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Intent on becoming one of Asia’s first-class financial institutions, 
Fubon Financial Holdings has the most complete portfolio of finan-
cial products and services in the industry, provided through a strong 
lineup of subsidiaries that includes Fubon Life, Taipei Fubon Bank, 
Fubon Bank (Hong Kong), Fubon Bank (China), Fubon Insurance, 
Fubon Securities and Fubon Asset Management. These subsid-
iaries ensure that Fubon delivers consistently strong results and 
remains a market leader. 

Fubon Financial Holdings has nurtured its presence in Taiwan for 
more than 60 years, and its new brand tagline – “Be positive All 
possible” – reflects its commitment to support those pursuing a 
better future with positive energy and an unrivaled array of finan-
cial services. Sustainability is also a top priority. A comprehen-
sive “Fubon ESG Visioning Project” was launched in 2015, and it 
focused on four major ESG strategies in 2021 – decarbonization, 
digitalization, empowerment, and connection–that signaled Fubon’s 
determination to fulfill its sustainability vision.

The efforts made on sustainability by Fubon Financial Holdings and 
its subsidiaries have earned widespread recognition internationally. 
Fubon has been selected as a constituent of the Dow Jones Sus-
tainability Indices’ top index, the DJSI World Index, for six straight 
years and to the DJSI Emerging Markets Index for seven years in 
a row. It has made the MSCI ESG Leaders Indexes six years in a 
row and received an “AA” MSCI ESG rating, and ranked top three 
among global insurers in Sustainalytics' ESG risk ratings. These 
and other honors manifest Fubon’s resolve on sustainability and its 
emergence as a global benchmark for sustainability in its industry.

Fubon Financial Holdings Overview

INDUSTRY
F    CUS
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Taiwan

 Taiwan-based movie productions are 
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international efforts.
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Horizons
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parties have taken on new formats after 
the pandemic forced many events online. 
Will this be a new upgrade for the MICE 
industry?

 By Jules Quartly

36 Techno Finds Its Place in Taipei’s 
Art Scene

 Artists and audiences are proving that 
the niche genre associated with partying 
in Europe could find recognition also in 
Taiwan. 

 By Julia Bergström

The State of Play For 
Entertainment in Taiwan
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During i t s 100-year h i s tory , 
Zuellig Pharma has grown from 
a domestic distributor to one of 

the largest healthcare services groups in 
Asia. The company now provides distribu-
tion and digital and commercial services 
covering nearly 350,000 clinics, hospitals, 
pharmacies, and modern trade outlets.

With tailored end-to-end services that 
include clinical trial management support, 
commercialization, market expansion, 
product distribution, and digital solu-
tions, Zuellig works to improve healthcare 
access and patient outcomes.

“In the last century, we’ve become 
much more than a distributor,” says 
Zuellig Taiwan’s managing director John 
Chou. “As a service provider, we have 
a comprehensive set of solutions that 
can improve the healthcare industry as a 
whole.”

During the pandemic, Zuellig demon-
strated its commitment to public health 
by providing more than 60 mi l l ion 
COVID-19 vaccines to Taiwan’s more 
than 300 hospitals and clinics. As the 
mRNA jabs require storage at tempera-
tures as low as minus 70 degrees Celsius, 
Zuellig’s cold chain solutions were essen-
tial for safe distribution.

“We’re very happy to have played 

a part in this through our temperature 
tracking and cold storage solutions,” says 
Chou. To this end, Zuellig developed the 
eZLogistics platform, the first end-to-end 
cold chain traceability, real-time tempera-
ture monitoring, and GPS vehicle tracking 
system in Taiwan.

Apart from presenting logistical chal-
lenges the pandemic also prompted a 
digital transformation in the pharma-
ceutical industry, an opportunity Zuellig 
Pharma utilized to elevate its services. The 
company has harnessed artificial intelli-
gence, robotics, big data, and machine 
learning tools to improve its operational 
agility and e�ciency. 

Chou notes that Zuellig has intro-
duced a wide set of digital solutions to 
bring patients benefits at a more rapid 
speed. The company’s extensive data 
analytics dashboards and tools for supply 
chain analytics and demand forecasting 
help customers make more dynamic deci-
sions on product movement through the 
pandemic.

As an example, Chou cites digital 
products like the ZiP insider, a daily/near 
real-time information system that opti-
mizes inventory management, and the 
eZTender platform, a one-stop tendering 
solution for managing massive amounts of 

tendering information to enhance produc-
tivity and time e�ciency. Chou adds that 
the company is also sharing its digital 
experience from other markets to improve 
patient care in Taiwan.

“A lot of people were hesitant to visit 
hospitals during the pandemic, so the 
Taiwan government opened up opportu-
nities for telemedicine,” he says. “Online 
consultations are now possible in Taiwan, 
but overall, telemedicine still has some 
way to go here. Zuellig Pharma offers 
comprehensive solutions in other markets, 
including delivering needed medicine to 
patients’ homes directly, providing an 
integrated administration system for mass 
vaccination and we’re now doing our part 
to support implementation in Taiwan.” 

In its mission to make healthcare more 
accessible, Zuellig is also taking on the 
challenge of upholding sustainable prac-
tices. For these efforts, the company was 
in 2021 and 2022 awarded the sustain-
ab i l i ty P la t inum Medal by ra t ings 
specialist EcoVadis, placing it among the 
top 1% in its industry and rating it as the 
top 1 among 2800 distributors.

Zuel l ig Pharma’s susta inabi l i ty-
oriented approach to business comprises 
four themes: nurturing talent, setting the 
highest standards of integrity, improving 
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A D V E R T O R I A L

Zuellig Pharma Celebrates a Century of 
Making Healthcare Accessible
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health outcomes, and respecting the envi-
ronment.

“We aim to reach carbon neutrality 
by 2030 and have launched an aggressive 
plan to achieve this goal,” says Chou. “If 
you visit our warehouses, you’ll see solar 
panels on the roof. We’re also launching 
electric vehicle fleet pilot programs and 
installing renewable energy solutions in 
all our operations.” 

To nur ture ta l en t , Zue l l i g runs 
programs for promising young and senior 
sta� to undergo training at the Singapore 
Management University. The company 
also provides relocation opportunities to 

enable talent exchange and development. 
Thanks to its diverse and ambitious talent 
pool, Zuellig has become an active partic-
ipant in various associations where it 
works to educate and positively influence 
actors in the industry. 

As Zuellig enters its second century 
of operations, Chou says the company 
aims to combine its comprehensive expe-
rience in all aspects of the pharmaceutical 
supply chain and its future-focused digital 
innovations to set new standards for 
patient-focused medicine.

“In the pharmaceutical industry, 
providing logistics and distribution of 

the highest quality and integrity is just as 
important as research and development,” 
notes Chou. “While manufacturers 
double down on precision medicine and 
new-drug discovery, we will support the 
whole ecosystem to ensure the supply 
chain flows smoothly and patients can 
access all necessary treatment.”

A D V E R T O R I A L

年

For more 
information about 
our services, 
please visit Zuellig 
Pharma Taiwan

Zuellig Pharma received the Silver award of the National Biotechnology and 
Medicine Care Quality Award for developing the only ultra-low cold chain 
integrated solution designed for COVID-19 vaccine distribution in Taiwan.

Zuellig.indd   7 2023/3/7   9:05 AM
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The Meaning of an 
International Mindset

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

Amy Chang 
President,
American Chamber of Commerce in Taiwan

Poet Rainer Maria Rilke once wrote:
Dove that ventured outside… knows what serenity is, for she has felt her wings 
pass through all distance and fear in the course of her wanderings… 
The ball that we dared, that we hurled into infinite space,
doesn’t it fill our hands di�erently with its return:
heavier by the weight of where it has been

I am the dove that ventured outside, the ball that swung back, and also the girl who many 
years ago flew with her brand-new rice cooker from Taipei all the way to Oklahoma to study 
journalism. Years later, the ball that dared returned to Taipei, trying to help the young learn what 
“internationally minded” means and what global competence is. 

Serendipitously at our Business Climate Survey press conference in February – one of my first 
events back at AmCham Taiwan – a journalist asked me: “What is an international mindset?” 

This is an important question with an answer that could potentially a�ect Taiwan’s economic 
success as it strengthens its bonds with the world. 

The challenge of developing an international mindset was exemplified perfectly just a few days 
ago in an article by The New York Times. Among other issues, it reported that Taiwanese workers 
were hesitant to move to the United States because of possible cultural di�erences. Would this be a 
concern if all of us had better fostered international mindsets?

Most definitions of “international mindset” will mention contact with different cultures, 
people, and markets that help us understand the world better, adapt to change, and make wiser 
decisions. To achieve this, you must first become an internationally minded person who actively 
seeks out said contact.

My definition of an internationally minded person is an open-minded, empathetic person with 
intense curiosity and an insatiable appetite for learning; someone who doesn’t assume their way of 
thinking is the only way. Someone who wants to know what else is out there. 

That intense curiosity and appetite for learning are what prompted my move to the U.S. all 
those years ago. True, I held on to my rice cooker – I believe it’s important to remember who 
you are and where you come from – and I was apprehensive. But my desire to discover the world 
trumped my worries and apprehension, and my curiosity took me on a journey on which I’m eter-
nally grateful to have embarked. 

That journey has also inspired me to encourage others to do the same. If we are to bolster Tai-
wan’s talent pool, we must inspire people to venture out with a curious mindset and find new 
ways to think, communicate, and conduct business. 

But just as the ball swings back to where it came from, we also need to attract Taiwanese talent 
back home and ensure they use their newfound knowledge to improve our industries. Businesses 
of all sizes should be receptive to learning and the free flow of ideas. That’s the last part of my def-
inition of an internationally minded person: returning home and sharing what you’ve learned with 
others. That is what I’m doing now, and what I will continue to do together with AmCham. 

3 presidents view.indd   8 2023/3/7   9:06 AM
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灣致力於打造對外國籍居民更加包容的社會，而看
到金融監督管理委員會努力推動銀行業更加公平的
服務環境，相當令人振奮。美國商會重視並感謝金

管會為使銀行業對外國籍居民更加友善所做的努力。推動
雙語服務和放寬開戶要求是朝正確方向邁進的重要措施。

儘管採取了數項積極措施，台灣許多銀行仍對外籍人士
採取歧視性做法。例如，有幾家銀行不允許外國籍居民使
用普及於台灣的行動支付平台 Line Pay。此外，如本期
TOPICS所報導，外籍人士需要親自臨櫃申請信用卡，而且
即使符合標準，許多銀行仍拒絕向沒有在地保證人的外籍
居民發卡。

這些歧視性做法適得其反，只會阻礙居民在台灣進行投
資和消費。經考量個人財務狀況、信貸目的、付（還）款
來源、借款人對銀行債權確保，以及借款人未來前景等因
素後，任何在台灣生活和工作的人只要符合標準，就應該
有資格申辦信用卡。

此外，銀行也不應該要求持有兩張台灣身分證明（外僑

居留證或外僑永久居留證、全民健保卡）的外籍居民，在
開戶或申辦信用卡時仍要提供護照。這項要求既繁瑣又不
必要，只會加深外國人不可信任的觀念。

外資企業在貸款方面也阻礙重重。外資企業需要在地保
證人才有貸款資格，使得獲取資金更加困難。這種做法使
外國投資者和企業望而卻步，進而限制國內經濟成長。

在台灣居住和工作的外籍人士對經濟和社會貢獻許多價
值。對外籍人士的歧視，會削弱台灣吸引外國人才和投資
的努力；以懷疑的態度、不公平的做法對待外籍人士，只
會阻止他們留在台灣以及投資台灣的未來。

為台灣公民著想的同時，也要顧及對社會和經濟有貢獻
的外國籍居民福祉，這在台灣大力向國際人才招手之時尤
為關鍵。因此，台灣必須繼續努力成為一個對外國籍居民
更加包容的社會，消弭對外籍人士的歧視做法。金管會應
持續推出促進銀行業公平的政策，而銀行應使用公平的標
準來判定信用卡和貸款資格。如此一來，台灣可以營造更
加友好的環境，促進投資並同時造福公民和外籍人士。

Banks’ Discrimination Against Foreign 
Nationals Persists

銀行仍不公平對待外籍人士

E   D   I   T   O   R   I   A   L

A s Taiwan strives to become a more inclusive society 
for foreign residents, it is heartening to see the Finan-
cial Supervisory Commission (FSC) working to level 

the playing field in the banking sector. AmCham recognizes 
and appreciates the FSC’s efforts to make the banking sector 
more accessible to foreign residents. The push for bilingual 
services and the relaxation of certain requirements for opening 
accounts are steps in the right direction.

But despite these positive steps, many banks in Taiwan still 
engage in discriminatory practices against foreign nationals. 
For instance, a number of banks do not allow foreign resi-
dents to use Line Pay, a popular mobile payment platform. 
Additionally, as reported in this issue of TOPICS, foreign 
nationals are required to apply for credit cards in person, and 
many banks still refuse to issue credit cards to foreign resi-
dents without a local guarantor, even if they meet the required 
criteria.

These discriminatory practices are counterproductive 
and deter residents from further investment and spending 
in Taiwan. Anyone living and working in Taiwan should be 
eligible for credit cards as long as they meet the necessary 
requirements, taking into account the person’s financial status, 
the purpose of the credit, the (re)payment sources, the protec-
tion for the bank in terms of the borrower’s assets, and the 
perspective of the borrower’s future resources.

Furthermore, foreign residents with two Taiwan ID cards 
(an Alien Residence Certificate or a Permanent Alien Resi-
dence Certificate and a National Health Insurance Card) 

should not also be asked to provide their passports when 
opening accounts or applying for credit cards. This require-
ment is burdensome and unnecessary, perpetuating the notion 
that foreigners are not to be trusted.

Foreign-owned businesses also face obstacles in obtaining 
loans. To qualify for loans, they need a local guarantor, 
making it more challenging to secure funding. This practice 
discourages foreign investors and businesses and limits the 
growth of the domestic economy.

Foreign nationals residing and working in Taiwan make 
valuable contributions to the economy and society. Discrim-
ination against them undermines Taiwan’s efforts to attract 
foreign talent and investment – treating foreign nationals 
with suspicion and subjecting them to unfair practices will 
only discourage them from staying in Taiwan and investing 
in its future.

At a time when Taiwan is pushing to attract foreign talent, 
it is even more critical to act not only in the best interests of its 
citizenry but also that of the foreign residents contributing to 
society and the economy. Taiwan must thus continue to work 
toward becoming a more inclusive society for foreign resi-
dents and eliminate discriminatory practices against foreign 
nationals. The FSC should continue to introduce policies that 
level the playing field in the banking sector, and banks should 
use fair criteria to determine eligibility for credit cards and 
loans. By doing so, Taiwan can foster a more welcoming envi-
ronment that encourages investment and benefits citizens and 
foreign nationals alike.
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— BY JAMES HILL & LINDA YANG  —

M A C R O E C O N O M I C S  

CPI AND RENTS SOAR;              
MANUFACTURING DOWN

The Consumer Price Index (CPI) 
grew at its fastest pace in six months in 
January, climbing 3.04% year-over-year. 
Steep increases in the price of vegeta-
bles and increased spending during the 
Lunar New Year holiday contributed 
to the rise, according to the Director-
ate-General of Budget, Accounting and 
Statistics (DGBAS). Vegetable prices 
soared 28.25% in the runup to the 
10-day holiday period during the second 
half of the month. 

DGBAS also attributed the rise to the 
increased cost of dining out, meat prod-
ucts, eggs, seafood, household products, 
and holiday transportation. However, 
the lowered prices of fruit and telecom-
munications partially o�set the rise.  

Taiwan’s manufacturing output 
declined in January for the seventh 
consecutive month, according to the 
Chung-Hua Institution for Economic 
Research (CIER). The Purchas ing 
Manager’s Index (PMI) in January fell to 
its lowest mark since July 2012. CIER’s 
index tracking activity in the service 
sector also fell 3.2 points to 50 (a score 
below 50 indicates contraction). 

CIER partly attributed the drop 
to workdays lost to the 10-day lunar 
new year holiday. Citing a rebound in 
the index on industry perceptions of 
the business outlook for the next six 
months, CIER sees prospects for grad-
ual recovery in the local manufacturing 
sector. Although the lunar new year holi-
day boosted domestic spending and 
consumption, CIER cautioned that  
inflationary pressures remain. Taiwan’s 
rent index, for example, rose 2.44% in 
January to a record high as landlords 
passed on the financial burden of infla-
tion to tenants. 

A survey conducted by Chinatrust 
Real Estate Co. showed that 52.7% of 
respondents believed Taiwan’s Central 
Bank, taking cues from central banks 
worldwide, would raise interest rates 
again this year. The bank increased inter-
est rates four times in 2022. Nearly 30% 
of survey takers said they would delay 
house-hunting due to increased costs. 

Rents increased by 2.22% in north-
ern Taiwan, 2.65% in central Taiwan, 
3.08% in southern Taiwan, and 1.65% 
in eastern Taiwan. The increase in the 
south was attributed to major tech-
nology firms’ expansion plans, which 
increased the demand for housing.

