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The Taiwan Relations Act at 40: New Opportunities Ahead
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he United States and Taiwan have charted a

strong history of trust and cooperation, guided
by the 1979 Taiwan Relations Act (TRA). Today, the
two nations have more in common than ever before—
both share values related to democratic principles,
open and free markets, and respect for the rule of
law. Over the past four decades, Taiwan has proven
to be a reliable and strong partner for America in
advancing freedom, opportunity, and prosperity in
the region and around the globe.

More can be accomplished, however, as the two
partners have more to offer to each other. In par-
ticular, the Trump Administration and Congress
should continue to advance U.S.-Taiwan economic
relations by focusing on (1) pursuing a U.S.-Taiwan
free trade agreement, (2) enhancing energy coopera-
tion, and (3) advocating Taiwan’s membership in the
three major Washington-based multilateral finan-
cial institutions.

The Taiwan Relations Act at 40

This year commemorates the 40th anniversary
of the TRA, on which America’s unique and secure
relationship with Taiwan has been grounded. The
preamble of the TRA stipulates that the act is
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to help maintain peace, security, and stability
in the Western Pacific and to promote the for-
eign policy of the United States by authorizing
the continuation of commercial, cultural, and
other relations between the people of the United
States and the people on Taiwan, and for other
purposes.!

The TRA is exceptional in purpose and form. It
is the only law to govern nearly every aspect of U.S.
relations with a foreign government in the absence
of formal diplomatic relations. It sets forth clear pol-
icy goals and establishes an institutional framework
to meet those objectives. The fact that the TRA has
been in force without amendment over the past 40
years is remarkable.

Signed into law on April 10, 1979, the TRA came
into existence out of the need for the United States to
find a way to protect its significant security and com-
mercial interests in Taiwan in the wake of President
Jimmy Carter’s termination of diplomatic relations
with Taiwan as well as a mutual defense treaty dat-
ing from the 1949 Communist takeover of mainland
China. Members of the House of Representatives
and Senate from both parties worked together to
craft a bill, passing the TRA with a near unanimous
vote to set the framework and course for America’s
ongoing engagement with Taiwan.

Over the ensuing decades, subsequent Congress-
es, whether controlled by Democrats or Republi-
cans, repeatedly have sought to bolster the TRA by
expressing strong moral and political support for
Taiwan and urging successive Administrations to
back up America’s commitment to Taiwan with tan-
gible support. Providing policy continuity, the TRA
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has survived the test of time in the face of constant
and growing criticism from Beijing.

Not surprisingly, Taiwan’s support in Washington
has been strong and is getting stronger. Over the past
year, Congress has reinforced the TRA by enacting
two new laws: the Taiwan Travel Act that encourages
official visits between Washington and Taipei “at all
levels of government,” and the Asia Reassurance Ini-
tiative Act that reiterates American support for Tai-
wan’s key role in its Indo-Pacific strategy.

Taiwan: An Enduring Partner for America
in the Indo-Pacific Region

The TRA has played an indispensable role in shap-
ing American policy toward Taiwan and U.S. strate-
gy in Asia. The United States has clearly recognized
that supporting a Taiwan that is free to make its own
decisions, and free from coercion by the People’s
Republic of China, is in America’s vital national secu-
rity interest. As specified in the preamble of the legis-
lation, the TRA, in fact, is explicit about the connec-
tion between Taiwan and the maintenance of “peace,
security and stability in the Western Pacific.”

In a testament to that unambiguous geopolitical
and economic link, Taiwan and the United States
have become strong allies sharing powerful com-
mitments to the values of democracy, the rule of law,
and free markets. The relationship today is a fruitful
partnership that delivers measurable and concrete
benefits for Americans and Taiwanese alike.

In his June 2018 speech at the dedication ceremo-
ny of the new American Institute in Taiwan office
complex, board Chairman James Moriarty summed
up succinctly: “As Taiwan has transformed itself into
avibrant democracy and a model for the Indo-Pacific
region and beyond, our relationship has grown into
a close partnership based on the unshakable founda-
tion of shared values and interests.”?

As a country with an impressive record as a con-
structive member of the world community, despite

efforts by mainland China to isolate and marginalize
it, Taiwan is providing a positive example for others
of a pathway to development and prosperity based on
high degrees of both political and economic freedom.

