental costs of this business model.

Ghost kitchen models are constantly 
evolving. They can range from simply 
renting kitchen space to offering technical 
and logistical support for developing new 
menus to having a mixture of proprietary 
and partner brands in the same kitchen 
complex. Such brands, whose dishes 
are available only through delivery, can 
then even be franchised out to brick-and-
mortar restaurants to be prepared in their 
kitchens when the premises are normally 
closed to dine-in customers (for example, 
a breakfast restaurant using evening 

An emerging business model in Taipei leverages the high demand 
for food delivery, the power of big data analytics, and the agility and 
reduced overheads associated with cutting out the dine-in portion of 
the restaurant. The rapid growth of these ghost kitchens has raised 
concerns about their environmental and social impact, however.

BY DINAH GARDNER

GHOST KITCHENS OFFER TAIWAN 
A TASTE OF THINGS TO COME

Among the virtual brands hosted by 
Justkitchen is Body Fit, which offers 
healthy bento (lunchboxes).

PHOTOS: JUSTKITCHEN
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hours to make dinners for delivery). 
“For cloud kitchens, there is no 

hungry time; every hour is hungry time,” 
quips Tony Ku, 3 SQUARE’s marketing 
director.

Beyond the entrance at 3 SQUARE 
lies half a dozen or more kitchens where 
staff are busy making orders for virtual 
brands such as fried chicken, Thai cui-
sine, burgers, and Taiwanese stew (lu 
wei). The company focuses on helping 
restaurants become “cloud-ready.”

“We provide the infrastructure, the 
space, the kitchen facilities, and all the 
online help,” explains Ku. “We help them 
find out their customer profile and use 
cloud tools to help them identify poten-
tial customers… [then we] use data anal-
ysis to redesign menus and develop a new 
brand.” 3 SQUARE also helps market 
the brand online, he adds, for example 
by running promotions on Uber Eats and 
foodpanda, as virtual brands do not have 
the same level of exposure as a physical 
restaurant. It is basically a one-stop shop 
for fast-tracking the launch of a virtual 
restaurant brand. 

“We try to make a bible for our part-
ners,” Ku says. “They can jump into this 
business and we guarantee they can open 
their kitchen in three weeks.” 

Competitor JustKitchen, meanwhile, 
focuses more on its own virtual brands 
in addition to hosting and helping well-
known names, including overseas chains 

TGI Friday’s and Smith & Wollensky and 
local Taiwanese canteen Formosa Chang, 
expand their delivery capacity by under-
taking 100% of their food preparation in 
the startup’s kitchens. 

“We operate our own kitchens, and 
we create our own brands, so essentially 
we have the whole vertical completely 
assembled,” says Kent Wu, JustKitch-
en’s Chief Operating Officer and one of 
the firm’s directors. The company cur-
rently operates 35 brands, 20 of which 
are its own invention, including Body Fit, 
a healthy bento (lunchbox) brand. New 
brands and menus are designed at their 
main kitchen complex in Neihu, which 
employs big data analytics to decide what 
recipes will work, when, and where. 
“Sometimes it’s based on high demand, 
and sometimes it’s based on what are 
called cuisine gaps or cuisine voids – 
what’s missing in that market,” says Wu. 

The Toronto and Frankfurt-listed 
company operates an unusual hub-and-
spokes model, in which meals are par-
tially prepared in a kitchen in the hub 
and then sent to a smaller spoke kitchen 
to complete the final stages of cooking 
– heating, garnishing, and packaging 
– before being dispatched for delivery. 
According to the company, this allows it 
to cover a larger geographical area and 
also ensure the food is delivered faster, 
since at the time of the order the meal 
will already have been semi-prepared. 

According to Wu, JustKitchen currently 
operates one hub and 19 spokes making 
around 4,500 meals a day, with another 
six spokes set to open by January 2022.  

