
Chapter 9

The Emergence of an 
Environmental Consciousness 

in Taiwan

David W. Chen

Neihu Mountain in northeastern Taipei is one of Taiwan’s most famous peaks, 
not because of its beauty or soaring height, but because of its contents: garbage.

During the 1960s, Taipei’s lack of an adequate sanitation system made it all too 
convenient for local officials to use the Neihu site—which was then a small valley off a 
major road—as a perfect location for burying household waste. Up and down the 
island, other communities also tried to find the closest available nook to get rid of their 
refuse. Yet no public outcries could be heard, for people were more concerned with 
making ends meet than with caring about how to dispose of their gaibage property.

A decade or so later, however, the Neihu valley had grown into a 200-foot- 
high heap of foul, unsightly waste. Nearby residents, no longer worried about 
providing for their families because of their increased wealth, began to pinch 
their noses and complain. A few opportunistic politicians sided with the locals 
and mugged for the media cameras. After relentless pressure, authorities finally 
closed the mountain in 1985 and announced cleanup plans.

Today the mountain still stands, half-covered with garbage, half-covered with 
grass and mango trees, juxtaposing Taiwan’s past problems and future hopes.1 
Unfortunately, though, Taiwan’s garbage situation represents only a fraction of 
the island’s environmental woes. Officially Taiwan’s air is considered “harmful” 
one out of every five or six days, but many visitors to Taipei or Kaohsiung, the 
island’s two biggest cities, swear that the air quality is never “good.” Vehicular 
density in Taipei, to take one measure of the problem, is ten times higher than it 
is in Los Angeles.2 Yet escaping the city by car can also have dire environmental 
consequences: the expanding network of roads necessitates more land, which often

This chapter was previously circulated as an Institute Report of the East Asian Institute, 
Columbia University, April, 1991.
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258 PART IV: THE ENVIRONMENTAL MOVEMENT

means more deforestation. Even the more remote areas are vulnerable. Almost 
all of Taiwan’s rivers are polluted, leaving little for recreational swimmers and 
fishermen to cheer about In addition, the muck and trash in rivers and lakes are 
depleting the oxygen in the water by a process called eutrophication, which suffo-
cates the fish and affects the food chain.3 That Taiwan is the world’s second most 
densely populated nation, after Bangladesh, only compounds and exacerbates these 
dilemmas.

There is, however, one positive and rather ironic note coming out of this 
squeeze: more people have been forced, out of sheer proximity, to become aware 
of their deteriorating surroundings. Recent public opinion polls provide some 
telling statistics. In one 1983 poll, people listed the environment as the sixth 
most serious social problem; by 1986, it was first.4 A separate 1988 survey found 
environmental pollution as the second most important issue facing the govern-
ment, behind social order and ahead of political liberalization.5

Despite these figures, however, the emergence of an environmental conscious-
ness has been a recent phenomenon. And while environmental issues have begun to 
be addressed, albeit belatedly, on the national level, they may become diluted by 
other social concerns on an already crammed national agenda. If Taiwan is to 
resolve its mounting environmental concerns, activists say, more cooperation and 
action are needed from government officials, businesspeople, and ordinary citizens.

The Costs of Rapid Industrialization

The island had hardly any of these problems when the Kuomintang arrived in 
1949, after being crushed by Communist forces on mainland China. Actually, the 
island didn’t have much of anything. Scant natural resources confronted a mostly 
poor and illiterate population. Desperate, and determined to make the best of 
less-than-ideal circumstances, the government advocated all-out economic devel-
opment in the 1950s and 1960s and launched ambitious land reform programs.

The results have been well documented. Taiwan has experienced unparalleled 
economic growth in making the transition from an agricultural society to an 
industrial one. Diseases associated with poverty, including tuberculosis, malaria, 
and cholera, “have all but disappeared as major causes of death.”6 Per capita 
GNP is soon expected to surpass $8,000, a level achieved by Great Britain in the 
early 1980s. Taiwan’s trade surplus exceeds $10 billion; its foreign exchange 
reserves amount to $75 billion, the world’s largest. In 1989 the Taipei stock 
market ranked as the world’s third busiest in volume, behind New York and 
Tokyo—despite being open only six half-days a week.7

