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Taiwan Under the Pandemic 
A Security Perspective 
By Wu Shang-Su

The drastic changes in Taiwan’s COVID-19 situation present an unusual national security case study. 
Despite its proximity to the initial outbreak in China, Taiwan was in a “parallel universe” from the 
beginning of the pandemic with a total of only 1199 confirmed cases and 12 deaths as of May 10th 

2021.1 While many countries have suffered seriously from the pandemic Taiwan did not experience any lock-
down throughout 2020, and its economy even grew.2 When vaccinations began in March 2021, Taiwan looked 
likely to escape the pandemic without major disruption; an outbreak in May 2021 however removed the laurel 
of success and plunged Taiwan into uncertainty.3

Taiwan’s counter-COVID-19 leadership hub is the specially established Central Epidemic Command 
Center (CECC), led by Health Minister Shih-Chung Chen. This ad hoc institute is endowed with various pow-
ers during the pandemic and is politically supported by President Tsai Ing-Wen and Primer Su Tseng-Chang.4 
In addition, President Tsai’s first term Vice President Chen Chien-Jen, an epidemiologist with knowledge 
and firsthand experience dealing with the severe acute respiratory syndrome of 2003 (SARS), is part of the  
counter COVID-19 leadership.5 Both Taiwan’s initial success and the recent outbreak provide indispensable 
lessons to the leadership.

It is too early to conclusively assess the overall impact of the pandemic on Taiwan’s security or identify 
the dynamics between individual political leaders and specific policies. However, the COVID-19 policies are 
worthy of early analysis for their contribution, flaws, and potential influence on Taiwan’s security. Due to the 
initially stable situation, Taiwan’s civil-military relations have not been altered, and the armed forces provided 
only modest support, such as decontaminating infected locations and supplementing the labor force for mask 
manufacturing.6 The external security outlook remains similarly stable: Beijing’s military threats have been 
intensive as usual, and Washington remains the most important source of external security.7 

The major counter-pandemic policies relevant to Taiwan’s security—especially internal security—include 
masking, tracking, the national information campaign, testing, and vaccine procurement. These policies 
reflect Taiwan’s capacity, capability, and style of handling security matters. In the face of the existential threat 
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from the People’s Republic of China, Taiwan’s 
external security has been ambiguous for decades. 
If it is unable to address its internal security chal-
lenges the island will be even more vulnerable to 
the overwhelming military forces on the other side 
of the Strait. Although the pandemic can by no 
means be considered equivalent to war, and though 
pandemic-related decisionmaking is conducted by 
public health officials, Taiwan’s responses to this 
unplanned crisis provide valuable lessons.

Masks 
Based on its experience of the SARS outbreak of 
2003, Taiwan’s leadership has been aware of the 
importance of facial masks in such pandemics, and 
thus mask production was prioritized immedi-
ately after the first appearance of COVID-19.8 The 
SARS experience established consensus among both 
people and officials on the importance of masks, 
and led to the establishment of the National Health 
Command Center established in 2004 for coordinat-
ing all related affairs.9 The flu crisis of 2009 provided 
another opportunity to practice the mobilization 
of mask production.10 The materials and precision 
machinery respectively supplied by local petrochem-
ical and machine tool companies also contributed 
to the rapid expansion of mask production lines.11 
Prior to the pandemic, most facial masks available 
in Taiwan were imported with 93 percent of them 
coming from China. With the expectation of supply 
shortages from external sources, on February 6, 
2020, Taipei mobilized mask manufacturers and 
material suppliers to boost domestic production 
from two million daily in February to 20 million in 
June, to meet the internal demand.12 