While the bulk of delivery orders 
comes from the most popular apps such 
as foodpanda and Uber Eats, JustKitchen 
also has its own delivery app, allowing 
them to skirt the substantial cut that food 
delivery companies can take. “About 
17% of our business is D2C [direct to 
consumer],” says Wu, adding, “Our goal 
is to increase ‘on-app’ business, but there 
are no specific goals at this time.”

Healthy growth

The business model appears to be 
working. According to data from Mirai 
Business Research Institute, food delivery 
platforms by the end of 2019 were 
growing steadily and had reached 1.02% 
of the overall catering industry. The 
amount spent on food delivery on these 
platforms rose nearly 300% year-on-year 
in the first half of 2020, when the pan-
demic first broke out. 3 SQUARE, which 
was launched in 2020 with just three 
staff, now employs around 20 people 
and is planning to add four more partner 
brands to its existing eight by the end of 
2021. Wu says that JustKitchen – which 
was founded in 2019 – can’t keep up with 
orders and that with all the new spokes 
set to open, they will need to outsource 
some of their business. 

“Our hub is only good at making 
up to 3,000-5,000 pieces of any specific 
item,” says Wu, but notes that with 25 
spokes, volume will naturally increase. 
“At that point, we should be outsourcing 
to professional food manufacturers – they 
have the infrastructure, the equipment, 
and the logistics to handle a lot of this 
higher-volume production,” he says.

Taiwan is fert i le ground for this 
kind of industry because food delivery 
is already well established here. The 
average expenditure on food delivery 
platforms per user in Taiwan is higher 
than e l sewhere in Southeas t As ia , 
including in Singapore and Malaysia, 
says Ku, explaining why 3 SQUARE 
chose Taiwan as its first market. 

It was the same story for JustKitchen. 
“Taiwan had the best unit economics,” 
says Wu. “The user base for food delivery 
was very mature, user penetration was 

3 Square is one of the successful ghost kitchens accelerating the launch of virtual 
restaurant brands.

PHOTO: 3 SQUARE

cloud kitchen.indd   44 2022/1/3   12:18 AM



JANUARY 2022  •  TAIWAN BUSINESS TOPICS   45

C L O U D  K I T C H E N S

very high, so per capita, the number of 
people ordering food delivery was very 
high, even before COVID.” It also had 
the “highest retention rate, or stickiness, 
meaning users continually order online.” 
Operational metrics made sense too. Pop-
ulation density in urban areas is high 
(so lots of potential customers in a small 
area), and pay is low, “in comparison to 
the ticket value of the food,” Wu adds.

The rise of this sector is driving inno-
vation in many areas, including technolo-
gies to keep food fresh, delivery efficient, 
and service automated. But perhaps the 
most interesting area is in menu develop-
ment. Scroll through one of the delivery 
apps and you’ll be surprised at how many 
of the brands that pop up are ones you’ve 
never heard of – these are virtual or ghost 
brands only available via delivery. 

That’s a good thing because it’s giving 
the consumer more choice, argues food 
blogger Hungry Girl in Taipei. “I think 
the rise of ghost kitchens in Taiwan has 
already diversified the types of foods that 
are available to order,” she says. “For 
example, this past year there’s been a vis-
ible influx of everything from ‘healthy’ 
lunch bentos to Mexican food. Because 
the startup costs are low, chefs can com-
bine and test concepts, or share different 
hours in the same space. So with some-
thing niche or riskier in Taipei like Mex-
ican food, they can launch a ‘brand’ or 
menu that overlaps with their existing 
kitchen.”

The flourishing of ghost kitchens also 

comes with its downsides. Perhaps the 
most salient is the environmental foot-
print. At the entrance to JustKitchen’s hub 
in Neihu are shelves stacked high with 
food boxes, lids, and bowls. Yeung Ling 
Chun, senior researcher for Greenpeace 
East Asia’s plastics campaign, says that 
while it’s difficult to gauge the proportion 
of plastic waste that comes from the food 
delivery service, the environmental NGO 
estimated that from May to June this year 
(when the government imposed a par-
tial lockdown in response to community 
spread of COVID-19), paper containers 
with plastic coating and plastic containers 
in New Taipei, Taichung, Tainan, and 
Kaohsiung increased by more than 20% 
from a year earlier, with most of the waste 
being typical packaging used by food 
delivery companies. 