I N T E R N AT I O N A L  

U.S. AND TAIWAN                      
HOLD SECURITY TALKS 

Minister of Foreign Affairs Joseph 
Wu and Nat iona l Secur i ty Coun-
cil Secretary-General Wellington Koo 
on February 21 met with U.S. Deputy 
Secretary of State Wendy Sherman and 
Principal Deputy National Security 
Adviser Jon Finer at the Washing-
ton office of the American Institute in 
Taiwan (AIT). Details of the talks were 
not publicly available, but insiders said 
the meetings were part of the annual 
“special diplomatic dialogue” between 
the two sides that have taken place for 
the past 25 years.

Also present at the all-day meeting 
were Daniel Kritenbrink, the U.S. Assis-
tant Secretary of State for East Asian 
and Pacific Affairs; Rick Waters, deputy 
assistant secretary of state for China 
and Taiwan; Ely Ratner, assistant secre-
tary of defense for Indo-Pacific Security 
A�airs; Michael Chase, Deputy Assistant 
Secretary of Defense for China; Laura 
Rosenberger, National Security Coun-
cil (NSC) Senior Director for China and 
Taiwan; Rush Doshi, NSC China Direc-
tor, and AIT Director Sandra Oudkirk. 

F e b r u a r y

THE LINE SHOWS CHANGES IN TRADE VALUE AND 
THE SHADED AREA CHANGES IN THE TAIEX INDEX.
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TAIWAN STOCK EXCHANGE 
PERFORMANCE

DATA SOURCE: TWSE 

US$ billion  Year earlier
Current Account Balance (Q4 2022) 23.39 32.19
Foreign Trade Balance (Jan.) 2.3 5
New Export Orders (Jan.) 47.5 58.9
Foreign Exchange Reserves (end Jan.) 554.9 549
  
Unemployment (January) 3.50% 3.66%
Discount Rate (January) 1.750% 1.125%
Economic Growth Rate (Q3 2022)p 4.01% 370.00%
Annual Change in Industrial Output (Dec. 2022)p -7.93% 9.98%
Annual Change in Industrial Output (Jan.-Dec. 2022) 0.88% 13.42%
Annual Change in Consumer Price Index (Jan.) 3.04% -0.16%
Annual Change in Consumer Price Index (Jan.-Dec. 2022) 2.95% 1.97%

ECONOMIC INDICATORS

P=PRELIMINARY                                             SOURCES: MOEA, DGBAS, CBC, BOFT
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Observers say the l ist of attendees 
suggests that national security, cross-
Strait tensions, and visits by U.S. o£cials 
to Taiwan were discussed.

In another unannounced meeting, 
U.S. Representative Mike Gallagher, 
chair of the new House Select Commit-
tee on China, met with President Tsai, 
Vice President Lai Ching-te, Foreign 
Minister Wu and Taiwanese business 
leaders between February 17 and 20. 
Talking to the Washington Post on his 
return to the U.S., Gallagher said that 
delays in the provision of military equip-
ment were the most pressing issue in 
U.S.-Taiwan relations. 

U.S. INCREASES MILITARY TRAINING 
The U.S. government has made 

known plans to increase the number 
of American military personnel sent to 
Taiwan to assist in training Taiwanese 
armed forces. An estimated 100 to 200 
trainers will be dispatched to Taiwan 
over the next few months, according to a 
report in the Wall Street Journal, repre-
senting the largest number of U.S. troops 
in Taiwan in decades. Asked about the 
plans, White House Press Secretary 
Karine Jean-Pierre said: “Our support 
for and defense relationship with Taiwan 
remains aligned against the current 
threat posed by the People’s Republic 
of China and consistent with our One 
China policy. That has not changed.”

TAIWAN RESPONDS TO              
TÜRKIYE EARTHQUAKE 

Taiwan sent two earthquake rescue 
teams totaling 130 people and five rescue 
dogs to areas of Türkiye affected by the 
7.8 earthquake that struck on Febru-
ary 6. The teams returned to Taiwan on 
February 15 after rescuing two people 
trapped in collapsed buildings in Adiya-
man Province. 

Donations made by the Taiwanese 
public to a relief account set up by the 
Ministry of Health and Welfare reached 
NT$1 billion (US$32.73 million) by 
mid-February, with President Tsai Ing-
wen and Vice President Lai Ching-te 

each donating a month’s salary. The 
Turkish Trade Office in Taipei cooper-
ated with the Tzu Chi Foundation to 
collect blankets, sleeping bags, flash-
lights, diapers, winter clothes, and other 
necessities for people who had lost their 
homes in the disaster. 

PARAGUAY PRESIDENT             
VISITS TAIWAN 

The outgoing president of Paraguay, 
Taiwan’s remaining South American 
diplomatic ally, made a state visit to 
Taiwan in mid-February to sign a bilat-
eral agreement and discuss cooperation 
on a series of fronts, including women’s 
empowerment, healthcare, and Taiwan’s 
participation in UN organizations. 

P re s iden t Mar io Abdo Ben í t ez 
thanked Taiwan for its help during the 
pandemic and praised it as a “beacon 
of democracy.” Highlighting coopera-
tion between the two countries, Abdo 
mentioned the “Assisting the Economic 
Empowerment of Women in Latin Amer-
ica and the Caribbean in the Post Covid-
19 Era” project, which helped Paraguay 
achieve the highest employment rate in 
the South American trade bloc Mercosur. 

Abdo is ineligible to run in Para-
guay’s next presidential elections, to be 
held in April. The opposition party has 
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President Tsai and President Abdo Benítez hold bilateral talks. 
PHOTO:OFFICE OF THE PRESIDENT
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said that if elected, it would break ties 
with Taipei to recognize Beijing.  

C R O S S - S T R A I T  

 KMT VICE CHAIR VISITS CHINA 
During a nine-day trip to China 

in February, Vice Chair Andrew Hsia 
of the opposition Chinese National-
ist Party (KMT)  met with Song Tao, 
newly appointed head of the Taiwan 
A�airs O£ce, and Wang Huning, deputy 
head of the Central Leading Group 
for Taiwan Affairs. Hsia reiterated the 
KMT’s opposition to Taiwan inde-
pendence and pledged to uphold the 
“1992 Consensus” in which both sides 
endorsed the principle of “One China” 
(although the then KMT government 
interpreted the one China to be Taiwan’s 
Republic of China). 

In a statement, Taiwan’s Mainland 
Affairs Council said that any visits by 
politicians to China must reflect the will 
of the Taiwanese people to maintain 
democracy and peace, adding that any 
cross-Strait exchange must be based on 
the principles of reciprocity and dignity. 

The KMT sa id that i t supports 
“defending the Republic of China, 
protecting Taiwanese democracy, and 
safeguarding regional peace.” It also 
called on governments on both sides 
not to abandon mutual prosperity and 

economic relations because of their 
differences but rather resolve problems 
through active communication.

SHANGHAI SENDS                      
DELEGATION TO TAIPEI 

A delegation from Shanghai visited 
Taipei in the first o£cial visit from China 
since the onset of the pandemic. The 
group was invited by the Taipei City 
Government to visit the annual Lantern 
Festival and discuss cooperation between 
the two cities. The delegation was led by 
Li Xiaodong, deputy head of Shanghai’s 
Taiwan Affairs Office. Taiwan’s Main-
land Affairs Council said it hoped the 
visit would promote mutual understand-
ing and “healthy and orderly exchanges.”

D O M E S T I C  

INDOOR MASK MANDATE EASED
Taiwan’s indoor mask mandate was 

relaxed on February 20. Masks should 
still be worn indoors in designated 
medical facilities and on all modes of 
public transportation, except when 
performing activities such as eating or 
drinking, taking photos, or undergoing 
medical exams.

Healthcare, medical, and senior 
care institutions, long-term care facili-
ties, veterans’ homes, children and youth 
services, and care institutions for physi-

cally or mentally disabled people are all 
included in the list of medical and care 
institutions.

TAIWAN BANS E-CIGARETTES
 T h e L e g i s l a t i v e Yu a n p a s s e d 

amendments to the Tobacco Hazards 
Prevention and Control Act (THPCA) on 
February 15. As a result, electronic ciga-
rettes and vaping products will be illegal 
to import, manufacture, sell, supply, 
display, or advertise in Taiwan. 

The updated THPCA also raises the 
legal smoking age from 18 to 20 and 
expands no-smoking areas to include 
school campuses, kindergartens, daycare 
centers, and family childcare homes. 
Additionally, the required space for 
health hazard warnings on tobacco 
product packages has been increased 
from 35% to 50%. The e�ective date of 
the new THPCA has yet to be set. The 
global market for e-cigarettes has an esti-
mated value of US$8.28 billion. Michael 
Landl, director of the World Vapers’ 
Alliance, called the ban a “result of a 
terrible misinformation campaign on 
harm reduction.”

PLANS FOR ENHANCED             
DATA SECURITY 

At a plaque unveiling ceremony for 
the National Institute of Cyber Secu-
rity, Vice Premier Cheng Wen-tsan 
announced the government’s plan to set 
up an “independent watchdog mecha-
nism” to provide better protection for 
personal data and impose heavier penal-
ties on private firms that violate data 
protection regulations. President Tsai, 
who was also present at the ceremony, 
stated that “information security is 
national security” and pledged that the 
government would continue to invest in 
cybersecurity.

In the wake of several large-scale 
data breaches, legislators have demanded 
the establishment of an independent 
agency to safeguard personal data. In the 
first week of February, iRent, a vehicle-
sharing service, issued an apology after 

KMT Vice Chair Andrew Hsia (left) met with Song Tao of China’s Taiwan Affairs 
Office February 9 in Beijing. 

PHOTO:KMT
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the data of around 140,000 customers 
were exposed. Over the last few months, 
data leaks have involved China Airlines, 
the National Health Insurance system, 
intelligence records, and household regis-
tration data.

D e m o c r a t i c  P r o g r e s s i v e  P a r t y 
lawmakers have called for prompt action 
on the issue, urging the government to 
establish an independent unit responsible 
for data security rather than addressing 
each breach individually. 

B U S I N E S S  

CASH INCENTIVES                           
FOR TOURISTS PLANNED

Taiwan’s government plans to issue 
vouchers worth NT$5,000 (US$163) to 
international tourists to encourage spend-
ing in the domestic travel and hospitality 
sector following the reopening of borders. 
Minister of Transportation and Commu-
nicat ions Wang Kwo-t sa i sa id the 
vouchers could be available before April 
once the Legislative Yuan passes a draft 
special statute and would be funded by 
surplus tax revenue from last year.  

In addition to individual vouchers, 
travel agencies will receive NT$10,000 
for every inbound tour group of 8-14 
travelers and NT$20,000 for larger 
groups, with up to 90,000 tour groups 
expected to be eligible. The ministry’s 
Tourism Bureau aims to attract six million 
foreign visitor arrivals in 2023. It also 
intends to provide subsidies to employ-
ers in the hospitality industry who hire 
additional janitors or service staff with a 
monthly salary above a certain level.

STARLUX LAUNCHES                    
TAIPEI-LA FLIGHT 

Starlux Airlines will start direct flights 
to Los Angeles from April 26. Round-
trip flights will be offered at first every 
Monday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, 
and Saturday, and every day of the week 
beginning in June. The new route will 
be served by Airbus A350-900 aircraft 
with 306-seat capacity.  The airline has 

also announced flights to Sendai in Japan 
from April, aiming to attract tourists 
for the annual cherry blossom season. 
The airl ine’s revenue has increased 
13-fold year-over-year due to a rebound 
in air travel after nearly three years of 
pandemic restrictions. 

HOTEL RATES HIT NEW RECORD 
Hotel room rates in Taiwan hit a new 

average high of NT$4,195 (US$140) in 
2022, despite a relatively low occupancy 
rate due to the Covid-19 pandemic, 
Taiwan Tourism Bureau data showed. 
Workforce shortages and the increasing 
price of goods were considered to be the 
major reason for the higher rates. 

Amid the rebound in tourism, Four 
Seasons Hotels and Resorts announced in 
February that construction has started on 
its first facility in Taiwan.  The 31-story 
hotel, located in Taipei’s Xinyi District, 
will have 260 rooms.  

DBS TO BECOME                         
BIGGEST FOREIGN BANK

Singaporean DBS Bank is expected 
to become the largest foreign bank in 
Taiwan by assets after completing the 
acquisition of Citigroup’s consumer busi-
ness. The integration is expected to be 
completed in the third quarter of 2023, 
said Sier Han Ng, who will take over 
as the general manager of DBS Bank 
(Taiwan) on April 1. The deal is worth 
NT$93.6 billion (US$3 billion). 

After the integration is complete, DBS 
Bank (Taiwan) is set to grow by 4.3 times 
in the number of credit cards and secured 
loans issued, 3.5 times in wealth manage-
ment volume, and 4.7 times in demand 
deposits. Citigroup announced in April 
2021 that it would sell its consumer 
banking units in 13 countries, leaving 
Hong Kong and Singapore as the only 
exceptions in the Asia-Pacific region. 

TAIWAN SECOND IN                     
ASIA FOR INNOVATION 

Taiwan was hailed as the second most 
innovative country in Asia by Clarivate 
Analytics, which included 11 Taiwan-
ese companies and institutions in a list 
of 100 global innovators. In total, 58 
Asian organizations were listed, of which 
38 were from Japan, five from South 
Korea, and four from China. The tech-
nology sector was most prominently 
featured, with organizations such as the 
Industrial Technology Research Institute 
(ITRI), Hon Hai Precision (also known as 
Foxconn), Delta Electronics, Nanya Tech-
nology Corp., TSMC, Quanta Computer, 
and AUO Corp listed.

ITRI has been featured in the annual 
list seven times, Hon Hai six, and Media-
Tek and Quanta five. Hon Hai, which 
currently owns 61,489 patents world-
wide, said that its inclusion demonstrated 
that the company’s e�orts to deploy high-
value intellectual property had gained 
international recognition. 

DBS Bank is expected to complete an integration of Citigroup’s Taiwan consumer 
business in the third quarter of this year.

PHOTO:CNA
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外籍人士 銀行
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W hat’s in a name? When it comes 
to banking in Taiwan, quite 
a lot – especially if you’re a 

foreigner. For Anthony van Dyck, a long-
term Canadian resident of Taiwan, an 
unwieldy name has proved a perennial 
hindrance to completing what should be 
routine procedures.

“I’ve been going to the same bank for 
almost 30 years – longer than any of the 
tellers have worked there – and at least 
twice a year there’s a problem,” says van 
Dyck, a director at the Canadian Cham-
ber of Commerce in Taiwan. “My full 
name is John Anthony Christian van 
Dyck, which is a mouthful. That’s on my 
APRC, and they insist it should be like 
that on their o�cial documents. The trou-
ble is, their system doesn’t accept that 
many characters.”

Name-related fiascos feature prom-

inently in expat gripes about banks in 
Taiwan. Andy, a British national who 
has worked as a teacher here for over a 
decade, recounts a “bureaucratic night-
mare” with Taiwan Cooperative Bank 
(TCB) while trying to receive funds from 
abroad. 

“My mother sent money using the 
Western style – given name, middle name, 
then surname,” he says. “They rejected 
the transaction on the grounds that the 
name didn’t match. This was pre-inter-
net banking, so she had to trudge back to 
her bank and resend it according to the 
Chinese style, with the surname first.”

Following lengthy discussions with 
a TCB manager, Andy was able to add 
the Western version of his name to his 
account, alongside the Chinese format 
and the characters for his Chinese name. 
Shortly afterward, however, another 

remittance was rejected as it didn’t include 
his middle name. “I told them that this 
wasn’t required – even airline tickets don’t 
need the middle name – but they insisted 
on an exact match,” he says. “When I 
asked if I could add another option, they 
said two variations was the limit.”

Aside from a frustrating bureau-
cracy, foreigners frequently report prob-
lems with accessing financial products 
and services. Many banks in Taiwan still 
routinely refuse to issue credit cards to 
foreign nationals without a local guaran-
tor, and the few that do often relent only 
after considerable pushback. Bizarrely, the 
local sponsor is seldom subject to a credit 
check and does not even need to provide 
any employment history. 

There is no legal justification for this 
practice, says Phil Chen-Chang Tong, 
deputy director-general of the Banking 

In a system that relies on “self-
regulation,” Taiwan banks are 
hesitant to lend their services to 
foreign nationals.

Foreign Residents’ Banking 
Woes  
BY JAMES BARON 
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Bureau at Taiwan’s Financial Supervisory 
Commission (FSC). Tong cites the “5 P’s 
principle” as the criteria that should be 
used to determine whether credit can be 
extended. The P’s refer to a person’s finan-
cial status, the purpose of the credit, the 
(re)payment sources, the protection (for 
the bank in terms of a borrower’s assets), 
and the perspective (of the borrower’s 
future resources). 

“No matter whether you’re a foreigner 
or a local, banks should follow this prin-
ciple,” says Tong. “Under our financial 
inclusion policy, no bank can have a regu-
lation excluding foreigners.” However, 
Tong admits that “with more than 3,400 
branches scattered across the island, there 
may be non-standard practices.”  

Highlighting a February 9 press release 
reaffirming the FSC’s commitment to 
promoting a foreigner-friendly environ-
ment, Tong says FSC Chairman Huang 
Tien-mu has taken a hands-on approach 
to inc r ea s ing the number o f bank 
branches with bilingual facilities, appli-
cation forms, and service counters with 
bilingual personnel. 