According to Article 55 of the Communicable 
Disease Control Act, the CECC is endowed with 
various power during the pandemic emergency, 
including compulsory mobilization of mask facto-
ries to supply their products at a fixed price to the 
government, along with a similar measure affecting 

companies producing melt-blown, non-woven, and 
other materials for masks.13 Each mask manufac-
turer has been assigned a quota according to its 
individual capacity.14 The government also similarly 
purchased materials and adjusted both the prices 
of the masks and materials in response to increased 
demand in the international market.15 Moreover, 
the government funded production lines for mask 
factories, and supplied military personnel to supple-
ment the labor force. The companies will eventually 
assume the cost of production lines.16

In parallel with this mobilization, on January 
31 Taiwan prohibited individual procurement 
of masks, and then utilized the national health 
insurance system, including the network of 6000+ 
pharmacies, to distribute all the expropriated masks 
for individual rations throughout the country. 
Although governmental intervention may reduce 
the efficiency of the market, the compulsory dis-
tribution of the basic mask ration backed up by 
mobilized factories with increasing production gen-
erally prevented or mitigated public panic.17 

This generally successful process of produc-
ing and distributing masks was nevertheless not 
perfectly smooth and encountered both trials and 
errors.18 In the initial stage, the gap between the 
demand and supply was wide, evident in the long 
queues of people around pharmacies, resulting in 
some risk of infections, but increasing production 
eventually caught up and related measures were 
activated from May 2020.19 After the initial short-
age, poor quality, illegal sales, fake origin, and other 
problems also occurred amidst the mask production 
mobilization.20 Despite these problems, Taipei even-
tually reached its goal of producing sufficient masks 
to meet domestic needs and began to donate masks 
and production lines to other countries for human-
itarian and diplomatic purposes, such as the Czech 
Republic.21 Taiwan’s mask autonomy has been noted 
by Beijing which has seized any opportunity to apply 
its own mask diplomacy against Taiwan. 
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The mask example is indicative of Taiwan’s 
capability to respond to a crisis or even an armed 
conflict in the Strait. Successful mask production 
and distribution are a synthetic achievement com-
posed of official planning, integration, adjustment, 
cooperation by the industrial and private sectors, 
and public trust. The island can be expected to 
achieve a similar level of coordination and resource 
mobilization to meet the needs of defense for vari-
ous war scenarios. For example, if Taipei could boost 
capacity to absorb economic sanctions by Beijing, 
the latter’s leverage would be less effective. With full 
mobilization of civilian resources, such as vehicles 
and heavy machinery, Taiwan’s defense capabil-
ity against any Chinese incursion would exceed its 
purely military means.  

Despite the achievement time, scale, and dis-
ruption will likely constrain the application of the 
mask experience to the mobilization of other indus-
tries during a crisis or armed conflict. Although 
the COVID-19 rapidly spread worldwide in the 
first half of 2020, Taiwan’s border control and other 
countermeasures (as well as luck) prevented massive 
infection, providing the time for mask mobiliza-
tion to reach its objective. In case of a crisis or an 
armed conflict with China, there may not be several 
months for Taipei to conduct full or even significant 
mobilization. Furthermore, much more than masks 
will need to be mobilized in case of war. Whether 
Taipei could manage the simultaneous mobilization 
of multiple, diverse supply lines cannot be inferred 
by the mask mobilization alone. Finally, while the 

“Taipei eventually reached its goal of producing sufficient masks to meet domestic needs and began to donate masks and 
production lines to other countries. Taipei, Taiwan.” (Photo by: Bureau of Foreign Trade, Ministry of Economic Affairs, June 
1, 2020) 
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supply of materials for mask production was gen-
erally free from disruption, the situation could be 
quite different during wartime, as the production, 
storage, and distribution of strategic resources, 
as well as power supply, could be disrupted, if not 
neutralized by the enemy’s firepower or by sabotage. 
The simultaneous mobilization of multiple supply 
lines in the context of a military conflict is difficult 
to envision. 