Until recently, however, these achievements could not be matched by any sub-
stantive political gains. In 1949 President Chiang Kai-shek declared martial law, effec-
tively stripping people of basic liberties. Some of those freedoms were nominally 
restored in time, but with no legal opposition, the island’s one-party and mainlander- 
dominated regime turned into an “authoritarian” and “development-oriented” govern-
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THE EMERGENCE OF ENVIRONMENTAL CONSCIOUSNESS 259

ment with a “top-down policy-making process” Party politics, not public opinion, 
guided the nation’s direction. Instead of encouraging political liberalization in step 
with economic development, Chiang and the KMT government worried primarily 
about a Communist invasion and sought to clamp down on native Taiwanese resent-
ment.8 The government’s monopoly on the media further hindered any chance for 
healthy debate or dissent Yet many citizens did not seem to mind—at least 
openly—since they were presumably too occupied with family and work. And so 
by the 1980s, more than thirty years of martial law had conditioned many Tai-
wan residents to accept government policy and ignore political rhetoric.9 Politics, 
after all, could not interfere with economic drive.

The combination of unchecked economic development and political lethargy 
eventually took its toll on something everyone took for granted: Mother Nature. 
With bigger pocketbooks leading to bigger appetites for consumption, people 
have been producing more trash than ever, almost two pounds a day. At present, 
17 percent of that rubbish is comprised of nonbiodegradable plastics; in the 
United States, the figure is 7 percent.10 Even more alarming, 87 percent of 
household garbage (much of which is wet and inflammable) still ends up in 
Taiwan’s one hundred or so open landfills, and less than 1 percent of human 
excrement receives primary sewage treatment. Small wonder, then, that Taiwan 
has the world’s highest rate of hepatitis B.11

The environmental record of industries and businesses is equally abysmal. In 
the past, the absence of tough and enforceable pollution regulations or a strong-
armed watchdog agency often led to incessant polluting. Factories, whose num-
bers grew by an annual rate of 7.5 percent in the 1980s, belched wastes into the 
water, the air, and the earth, almost at will and without any governmental re-
proach.12 That the economy grew by 7.1 percent in 1988, for instance, was 
marred by a 20 percent rise in pollution.13 In Keelung, a northern port city, 
scientists recently discovered an inordinate quantity of lead in the soil, because 
of years of accumulated waste spewed out by the Hsin-Yeh Metal Company.14 
Worst of all, these cases may be but a sneak preview of how much nature has 
been abused; recently, the government admitted that it did not even know how 
much industrial waste was still being churned out.15 The price of progress has 
been steep, indeed.

Although there was little manifest concern for the environment before the 
1980s, there was some attention being given to a related area: nuclear power. 
While the government was going full speed ahead in advocating nuclear power 
as an efficient means of providing more energy to a rapidly industrializing coun-
try, an increasing number of scientists and intellectuals began to lodge objections 
as early as the 1960s.

But no organized opposition movement jelled until after a series of accidents 
in the late 1970s and early 1980s. To begin with, the nuclear accident at Three 
Mile Island near Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, coincided with the completion of the 
Taiwan Power Company’s (Taipower) first nuclear power plant in 1978, prompt-
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260 PART IV: THE ENVIRONMENTAL MOVEMENT

ing some academics to question whether a TMI-like disaster could be repeated 
on Taiwan. The accidental death of a worker in 1982 at one of the nuclear power 
plants did nothing to mitigate these fears. Then, in 1985, an explosion and fire 
“triggered by a loose blade in the stream turbine, designed and supplied by the 
General Electric Co. of the United States,” occurred in Taiwan’s third plant and 
lasted for three hours.16 Luckily, no leakage was recorded.

What generated more controversy than any of these mini-accidents was 
Taipower’s 271 percent budget increase proposal in 1984. Even some govern-
ment officials argued against such a large increase; the money could be better 
spent elsewhere, they said. Taipower’s planned fourth nuclear power plant in 
Taipei County’s Kungliao Village only hardened opponents, who argued that 
having three plants in one, heavily populated area (Taipei) was a dangerous idea. 
With the exception of the KMT-run Central Daily News, Taiwan’s normally 
prodevelopment newspapers also articulated antinuclear positions. Even though 
antinuclear groups did not enjoy a widespread popular base, they managed to 
make some headlines.17 At first, these opposition views seemed to reflect more 
of a concern for self-interests than any concern for the environment. Some peo-
ple, for instance, objected to nuclear power because they feared it would render 
Taiwan even more dependent on American technology. Others sought an oppor-
tunity to criticize Taipower and the government; one person dismissed 
Taipower’s bid to build the fourth plant as “an excuse to make more money.”18 
People living near the plants were equally critical: they accused Taipower and 
the Ministry of Economic Affairs (MOEA) of making arbitrary decisions without 
consulting any local residents.19