“Each year, he picks one or two banks 
at random and visits their branches 
accompanied by the Minister of the 
National Development Council,” says 
Tong. “Last year, they visited Far Eastern 
International Bank and Bank of Taiwan 

to ensure their practices fulfill our expec-
tations.”   

FSC data from December 2022 puts 
the number of bilingual branches at 827 
– an almost five-fold increase since the 
end of 2020, and an encouraging sign. 
However, other measures announced in 
the press release remain vaguely defined, 
consisting of directives to “improve” 
services but lacking concrete instructions 
on how to do so. 

Elsewhere, FSC communication touts 
new provisions under the government’s 
Employment Gold Card Policy, which 
offers tax breaks and other benefits for 
“foreign professionals with financial 
expertise.” Four banks – Bank of Taiwan, 
First Bank, Huanan Bank, and Mega 
Bank – o�er special services to Gold Card 
holders, including custom credit cards. 
However, these benefits cover only a small 
number of individuals – fewer than 6,000 
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President Tsai and an Employment Gold Card holder from the United States. Holders 
of the Gold Card are granted financial benefits and special banking services. 

PHOTO: OFFICE OF THE PRESIDENT
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at the close of last year – most of whom 
stay for a period of one to three years. 
Foreigners who have lived and worked in 
Taiwan for decades, including successful 
entrepreneurs and well-salaried employ-
ees, are not eligible for such incentives. 
On the contrary, many continue to be 
denied basic services available to almost 
any Taiwanese. 

“Taiwanese banks are a bit xenopho-
bic,” says Derek, a British business owner 
who has lived in Taiwan since 1994. As 
an example, “opening a business account 
required me sending in funds from over-
seas, which is just stupid,” he says.

Derek recalls being among the first 
foreigners he knew of in Taiwan to obtain 
a mortgage without a guarantor. He was 
flatly rejected when he first applied at 
the bank he had been using for years to 
receive his salary from the multinational 
financial institution he worked for. “No 
questions, no option to discuss,” he says. 
“My salary was plenty to cover the mort-
gage payments.” 

Over the next couple of years, Derek 
approached a total of 14 local and foreign 
banks and received the same response. His 
final roll of the die was with a branch of 
an international bank that he heard might 

be more receptive to foreigners. 
“I prepared well, with a PowerPoint 

presentation of my net worth, earnings, 
etc.,” he says. “Once again, the minions 
in the branch rejected me, but this time 
I insisted on seeing the manager. After I 
made my presentation to him, he finally 
agreed to give me a mortgage with no 
local guarantor, but with 50% cash 
down.”

That requirement would be beyond 
the means of many foreign nationals, and 
it was achieved only after causing “one 
hell of a fuss and being very annoyingly 
persistent, Derek says. In the face of such 

5
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hurdles, most people simply give up, he 
notes. 

Once again, banks were not playing 
by the rules. Taiwan’s laws on foreign 
nationals purchasing property are based 
on the principle of reciprocity. As such, 
there should be no barrier to getting a 
mortgage for those who meet the 5Ps, 
says FSC’s Tong.

Business owners can be hampered in 
other ways. Despite an amendment put 
forward by the Bankers Association of the 
Republic of China to regulations govern-
ing online services for foreigners, many 
foreign nationals still encounter obstacles 
with internet banking. The added insis-
tence that business accounts be opened at 
the branch nearest the registered address 
of a business can make for some irksome 
experiences. 

“As the foreign head of a company in 
Taiwan, I couldn’t get internet banking 
for at least six months,” says van Dyck. 
“The bank says it’s an anti-money laun-
dering (AML) thing. After 27 years at the 
same bank, do they think I’m playing the 
long game, and now comes the cheat? An 
18-year-old Taiwanese would be able to 
get this right o� the bat.”     

Elaine Salt, a pharmaceutical indus-
try executive, tells a similar story. “I have 
money I’ve saved over the years in Entie 
Bank, and my sons have money there, 
too. All I want to do is transfer money 
between accounts, but they won’t give me 

internet banking,” says Salt. “They claim 
foreigners are not allowed, but Fubon 
Bank and HSBC give me internet banking, 
so Entie is just making it up.”

Another problem arose two years 
ago at Fubon Bank, where Salt has high-
net-worth individual status. Hoping to 
avail herself of an arrangement that gives 
customers a 3% rebate on points earned 
with the Line communication app, she 
applied for a linked JCB card. 

“I used to get Cathay Miles, but 
because of the pandemic I wasn’t flying, 
so didn’t need a card linked to an airline 
anymore,” she says. “The ridiculous thing 
is, I already have two cards with them. 
They know how much I earn, they know 

I own a house, plus they know I’m send-
ing money overseas for my son’s school 
fees. They’re well aware of what liquidity 
is involved.”

Nevertheless, she was told by her 
personal banker that because she didn’t 
have a Taiwanese ID, she would need 
a guarantor. At one point , she was 
advised that her sons – for whom she 
still provides – could sign on her behalf. 
Following a “meltdown,” during which 
she threatened to close her account, Salt 
received a call approving her application 
later that afternoon. 

Despite the launch of three digital 
banks – Line Bank, Rakuten Bank, and 
Next Bank – in the last two years, matters 
have yet to improve. 

“We initially had high expectations 
for virtual banks, but we haven’t seen 
anything from them,” says Kunchou Tsai, 
a managing partner at Enlighten Law 
Group, which specializes in fintech. “On 
the contrary, they are simply trying to 
survive because there are still too many 
barriers, including AML regulations and 
requirements to conduct certain proce-
dures physically.”

Hopes that major foreign fintech firms 
will enter the market are unlikely to be 
realized anytime soon, says Tsai. He 
mentions the London-headquartered firms 
Wise and Revolut as among companies 
that have approached Enlighten about 
accessing the FSC’s regulatory sandbox. 
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“After evaluation, they concluded that 
it would take too long – six months to a 
year – to get approval, and then another 
year in the sandbox,” he says. “After that, 
applying for your actual financial license 
could take a further year. For a fintech 
company, three years is a lifetime.”    

While Tsai says money laundering is a 
legitimate concern, the real problem seems 
to be the FSC’s outmoded view of fintech 
– domestic or foreign – as simply a “tool 
provider” to complement existing insti-
tutions. “They don’t want these compet-
itive foreign firms being disruptive to the 
market.”   

This view is supported by a digital 
transition employee at a Taiwanese finan-
cial holding company. “They definitely try 
to protect native institutions’ interests,” 
she says. “But it’s also just a parenting 
attitude – trying to make sure that noth-
ing goes wrong.” 

Lu Pei-hua, a senior reporter with 
CommonWealth Magazine, believes the 
problem is partially rooted in Taiwan’s 
regulatory framework. “In some coun-
tries, they provide licenses that focus on 
specific services,” says Lu, who focuses 
on banking. “But in Taiwan it’s one full 
license for everything.” Granting access to 

the domestic financial market is thus seen 
as giving carte blanche to foreign firms.  

However, like many others, Lu believes 
this old-fashioned mindset is just as aggra-
vating for Taiwanese as it is for foreign 
residents. And Taiwanese with experi-
ence of banking abroad have their own 
personal nightmares to relate. 

For Hou Me i - chen , a bus ine s s -
woman from Miaoli County, opening an 
account in the UK in the 1990s turned 
into a decades-long ordeal to retrieve her 
remaining £500 balance upon return-
ing to Taiwan. Relatives attempted to 
assist during a visit to London in 2003 
but were told the account holder had 
to close the account in person. The 
money remains sitting in a Barclays Bank 
account to this day. 

Hou’s experience compares unfavor-
ably with that of her niece in Austra-
lia. “After she graduated from univer-
sity in Perth and came back to Taiwan, 
she closed her account with a digital 
signature,” says Hou. “Because so many 
overseas students leave without closing 
accounts, Australian banks allow this.”   

Monica Lai, an e-commerce product 
manager and former Citibank employee 
who lived in the UK between 2007 and 

2012, has a slightly better impression of 
banking there. “Even back then, I barely 
went to Natwest,” she says. “Ninety-five 
percent of the things I needed to do could 
be done online or via phone.”

However, Carl Thelin, a Taiwan-born 
American filmmaker, corroborates Hou’s 
frustration in trying to close a UK bank 
account remotely. “Eventually I had to 
fly to London to negotiate a deal with 
the BBC,” says Thelin. “It ended up fall-
ing through, but my one consolation was 
I got to shut those damned accounts.” 
Still, Thelin says the UK remains only 
“the second worst banking system I have 
ever had the displeasure to experience.” 
Top spot, he says, goes to Taiwan “by 
some way.” 

For his part, FSC’s Tong expresses 
regret at the problems foreign nation-
als face with banking in Taiwan. “I’m 
surprised and sorry to hear about these 
problems,” says Tong. He welcomes feed-
back, which he says will help improve the 
FSC’s “o¢site supervision” through meet-
ings with banking executives. 

“We will let the bank CEOs know 
that our policies and practices need to be 
fine-tuned to pay more attention to such 
cases.”  

Taiwan’s Cryptocurrency 
Sector at a Crossroads

In the wake of significant losses incurred 
by users of the collapsed FTX exchange, 
questions arise as to whether minimal 
regulation focused on preventing money 
laundering is still sufficient.

BY MATTHEW FULCO 

T aiwan’s financial services sector is 
known for its conservatism, and its 
regulators for their caution. These 

factors usually help reduce financial risk 
and protect investors. 

But in the case of cryptocurrency, 
hesitancy to enact regulations beyond 
those addressing money laundering has 
had consequences. Taiwanese investors 
incurred heavy losses from the collapse of 
FTX, once the world’s third-largest cryp-
tocurrency exchange by trading volume, 
and they have no recourse. 
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FTX filed for bankruptcy in November 
last year, and its former founder and CEO 
Sam Bankman-Fried now faces eight crim-
inal charges in the U.S., including wire 
fraud and conspiracy to defraud inves-
tors. An estimated 500,000 to 600,000 
Taiwanese investors lost a combined 
NT$1.5-3 b i l l ion (about US$49-98 
million) from FTX’s implosion, making 
Taiwan the fifth or sixth most affected 
nation, aside from tax havens. 

Following FTX’s collapse, the Finan-
cial Supervisory Commission (FSC) issued 
a statement warning about the high risks 
of investing in digital assets given the lack 
of transparency and high volatility of 
many trading platforms. The FSC said it 
would “continue to watch closely related 
developments and how other coun-
tries respond to the situation,” Taiwan’s 
Central News Agency reported. 

“Regulators around the world, includ-
ing Taiwan’s FSC, are no doubt spooked 
by the swift collapse of FTX,” says Sam 
Reynolds, a Taipei-based expert on digital 
assets and a senior reporter for CoinDesk, 
a digital currency news site. “Given the 
lack of yield-generating opportunities at 
banks in Taiwan, hundreds of thousands 
of Taiwanese in search of higher returns 
lost their capital when FTX collapsed. 
Right now, there’s not much the Taiwan 
government can do, as FTX is a foreign 
entity and outside the control of the 
FSC.” 

“The government must get its act 
together” when it comes to crypto regula-
tion, says Jason Hsu, a a former Chinese 
Nationalist Party (KMT) legislator who is 
now a senior research fellow at Harvard 
University’s Ash Center for Democratic 
Governance and Innovation.” But, he 
adds, Taiwan’s digital assets industry also 
has work to do. 

“The crypto community has been 
really dysfunctional,” Hsu says. “People 
trying to get rich quick have lost all their 
money and all their friends’ money. The 
community has to share some of the 
responsibility.” 

Of the government’s response to FTX’s 
collapse, Alex Liu, chief executive offi-
cer of Maicoin, Taiwan’s largest digi-
tal asset trading group, says: “By largely 
regulating crypto in a piecemeal fashion, 
Taiwan’s government has allowed FTX 
and other o�shore platforms like Binance 
to serve Taiwanese with little or no formal 

consumer protection. That approach 
needs to change.” 

Liu notes that offshore trading plat-
forms for digital assets frequently change 
physical headquarters to avoid being 
confined to a single regulatory jurisdiction 
and also o�er many products not permit-
ted onshore. If these offshore platforms 
were all run according to financial indus-
try standards, these offerings would be 
acceptable. 

Taiwan has had firsthand experi-
ence with a major player in the crypto-
currency sector opportunistically operat-
ing in the country. Reynolds notes that 
when Tether, a stablecoin (a cryptocur-
rency tied to a real-world asset), was spun 
out of its Hong Kong parent Bitfinex in 
the mid-2010s, it kept US$50 million in 
deposits spread between several Taiwan-
ese banks until at least early 2018. Tether 
withdrew its funds from Taiwan only 
when its U.S. partner bank Wells Fargo 
told the company and its Taiwanese part-
ners it would no longer provide bank-
ing correspondent services for all Tether-
related transactions at its Taiwanese part-
ner banks.

Reynolds largely attributes Teth-

er’s decision to use Taiwanese banks to 
a “culture of lackadaisical KYC /AML 
checks,” a reference to “know your 
customer” and anti-money laundering 
practices. Policies tightened in the wake 
of AML failures that caused Mega Bank’s 
New York branch to be fined US$180 
million in 2016. 

Undefined and unregulated 

Unlike China and India, where regu-
lators see cryptocurrency as a threat to 
be contained, or Singapore where it is 
treated  more as an economic opportu-
nity, the Taiwanese government has taken 
a relatively neutral stance toward digi-
tal assets. This agnosticism has given the 
domestic crypto sector room to develop 
but has the potential of leading to bureau-
cratic inertia. Even after the fallout from 
FTX’s collapse, the Taiwanese government 
has yet to show a sense of urgency about 
regulating digital assets. 

One reason for Taiwan’s slowness in 
developing cryptocurrency regulations is 
that it has never formally defined what 
cryptocurrency is, says Lee Cheng-hwa, a 
senior industry analyst at the semi-govern-
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mental Market Research & Consulting 
Institute (MIC). “Is it a type of currency?” 
he asks. “A financial commodity? Or just 
a simple digital item? Who should enact 
and be responsible for enforcing crypto-
currency regulations will depend on the 
definition.” 

In December 2013, the FSC and 
Taiwan’s Central Bank did issue a joint 
statement outlining the government’s posi-
tion on bitcoin. Bitcoin cannot be consid-
ered “legal tender,” “currency,” or a 
“generally accepted medium of exchange” 
in Taiwan, but rather is a “highly specula-
tive digital virtual commodity,” the state-
ment said.

Since then, the government has used 
that statement as a guiding principle. It 
has permitted the development of onshore 
cryptocurrency exchanges, but has not 
supported integration of the digital assets 
ecosystem with the existing financial 
system. For instance, in December 2017, 
the FSC asked Taiwanese financial insti-
tutions to avoid trading cryptocurrencies. 
Then-FSC Chairman Wellington Koo said 
Taiwan considers crypto to be a “highly 
speculative virtual commodity” and inap-
propriate for local financial institutions. 

Since FSC regulations cover all finan-
cial activities in Taiwan, “there is no 
reason why it cannot regulate the alter-
native finance of the virtual currency, 
whether centralized or decentralized, a 
security virtual currency, or a functional 
virtual currency,” Taiwanese law firm 
Hsu & Associates argued in a published 
report. 

However, the FSC still seems to prefer 
to keep cryptocurrency at arm’s length. At 
a January press conference, FSC Chair-
man Thomas Huang said that the deci-
sion on whether to enact a special crypto-
currency law is still under inter-ministerial 
discussion. “We must determine the clas-
sification of digital assets and their legal 
characteristics before going forward with 
any regulations,” he said. 

“Financial regulators normally can 
proactively shape the business environ-
ment for new industry segments, like digi-
tal banks, but cryptocurrency is differ-
ent,” says Zennon Kapron, director of 
the financial technology research firm and 
consultancy Kapronasia. “Crypto is some-
thing that has been forced on to regu-
lators and something they can’t control 
directly, so it becomes all the more impor-

tant to act quickly.” 
Huang suggested a few possibilities 

for enhanced oversight of the cryptocur-
rency sector, including segregating assets 
between clients and trading platforms, 
supervising fair-trading activities, and 
protecting data security. However, Huang 
noted that Taiwan has not yet legislated 
how these activities should be regulated, 
and the FSC can only follow the Money 
Laundering Control Act. 

He also proposed that banks could 
play a more prominent role in overseeing 
cryptocurrency activities using their KYC 
process and recommended that the digital 
assets industry strengthen self-regulation. 

Former legislator Hsu is not sanguine 
about the ability of Taiwanese banks to 
play a leading role in digital assets regula-
tion. “The banks don’t want to deal with 
it,” he says. “Why would they take on 
something unfamiliar that could introduce 
new risk?” He notes that the local bank-
ing industry is deeply conservative, having 
resisted regulatory calls for consolidation 
for years. “They just want to keep things 
the way they are,” he says. 

The next steps 

During a December news confer-
ence at Taiwan’s Legis lat ive Yuan, 
Taiwan People’s Party (TPP) lawmak-
ers noted that many of those affected 
by the FTX collapse are young, in some 
cases students. They cited a 2022 study 
by the Taiwan Academy of Banking and 

Finance, which found that financial resil-
ience and literacy among young Taiwan-
ese had fallen over the previous two years. 
According to the study, 40% of people 
aged 20-29 had already started investing, 
with 7% investing in digital assets, but 
more than half said they know little or 
nothing about finance.  