Tracking 
Ensuring that infected people remain in quaran-
tine and disclosing all close contacts of diagnosed 
patients are essential to controlling the COVID-
19 situation. The Taiwanese government chose 
to trace cellphones through the triangulation of 
signal stations instead of the global positioning 
system (GPS). Despite the relatively low accuracy 
of locations, Taiwan’s tracking system has still been 
able to maintain electronic fences which prevent 
traced people from entering specific locations, in 
addition to automatically sending warning, inquiry, 
and other messages.22 Passengers from overseas 
are required to register their cellphones in the 
Quarantine System for Entry, and are included in 
the tracking system.23 The governmental database 
of the health insurance system and immigration 
department are also utilized for tracking purposes.24 
In addition to this technology and approach, local 
administrative personnel check the status of traced 
individuals through twice-daily phone calls and 
deliveries of supplies for basic needs.25 Despite some 
misses such as a few pilot clusters, the small num-
bers of confirmed cases would support the efficiency 
of the tracking system.26 However, the system’s 
capacity has not been fully tested by the relatively 
small numbers of COVID-19 tests conducted and 
confirmed cases. Although all passengers from over-
seas must present proof of negative COVID-19 test 
results from less than three days before boarding, 
tests upon arrival are merely an alternative instead 

of a compulsory process.27 In other words, those 
infected during travel or holding falsified documen-
tation may be less likely to be detected upon arrival. 
Finally, mixing those in quarantine with other indi-
viduals in the hotel of the Taoyuan airport created 
another loophole in the tracking system.28 

The large-scale tracking of people during 
the COVID-19 pandemic could benefit Taiwan’s 
internal security in two ways. Due to similar 
appearance, language, and culture, penetration by 
Chinese agents and special force is always a dan-
ger.29 Although such individuals would often change 
their cell phones and have other means of commu-
nication, the experience of extensive tracking and 
tracing interactions is still valuable for the govern-
ment in terms of surveillance. Furthermore, the 
pandemic largely reduces the numbers of people 
moving in and out of the island so that the internal 
security authorities would have a relatively simple 
situation for building up their awareness. 

Information Campaign 
Misinformation concerning a pandemic could be 
more dangerous than the pandemic itself in terms 
of panic-driven behavior; this challenge is espe-
cially relevant for Taiwan due to China’s relentless 
campaign of information warfare. It must be noted 
that the impact of rumors reflects the relationship 
between the government and people. The high levels 
of uncertainty resulting from a pandemic could dis-
turb civil-official relationships and open additional 
space for misinformation. When official informa-
tion is different or even contradictory to popular 
experience, misinformation works even better as 
official information can be mistakenly interpreted 
as fake news.30 

Taipei’s COVID-19 information campaign is 
built on countermeasures and transparency. As the 
internet has become the main domain of spreading 
misinformation, Taipei not only passed a special 
law for punishing such violations but also set up 
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a fact-checking center, in addition to suspend-
ing or removing suspect accounts on social media 
and other platforms. Specific apps were provided 
enabling people to conduct immediate checks with 
the fact-checking center regarding information on 
social media and other virtual communication plat-
forms. Fake information is often poorly produced 
and in conflict with reality and is soon boosted.31 
Meanwhile, the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) 
holds a daily press conference which is further 
broadcast through most media supplying official 
information.32 These efforts indeed contribute to 
Taiwan’s stability under the pandemic and constrain 
the spread of misinformation. 

From May 2021, Taiwan’s information cam-
paign started to face real challenges as the pandemic 
surged. With the rising numbers of infections deci-
sionmakers had to strike a balance between avoiding 
panic and revealing the full extent of the situation. 
If concern about stability is too high, trust in the 
government may be eroded leaving room for misin-
formation and other kinds of agitation. For instance, 
one person was arrested for spreading misinforma-
tion about a confirmed COVID-19 patient in his 
hometown, but the information was later officially 
proven to be accurate.33 If this trend continues, 
banning accounts posting and sharing unofficial 
information plus punishment will be less effective in 
suppressing misinformation while causing people to 
doubt official sources. Moreover, given that China or 
other actors deliver better prepared, more realis-
tic, and consistent misinformation or even true but 
unofficial information, Taiwan’s response capability 
and management capacity are uncertain. To be fair, 
the experience from COVID-19 still helps Taipei as 
a rehearsal for future information warfare, and has 
proven certain capabilities and capacity in a low- or 
medium-intensity situation. Such experience could 
be applied to oppress an adversary’s information 
campaign during a crisis or armed conflict, espe-
cially in the initial stage when the overall situation is 
unclear.