JustKitchen’s Wu says that they are 
hoping to get to around 90% recyclable 
or compostable packaging by the end of 
2022, and that they already use paper 
bags, not plastic. Over at 3 SQUARE, 
Ku says they have similar ambitions – 
they aim to replace all plastic in the next 
two years but “unfortunately, the cost of 
plastic is cheaper.” If their clients don’t 
want to foot the extra cost, the goal may 
be difficult to attain. 

Yeung urges companies to consider 
setting up reusable systems rather than 
simply focusing on recyclable materials. 
“The idea is that partnered restaurants 
will use reusable containers and uten-
sils for the food, and after the consumers 

finish, they can return the containers and 
utensils to the restaurants, designated 
return stations, or hand them back to the 
delivery person when they get their food 
the next time,” she explains, adding that 
there are already pilot programs in Taipei 
(Miss Eco) and the platform Good to Go, 
which has teamed up with foodpanda. 

“We hope that in the future, with the 
collaboration of governments, corporates, 
and food delivery companies, there will 
be a massive expansion of these reuse sys-
tems, which will maximize the environ-
mental benefits and also lower the cost 
and carbon emissions of the whole pro-
cess,” Yeung adds.

Others are concerned about the 
social impacts. For example, the pres-
sure on ghost kitchen staff to work 
fast can be intense. JustKitchen’s web-
site, for example, promises to deliver 
within 20 minutes of receiving an order. 
One former worker of a ghost kitchen 
making roast chicken, who wished to 
remain anonymous, says that she wasn’t 
given any training, even though she had 
never worked in a kitchen before. “I 
didn’t know, for example, that if you fry 
chicken in the same oil as frozen fries, 
the temperature of the oil is altered so a 
lot of the time our fried chicken went out 
under-cooked,” she notes. 

One of the touted strengths of ghost 
kitchens is their agility – menus can 
be changed almost overnight. Michael 
Wende l , a d i rec tor a t Jus tKi tchen 
focusing on menu R&D and the former 
owner of Wendel’s German Bakery and 
Bistro in Tianmu explains: “Usually, in a 
brick-and-mortar restaurant we change 
the menu once or twice a year, but here 
we are coming up with a new brand every 
three to four months.” 

But to some, the use of algorithms to 
second-guess what we want for dinner is 
a “Facebook-ization” of food. If we’re all 
eating food at home, delivered to us by 
apps, will we spend less time eating out 
with friends in restaurants? Is it driving 
us further into a virtual world?

Even Wendel, who says he loves the 
speed and the diversity of his work, 
admits to missing his restaurant, which 
he sold several years ago. “I can’t see my 
customers anymore; I can’t interact with 
them,” he says. “Sometimes I would call 
my friends and say let’s go to my restau-
rant, but I can’t say that anymore!”

JustKitchen makes around 4,500 meals a day and plans to outsource parts of its busi-
ness to accommodate continuously growing demand.

PHOTO: JUSTKITCHEN
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A sizeable crowd of over 200, 
including members, guests, 
high-ranking government offi-

cials, and other VIPs, converged at 
the Taipei Guest House in Taipei ’s 
Zhongzheng District on December 8 
to celebrate the 70th anniversary of 
the American Chamber of Commerce 
in Taiwan. Speaking at the event were 
President Tsai Ing-wen, Minister of For-
eign Affairs Joseph Wu, and American 
Institute in Taiwan Director Sandra 
Oudkirk. 