TPP legislator Cynthia Wu proposed 
at the press conference that the Ministry 
of Education and FSC cooperate to draft 
a compulsory financial literacy course 
for high school students. She noted that 
the current national curriculum focuses 
on economic theory and lacks practical 
content about personal finance. 

Besides the rising political pressure to 
increase investor protection and educa-
tion, there is also likely to be a push for 
more comprehensive regulations of digi-
tal assets. Such regulations could be 
built from the ground up or by augment-
ing existing regulations, similar to the 
way Taiwan developed its rules for secu-
rity token offerings (STOs) in 2019, says 
MIC’s Lee. 

He suggests Taiwan refer to the experi-
ence of Japan, which has built one of the 
world’s most comprehensive regulatory 
frameworks for digital assets. In 2017, 
Japan became the first major economy to 
recognize bitcoin as a currency and the 
first government to issue formal operating 
licenses to crypto exchanges.

Cryptocurrency in Japan is regu-
lated by the Japanese Financial Services 
Agency (FSA), the country’s main finan-

Maicoin is one of Taiwan’s leading emerging technology-focused startups. 
PHOTO: MAICOIN
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Yes, Foreigners Can 
Be Scammed in 
Taiwan Too

Fraud rings will go to great lengths to trick both 
Taiwanese citizens and foreign nationals into forking 
over their hard-earned money, as I found out the 
hard way. However, there are several ways you can 
protect yourself, assist efforts to combat this illegal 
activity, and help those often trafficked and forced 
into such work by criminal actors.BY GEORGE HANSON

I t’s 6:30 on a Sunday evening in early 
October. I’m on my way out the door 
to meet some friends for dinner. My 

phone rings.
Many of my fellow expats choose 

to ignore phone calls from unfamiliar 
numbers. Several Taiwanese friends use 
an app called Whoscall, which identifies 
numbers and helps block spam. Since I am 
in the midst of a job hunt and am accus-
tomed to receiving calls at odd hours, I 
have done neither. 

“Hello, is this Mr. Han Kao-jui?” the 
person on the other end asks, using my 
Chinese name. “Yes, it is,” I answer. 

It’s a response that I will forever regret, 
as what took place next was a series of 

cial regulator in collaboration with two 
self-regulation entities: the Japan Virtual 
Currency Exchange Association (JVCEA) 
and the Japan Security Token Associa-
tion (JSTOA). The JVCEA creates rules 
and policies for crypto exchange service 
providers, while the JSTOA supervises 
token offerings and other crowdfunding 
events.

Japan’s parliament – the Diet – also 
plays an active role in shaping the regu-
latory environment for digital assets. In 
June 2022, the upper house of the Diet 
passed a landmark law clarifying stable-
coins’ legal status. The law defined stable-
coins as virtual currencies, imposed 
an obligatory link with the yen, and 
enshrined the right to redeem them at face 
value. The law will go into e�ect this year. 

CoinDesk’s Reynolds agrees that 
Taiwan could learn from Japan when it 
comes to regulating virtual assets. He 
notes that after the 2014 collapse of the 
Tokyo-based Mt. Gox exchange, when 
hackers made off with US$460 million, 

Japan required crypto exchanges to use 
third-party custodians – a trust company 
or bank trust – to manage customers’ fiat 
money balances. This regulation reduces 
the risk of a crypto exchange tampering 
with customers’ money.

As a result, “FTX’s Japan clients did 

not lose out like their peers elsewhere,” 
Reynolds says. The Japanese unit of the 
bankrupt exchange began permitting 
withdrawals of crypto and fiat currency 
deposits on February 21. “Japan crypto 
exists in an almost parallel universe to the 
rest of the world,” he adds. 

For his part, MaiCoin’s Liu suggests 
Taiwan present offshore exchanges with 
a simple choice: comply with Taiwan’s 
regulations or stop serving Taiwanese 
customers. Singapore took that approach 
in regulating Binance, the world’s larg-
est cryptocurrency exchange. In December 
2021, the Monetary Authority of Singa-
pore ordered Binance to comply with 
the Payment Services Act or stop serving 
Singaporeans. Binance chose to withdraw 
from the market and no longer provides 
offshore services to users based in Singa-
pore.

“The de minimis approach Taiwan has 
taken to crypto has run its course,” Liu 
says. “The time has come to view crypto 
as an industry worthy of cultivation.” 
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missteps on my part that led to me being 
manipulated into handing over to a fraud-
ster a large portion of my savings in 
Taiwan.

Telefraud is rampant in Taiwan, as 
most people who have lived here long 
enough (including myself) would know. 
The number of fraud cases involving 
phone calls and other communication 
channels like the messaging app LINE has 
risen sharply over the past three years, 
according to a July 2022 report on local 
online outlet Storm Media. The report, 
citing Criminal Investigation Bureau (CIB) 
statistics, noted that between 2019 and 
2021, such cases exceeded 71,000, with 
the fraudulently obtained assets total-
ing more than NT$14 billion (US$43.9 
million). 

Judging from those figures, it’s obvi-
ous that the pandemic has had no deter-
rent effect on the activities of these 
groups. In fact, a situation in which more 
people were spending more time at home 
and not in the company of others might 
have encouraged actors to ramp up their 
e¢orts. If you haven’t received at least one 
call or text (or both) per week enticing 
you to quickly “get in on a great invest-
ment opportunity,” have you even been in 
Taiwan in the past year? 

Many of the calls are robocalls, and 
the texts are obvious spam. But that 
was not the case with the people who 
tricked me. There was a human being on 
the other end of the line who knew my 
name and had detailed information about 
an actual product that I had purchased 
just two months previously from a real 
e-commerce website. 

Another cheery caller from the same 
group then claimed to be a representa-
tive from my bank and provided detailed 
instructions on how to cancel an “incor-
rect transaction” through the online 
banking app. Since this bank’s customer 
service center operates 24/7, I felt I had 
no reason not to trust them. Unluckily for 
me, I hadn’t seen the Taipei Times article 
published in August warning of just such 
a ploy.

Once the l ine went dead and the 
harsh reality of what had occurred sank 
in, I collapsed in panic. What had I just 
done? My innate trust in people, my di�-
culty with the local language, my rush 
to get out the door to meet friends, the 
high degree of safety in Taiwan, and the 

interminable experience of most bank-
ing-related transactions here – these 
factors had combined, allowing me to let 
my guard down just long enough to be 
swindled out of a significant amount of 
money. How could I have let this happen?

Taking action

M o r e i m p o r t a n t l y ,  w h a t w a s I 
supposed to do to rectify what had just 
happened? I was alone at home and not 
in the right mind to sit down and sift 
through the abundant and sometimes 
conflicting Chinese-language information 
on how to stop a scammer before they 
abscond with your money. 

Instead, I ran straight to the local 
police station and reported the incident. 
But even at that point, it was already too 
late. The several minutes I was held on the 
line likely gave the caller’s co-conspirators 
just enough time to withdraw the money 
I’d transferred from a local ATM and 
walk away unnoticed into the night.

That doesn’t necessarily need to be the 
case for you. Here is an English transla-
tion of five actions you can take to stop a 
scam and hopefully get your money back.
1. Dial the CIB’s Anti-Fraud Hotline. 

This number is hard to forget: 165. As 
long as you have all relevant informa-
tion on hand, including the remitting 
and receiving bank account numbers, 
the amount of money involved, the 
time of the transaction, and where 
you were during the transaction, this 
service can try to implement a mecha-
nism that locks the scammer’s account. 
Otherwise, you will need to immedi-

ately go to your nearest police station 
to file a report. 

2. Download the 165 mobile app or 
make a report on the service’s website. 
This entai ls essent ial ly the same 
process as the one above. Both the 
app and website are in Chinese, so 
try to enlist some native-speaker help. 
In addition, if you decide to report 
through this channel, you will still 
need to go in person to the police 
station to finalize the police report by 
recording your statement.

3. Dial the police emergency hotline. 
A call to 165 is not actually consid-
ered a formal police report. To make 
an immediate report, call the National 
Police Agency’s emergency hotline 
at 110. This is the fastest way to get 
police to put an alert on the scam-
mer’s account. Doing so locks the 
account and, if implemented in time, 
can prevent the scammer from with-
drawing your money or transferring it 
to another account.

4. Visit the bank branch for the account 
the scammer was using. If you are able 
to report the scam early enough to 
prevent your funds from being with-
drawn, take the document issued to 
you by the police after filing the formal 
report, referred to in Chinese as a 
sanliandan ( ), to the branch 
of the bank at which the scammer’s 
account was opened and file to have 
your money returned. You will also 
need to bring proof of your bank 
account and your ARC. They will have 
you fill out an application form and 
sign an a�davit for the return of your 
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assets. The application must undergo 
a lengthy verification procedure, so 
expect to wait around 2-3 months 
before you can get your money back.

5. File a lawsuit against the scammer. 
This is only relevant if you know who 
the scammer is. With so many fraud 
rings based overseas, many of us 
will never have a clue who took our 
money. However, on the off chance 
that you are familiar with them, and 
they have already run off with your 
assets, you should go to the police 
station to f i le a report and press 
charges. You can also visit the district 
prosecutor’s office to file a criminal 
lawsuit, or you can hire a lawyer to 
write a criminal complaint and have it 
sent to the prosecutor to file the suit on 
your behalf.

Learning to cope

As long as you can communicate in 
a basic Mandarin-speaking manner or 
are in the company of a reliable Manda-
rin speaker, reporting a telefraud case in 
Taiwan is a fairly straightforward process. 
What is much harder is dealing with the 
emotional and psychological fallout of 
being defrauded of your possessions, your 
money, or your time. 

There is a reason I decided not to 
publish anything about what happened to 
me for several months after it took place 
and that, until now, only my parents and 
a few very close friends knew about the 
incident: I was deeply, profoundly embar-
rassed and ashamed of myself for having 
“been so stupid.”

Considering the great number of 
people in Taiwan who are scammed each 
year, there is startingly little Chinese-
language information available on how 
to heal emotionally from what is for 
many an incredibly traumatic and life-
changing experience. Although the scant 
Chinese resources were less relevant to 
me, there were not many in English either. 
Many of the web links that turned up on 
a Google search of “emotionally healing 
from a scam” referred readers to a book 
by American psychologist Cathy Wilson 
titled The Emotional Impact of Being 
Scammed and How to Recover. 

If you or someone close to you has 
been scammed, I cannot recommend 
this book highly enough. It helps victims 

recognize and put a name to the grief, 
shock, and complicated emotions they 
experience from being scammed. This 
is an important first step in the healing 
process. 

Wilson’s book also details the di¢erent 
psychological tactics scammers employ 
to influence their marks. Scammers are 
clever and have studied the most e¢ective 
ways to manipulate even very intelligent 
people into doing things they wouldn’t 
normally do. 

Probably most importantly, Wilson’s 
book provides guidance on how to heal 
and forgive yourself after being scammed. 
This may be the hardest thing to do for 
most of us who have survived scams, as it 
entails acknowledging what happened as a 
mistake we made and not as our fault. 

Even with this knowledge, many find 
it difficult to accept what has happened 
and move on. Some survivors experience 
such shame and negative thoughts toward 
themselves after being scammed that they 
attempt or complete suicide, Wilson notes 
in her book. If you are an English-speak-
ing target of fraud in Taiwan and are 
having trouble getting past your experi-
ence, please consider reaching out to a 
counseling center that provides services in 
languages other than Chinese. 

The Community Services Center Taipei 
in Tianmu offers English-language coun-
seling services from counselors licensed 
to practice in Taiwan. Reduced rates are 
available for those with fewer financial 
means. If you’re experiencing extreme 
emotional distress about your situation, 

consider calling the Center’s 24/7 crisis 
line at 0932-594-578.

The other casualties

On the other hand, it’s important to 
point out that many working for fraud 
rings are victims themselves. One need 
only refer to numerous recent news 
reports about Taiwanese lured in with the 
false promise of legitimate employment 
only to be virtually imprisoned and forced 
to engage in telefraud schemes. 

Such issues are certainly not new in 
this region; over the years, reports have 
found that human trafficking for the 
purpose of forced labor is common in 
Asian fisheries, as well as the agricultural 
and other industries of Taiwan and other 
Asia-Pacific countries.

Perspective matters here. Losing a bit 
of money can seem like a small matter 
when compared to the trauma of being 
kidnapped and coerced into harmful, ille-
gal activities in a foreign land (although 
I in no way intend to minimize the pain 
felt by those who have lost much of their 
earnings or savings in a scam). 

While most efforts to combat forced 
labor trafficking in the Asia Pacific are 
conducted by and between law enforce-
ment authorities of various countries, 
several organizations are dedicated to 
promoting awareness and dispelling myths 
surrounding human trafficking. Some 
work directly with police and other agen-
cies to rescue trafficked persons and help 
restore their lives. 
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Given the outsized impact of human 
trafficking on countless people and their 
loved ones, if you are reading this, please 
consider donating or finding other ways 
to support one of the international or 
Asia-Pacific-based anti-human trafficking 
NGOs supporting the fight against this 
crime. Two of note are the International 
Justice Mission (IJM) and South East Asia 
Investigations into Social and Humanitar-
ian Activities (SISHA).

I ’ve known about the scourge of 
Taiwanese telefraud for many years but 

was long under the false impression that 
fraud rings don’t target foreigners because 
they assume most of us can’t speak 
Chinese. That is largely true, and I believe 
that my situation was an outlier. But I’ve 
now learned that the people who run 
these groups have the capacity to patiently 
guide foreigners with even an intermedi-
ate level of Chinese through a process that 
could ruin them financially and poten-
tially end their time in Taiwan. 

As Taiwan continues to rapidly inter-
nationalize and aggressively promote 

bilingualism, those who operate tele-
fraud syndicates can and will find ways to 
overcome current language barriers and 
attempt to defraud more foreigners visiting 
or residing in Taiwan. My hope is that this 
article provides a useful future resource 
for English-speaking foreigners in Taiwan 
who find themselves a target or survivor of 
a scam. You’re not alone.

— George Hanson is a pseudonym 
used by the author.

The Taiwan Financial 
Sector’s Retreat from China

Market woes in China and geopolitical 
tensions have caused Taiwanese banks 
and other financial institutions to 
gradually draw down their cross-Strait 
exposure.BY MATTHEW FULCO

I n the first half of the 2010s, Taiwan-
ese financial institutions viewed China 
as the most promising international 

market. They had few opportunities to 
expand in their saturated home market 
and hoped to boost profitability – Euro-
Money described Taiwanese banks in 
2010 “as among Asia’s most unprofit-
able” – by growing in China, Taiwan’s 
largest trading partner. 

At the time, China was still the fast-
est-growing major economy in the world, 
averaging more than 8% annual GDP 
growth from 2010-2015. 

The trajectory of the Taiwan finan-
cial sector’s engagement with China 
closely reflects the status of the broader 
cross-Strait relationship, which flourished 
during Ma Ying-jeou’s presidency (2008-
2016). Amid cross-Strait financial liber-
alization, Taiwanese banks raced into 
the China market. Their China exposure 
surged 135% annually from 2010-2013 
and reached a zenith of around US$68.5 
billion in 2014, according to credit-rating 
firm Fitch Ratings. For a time, China was 
Taiwan’s largest debtor. 

As cross-Strait ties deteriorated in the 
past few years, Taiwanese banks followed 
their Taiwanese corporate customers – 

which form the bedrock of their business 
in China – in dialing back activity across 
the Strait. China exposure has fallen 
continuously from US$53.8 billion in 
2017 to a nadir of US$28.9 billion in the 
third quarter of 2022, according to Finan-
cial Supervisory Commission (FSC) data. 

When the trend for Taiwanese manu-
facturers to shift more of their operations 

to Southeast Asia accelerated during the 
pandemic, Taiwanese banks’ China expo-
sure fell further.  

“Cross-Strait banking peaked fast,” 
notes Cherry Huang, a director at Fitch 
Ratings in Taipei. She notes that Taiwan-
ese banks’ exposure in China began fall-
ing in 2015, mainly due to China’s steady 
economic deceleration, just five years 

CTBC Bank was the Taiwanese bank with the most exposure to China in 2022. 
PHOTO: WIKIPEDIA

3 CoverStory.indd   25 2023/3/7   9:00 AM



26  TAIWAN BUSINESS TOPICS  •  MARCH 2023

FINANCE

COVER STORY

after the first full branch offices were 
approved to operate across the Strait. 
Then, “starting in 2018, the U.S.-China 
trade dispute and geopolitical tension 
began impacting [Taiwanese banks’] 
China exposure,” she says.  

A similar pattern has been seen in the 
insurance sector. In the third quarter of 
2022, the funds invested by Taiwanese 
insurers in China fell to NT$148.5 billion 
(about US$5 billion), the lowest in 25 
quarters, according to the FSC. 

Though Taiwan’s financial sector 
began reducing i t s China exposure 
years ago, the ruling Communist Party’s 
draconian zero-Covid policy has turbo-
charged the exodus. A signature policy 
of Chinese leader Xi Jinping, zero-Covid 
has damaged China’s economy and under-
mined broader business confidence in the 
country. China’s GDP grew by just 3% 
in 2022, not much more than the 2.43% 
growth of the more mature Taiwanese 
economy. While Beijing has now scrapped 
zero-Covid, its e¢ect on the economy will 
linger.