Testing 
Taiwan’s approach to COVID-19 testing is unique or 
at least unusual compared to its global counterparts 
and has been blamed as a major factor resulting in 
the recent outbreak. The conventional wisdom is 
that it is essential to detect and diagnose infected 
people for public awareness.34 Initially Taipei con-
ducted minimal testing compared to countries such 
as New Zealand and Singapore. New Zealand with 
its 5.1 million population—less than a quarter of 
Taiwan’s 23.6 million—has conducted 2,095,421 
tests, more than triple that of Taiwan’s 610,865 as of 
May 20th, even after the outbreak.35 Singapore with 
a similar 5.7 million-plus population has conducted 
more than 11 million tests.36 

False positivity, capacity, and social stability 
are the three main reasons for Taiwan’s restrictive 
approach to COVID-19 testing. Limited testing 
capacity was the main reason for restricted testing 
in the initial stage, though the capacity has gradu-
ally increased.37 Concern over false positive results 
discouraged many asymptomatic people from get-
ting tested.38 In the summer of 2020 public opinion 
began to shift toward mass testing, but the official 
response was negative sensitive to concern about 
overwhelming the medical system in addition to the 
false-positive results.39 The risk of disrupting social 
stability and fear of discrimination against infected 
patients further discouraged Taipei from expanding 
the testing program.40 Despite this unconven-
tional approach, the lack of clusters of community 
infection resulted in minimal levels of economic 
disruption, as evidenced by the unusual economic 
growth of 2020. As testing on such a limited scale 
might not sufficiently reflect the real COVID-19 
situation, it is unclear whether extensive testing in 
2020 would have resulted in a lockdown.41 

With infection numbers suddenly rising in 
May 2021, Taipei’s limited COVID-19 testing pro-
gram must be questioned. The testing minimalist 
approach impedes the collection of information on 
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the pandemic and may lead to insufficient under-
standing for decisionmakers. The surge of infections 
in the Wanhua District of Taipei City might 
have been discovered earlier with more extensive 
COVID-19 testing.42 Testing capacity is crucial for 
Taiwan to constrain the current wave. As the CECC 
states the maximum daily capacity is 13,276 or even 
as many as 16,000, the current capacity has not 
been overloaded.43 However, whether the maxi-
mum capacity is feasible, and the overall process is 
efficient enough to reflect the situation in the face of 
suddenly rising demands may be still questionable.44 

Some reasons previously justifying limited 
testing reflect insufficient preparation in civilian 
sectors, including the medical sector. It is notable 
that the official statement on insufficient capacity 

was in August 2020, already six months after the 
COVID-19 breakout. In contrast to its mask pro-
duction mobilization, Taiwan seems not to have 
similarly mobilized other resources. Undeniably, 
mass testing might have resulted in some social 
disruption, but it could have been managed and the 
population prepared in advance. Informed by exam-
ples in other countries mass testing would certainly 
be more manageable than the surprising eruption 
of infections in May 2021. It is too early to tell if 
Taiwan’s medical capacity is sufficient for the crisis, 
merely by the official instructions on lowering oper-
ational loading of the medical institutes.45 However, 
the supply of negative pressure isolation wards—the 
critical equipment for treating COVID-19 patients 
in serious condition—was 1,100 in March 2020 and 

“Crowded Ximending after several days of zero local COVID-19 case, Most of the people still wearing masks to prevent. 
Taipei, Taiwan.” (Photo by: Jack Hong at Shutterstock ID: 1801636219, May 8, 2020)
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only 1,000 in May 2021, indicating some insuffi-
ciency in preparation.46