The location for the celebration 
illustrated the strong and enduring rela-
tionship AmCham has cultivated with 
its Taiwan government partners over 
the years – the Taipei Guest House is 
generally reserved for receiving foreign 

dignitaries, as well as for state banquets 
and other official activities. AmCham 
was honored to be invited into this 
beautiful and historical ly s ignif i -
cant venue to commemorate its seven 
decades of service to the international 
business community in Taiwan.

As guests began arriving, they posed 
for photographs in front of a 70th anni-
versary backdrop in the Western-style 
mansion’s foyer, visited sponsor booths, 
and had the opportunity to record a 
video wishing the Chamber a happy 
anniversary. The atmosphere was one 
of merriment, as members and friends 
old and new greeted and mingled with 
each other.

Inside the main reception hal l , 
guests were treated to video remarks 

from U.S. Senators Marco Rubio and 
Edward Markey, former AIT Direc-
tors William Stanton, Kin Moy, and 
Brent Christensen, and Taiwan Rep-
resentative to the U.S. Hsiao Bi-khim. 
All emphasized the importance of the 
U.S.-Taiwan trade and economic rela-
tionship, as well as AmCham’s outsized 
role in helping develop that relationship 
over the many years.

At 7 p.m., the main portion of the 
event began. Chairperson Chin took 
the stage, which was set against the 
backdrop of the Taipei Guest House’s 
Japanese-style gardens. During his wel-
coming remarks, Chin reflected on some 
of the Chamber’s most notable accom-
plishments since its founding in 1951, 
including its involvement in shaping 

AmCham Celebrates its 70th in Style at 
Historic Taipei Guest House

A M C H A M  E V E N TA M C H A M  E V E N TA M C H A M  E V E N T
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the U.S.’ Taiwan Relations Act in the 
late 1970s, as well as its support of Tai-
wan’s efforts to join the World Trade 
Organization’s precursor, the Gen-
eral Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 
(GATT), in the early 2000s.

Minister Wu spoke next. He praised 
AmCham for its move to transition 
this year from “AmCham Taipei” 
to “AmCham Taiwan,” a name that 
better reflects the scope of the Cham-
ber’s membership and business activities 
across the island. Following him was 
Director Oudkirk, who noted the many 
contributions of the American business 
community to Taiwan’s economy and 
the part AmCham has played in facil-
itating their success, all while being a 
reliable partner to AIT.

President Tsai, the evening’s key-
note speaker, cited AmCham’s vaunted 
position in Taiwan’s history, explaining 
how the organization bore witness to 
Taiwan’s incredible economic develop-
ment and its transformation from an 
authoritarian governing system to a 
thriving democracy. “As Taiwan per-

severed through historical challenges, 
AmCham Taiwan has always been a 
dependable friend and indispensable 
partner,” she said.

Following the speeches, honored 
guests and AmCham Governors posed 
for photos, and a live band played a 
rousing collection of popular songs in 
English and Mandarin for attendees 
to enjoy. Meanwhile, President Tsai, 
Chairperson Chin, and other guests 
dined on fresh cuts of beef and other 
classic American dishes prepared by the 
Regent Taipei. A pop quiz yielded prizes 
for those with deep knowledge of the 
Chamber’s history and advocacy work.

At the end of the night, guests began 
to file out, picking up lavish gift bags 
featuring mementos from a few of the 
evening’s sponsors.

AmCham Taiwan is proud of its 
legacy as a voice for Taiwan’s global 
business community and a champion 
of strong U.S.-Taiwan relations. The 
Chamber looks forward to 70 more 
years as the premier international busi-
ness association in Taiwan.

LIQUOR& WINE SPONSORS

G O L D  S P O N S O R S

P R E M I U M  S P O N S O R S

H O T E L  S P O N S O R S
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International Community Radio Taiwan (ICRT) General Manager Tim Berge has had 
the opportunity to both witness and report on the enormous changes that have 
taken place in Taiwan since he first arrived on the island several decades ago. Ever 
modest, Berge says that his foray into broadcast journalism was just one of a series 
of happy accidents. Yet he’s stuck with it as a lifelong career, supplementing his work 
with a strong dedication to community service through involvement in the European 
Chamber of Commerce Taiwan’s Better Living Committee and speaking engagements 
at local universities, among other activities.