Political considerations 

Regulatory concerns of Taiwan’s 
government have also played a part in 
the financial sector’s approach to China. 
The questionable accounting practices of 
some Chinese firms caused the Taiwanese 
authorities to be wary about the financial 
stability of Chinese companies doing busi-
ness with Taiwanese banks.

“Defaults at Chinese companies have 
caused the government to watch China 
exposure very carefully,” Huang says. 

Ci t ing concerns about potent ia l 
defaulting by Chinese borrowers, both the 
Ministry of Finance (MOF) and FSC in 
2014 conducted investigations into the 10 
Taiwanese lenders with the largest expo-
sure to China. The regulators asked the 
banks to provide detailed information 
on their loan exposure, investments, and 
interbank savings with China. 

Besides the FSC’s regulatory role, the 
government can also exert direct influ-
ence on Taiwan’s state-owned banks 
through the MOF’s controlling position 
on their boards. Asked at a parliamen-
tary session in December about the need 
for state-owned banks to reassess risk in 
China, Finance Minister Su Jain-rong said: 
“State-owned banks have already been 

required to actively handle their China 
exposure appropriately.”

Commercial banks without govern-
ment shareholding are more active in 
the China market than their state-owned 
counterparts, but their business across 
the Strait has also been slowing. As of 
the third quarter of 2022, CTBC Bank 
had the most exposure to China with 
NT$173 billion, down 3.8% year-on-year 
(YoY); Taipei Fubon Commercial Bank 
was second with NT$104 billion, down 
14% YoY; and E. Sun Commercial Bank 
was third, with NT$88 billion, a decrease 
of 3% YoY. Cathay United Bank, fourth 
on the list, lowered its China exposure by 
35% to NT$84 billion.  

The broader geopolitical context in 
Asia is also a major factor for Taiwanese 
banks when considering their prospects 
in China. “They used to have a significant 
exposure to China, but especially given 
what has happened in Hong Kong, the 
Taiwanese government is forcing them to 
reduce their exposure,” says CY Huang, 
president of Taipei-based FCC Partners, a 
boutique investment bank. 

While business opportunities are 
waning for Taiwanese lenders in China, 
they have to be mindful of client needs as 
well as the optics of reducing their pres-
ence. “You cannot withdraw abruptly 
from China,” says Huang, who has 
worked on merger and acquisition deals in 
Taiwan, China, and Hong Kong for three 
decades. “You can only gradually reduce 
your exposure.”  

Future prospects 

A key consideration in the Taiwan-
ese financial sector’s China strategy going 
forward will be China’s economic perfor-
mance. The International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) in January revised China’s 2023 
GDP forecast upward to 5.2% from 
4.1%, citing Beijing’s decision to end its 
zero-Covid policy. 

“If the recovery stabilizes, then there 
is a chance that China exposure may 
gradually rise,” says Fitch Ratings’ 
Cherry Huang. She sees China as remain-
ing a key market for Taiwanese banks 
since it is still the largest o¢shore produc-
tion hub for Taiwanese firms. Despite 
strained cross-Strait relations, more 
than 42% of Taiwan’s exports still go 
to China. Taiwan exported US$188.9 
billion in goods to China and Hong Kong 
in 2021. 

However, the fundamental nature of 
China’s financial services market will pres-
ent a challenge for Taiwanese banks even 
if economic conditions are good. Foreign 
banks have a market share of just 2% in 
China, despite years of efforts to pene-
trate the market. Most focus on corpo-
rate clients rather than retail banking as 
the former is more straightforward and 
less costly, since there is no need to build 
a large branch network.

Ta iwane se banks i n Ch ina f a c e 
“protectionism from the regulator, which 
wants to protect the local banks, so even 
if they have a retail banking license, in 
reality the business opportunity may not 
be that great,” Cherry Huang says. For 
that reason, Taiwanese banks focus on 
serving Taiwanese companies operating 
in China, and in some cases state-owned 
companies or leading players in various 
industrial sectors, she adds. 

Bank SinoPac is the only Taiwanese 
lender offering retail banking services in 
China. The bank focuses on deposit and 
wealth-management opportunities, having 
obtained a renminbi retail-banking license 
in the fourth quarter of 2020. Its loan 
book expanded by 26% in 2021, follow-
ing a 45% gain in 2020 from a low base, 
according to Fitch. 

“Getting the l icense is one thing, 
but whether you can establish a profit-
able enterprise is another story,” Cherry 
Huang says. “It will be a long shot for 
Taiwanese banks in China.” 

Establishing profitable retail banking 
services in China might be a long shot 
for Taiwanese banks. 
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Films, Features, and Financing 
in Taiwan

BY NEIL ARMSTRONG

Taiwan-based movie productions are increasing thanks to 
both domestic and international efforts. 

W i th the whole world as 
an option, competit ion 
for filming destinations 

is f ierce. But thanks to a mix of 
government-backed financing, tal-
ented and cost-effective crews, and 
a host of scenic areas in close prox-
imity, Taiwan is seeing a steady rise 
in foreign companies choosing it as a 
shooting location for films and com-
mercial productions.

“There has always been interest in 
shooting [in Taiwan], but throughout 
Covid-19, there was even more 
because we never shut down,” 
says Luke Cameron, owner of the 
Taipei-based company Stone Soup 
Productions. “And now that the 
country is open again, we’re seeing 
more producers and directors coming 
in to work on their projects with us 
rather than remotely.”

Throughout its 10 years of filming 
in Taiwan, Stone Soup Productions 
has shot commercial content, docu-
mentaries, and feature films for a 
broad cross-section of clients and 
industries, including HBO, NBC Uni-
versal, Sony, and Subway. It has 
also won The Borderless Production 
Award from the Media Innovator 
Awards (a global B2B digital pub-
l ishing group based in Canada) 
in 2021 and 2022, proving Tai -
wanese-based creative companies can 
compete and win on the world stage.

“We’re seeing an increase in film 
and TV companies here in Taiwan, 

which will continue as more content 
is needed locally for online subscrip-
tion-based apps,” Cameron notes. 
“Netflix has o�ces here now, as does 
Disney and even CNN. The uptick in 
commercials and corporate produc-
tions will also continue, as Taiwan is 
a major player in economic growth in 
Asia, including electronics and manu-
facturing.”

The potential benefits of hosting 
a major production are massive. 
Along with being a creative platform 
for talent, movies can provide loca-
tions with international recognition. 
For the 2008 romantic musical drama 
Cape No. 7, southern Taiwan saw a 
considerable upsurge in tourism fol-
lowing the film’s release. 

F i lmed ent i re ly in the south 
of Taiwan and directed by Tai -
wanese screenwriter and director 
Wei Te-sheng, Cape No. 7 became 
Taiwan’s highest-grossing domestic 
film, earning almost US$14 million. 
Beyond the dollars, it scooped six 
awards at the Golden Horse Awards 
(regarded as the Oscars for Chi-
nese-language films) and firmly put 
Taiwan’s production talents on the 
global stage.

Other Asian examples include 
Tomb Raider, which used Siam Reap 
in Cambodia as a shooting loca-
tion. The ancient root-riddled city 
and temples of Angkor have since 
seen a large increase in visitor num-
bers, ensuring the preservation of this 
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UNESCO site.
Cameron says h i s company has 

noticed an increase in foreign compa-
nies looking to shoot in Taiwan rather 
than China, citing China’s strict laws, 
anti-Covid measures, and higher-priced 
crews. Taiwan, in contrast, “is a dem-
ocratic island with multiple kinds of 
landscapes and climates,” he notes. 
“There is a strong English presence 
here, and fi lm crews are up to date 
with shooting practices used in North 
America and elsewhere.”

Budgetary benefits are also a factor in 
choosing Taiwan as a location. “The cost 
of crews is slightly lower here than in the 
United States or Canada, and your dollar 
will go further on longer shoots,” Cam-
eron says.

But Cameron believes there’s more 
the government can do to attract produc-
tion to Taiwan. The Taiwan government 
could “make their tax breaks more 
lucrative for productions and easier to 
understand. At the moment, they offer 
some, but [the regulations] are hard to 
understand, and there’s not much infor-
mation on their website.”

Financing, film crews, and local 
knowledge

Compared with Hong Kong, Taiwan’s 
film industry has struggled to gain inter-

national traction in the past. One factor 
was the previous lack of interest by the 
government in investing in the domestic 
film industry. Lan Tsu-wei, president of 
the Taiwan Film & Audiovisual Institute, 
says that in the 1980s and ’90s, Tai-
wanese money went to sponsoring Hong 
Kong movies – such as Wong Kar-wai’s 
1994 film Chungking Express – rather 
than Taiwanese films. 

“Hong Kong movies were much 
more advantageous than Taiwanese,” 
Lan says. “They were more commercial, 
and they knew how to talk to the audi-
ence. Wong Kar-wai especially also has 
the ability to organize all kinds of movie 
stars for his films.” 

For example, Chungking Express fea-
tured Hong Kong’s Tony Leung, one 
of Asia’s most successful and interna-
tionally recognized movie stars, as well 
as Taiwanese star Birgitte Lin, Chinese 
singer Faye Wong, and Taiwanese Japa-
nese actor Takeshi Kaneshiro. Such casts 
would draw attention from audiences 
from several countries. 

But as the Taiwan government estab-
lishes comprehensive content creation 
support, that is now changing. One 
example is the Taiwan Creative Con-
tent Agency (TAICCA). Established in 
2019 by Taiwan’s Ministry of Culture, 
TAICCA aims to promote innovative 
growth in domestic creative content by 

supporting production development and 
overseas market distribution. 

With the goal of licensing Taiwanese-
produced content to overseas markets, 
TAICCA participates in up to 20 interna-
tional festivals and trade fairs annually. 
It also assists overseas creative businesses 
looking to use Taiwanese locations, 
crews, and on-camera talent.

TAICCA provides filmmakers with 
several grants. For feature films and 
series, the organization will finance 3% 
of a production’s budget, up to NT$2 
million. For documentaries, which gener-
ally require less money than feature films, 
TAICCA will finance 10% of the budget, 
up to NT$2 million. And for short and 
long-form animation series, up to NT$3 
mill ion in funding can be provided 
toward 15% of the production.

For a feature film, series, documen-
tary, or documentary series to be eligible 
for funding, it must include “Taiwan ele-
ments” in at least two of the following 
four categories: story concept, character 
setting, creative team, and adaptation 
from texts. 

Stone Soup Productions is one of 
many companies that have received assis-
tance through TAICCA. “We finished 
a three-week-long project they funded 
alongside a 3D LiDar scanning group 
from the UK at the end of 2022,” says 
Cameron. “Some people from TAICCA 

Behind the scenes of Copycat Killer, a Taiwanese Netflix crime thriller premiering on March 31.  
PHOTO: NETFLIX
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came out and observed the project and 
were very helpful throughout. TAICCA is 
also becoming more creatively involved 
with film and immersive content.”

For filmmakers wanting TAICCA to 
assume a more significant role in their 
production, a program is also offered 
in which TAICCA takes on the role of 
international co-funding and co-produc-
tion partner. This program is aimed at 
the film industry’s elite, including direc-
tors or producers nominated for Cannes, 
Venice, Berlin International Film Fes-
tival, or the Academy Awards. It’s also 
open to international channels and 
streaming platforms. 

 Co-funding and production financing 
under this program supports up to 
30% of the total budget, with a cap of 
US$300,000. Requirements are that the 
production has international distribution 
and co-financing, has secured 70% of its 
total budget, and has eligible “Taiwan 
elements” in its main crew, story, and/
or language. Additionally, cast, shooting 
location, production crew, and/or post-
production must be from or completed 
in Taiwan.

 Izero Lee, CEO of TAICCA, says that 
since 2021 the organization has already 
invested in around 20 projects from var-
ious countries, including Argentina, 

Brazil, France, Germany, Japan, Nepal, 
Norway, Portugal, and Singapore.

 Another organization providing 
funding is the Taipei Film Fund. For 
a production to be eligible, it needs to 
work with local crews and/or post-pro-
duction facilities, have a Taipei city 
reference, or have at least 25% of scenes 
shot in Taipei.

 Taipei Film Fund is provided by the 
Taipei Film Commission (TFC), which 
was launched in 2018. It is Taiwan’s first 
governmental investment scheme that 
targets international co-production or 
co-financed projects exclusively. With 
this fund, there’s no cap on the invested 
amount for each project, and the TFC 
also offers location scouting, shooting 
support, and free marketing services. It’s 
a comprehensive incentive package that 
enables foreign production companies to 
have everything ready before they even 
hit the ground in Taiwan.   

Streaming power
 
With the global reach and availability 

of streaming platforms far outstrip-
ping those of cinemas, more content 
is required to satisfy audiences’ appe-
tites. Big productions are now being shot 
outside Hollywood’s main areas and Bol-

lywood, the world’s traditional film-
producing powerhouses, with Southeast 
Asia providing ready audiences for local 
content.  

Netflix is a prime example of a con-
tent producer making films and TV 
shows in numerous locations aimed 
at both the global market and specific 
regions. And with offices in Taiwan, 
Netflix is deeply involved with several 
Taiwanese productions.

 “The definition of a global show 
or film is shifting because of the rise of 
streaming. Great stories can come from 
anywhere and be loved everywhere,” 
says Shawn Yang, head of public policy 
at Netflix Taiwan and Hong Kong. “For 
a show to be loved globally or become 
‘global’ content, we believe it has to feel 
authentic to local audiences, and that can 
only be achieved if the show or film is 
made locally.”

The traditional way of filmmaking 
often entailed large film crews flying 
overseas to film specific scenes, a time-
consuming and expensive approach. But 
an increase in cinematic education and 
domestic production has made it pos-
sible to localize production to a higher 
degree. 

“We also lean on the expertise and 
insights of the local industry and our 

PHOTO: NETFLIX
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content partners to help us achieve this 
vision and elevate Chinese language con-
tent to the next level,” says Yang.

Local cultures and stories are pre-
sented to global audiences, with many 
regional legends, beliefs, and characters 
being shared widely. The 2022 Tai-
wanese horror film Incantation, directed 
by Kevin Ko, is a perfect example. The 
film was released in Taiwan cinemas 
on March 18 last year and became the 
highest-grossing Taiwanese horror film of 
all time. It received international distribu-
tion from Netflix on July 8, 2022.

“Authentically told stories have the 
power to travel beyond borders,” says 
Yang. “We’re breaking down geograph-

ical, language, and cultural borders with 
great storytelling, or what Director Bong 
[Joon-ho] called the ‘one-inch barrier’ (of 
subtitles).”

Yang says Netflix started investing 
in original Taiwanese content in 2018 
because it sees the market as a viable 
place to test a variety of content genres, 
including genres that are underrepre-
sented on screen.

Successful locally produced shows 
include The Victims’ Game, Light The 
Night, Mom, Don’t Do That!, and Incan-
tation. And according to Yang, content 
originating from Taiwan has proven pop-
ular with Mandarin speakers in Hong 
Kong and Southeast Asia. Netflix doesn’t 

operate in China.
With talented crews and creatives on 

hand, a subtropical island with plenty of 
sunny days for filming, a vast array of 
natural and artificial locations, and finan-
cial incentives, Taiwan is fast emerging 
as a premier filming location. Whether 
international production companies will 
take advantage of these benefits on a 
larger scale remains to be seen. 

But in the long run, it may not even 
matter. With several international suc-
cesses, Taiwan’s home-grown talent 
base is proving, production by produc-
tion, that quality and unique creativity 
are hallmarks of Taiwanese film and TV 
crews, writers, and directors.

Biting Into Taiwan

BY STEVEN CROOK

A passion project featuring chefs and restaurants around the world, 
Taiwan Bites proves that Taiwanese food is more than bubble tea and beef noodles.

K enny Png has a crystal-clear rec-
ollection of the first t ime he 
tasted rea l Taiwanese home 

cooking – and not just because the occa-
sion was as furtive as a drug deal.

The year was 1998 and Png – like 
many Singaporean conscripts in previous 
and subsequent years – had traveled to 
Taiwan for military training. Png spent 
most of his time with his fellow sol-
diers stuck in barracks or eating combat 
rations until, during a grueling exercise in 
southern Taiwan, the group defied orders 
and bought food from a local resident. 

“We’d spent two days wandering 
through the mountains, our only source 
of joy being some packs of M&Ms we’d 
smuggled in,” says Png, the director of 
Taiwan Bites, an upcoming eight-part TV 
series about chef-entrepreneurs who pro-

mote iterations of Taiwanese cuisine on 
distant continents. “There was a standing 
directive that anyone caught buying 
civilian food from the ‘ninja vans’ that’d 
find their way onto the training grounds 
would be punished. Those vans sold 
everything from buns to fried chicken — 
Taiwanese hustling at its best!” 

Png says the group wasn’t “very 
good at following orders on an empty 
stomach, so a bunch of us gathered in 
a back alley in a darkened village. I 
couldn’t speak Mandarin to save my life, 
but I drew the short straw and knocked 
on a door. We pooled together money 
we’d hidden in our underwear and 
handed it over to the occupant.” 