Although we may never discover all the rea-
sons behind the Government’s limited approach to 
COVID-19 testing through public sources, it has 
proven flawed and a similar constrained policy 
response to other national security challenges would 
be dangerous for Taiwan. Ignoring or avoiding 
the intelligence on threats can lead to improper 
force-structure in the long-term or missing the ini-
tiative in the short-term. A salient example of Taipei 
neglecting or underestimating national security 
threats in policymaking is the  all-volunteer force 
(AVF) policy that marginalizes the role of conscrip-
tion. Despite the obvious threat from China and 
various other concerns related to the AVF policy, 
Taiwan still adopted the policy in 2016 resulting 
in a human resources deficit.47 As for the short-re-
sponse, Taiwan’s recent military acquisitions have 
shown a transformation towards more offensive 
capabilities such as air-to-surface missiles and cruise 
missiles, whose strategic values would be signifi-
cantly reduced after being struck by China’s standoff 
firepower. Clearly, therefore, ignoring or underesti-
mating threats would negatively affect warfare.48    

Vaccines 
Despite the modest impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic prior to May 2021, Taiwan has not been 
exempted from the worldwide competition for vac-
cines, which has become a contentious issue with 
China. Taipei takes a dual approach to COVID-
19 vaccines, through external procurement and 
indigenous development. Due to the recent avail-
ability, external vaccine procurement has exceeded 
internal procurement from the last half of 2020. 
Taiwan’s original plan was to obtain 30 million 
doses from the German company BioNTech, a 
co-developer with Pfizer, through a Taiwanese 
biopharma company, however, the deal fell through 
in November 2020 due to lack of governmental 

support.49 Afterwards, Taipei attempted to purchase 
five million doses from the same supplier, but the 
arrangement failed again due to complications with 
the dealership of the vaccine. The Shanghai Fosun 
Pharmaceutical Company has an agreement with 
BioNTech for delivering vaccines in the “Greater 
China” area including Taiwan.50 Such vaccines are 
using BioNTech’s technology to produce in China; 
Taiwan refused the China-made vaccines due to 
concerns on safety, effectiveness, and security.51 
Eventually, Taipei managed to obtain 10 million 
AstraZeneca doses, followed by five million doses 
of the Moderna vaccine.52 Taiwan with its once 
stable situation was initially not keen on acquiring 
vaccines for itself but for its allies to secure rela-
tionships. After the outbreak in May 2021, however, 
Taipei shifted toward accelerating the introduction 
of the Moderna vaccine for internal use.53 

Vaccine diplomacy also emerged as a compli-
cating issue in cross-Straits relations. During the 
initial delay in acquiring foreign vaccines, some 
opposition politicians, including former President 
Ma Ying-Jeou, suggested Taiwan should procure 
Chinese vaccines, a move which could serve China’s 
vaccine diplomacy. This voice, however, did not 
prevail or ultimately affect the policy.54 After the 
May 2021 outbreak Beijing’s Taiwan Affairs Office 
hoped Taipei would welcome the Chinese vaccine, 
but thus far this has not occurred.55 Indeed, Taiwan 
countered China’s vaccine diplomacy by arranging 
alternative COVID-19 vaccine sources for its Latin 
American allies, such as Paraguay and Honduras, 
to discourage them from changing their official 
recognition.56 This dynamic is still ongoing with 
uncertain impact ultimately on Taiwan’s interna-
tional status.57 In short, China’s challenge to the 
West through the pandemic has not had significant 
impact in Taiwan, and the United States as a major 
supplier of vaccines maintains its relevance and 
influence.58

The disruption of the BioNTech deal reminds 
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us of the inconvenient fact of Taiwan’s unsettled 
relationship with the People’s Republic of China. 
The concept of “greater China” reflects a perception 
of Taiwan generally being a Chinese territory rather 
than a sovereign state. In parallel, the majority of 
Taiwanese political elites and people have accepted 
the status quo, and the current regime under the 
official title of “the Republic of China” just fits 
the perception. Undeniably, various constraints, 
particularly Beijing’s threat of the use of force to 
counter any Taiwanese move towards independence, 
have resulted in the status quo, but the status quo is 
indeed disadvantageous to Taiwan, as proven again 
by the vaccine deal. 