Berge connected with TOPICS Senior Editor Jeremy Olivier in December to talk about 
his journey in Taiwan, his love of radio as a medium, and how he’s helped lead ICRT 
through the evolution in Taiwan’s media landscape over the years.

E X E C U T I V E  S U I T E

What in i t ia l ly brought you to 
Taiwan? What was one thing that really 
stood out to you about the island at 
that time?

My first visit to Taiwan was in 
1978. I was completing a study abroad 
program in Chinese language at the 
Chinese University of Hong Kong that 
year and during my summer vacation, 
I went to Taitung and helped out some 
missionaries that knew my family at a 
hospital they had opened there. 

The first time I actually came to 
live in Taiwan was after I had com-
pleted college. I’d majored in East 
Asian studies and had learned some 
Chinese, but studying the language in 
the U.S. is just not as e�cient as being 
in a Chinese-speaking place. So I spent 
1981-82 at National Taiwan Normal 
University’s Mandarin Training Center, 
brushing up on my Chinese and getting 
more acquainted with the island. I then 
went home for a few years and came 
back in 1988, and I’ve been based here 
ever since.

Back when I first arrived, Taiwan 
was still a lot less developed than else-
where in Asia. When I was in Taitung, 
you would stil l see farmers riding 

ox-drawn carts up and down the streets. 
The main thing that struck me, how-
ever, was just how friendly the people 
were and how easy it was to get along in 
Taiwan. The same is true today.

How did you come to be interested 
in pursuing a career in broadcast jour-
nalism? What attracted you to the 
profession?

I had been working at a friend’s 
import-export company after settling in 
Taiwan, but that dried up in the early 
1990s. Luckily, I got a lead that ICRT 
was looking for a new sta� member. At 
the time, Taipei was beginning work 
on the MRT system and traffic in the 
city was horrendous, so the station, in 
collaboration with Ford Lio Ho, had 
decided to start doing bilingual traffic 
reports. I applied for and got the job, 
and that was how I broke into radio.

What I  r ea l l y l iked about the 
industry in those days was just how fun 
working in radio could be. When I first 
came to ICRT, back when we had our 
own studios up in Yangmingshan, it 
was a very casual environment. 

Also, I enjoyed branching out and 
doing more news because it was such an 

interesting time back then, as Taiwan 
was moving from a very closed society 
to a more open one. Whether it was 
covering the confrontations happening 
at the Legislative Yuan or the many 
street protests, working in radio gave 
me a lot of exposure to the big things 
taking place in Taiwan during that time.

Radio is not as popular a medium 
for news and entertainment as it used 
to be. How has ICRT approached the 
changes in listener preferences and 
habits in the digital age?

ICRT still has a strong brand name, 
but there is a lot more competition in 
the marketplace now than when I first 
started. We’ve therefore had to be cre-
ative to keep up. For example, we were 
the first radio station in Taiwan to o�er 
online streaming, and were one of the 
first to explore podcasting. We’ve also 
been adding more Chinese-language 
content, hosting more events, and doing 
more to encourage listener participation 
and involvement.

In recent years, we’ve been collab-
orating with the government to add 
more content in support of its Bilin-
gual Nation 2030 initiative. And we are 

Meet Tim Berge of ICRT
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working with video as a medium 
in addition to radio and podcasts, 
boosting our presence on You-
Tube. Some of those videos, such 
as a series in which we go out and 
“test” the English of employees at 
different government offices, have 
gotten a lot of views.

How has Taipei ’s restaurant 
scene changed over the years you’ve 
lived in Taiwan? Is there anything 
you miss about the early days of 
your time here?

The biggest change is just in the 
variety of international food avail-
able in Taiwan. I remember from 
my early days that we would go 
to one of the only Western food 
places around, a burger restaurant 
in Taipei's Dinghao area run by a 
guy who had worked as a cook with 
the recently departed U.S. military. 
These days, the options are a lot more 
plentiful. 