The man who had answered the door 
took the money, disappeared into the 
house, and soon reemerged with bowls 
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of duck fried rice. “It was winter, and the 
warmth of that food was the closest we’d 
felt to human dignity for a while,” says 
Png. “I remember chewing the rice and 
being taken aback by its texture.” (Tai-
wanese prefer short-grain rice to the long 
grain eaten in Singapore.)

Png and his fr iends were almost 
caught. “A jeep with a searchlight came 
back, sending us all into tactical conceal-
ment behind doors and alleyway trash. 
But we never spilled a grain of that deli-
cious rice!”

Since his days in the military, Png 
has been back to Taiwan several times. 
Although the food scene is constantly 
evolving, he says that “for me, the first 
chomp of a fried chicken steak in a night 
market, or the gooey hospitality of an 
oyster omelet, has not changed.” 

Fast forward to early 2022 when 
Png, by then a professional with more 
than 100 hours of creative and commer-
cial video content in his portfolio, was 
tapped by Roger Cheng, a Taipei-based 
producer of factual and scripted shows. 
Cheng asked Png to work with Eric Sze, 
co-owner of New York-based Taiwanese 
eatery 886, on the show that would 
become Taiwan Bites.

Png says he tried to go beyond the 
obsession with street food shown by 
many documentary makers and You-
Tubers. “This always infuriates me. 
Taiwanese food gets reduced to ‘meat on 
a stick.’” Compared with the cuisine of 
his native island, “Taiwanese flavors are 
very refined, with a taste of sweetness 
that makes them unique.”

Cheng says he had pondered making 
a Taiwanese food program for several 
years, but it wasn’t until he saw one of 
Sze’s YouTube videos that things started 
to come together for him. 

“He came off as interesting, young, 
very confident, yet eager to learn and 
bilingual,” Cheng says of Sze, who grad-
uated from Taipei American School. 

Using a first-time presenter is always a 
huge risk, Cheng says, as hosting a long-
form show is very di²erent from making 
a quick “how-to” video. “But Eric has 
done really well,” he adds. The script 
was a collaborative e²ort by Cheng, Png, 
and Sze, who drew heavily on his per-
sonal experiences running two Taiwanese 
restaurants in New York. 

In addition to the Big Apple, the pro-
duction team filmed in Germany, Poland, 
S ingapore , Taiwan, Thai land, and 

Turkey. The eight 42-minute episodes 
cover themes including breakfast, braised 
pork rice, beef noodles, vegetarian fare, 
traditional cuisine, 24-hour food culture, 
and bubble tea. 

Cheng singles out a pair of books 
as especially useful when gathering 
background information: The Food of 
Taiwan by Cathy Erway and A Culi-
nary History of Taipei: Beyond Pork and 
Ponlai, which was co-authored by Katy 
Hui-wen Hung and the writer of this 
article. (Erway, Hung, and this writer are 
among the interviewees who appear on 
the program.)

Cheng, who describes Taiwan Bites as 
“the first-ever culinary series focused on 
Taiwanese cuisine,” made the series on 
spec, despite the financial risk, because 
“program distributors know very little 
about Taiwan’s cuisine.” The confusion 
showcased by CNN in their reporting of 
the 2023 New Year fireworks display at 
Taipei 101, mixing up Taiwan and Thai-
land, “gives you an idea of what we’re up 
against,” he adds.

Working with an established plat-
form like Discovery Channel would have 
meant accepting its ideas regarding hosts 
and themes, Cheng says. “It’s tougher to 
put a show together on your own, but 
in creative terms, you have much, much 
more freedom.”
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At the time of this magazine’s publica-
tion, Taiwan Bites is in post-production. 
Cheng expects the series to be released 
later this year.

A subsidy from Taiwan’s Ministry of 
Culture covered about a quarter of the 
production budget, much of which was 
eaten up by travel costs. Cheng says they 
would have visited more cities if they 
had more time and money. “Is there any 
Taiwanese cuisine in Baghdad or Kabul? 
In war zones or deserts? It wouldn’t sur-
prise me.”

Since Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, 
international media have focused on the 
risk of war between Taiwan and China. 
“But Taiwan isn’t only about that,” says 
Cheng. “It isn’t only about semiconduc-
tors. And the food scene here isn’t just 
bubble tea and beef noodles. When I put 
it like that, even people who’ve never 
been to Taiwan instantly get what I’m 
trying to do.”

Host Eric Sze says that during filming, 
he was struck by how similar the Tai-
wanese people he encountered were to 
him. “These food entrepreneurs – myself 
included – all had this sense of relentless 
foolishness to keep moving forward. I 
wasn’t expecting to meet so many people 

with the same mentality. Taiwanese in 
foreign countries and Taiwanese who 
live in Taiwan – everybody has that same 
hustler mentality.” 

Sze adds that although the chefs he 
met were “way more talented and tech-
nical” than he was, they all had one 
thing in common: e�ciency. “Something 
about being from a small island makes 
you prioritize e�ciency over most every-
thing else. From the way we store plates 
to the style of service, we all value effi-
ciency a lot.”

Cheng notes that while they may lack 
formal culinary training, the food entre-
preneurs featured in Taiwan Bites “all 
share the same vision, ambition, and 
frustration. They need to educate their 
consumers. It’s not just about ‘authen-
ticity.’ If your food is good, you’ll get 
customers. Trial and error. Adapt to local 
palates.”

In addition, most of the chefs are rela-
tively young and well-educated. “They’ve 
had good options in life, so why do they 
run restaurants, which is high-pressure 
and di�cult at the best of times? It seems 
to be that they have a desire to tell the 
Taiwan story, through food, in different 
cities around the world.”

Weiya Industry Looks to New Horizons

BY JULES QUARTLY

Taiwan’s ubi uitous Lunar ew ear-end parties have taken on 
new formats after the pandemic forced many events online. Will this be a 

new upgrade for the MICE industry?

N o occasion is as indicative of the 
health of Taiwan’s corporate 
events industry as the annual 

year-end party, or weiya ( ). The 
longstanding tradition, which has deep 
cultural roots, continues to play a sig-

nificant role in boosting morale among 
Taiwanese companies, from “mom ‘n’ 
pop” stores on the high street to multina-
tionals in science parks.

On a practical level, weiya season is 
when year-end bonuses are doled out 

to employees – a dollop of cash when 
needed most. Follow the money and it 
trickles down throughout the holiday 
season in the form of red envelopes to 
friends and family. It’s spent on fancy 
meals, new clothes, big-ticket items, 

Eric Sze outside Zaoka, a Taiwanese 
fusion restaurant in Paris, France. 

PHOTO: COURTESY OF GO INSIDE
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sojourns to visit family, or even on some-
thing more adventurous, like skiing in 
Japan.

From an emotional point of view, a 
weiya provides engagement, acts as a 
social function, and presents an oppor-
tunity for employers to show their 
employees appreciation. 

Although many weiya events were 
either canceled or downscaled for the 
past three years, they returned in full 
force this year, a boon for caterers, 
venues, performers, and organizers in the 
Meetings, Incentives, Conferences, and 
Exhibitions (MICE) industry.

The word weiya partly reveals its 
history and function. Ya ( ) l i ter-
ally means “tooth” but also refers to a 
“market trader.” Weiya is the last of the 
bimonthly Ya Festival, a celebration asso-
ciated with Fude Zhengshen, or the God 
of Wealth and Merit – hardly a coinci-
dence.

The venue for a weiya can range from 
a table outside a store to a restaurant 
or hotel. Traditional banzhuo ( ), or 
roadside banquets, can be held on com-
pany premises, with makeshift tables and 
plastic chairs and a stage for toasts and 
entertainment. Industry giants, however, 
rent largescale venues such as Taipei 101 
or Taipei’s Songshan Cultural and Cre-
ative Park for their year-end parties.

Entertainment at these events is a 
serious business, says Russell Chang, 
director of Fun Marketing Co., which 
arranges weiya, outdoor events, and 
product launches for major companies 
like TikTok, DuPont, and ASUS.

The high-pressure environment and 
long working hours that characterize Tai-
wanese work culture often lead to high 
turnover, Chang notes. To mitigate this, 
companies try to build stronger bonds 
with employees through activities such as 
team building, family days, and year-end 
parties.  

“The main purpose is for employees 
to identify with the company, so the 
activities use entertainment as a tool,” 
Chang says. Entertainment at these cor-
porate activities is used as “a way of 
showing off,” he adds. “Since social 
media is so omnipresent, employees will 
share news of these kinds of corporate 
benefits so that friends and family recog-
nize the company and want to work for 
it.”

Although a weiya is meant to be a 
festive occasion, not everyone enjoys 
spending the night with their colleagues 
and bosses. To protect workers’ rights 
to remain at their desks or at home, the 
Ministry of Labor in 2017 defined year-
end banquets as extracurricular activities. 
Employees are not obliged to attend, and 

employees responsible for organizing 
the activity are entitled to overtime pay. 
Employers who demand attendance or 
force their workers to apply for leave if 
they cannot attend can be fined between 
NT$20,000 and NT$1 million.

Adapt or evaporate

The pandemic and subsequent sup-
pression of social interaction prompted 
a transformation of the MICE industry, 
Chang notes. The massive scale and 
social nature of many weiya banquets 
meant they acted as a litmus test for 
the industry’s resilience following strict 
restrictions on social events. You might 
think being unable to meet face-to-face 
tolled the death knell for the industry, 
but that wasn’t the case, as “virtual 
employee nights” and “virtual weiya” 
were born.  

The virtual weiya has proved an 
especially suitable alternative for multi-
national corporations with employees in 
locations spanning different parts of the 
world. These virtual events are a marriage 
between modern technology and tradi-
tional values, featuring activities such as 
digital red envelopes and computer games 
where employees compete to catch the 
envelope with the highest payout.

These events can be hosted by a 
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studio emcee and feature guest appear-
ances by prominent artists, addresses 
from company leaders, and expressions 
of gratitude from fortunate prize draw 
winners. The online format resembles a 
dynamic end-of-year TV variety show 
complete with all the usual razzmatazz.

Whether a company hosts its weiya 
virtually or in person, putting on a good 
show is essential. A weiya is not just a 
company party; it serves as a reflection 
of the company’s performance during the 
past year and indicates its future pros-
pects. Therefore, companies must ensure 
that their year-end parties are executed 
flawlessly to create a favorable impres-
sion among stakeholders and boost their 
public image.

“Corporate PR likes to mention what 
artists the company has invited and 
how big the draw prizes were as media 
headlines so that the brand has more 
exposure,” says Chang.

As for what makes a success fu l 
weiya, event planners take into consider-
ation audience demographics and try to 
encourage participation and engagement 
via games. Shows by the company’s o�ce 
workers, like skits or dances, are surpris-
ingly popular, while entertainers include 
DJs, musicians, magicians, comedians, 
and lion dances.

Edmund Huang, also known as DJ 
Dali, plays at Ce La Vie and other Taipei 
hot spots like Club Vu. An experienced 
DJ, he has performed at weiya events for 
Intel, Citibank, and many smaller com-
panies.

“It’s a bit l ike doing weddings,” 
Huang says. “There may be hosts and 
people playing games to win prizes, so 
the music stops, or I’m asked to provide 
music for the activities. We have to tailor 
the music to the crowd, so pop music is 
on heavy rotation. We often work with 
other artists like bands, magicians, [and] 
performers, to make the event more col-
orful.”

Larger companies typically generate 
greater revenue. Charges for a DJ per-
formance range from NT$15,000 to 
$20,000 for major events but can go as 
low as NT$5,000 if it’s a short set for a 
smaller crowd.

Meanwhile, Chang’s company charges 
from NT$3 million to $6 million for a 
top Taiwanese singer to NT$30,000-
150,000 for artists from talent shows. 

He adds that K-Pop is the “main trend in 
Taiwan, so young people are very recep-
tive to this area.” Overall, though, he 
believes there is a paucity of commer-
cial entertainment options, and “most of 
them are imitations of performances in 
other countries.”

In recent decades, it has been common 
for the most extravagant weiya to be 
hosted by one of Taiwan’s especially 
prominent companies. Before the pan-
demic hit, Taiwanese multinational 
Foxconn’s (Hon Hai Precision Co.) weiya 
had become the gold standard. The com-
pany shocked tabloid readers annually 
with the lavish excesses of its weiya, the 
size of its bonuses, and its ability to draw 
the most popular performers.

In 2021, Foxconn’s virtual weiya saw 
cash prizes of NT$1 million paid out to 
47 lucky draw winners, as well as 10 
Luxgen luxury cars offered in a give-
away. Additionally, iPhones were handed 
out, and employees were treated to per-
formances by popular Taiwanese singers 
Jam Hsiao and A-Lin.

This year it was the manufacturer 
Compal Electronic’s weiya that received 
the most media attention, as it managed 
to secure a performance by Taiwanese 
band Mayday. Tickets to Mayday’s 
regular shows are hard-won and this 
intimate performance, with only 900 
employees in the crowd, was considered 
a big deal.

But this year’s weiya events also 
brought some bad news, especially for 
one industry. Taiwanese insurance com-
panies took a beating in 2022 when they 

had to pay out insurance claims related 
to Covid. Their losses were reflected by 
some of the year-end parties, as reported 
by several local media outlets. The worst 
of these, covered by Formosa News, 
showed a weiya lunchbox consisting only 
of a couple of bread rolls, a small cake, a 
can of Taiwan Beer, and some apple juice. 
According to the article, red envelopes 
contained just NT$888.

Fun Marketing’s Chang says bad cor-
porate performances have had knock-
on effects on MICE and event planners 
who “have been struggling for more than 
three years during the pandemic.” He 
notes that “originally, companies had a 
fixed budget for regular events, but due 
to the pandemic, the budget has changed 
to online and social media spending and 
is only half of what they originally spent 
on physical events.”

Chang says that in the post-pandemic 
economy, “companies are only spending 
the original unspent corporate budget” 
on employee activities. He adds that due 
to the anticipated economic turndown 
in 2023, marketing and corporate activ-
ities are likely to continue to be reduced. 
“We are not really in recovery now,” 
Chang says.

But despite these expected head-
w ind s ,  Chang hope s t ha t a mor e 
robust economy and upgrades to the 
weiya experience will unlock corpo-
rate spending in the coming years. As 
for online services, Chang says they will 
be the way forward for the MICE and 
events planning industry. And those who 
don’t adapt are likely to fade away.   
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I feel obliged to begin this 
article with a warning: an 
AmCham member recently 

visited one of Taipei’s techno 
clubs and reported back to 
me that they thought it was 
a “horrible place.” In short, 
techno is not for everyone.

But those who love this 
divisive genre – and house, its 
lighter, groover uncle  – should 
be happy to know that the 
scene is growing rapidly here. 

Though techno is not a 
mainstream music genre in 
Taiwan, it has cultivated a group of loyal 
audiences and performers. Its contem-
porary local scene began with Korner, a 
basement nightclub on Roosevelt Road 
that’s still talked about today, despite 
having shut its doors in 2019. 

In Korner ’s wake , a number o f 
clubs opened. All but one survived Tai-
wan’s Covid-related restrictions, much 
thanks to the patronage of customers 
who bought merchandise and advance 
entrance tickets to aid struggling clubs. 
Clubgoers can now choose among Pawn-
shop, Grey Area, Studio 9, Final, and ad 
hoc events at mixed-genre clubs on any 
given weekend night.

Performing is seldom a means to 
make a living for Taipei’s techno and 
house DJs. Rather, it’s a counterpoint to 
work, a way to recover from the week, 
and a source of inspiration. 

“Work culture in Taiwan can be sup-

pressive,” says Kyra, a Taipei-based DJ 
who’s performed at most of the capital’s 
techno clubs. “And a lot of Taiwanese 
people are very conservative. But in the 
club, you’re allowed to blow off steam, 
so dance culture becomes an integral part 
of many people’s lives. And when you’re 
on the floor, you really do feel a con-
nection, like people are just there to be 
together and sweat things out.”

Although Kyra takes her art seriously, 
she doesn’t aspire to become a profes-
sional DJ. The most sustainable DJs are 
those that don’t turn performing into a 
full-time job, she says. “They have their 
nine to five, and on weekends, they do 
multiple gigs. That’s who I admire most.”

One such performer is veteran Jesse 
Chen. His techno journey began in ele-
mentary school. He would buy cassettes 
and CDs by American stars like Mariah 
Carey and Madonna. Carey in partic-

u la r, he no te s , wou ld 
release several versions 
of her songs, and Chen 
was fascinated by how 
mixing a song could trans-
form the sound. In senior 
high, he would go on to 
DJ at a local radio sta-
tion and later worked for 
Sony Music, writing song 
introductions and trans-
lating lyrics into Chinese. 
He had his first gig as a 
techno DJ about a decade 
ago, in the basement of 

his friend’s bar.
Despite his long history with music, 

Chen has no plans to work as a DJ full-
time. But his gigs play another critical 
role in his work life by inspiring him in 
his day job as a designer and marketing 
professional. 

“During intense work periods, I 
really look forward to playing some 
music during the weekend,” he says. 
“But if I keep playing a lot of gigs, 
I feel exhausted and just want to go 
back to work. So for me, it’s an energy 
exchange.”