In its latest edition of Freedom in the World, an
annual report that assesses political rights and civil
liberties around the globe, Freedom House classifies
Taiwan as a “free” nation.®> On the economic front,
The Heritage Foundation’s 25th edition of the Index
of Economic Freedom now ranks Taiwan as the 10th-
freest economy in the world.*

Time to Move the TRA
Onward and Upward

Taiwan has been a steadfast partner for America,
and there is no better way to mark the 40th anni-
versary of the TRA than to reaffirm the U.S. com-
mitment to Taiwan and enhance it with greater
practical engagement, particularly in the area of eco-
nomic cooperation. As Taiwan has developed into
one of Asia’s most vibrant market-oriented democra-
cies, its economic relationship with the United States
has steadily grown stronger, becoming one of the
most important pillars supporting the vital relation-
ship between the two countries.

Yet, more can be done. Particularly, as stipulated
by the TRA, the U.S. government should “promote
extensive, close, and friendly commercial, cultural,
and other relations between the people of the United
States and the people on Taiwan.” To that end, three
initiatives provide significant opportunities for
immediate success:

1. Pursuing an open trade partnership agree-
ment. As members of the World Trade Organization,
both the U.S. and Taiwan are allowed to negotiate
a free trade agreement. The already good U.S.-Tai-
wan trade and investment relationship would benefit
from such an upgrade. The overarching objective of
America’s strategic economic statecraft in the Indo-
Pacific region must be to facilitate the expansion of
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the open trade and investment networks that pro-
vide the best chance of creating new opportunities
for innovation and greater prosperity.” A bilateral
U.S.-Taiwan free trade agreement would be a criti-
cal lynchpin for realizing that strategic objective.
As a recent American Enterprise Institute research
paper pointed out, the first new bilateral trade agree-
ment under the Trump Administration’s “free and
open” Indo-Pacific strategy will signal its vision for
the region.® A bilateral trade initiative with Taiwan
would be a strong statement of America’s determina-
tion to support political and economic freedom and
stand as an important bulwark against growing Chi-
nese efforts to gain influence.

2. Enhancing energy cooperation at all lev-
els. The United States and Taiwan are well situated
to advance energy trade and security as a reliable
supplier and a strategic buyer, respectively. Advanc-
ing energy cooperation between the countries is a
natural and constructive step forward. Given both
the demand for energy in Taiwan, and increased
production in the U.S., there has been a significant
increase in Taiwan’s purchases of U.S. crude oil and
petroleum products over the past few years. Tai-
wan has signed a memorandum of understanding to
purchase liquefied natural gas from the U.S. for the
next 20 years.” The U.S. and Taiwan should develop a
forward-looking bilateral strategic energy trade ini-
tiative to ensure a durable energy partnership. Ulti-
mately, such an initiative could be developed into a
regional energy architecture involving other coun-
tries such as Korea and Japan as well.

3. Supporting Taiwan’s membership in the
three major Washington-based multilateral
financial institutions—the International Mone-
tary Fund (IMF), the World Bank, and the Inter-
American Development Bank. Despite decades of
dynamic economic growth and the emergence of a
vibrant democracy, and with a population larger than

that of Australia that makes significant contributions
to the world, Taiwan remains excluded (at China’s
insistence) from many international organizations,
including the IMF. As a result, it is unable to fully
participate in and contribute its various resources to
multilateral development banks, such as the World
Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank. In
order to become a member of the World Bank, Tai-
wan must first be admitted to the IMF.2 U.S. leader-
ship to convince the nations of the world, including
China, that Taiwan has much to contribute on issues
of economic development and should no longer be
excluded from major dialogues or initiatives in this
areawould pay big dividends in terms of the bilateral
relationship and is the right thing to do for the Tai-
wanese people.

Conclusion

Taiwan has become one of the principal U.S. part-
ners in addressing an array of global challenges as
well as diplomatic opportunities. In his speech to
the American Chamber of Commerce in Taipei last
year, Deputy Assistant Secretary of State Alex Wong
underscored America’s enduring partnership with
Taiwan:

The U.S. commitment to Taiwan doesn’t change
from administration to administration or from
president to president. It doesn’t change with the
rise or fall of the fortunes of other powers in the
region. It doesn’t change with the emergence of
new challenges or new threats. Because our rela-
tionship isn’t transactional. Instead, it is under-
girded—and animated—by shared and enduring
values. The United States has been, is, and always
will be Taiwan’s closest friend and partner.’

The past 40 years of U.S.-Taiwan relations under
the framework of the TRA have been a true partner-
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ship for freedom. Now is the time to take bold steps to
ensure that, in the next 40 years, Taiwan remains a
reliable and like-minded ally for America in advanc-
ing freedom, opportunity, and prosperityin the Indo-
Pacific region and beyond.
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