The flipside is that, back then, there 
was such an abundance of local hole-
in-the-wall places that served excellent 
food from all over China and Taiwan 
for very low prices. As the original 
owners have aged and begun to pass 
away, the second and third generations 
in the family are unfortunately not as 
interested in keeping the legacy alive 
and the restaurants are closing down.

During your involvement in the 
Better Living Committee, what have 
been some of the most significant mile-
stones the group has hit in terms of 
improving the overall environment 
for foreigners living and working in 
Taiwan?

One of our major recent accom-
plishments happened earlier this year. 
For the last decade or so, we’ve been 
advocat ing a change in the num-
bering format on ARCs and APRCs, 
aligning them with Taiwan ID num-
bers so that foreign residents can access 
the same online services and member-
ship schemes as local citizens. Finally, 
in January, the government made the 
switch, and ECCT Chairman Freddie 
Hoegland and I were the first two to 
receive the newly numbered cards.

Another breakthrough for us was 

persuading the government to change 
the requirement that APRC holders 
must be present in Taiwan for 183 days 
out of the year in order to maintain 
their permanent residency. In the 2017 
Act for the Recruitment and Employ-
ment of Foreign Professionals, that 
condition was changed, and now per-
manent residents need only enter once 
every five years. 

However, the new rule doesn’t apply 
to everyone – those who applied before 
the law was passed or even some who 
apply now but under the old system are 
still excluded. Thankfully, the govern-
ment is committed to revising the law to 
include all APRC holders.

So a lot of what we do is helping 
Taiwan become more competitive in 
attracting foreign talent. If the govern-
ment wants Taiwan to be a place that 
foreigners choose to make their base of 
operations, it needs to make it easier for 
them to come and go and to not treat 
them as an afterthought. Our message 
is: “Don’t think about it as ‘foreigners’ 
and ‘Taiwanese,’ but rather as ‘resi-
dents’ (including ARC/APRC holders) 
and ‘non-residents.’” 

How would you descr ibe your 
approach to management? What do 
you think are your strong points? Any 
weaknesses?

I would say overall, I’m a rather 
easygoing person. I like to work with 

people who are willing to be cre-
ative and give ideas, even though 
at times I have to remind them that 
we can’t do everything they want to 
do, whether that be due to cost or 
time constraints. Still, I encourage 
them to be forthcoming with their 
suggestions because they often have 
very good ideas.

One of my weak points is that 
I’m not always great at following 
up. I basically should write every-
thing down because it’s easy to get 
caught up in the moment and let 
things fall by the wayside. Some-
times that can create problems and 
make people feel like I’ve forgotten 
about stu�. And that’s never good.

What advice do you have for 
foreigners looking to come to 

Taiwan for work or study?
I’ve always said that Taiwan is a 

place where if people know you and 
trust you, they are usually willing to 
give you an opportunity. Often in the 
U.S., it seems that hiring and other deci-
sions are made based on the diploma 
you have and your background expe-
rience, but in Taiwan meeting with 
people and building that trust is more 
important in many cases.

Taiwan is a good place to take 
chances on new things, to feel them 
out and see where they take you. So be 
open-minded, meet as many people as 
you can, and you’ll probably find some-
thing that will be a good fit for you.

What are your hobbies? How do 
you like to get “recharged” after a long 
week at the station?

I live in the mountains between 
Beitou and Tamsui and enjoy going jog-
ging in the area every day – with longer 
jogs on weekends. I like photography, 
so when I’m out on my runs, I take a lot 
of photos, especially of places I may not 
have paid much attention to previously.

I also love just driving around, get-
ting in the car and just seeing where the 
road takes me. Oftentimes, I find these 
interesting new places or great scenery. 
That’s the nice thing about Taiwan – 
its unique topography means you have 
quick access to all of these mountain 
and ocean landscapes.
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