To become a DJ, you don’t need 
a  d e g r e e  i n  m u s i c  o r  a  s i x - w e e k 
NT$50,000 course. Most performers are 
self-taught and have picked up tricks and 
tips from other DJs along the way. To 
book a gig, however, persistence and a 
solid network are crucial for those who 
have not yet built a reputation. 

Techno Finds Its Place in Taipei’s Art Scene

BY JULIA BERGSTRÖM

Artists and audiences are proving that the niche genre associated with partying 
in Europe could find recognition also in Taiwan.

KYRA AND YU YUHAN
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“A DJ friend of mine, who’s been a 
big inspiration to me, invited me to play 
my first gig,” says Kyra. “He basically 
started out just learning himself. And 
then he would send his stu² to clubs, and 
if he didn’t get a reply, he would consis-
tently hang out there or just try and talk 
to them. Eventually, some club owners 
said, ‘I like your attitude – you’re persis-
tent, let’s just let’s try it.’ Maybe his first 
piece wasn’t even that good, but his atti-
tude got him to where he could perform 
and improve, and now he’s great. If you 
want to be in this kind of job, you need a 
strong heart and persistence.” 

The art of doing business

Techno clubs provide a more free-spir-
ited environment than the mainstream 
clubs of Taipei’s Xinyi district. You will 
never find champagne girls or VIP tables 
where guests flex their wealth at Final or 
Grey Area. The pressure of status evapo-
rates at the door. 

But don’t let this bohemian exte-
rior fool you – running a techno club is 
serious business. And with a handful of 
events competing for the attention of a 
niche audience on any given weekend 
night, organizers need to find ways to 
stand out. 

S ignature events have become a 
common tactic, as well as flying in well-
known DJs from abroad. Events aimed 
at Taipei’s vibrant LGBTQ+ commu-
nity, such as Pawnshop’s Hakone Hot 
Spring and Studio 9’s Candyland, have 
been another way to reach an audience 
that typically prefers pop music, which 

remains the dominant genre in Taiwan. 
“Hakone Spring is like an introduc-

tion of the genre to many people,” says 
Chen. “We’re telling them, ‘This is a 
gay party, and we happen to play good 
techno and house.’ And it’s helped raise 
interest.”

At Studio 9, another concept has been 
tested and proven: mixing music with 
other art forms such as dance perfor-
mances and, most prominently, visual art 
by metal artist Johnny Chen. Bringing 
visual art into music performances not 
only creates a unique selling proposition 
for the event but also helps break down 
the sometimes-rigid expectations people 
have of art, Chen says. 

“It makes it more vibrant and fun – 
more interactive. The music removes the 
tensions that are there at a gallery. And 
when the art scene influences music, it 
brings bolder creations and wild ideas 
that can visualize what the music is 
trying to express.”

Chen is particularly interested in the 
interaction between visual art and music, 
something he’s experienced himself while 
performing at clubs.

“I was doing a live performance while 
my friend was playing a set,” he says. 
“I was following the music and found a 
good flow with the beats. A few weeks 
later, I met my friend again and told him 
how I had been matching my strokes to 
his music. He then told me he was actu-
ally observing me and adjusting his music 
to my movements. We were in complete 
sync.”

Johnny Chen frequently partners with 
Velvet Collective, a household name for 
any regular of Taipei’s house and techno 
scene. The group says the visual art 
works to enhance their sets since “visuals 
can be great stimulators to evoke emo-
tions along with the music.”

Velvet Collect ive was original ly 
founded by Nathan Alzon, who later 
signed with a record label in Amsterdam 
and is now a full-time DJ. The DJs that 
now make up Velvet are Chupis, Matts 
Nah, Daniel Imanga, and Yuhan. Its 
most well-known event, Femme Fatale, 

JOHNNY CHEN

JESSE CHEN
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has become renowned enough to draw 
international visitors from around Asia 
Pacific. 

“Having a collective gives us the 
opportunity to create our own parties 
and events with a distinct environment,” 
says Matts Nah. “And it allows us to 
rotate so that everybody can take turns 
opening and closing.”

While they all have day jobs for now, 
Velvet’s members aspire to turn music 
into a career. Though some started their 
journey as performers in other genres, 
they see themselves remaining within the 
house genre for reasons beyond sound 
and beats.

“In some clubs, the main purpose is 
just to party and hook up,” says Chupis. 
“Or just go see whoever is there. But 
when it comes to house, if it’s a well-
curated event, it’s mainly about music and 
the experience you’re providing people.”

Although Nathan Alzon moved to 
Amsterdam to become a professional 
house DJ, the market in Taiwan is now 
expanding to the point where it may be 
possible for Velvet’s remaining members 
to turn professional without turning to 
Europe. The groundwork laid by enthusi-
astic DJs, clubs, and event organizers has 
caught the attention of major European 
techno artists like Amelie Lens and KI/
KI, who both performed in Taipei for the 
first time this year. And the same is hap-
pening with house.

“A lot of people come to Taiwan 

expecting not to find any underground 
house parties here,” says Velvet’s Yuhan. 
“And they’re surprised to find that’s not 
the case. It’s grown quite a lot in the last 
few years. Taiwan is getting more recog-
nition, a lot more artists are coming in, 
and a lot more audiences are visiting.” 

As they pursue the i r dreams of 
turning their art into careers, these per-
formers face an additional challenge: 
being taken less seriously as traditional 
artists. But as Johnny Chen puts it: 

“Music is art. Some people forget that 
when it’s performed at a party, but it’s an 
art that connects the DJ and the crowd. 
Like artists move people, music inspires, 
brings us energy, and brings people 
together. A good DJ takes charge of the 

atmosphere and cares for our feelings like 
a loving parent would, and like I wish to 
do with my own art.”

I bring this mindset with me as I walk 
into Pawnshop on a Friday night. Jesse 
Chen is performing. Earlier in the week 
I asked him whether I’d be welcomed at 
Hakone Spring, an event mainly aimed 
at gay men. “Of course,” he replied. 
“Everyone is always welcome.”

After being searched at the door and 
paying the entrance fee, I move to the bar 
and order a drink. As I turn my head to 
the dance floor I see many familiar faces. 
Some are gay friends I wouldn’t usu-
ally run into here, and others are fellow 
techno enthusiasts. Although I’m one of 
the few women at the club tonight, I’m 
greeted with warmth. 

The strobe lights dance over my face 
as I move further into the crowd, and for 
the next few hours, any thoughts of edi-
torial plans, payment requests, and chip 
supply chains evaporate. All that is left is 
the music and a sea of people who only 
care about one thing: having a good time, 
together.

FEMME FATALE

VELVET COLLECTIVE
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A lthough Taiwan is more famous 
for its stronghold in the global 
semiconductor industry, it’s also 

a leading player in the fastener industry, 
which produces the trillions of screws, 
nails, and nuts and bolts that keep 
buildings, industrial equipment, vehicles, 
and consumer goods together.

The fastener industry in Taiwan 
began to emerge in the 1950s during 
the initial shift from an agriculture-
based economy to an industry-oriented 
economy. In the following decade, its 
growth was driven by the Vietnam War, 
during which Taiwanese firms were con-
tracted to supply fastener products to the 
U.S. Army. In the 1970s, the apprecia-
tion of the Japanese yen led to a major 
shift in orders from Japan to Taiwan, 
further fueling the industry’s expansion.

Today Taiwan is the world’s third-
largest fastener exporter, with an export 
value of around US$6 billion in 2022, 
accounting for 13% of global produc-
tion. It is also the largest exporter of 
fasteners to North America, with annual 
exports worth US$1.1 billion.

The Taiwan External Trade Devel-
opment Council (TAITRA) pitches 
Taiwan to international customers as 
the “Kingdom of Screws,” noting that 

the industry has “gained great popu-
larity throughout the world for prompt 
delivery, excellent quality, and competi-
tive functionality.” 

The more than 1,600 manufacturers 
on the island are located within three 
industry clusters, with the southern 
cluster producing about half of total 
output, while the central and northern 
areas evenly share the remainder. 

Conditions in the Taiwan fastener 
industry often reflect broader changes 

taking place in the global economy. 
This was the case for Kaohsiung-based 
Chen Nan Iron Wire, a leading man-
ufacturer of wires, screws, bolts, and 
special fasteners for the construction, 
furniture, and automotive industries. 
The company enjoyed solid business 
growth through mid-2022, when infla-
tion caused by the war in Ukraine and 
interest rate hikes in various parts of the 
world began to take e�ect. 

“Our industry depends mostly on 
the buildings being built in the U.S. and 
the European markets, but inflation and 
the rising cost of credit discourages con-
struction,” says Jerry Huang, R&D 
manager at Ray Fu, Chen Nan Iron 
Wire’s export sales unit.  

In response, Chen Nan sought to 
diversify its portfolio, achieving certi-
fication for the high quality standards 
required by the aerospace sector. The 
rapid technological advancement in that 
industry has brought demand for ever 
more durable fasteners, creating profit-
able opportunities for suppliers. China 
Steel Corp., the main source of steel 
wire for Chen Nan, has supported the 
upgrade by providing the manufacturer 
with higher grades of raw materials.

“While a typical drywall screw goes 

BY JENS KASTNER

Securing the Future in the 
Kingdom of Screws

Taiwan’s fastener sector is investing in smart manufacturing and R&D to 
move upmarket and remain competitive in an unpredictable climate.

S P E C I A L  R E P O R T
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Steel wires are made into screws using heading, point forming (pictured), and thread rolling processes, before they’re finished 
through heat treatment, electroplating, and coating. 

PHOTO : CHEN NAN IRON WIRE

for a fraction of an NT dollar, a similar 
screw for the aerospace industry could 
go for more than NT$50,” Huang says. 
He attributes the dramatic shift in value 
to “aerospace fasteners requiring rig-
orous nondestructive testing, such as 
X-ray and magnetic-particle inspection 
until a zero-defect rate is reached.”  

Victor Kreng, CEO of Tainan-based 
manufacturer Jing Fong Industry Co., 
compares the company’s business in the 
last two years to riding a rollercoaster. 
Jing Fong, which specializes in automo-
tive self-locking nuts, has benefited from 
increasing demand from the automotive 
industry. Kreng says that although the 
initial Covid-19 shock in the first half of 
2020 caused a near-freeze of orders, the 
company quickly experienced a V-type 
rebound and recorded full order books 
by the third quarter of 2020. 

“But as every customer came back 
and asked for more fasteners, a global 
container shortage led to astronomi-
cally rising freight rates, which took a 
heavy toll on our profit margins, even 
though revenue growth was robust,” 

says Kreng. “Then the first half of 2022 
saw an improvement in the shipping sit-
uation before the economy suddenly 
took a turn for the worse, with global 
car sales dropping due to factors such as 
the automotive chip shortage, high cus-
tomer inventories, rising interest rates, 
and inflation.”

Kreng says J ing Fong has been 
weathering the storm by shifting toward 
smart manufacturing. Recent invest-
ments in complex 3D metal-forming 
processes, smart sensors, real-time 
equipment monitoring, and radio fre-
quency-inventory identification systems 
have made it easier to reach the ultra-
low defect rates required by automotive 
customers. It also increased flexibility 
for the quick on-demand production 
needed for unpredictable times.

Getting ahead with R&D

Whereas major customers typically 
approach fastener manufacturers with 
requests for products made according to 
customer blueprints, smaller customers 

unfamiliar with the metal industry often 
need help with design from manufac-
turers, says Huang of Ray Fu.

For truly industry-pioneering R&D, 
manufacturers can team up with Tai-
wan’s government-initiated industrial 
research powerhouses, such as the Metal 
Industries Research & Development 
Centre (MIRDC) in Kaohsiung. 

Kaohsiung-based Huang Liang Bio-
medical Technology, a manufacturer 
of precision parts mainly used for 
orthopedic and dental implants, took 
advantage of this opportunity, working 
with MIRDC and the National Taiwan 
University College of Medicine to 
develop a modular artificial finger joint 
implant. 

Huang Liang CEO Jim Hsueh says 
the company faced many challenges in 
acquiring the medical product manu-
facturing certificates and talent needed 
to meet customer needs. The company 
acted as a Contract Development and 
Manufacturing Organization (CDMO) 
for the project, covering R&D, reverse 
engineering, manufacturing, after-
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proce s s in spec t ion , and de l i ve ry 
arrangements.

MIRDC also partnered with Kao-
hsiung-based fastener manufacturer 
Taiwan Shan Yin to develop high-
strength integrated stainless steel drilling 
screws. The technology involves gas acti-
vation and accurate AI-driven parameter 
control to modify the surface hardness 
of stainless steel to a level much higher 
than that of ordinary carbon steel. 

Taiwan Shan Yin hopes that the 
R&D project will help it win more inter-
national orders, particularly in the EU, 
where regulations require that exposed 
fasteners on buildings with a service life 
of more than 25 years be made of stain-
less steel. 

Another partner is the Hsinchu-based 
Industrial Technology Research Institute 
(ITRI), which recently completed a two-
year R&D project with Taichung-based 
fastener-maker Ting-Sin to create a new 
aluminum composite for lightweight alu-
minum fasteners used mainly in electric 
cars. The composite could reduce vehicle 

body and chassis weight by over 10%, 
decreasing the vehicle’s energy consump-
tion and lowering carbon emissions. 

The expanding e lec tr ic vehic le 
market has led to a rapidly increasing 
demand for aluminum alloy fasteners, 
according to Lee Tzong-ming, ITRI 
vice president and general director of 
the institute’s Material and Chemical 
Research Laboratories. 

“The upstream alloy materials for 
lightweight aluminum alloy fasteners 
are mainly controlled by European, 
American, and Japanese manufac-
turers,” he says. “Since there had not 
been professional production of high-
strength aluminum alloy fasteners for 
vehicles in Taiwan, our joint project 
with Ting-Sin was needed to close a 
gap in the domestic lightweight fastener 
industry chain.” 

Asked how the remainder of 2023 
wil l work out for the Kingdom of 
Screws, Ray Fu’s Huang predicts that 
customers’ inventories will shrink in 
the second quarter before an expected 

upturn in orders in the third quarter. 
Kaohsiung-based Sheh Fung, a man-

ufacturer of screws mainly used in 
wooden houses, iron roofs, wood plank 
roads, and home DIY interior decora-
tion, also expresses optimism, especially 
for U.S. orders. The company, which 
is about to enter two major phys-
ical channels for home improvement 
goods, noted in a written response that 
“although rising gas prices have a cer-
tain impact on the decoration of new 
homes, we are optimistic that the Amer-
ican public will still have robust market 
demand for home decoration.”

Sheh Fung attributes the expected 
strong demand to the high average age 
of houses in the U.S., efforts underway 
to preserve property value, and the high 
levels of disposable income in American 
households. The company also plans 
to invest in automotive fasteners and 
develop business in cooperation with 
battery module equipment manufac-
turers in light of the increased demand 
for electric vehicles.
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M i ke Chinoy has observed 
China from both within and 
just outside its borders for 

over five decades. As CNN’s first Beijing 
bureau chief in the late 1980s and early 
90s, he contributed reporting on some 
of the country’s key moments following 
its reform and opening under Deng 
Xiaoping. That included critical coverage 
of the 1989 Tiananmen Square student 
movement and the Chinese Communist 
Party’s devastating crackdown, which 
Chinoy reported on live from a hotel 
room overlooking the square. 

In his latest book titled Assignment 
China: An Oral History of American 
Journalists in the People’s Republic of 
China, Chinoy shares his experience 
and that of other well-known reporters 
who had the daunting task of con-
veying one of the defining events of the 
late 20th century to a global audience. 
An outgrowth of Chinoy’s 12-part doc-
umentary series of the same name, the 
book compiles the recorded testimony 
of, and interviews with, over 130 jour-
nalists and other key figures in American 
media coverage of China since 1949. 
The result is a compelling thematic nar-
rative focusing on the work of foreign 

journalists in informing the outside 
world about the nuances of one of the 
world’s most fascinating countries.   

As Chinoy notes, these journalists 
not only set precedents for reporting 
on China, an incredibly complex and 
highly mutable place, but also pro-
foundly affected the nature and impact 
of media in general . For example, 
Chinoy and his CNN colleagues’ virtu-
ally non-stop coverage of Tiananmen 
likely gave birth to what later became 
known as the “CNN effect.” The term 
refers to how the outcomes of events 
can be determined – and how important 
decisions can be made – based on the 
24-hour television news cycle. 

Assignment China also contains 
insights into the art of journalism and 
the painstaking work of verifying and 
fact-checking stories in a country with a 
governing apparatus that is constantly 
trying to control and guide the flow of 
information. And it’s not just the Party 
that obfuscates the truth to fulfill its 
aims; as The New York Times’ Nicholas 
Kristof reflects when speaking about 
covering Tiananmen, victims of terrible 
events also sometimes exaggerate. It’s 
the journalist’s challenging job to cut 

BY JEREMY OLIVIER

U.S. Journalism’s Most Challenging 
Foreign Assignment

Veteran reporter Mike Chinoy’s new book offers a curated collection of 
interviews with and testimonials from American journalists on the difficulties 

faced in reporting from the People’s Republic of China.
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through the fog and present reports that 
sometimes anger the very people they 
sympathize with.