Under the status quo, Taiwan has been excluded 
from the World Health Organization (WHO) since 
its loss of a seat in the United Nations in 1971, except 
for being an observer between 2009 and 2016 with 
China’s permission.59 Non-member status is seen 
as a major reason that Taiwan’s early inquiry email 
failed to trigger the WHO’s global warning system, 
instead resulting only in a statement downplaying 
the transmission of the virus between humans. 
However, Taiwan’s membership would not have 
helped much to highlight its concern amidst China’s 
information and influence campaign. Indeed, its 
exclusion from the WHO made Taipei more visible 
on the COVID-19 pandemic than its international 
counterparts.60 In this specific case, Taiwan’s inter-
national isolation may have had a positive aspect, at 
least until it interfered with vaccine procurement. 

The flaw in Taiwan’s vaccine procurement 
effort may also result from a defect in decisionmak-
ing and execution. The failure of the first deal in 
November 2020 may reflect a lack of coordination 
or consensus among Taiwan’s leadership, while the 
second failure is harder to explain. Being in an unfa-
vorable international status for decades, Taiwanese 
officials, including the leadership, should have 
been aware of the Chinese dealer’s commitment to 
supplying the greater China area, but negligence or 

other mistake resulted in the disruption. Although 
Taipei quickly found alternatives, there was a 
delay of several months which took a toll on public 
health and in human lives. When the eruption 
of infections occurred in May 2021, Taiwan had 
only about 300,000 doses of AZ vaccine.61 Despite 
procurement efforts and internal development, the 
delay in acquiring vaccines exposed the island’s 
vulnerability. 

Conclusion
The dramatic changes in Taiwan’s response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic demonstrates some worri-
some but valuable lessons for its security. Taipei 
achieved initial success in countering the pandemic 
in 2020, but that success leaves significant room 
for future improvement. The mobilization of mask 
production was a great combined effort of the gov-
ernment and companies to meet domestic needs. 
However, that effort has not been replicated in other 
sectors to increase medical capacity for rapidly 
rising demands. For example, concern over public 
panic led to very limited COVID-19 testing. The 
minimalist approach to COVID-19 testing narrowed 
Taiwanese decisionmakers’ awareness, possibly 
paving the way to the spiking cases of May 2021. The 
tracking and tracing system is another positive prac-
tice with great potential in counterespionage and 
other internal security issues. However, the effect 
of the tracking system on countering the pandemic 
could be flawed due to a lack of testing requirements 
for arriving passengers and poor organization at the 
airport quarantine hotel. Efforts to counter misin-
formation demonstrates Taipei’s awareness of the 
threat and encourages coordination of available 
technologies and resources. The information cam-
paign is nevertheless facing a real challenge in an 
unfavorable situation.

Since both pandemics and armed conflicts 
challenge certainty and security, Taiwan has a great 
opportunity to learn from its experiences countering 
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COVID-19, especially the negative lessons. Its initial 
success may eclipse the need for improvement, but 
the recent outbreak demonstrates the fragility of 
that once bright image. It raises doubt on Taipei’s 
response to an adverse development in a crisis or an 
armed conflict. As a small state with a narrow mar-
gin for error, Taiwan should remain mindful to deal 
very carefully with its survival challenges, whether 
from COVID-19 or from Beijing. PRISM

Number of people who received at least one dose of COVID-19 vaccine in Taiwan. Total number of people who received 
at least one vaccine dose. (Source: Our World In Data (https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Taiwan-COVID19-data-
explorer.svg, 2021)
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