The book also sheds light on the 
tensions that exist between print and 
broadcast media and the different chal-
lenges each faces in reporting on China. 
TV reporters note the difficulty of 
explaining certain events or concepts 
visually. As Barry Peterson of CBS News 
tells Chinoy, “In TV news, it’s not easy 
to do complicated.” 

Print journalists, on the other hand, 
have often been targeted by the Chinese 
government precisely for the level of 
context and detail they are able to pro-
vide in their written pieces. Reporters 
and their media organizations can face 
uncomfortable fallout when the cov-
erage impacts people in positions of 
power, as was the case with at least two 
of Chinoy’s interviewees.

One reason why the book deserves 
attention is because access to on-the-
ground reporting in China has been 

so severely limited for American jour-
nalists since relations between the two 
countries began deteriorating during the 
Trump administration. Beijing bureaus 
of almost all major U.S. print publica-
tions have had to move elsewhere in 
the region. Many of their correspon-
dents have based themselves in Taiwan, 
which Chinoy refers to as “the new lis-
tening post.” The reference is to the 
long period following the establish-
ment of the People’s Republic of China 
when most foreign reporters were forced 
to cover the country from Hong Kong, 
then still a British colony. 

As several of Chinoy’s interviewees 
note, one of the most significant aspects 
of the China story is the human ele-
ment. During China’s immense and 
rapid rise as an economic powerhouse 
in the first decade of the 21st century, 
some of the most insightful reporting 
involved the lives and experiences of 
people impacted by the vast changes 
happening in China. Since the end of 

this “golden era” of China reporting 
and the reliance on coverage from out-
side the country, those personal stories 
have become much rarer.

Yet in contrast to the essentially 
black box that China represented for 
those living outside its borders during 
the Mao Zedong years, technology has 
now made it much more accessible. 
Reporters with an account on WeChat 
– China’s ubiquitous chat messaging 
platform, social media, and mobile pay-
ment app – can still have an ear to the 
ground for the most significant stories 
happening inside the country. 

Still, China’s relentless pursuit of 
insulating its domestic internet from the 
outside world has continued to create 
obstacles. And Chinese leader Xi Jin-
ping’s iron grip on power has had a 
silencing effect on many of the coun-
try’s experts and public figures who were 
once willing to speak to the foreign press 
about domestic and geopolitical issues.

Like any good journalist, Chinoy 
largely keeps himself out of the story, 
only using his own experience at times 
to emphasize a point or to move the nar-
rative along. It’s a wise choice given the 
sheer number of actors whose voices are 
present in the book. But considering the 
breadth and depth of the author’s China 
coverage, Assignment China could have 
benefited from at least a few more per-
sonal anecdotes. 

Overall , though, the book is an 
enthralling and penetrating look at 
the challenging but important mis-
sion of foreign journalists who report 
on China. It is an excellent addition to 
the growing body of work on China’s 
modern history and should be essential 
reading not only for people interested 
in China but for anyone aiming for a 
career in journalism.PHOTO : COURTESY OF MIKE CHINOY
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Erik Ramp, senior director and general manager of Edwards Lifesciences Taiwan, leverages 
his diverse professional experience to accelerate patient access to critical care and cardio-
vascular medical devices. His influential leadership style, curious mindset, and problem-
solving abilities have helped him overcome adversity and lead teams to success in the 
U.S., China, Malaysia, and Taiwan. 

Ramp connected with TOPICS Senior Editor Julia Bergström at the Ghost Island Media 
recording studio to discuss his career journey, what playing team sports has taught him 
about leadership, and his approach to work-life balance. An abridged version of their con-
versation follows. To listen to the full conversation, visit topics.amcham.com.tw/listen.

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

What prompted you to enter the 
medical devices industry? 

I stumbled upon the job through my 
network. I had worked for my first boss 
at Edwards almost 15 years earlier, and 
they were looking for someone to help 
them run an internal consulting function 
for the company. I was able to create 
my own rotational program around the 
company by doing projects in different 
parts of the business. 

As a management consultant, I 
worked in several industries, including 
insurance and IT, but I struggled to con-
nect with them since I preferred to work 
with physical products rather than ser-
vices or information products. 

But at Edwards, I didn’t just show 
up every day to earn a paycheck – I felt 
like my work had meaning and I was 
part of something that truly made a dif-
ference. And the more I did it, the more 
I realized I wanted to be closer to the 
patients and customers, which is partly 
what’s kept me with the company for so 
long. 

You have an MBA and a degree in 
political science, and in college, you cap-
tained the men’s basketball team. What 
has playing team sports taught you 
about management and working with 
others? 

Sports have had a massive influence 
on my life and leadership style. Firstly, 
I played for a really bad team, so the 
first thing I learned is how to manage 
through hard times and continue moti-
vating a team when things aren’t going 
well. 

Another thing I learned from team 
sports is that putting together a team of 
only A-players, the best people, won’t 
result in the best performance. You 
need a blend of highly motivated top 
performers but also people who are 
excited about playing the role and want 
to do better. 

Because I was an athlete, I also got 
into a great school. But academically, I 
shouldn’t have been there and because 
of that, I had to work harder just to 
keep up. I was able to do that, but it 
helped me develop humility, and I never 
felt like I needed to be the smartest 
person in the room after that. 

A lot of leaders do feel the need to be 
smarter than others and easily become 
hamstrung by the need to be right. 
Many managers also think they need 
to be the central decision-maker, which 
just slows things down at the top. An 
organization is an inherently organic, 
imperfect thing, and it’s my job to maxi-
mize outcomes by allowing others to do 
what they do best.

What’s your general approach to 
management and leadership? Is there a 
particular philosophy that you follow?

When i t comes to leadership, I 
strongly believe in the power of influ-
ence over positional power. I avoid 
using my authority as a boss to drive 
the organization and instead work to 
build strong relationships and motivate 
my team through a shared vision and 
access to the right resources. To achieve 
this, I focus on recruiting top talent and 
trusting them to get things done while 
holding everyone accountable for their 
responsibilities. 

At Edwards we have a strong rela-
tionship-based culture, which makes it 
even more important to lead by example 
and inspire others to do their best. As 
a GM, I’m responsible for nothing but 
accountable for everything – whenever 
someone has a problem, it’s also my 
problem. So I focus on motivating and 
leading my team and making sure I’m 
available when they need me. 

Edwards was voted one of the best 
places to work in Taiwan in 2022. How 
does Edwards Lifesciences nurture and 
retain talent? 

We focus on creating employee 
opportunities by driving and expanding 
the business. We also create strategic 

Meet Erik Ramp of 
Edwards Lifesciences
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projects for people to take on, which 
will help them build their resumes. 
Experiential learning has always been 
the most e�ective method of learning for 
me, which is why I try to create oppor-
tunities that provide our employees with 
new experiences. 

The Taiwan healthcare market is a 
microcosm of larger markets. We have 
a blend of a direct and indirect model, 
high-quality physicians, a single-payer 
system, and a robust national health 
insurance system. Our Taiwan team is 
also an excellent cultural fit for Edwards 
– they live and breathe our company 
values. People who come up through 
our organization in Taiwan are great to 
move to Singapore, Australia, and other 
markets in APAC, but we need to ensure 
that their English language skills are up 
to par.

Helping patients gives our employees 
a sense of purpose, so we spend a lot of 
time building connections between our 
employees and patient impact. Another 
critical aspect of our culture is recog-
nizing people for their contributions. We 
also encourage open communication, 
and our employees are not shy about 
speaking up about things that need to be 
improved. 

How do you work with government 
to improve healthcare access? What 
challenges and opportunities do you 
see for the medical devices industry in 
Taiwan?

The AmCham White Paper and 
the Chamber’s collaboration with the 
National Development Council is a 
great way for us to communicate with 
the government, and the level of dis-
course facilitated is impressive. But there 
are still some challenges that need to be 
addressed. 

One of the topics we focus on is 
speeding up patient access to medical 
devices, which currently takes three to 
five years, not including convincing cor-
porate to bring a product to Taiwan. 
And that timeline sometimes doesn’t 
even include the device reimbursement, 
which is the part that’s the most expen-
sive for patients. The second part is 
ensuring product prices are reasonable 
once they’re included in the national 
health insurance system.

In the longer term, healthcare glob-
ally and in Taiwan faces two opposing 
forces at work. One is aging demo-
graphics, and the other one is budgetary 
pressure. By 2025, more than 20% of 
Taiwan’s population will be 65 or older, 
increasing the burden on the health-
care system. Taiwanese people also go to 
the doctor 14 times a year on average, 
which is almost twice the average in 
many other countries. 

Although Taiwan’s healthcare system 
provides universal coverage at an a�ord-
able price, it spends only 6.7% of its 
GDP on healthcare, which is much 
lower than OECD countries like Korea 
and Australia. There is movement 

toward increasing funding for the 
system, but long-term reconciliation of 
these challenges will be necessary. 

As a general manager and the father 
of three children, how do you manage 
work-life balance? What ground rules 
have you set for yourself?

I  make an e f fo r t  to p r io r i t i z e 
spending time with my kids in the eve-
nings. This means I have to set strict 
boundaries around my working hours, 
even though I’m not always successful. I 
also believe it’s important to set a good 
example for the rest of the team – put-
ting in endless hours isn’t necessary to 
achieve desired outcomes. It’s important 
to prioritize work-life balance and make 
time for activities that support your 
mental health. It can be challenging, but 
finding ways to balance your personal 
and professional lives will help you in 
the long term.

What advice would you like to give 
young professionals looking for a suc-
cessful career in your industry? 

You need to be curious about what 
the company does and be willing to put 
the time in to learn. As I moved into 
different roles around the business, I 
always made sure to find ways to learn 
about our products and get closer to our 
customers by spending time in hospitals. 

If you are will ing to work a lot 
harder than others to get into the hos-
pitals and explore different aspects of 
the company, it will help you in your 
career. That’s the approach I’ve taken 
throughout my career, and I believe that 
anybody who’s willing can do that, too.

What do you like to do in your spare 
time to relax and recharge?

I do Pilates – as I’ve gotten older, 
working out has become less about 
how I look and more about stopping 
things from hurting. It’s also great for 
my mental health and takes my mind 
off work. If I haven’t exercised in three 
days, something’s wrong.

But my highest priority is spending 
time with my kids. My ideal day off is 
waking up a bit late, going to a cafe and 
studying Chinese for a couple of hours, 
exercising, and spending the rest of the 
day with my family.
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I f you are a fan of sakura – the cherry 
blossoms that draw legions of ador-
ing sightseers to parks and hillsides 

throughout Japan – plan your next visit 
to Taiwan to coincide with the Hakka 
Tung Blossom Festival.

The festival, which takes place in 
April and May, celebrates the beauty 
and beneficence of Vernicia fordii, a 
deciduous species better known as the 
tung tree. Native to southern China and 
northern Vietnam, the tree was planted 
in several locations in northwestern 
Taiwan during the 1895-1945 period of 
Japanese colonial rule. 

For a while, tung plantations played 
a major role in the region’s economy. 
The wood was turned into furniture, 
matches, and toothpicks. Tung seed oil 
was used to coat paper umbrellas, and to 
make paints, varnishes, and caulking. 

When alternative oils became cheaper, 
the plantation workers were let go 
and the tung groves were abandoned. 
Because most of them had been planted 
on marginal slope land, the trees – few 
of which are more than 10m in height 
– were left to grow wild rather than 
replaced with other cash crops. In the 
decades since, their resilience and grace 
has touched a chord with the Hakka 
people who have lived in the region 
for generations, to the point where this 
ethnic minority has embraced the tung 
tree as emblematic of their own history 

and struggles.
Who are the Hakka? Like around 

96 percent of Taiwan’s population, 
they trace their ancestry back to China, 
emerging as a distinct subgroup within 
the Han people during a series of south-
ward migrations between 1,600 and 400 
years ago. Their unique language is not 
mutually intelligible with Mandarin or 
Hoklo, the local language also known as 
Taiwanese or Minnanhua.

During the era of Kangxi (reigned 
1661–1722), the Qing emperor of China 
who oversaw the incorporation of 
Taiwan into his empire in 1684, Hakka 
families began migrating to the island. 
Because most of the lowlands were 
already occupied by Hoklo-speaking 
settlers, Hakka pioneers headed into the 
rugged foothills. Famously hardworking 

and frugal, there they were able to estab-
lish themselves, despite far-from-ideal 
farming conditions and sporadic hostility 
from indigenous tribes.

Islandwide, around one in seven 
Taiwanese identifies as Hakka. But the 
northwestern counties of Hsinchu and 
Miaoli – the best places to appreci-
ate tung blossoms – are both majority 
Hakka.  

Tung trees normally flower three 
times each year. Trees that bloom in 
August or September often lose their 
blossoms because of that season’s thun-
derstorms and typhoon winds, while 
flowers that appear in December seldom 
last long due to the cold. The flowers of 
spring tend to be the most abundant and 
long-lasting, creating scenes that many 
liken to a magical woodland just after it 
has snowed.

If you come to Taiwan this spring, 
finding a tung grove in bloom should not 
be difficult. Driving through Miaoli or 
Hsinchu, there is a good chance you will 
glimpse a cluster of white-flecked tung 
trees on a distant hillside. 

Miaoli County Government’s Culture 
and Tourism Bureau (https://miaolitravel.
net) lists no fewer than 15 recommended 
places for tung blossom appreciation.

Among them are the 2.6 km-long 
Zhaoqiao-Jiantan Historic Trail, the 
family-friendly Sanwan-Yonghe Tongjing 
Mountain Trail, and the Tongxiao-

交 通 部 觀 光 局 廣 告

S E E I N G  TA I W A N

Northwestern Taiwan: 
Land Of The Tung Tree’s 
Snow-White Blossoms
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Tiaoyen Historic Trail. The last of these, 
like many paths in Taiwan’s foothills, 
was blazed long before the Japanese 
colonial era to facilitate trading and 
migration. In addition to an abundance 
of tung trees, it is lined with acacia and 
camphor trees.

These trails make it possible to enjoy 
tung blossoms up close, where you 
will notice that the dazzling white of 
the petals is offset by vividly red fila-
ments and yellow anthers. You may 
well see tung aficionados gathering up 
fallen blossoms and arranging them in 
the shape of a heart, or to spell out the 
Chinese character ai , “love.”

The Council of Agriculture’s EZGO 
website (https://ezgo.coa.gov.tw) recom-
mends the Flying Cow Ranch (https://
www.flyingcow.com.tw), which is not far 
from the Taiwan Hakka Museum in the 
center of Miaoli County. 

If family or business commitments 
make it difficult for you to stray far 
from Taipei, consider hiking the Tucheng 
Tung Blossom Trail, which takes around 
three hours. The beginning of the path 
is within walking distance of Yongning 
Station on Taipei Metro’s Blue Line.

Sightseers basing themselves in Taic-
hung can day-tr ip out to Dongshi 
District, another place long associ-
ated with the Hakka minority. Dongshi 
Forest Garden is a magnet for cherry 
blossom fans and firefly fanciers, as 
well as one of the best places to see tung 
flowers during summertime.

Exploring the Hakka heartland is 
easier than ever, thanks to the Taiwan 
Tourist Shuttle bus network.

The Nanzhuang route connects 
Zhunan TRA Station (which is well-
served by local and express trains) 
with the multiethnic interior town of 
Nanzhuang up to nine times per day. En 
route, it makes a stop at the entrance to 

Lion’s Head Mountain, where a cluster 
of historic temples is linked by short yet 
scenic hiking trails.

If Lion’s Head Mountain is your 
primary destination, or you are arriv-
ing in the region by high-speed (HSR) 
train, the Shishan (Lion’s Head Moun-
tain) shuttle may work perfectly for you. 
It connects Zhubei TRA Station, Hsinchu 
HSR Station, the delightfully characterful 
Hakka town of Beipu, and Emei (previ-
ously a center of the tea industry) with 
Lion’s Head Mountain Visitor Center.   

On these routes, as on other Taiwan 
Tourist Shuttle services, both single jour-
ney tickets and jump-on/jump-off day 
passes are available. For timetables 
and fare information, see www.taiwan-
trip.com.tw. Like the other websites 
mentioned in this introduction to the 
Tung Blossom Festival, all pertinent 
details are presented in English as well 
as Chinese.   

If you hope blossom-viewing will be 
a highlight of your vacation, build some 
flexibility in your plans. Because the 
weather has a big influence on precisely 
when a particular grove bursts into 
flower, it pays to check a day or two 
before setting out. 

Visitor information centers are usually 
able to tell you what is happening in 
their area. Another option is to call the 
tourism hotline at 0800-011-765 (toll-
free within Taiwan). If hotline staff are 

unable to give an immediate answer, they 
will call you back as soon as they have 
confirmed information. The hotline can 
help with all sorts of inquiries, including 
road conditions and opening hours. 

As in p rev ious year s , the o f f i -
c ia l Hakka Tour webs i te (ht tps : / /
romantichakka.com/) will list popular 
viewing spots for Tung Blossom Festi-
val, complete with directions and status 
reports, so visitors can know whether 
the trees in each location have flower 
buds, are beginning to blossom, or are 
in full bloom.

The Tourism Bureau’s regularly 
updated and multilingual website (www.
taiwan.net.tw) is packed with informa-
tion, which all visitors will find useful 
as Taiwan reappears as an international 
tourist destination. 

S E E I N G  TA I W A N
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