Scientists also raised doubts about the feasibility of more nuclear power. Radia-
tion experts and chemical engineers criticized the temporary solution of storing 
high-level wastes in coolant reactors on plant sites. In addition, seismologists and 
meteorologists warned that a severe earthquake or typhoon—two common events in 
Taiwan—could have devastating effects. “If there’s an earthquake,” said Professor 
Lin Wu-nan, “you can say, ‘Kiss your baby goodbye.’ ”20

These claims were largely ignored by government officials and unknown to 
most lay people until April 1986, when one incident thousands of miles away 
frightened just about everyone in Taiwan: Chernobyl. Reports of death, disease, 
and contamination in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe were especially hard 
to swallow in Taiwan, because of the extrapolated fear of a similar catastrophe 
happening on such a small island.21

Chernobyl offered an excellent opportunity for antinuclear activists to drive 
home their warnings. Not only did they take the advantage, they began to blend 
in environmental concerns to make their arguments more appealing to the gen-
eral public. “We are not against nuclear power,” said one opponent, “but against 
the dangers to humans, animals, and plants caused by nuclear power.”22 Some 
people also spread widely believed rumors that much of Taiwan’s nuclear waste 
was being used to manufacture nuclear weapons 23 Large antinuclear rallies in
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THE EMERGENCE OF ENVIRONMENTAL CONSCIOUSNESS 261

Taipei and Yenliao in April 1987 marking the one-year anniversary of Cherno-
byl demonstrated just how effective these efforts had been. Eventually these 
protests were loud enough to force the Executive Yuan to announce the tempo-
rary shelving of projects to construct more plants.

Those who were involved with environmental issues—and there were not that 
many yet—took the hint as well and began to align themselves more with the 
antinuclear movement. Environmentally oriented magazines like the New Envi-
ronment also started to report more stories on nuclear power. Public concern for 
environmental issues grew until, in 1986, an environmental protection plank was 
included in most party platforms during that year’s elections.24 In tag-teaming 
with the stronger antinuclear movement, the environmental movement itself 
gained considerable muscle.

Political Liberalization and Environmental Protest

Conservationists began to flex this new power in a rash of protests after 1986. In 
June 1986, in what is now generally acknowledged as the first major grass-roots 
environmental protest in Taiwan, hundreds of people in Lukang broke through a 
police cordon and marched through the town in opposition to Du Pont’s pro-
posed $168 million chemical factory. Even though street demonstrations were 
banned under martial law, Lukang residents were defiant. More rallies occurred 
two months later, during which police detained for six hours some 270 Lukang 
citizens, many of whom wore T-shirts with such slogans as “I Love Taiwan But 
Want No Part of Du Pont.” In December 400 Lukang residents marched again, 
this time in Taipei.25 For one thing, these protesters were determined to preserve 
the historic flavor of Lukang, Taiwan’s second oldest town.26 More important, 
the demonstrations signaled the fact that “people were no longer prepared to put 
up with pollution, which spewed freely into the rivers and the air during the 
island’s rapid industrialization in the 1960s and 1970s.”27 As for Du Pont, de-
spite efforts to convince local residents that the chemical factory would not be 
hazardous, the company eventually backed down and announced that it would 
look elsewhere in Taiwan for an appropriate site.

Subsequent protests in other areas of Taiwan manifested how volatile and 
emotional some residents had become over newly discovered environmental 
dangers. In October 1988 Linyuan denizens attributed livestock deaths to water 
pollution from the Linyuan Industrial Zone and its eighteen petrochemical plants 
and two naptha crackers. Weeks of vocal protests ensued. But some residents 
became so incensed with industry’s apparent indifference that they stormed their 
way into the control rooms of several plants and started pressing buttons and 
hitting switches. Plant employees could do little but watch and hope that no 
damage would be done to the equipment. Fortunately, the protesters did not trip 
on any wires or flick any wrong switches. But to calm the situation, the Ministry 
of Economic Affairs later agreed to pay about $10 million to the affected fami-
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262 PART IV: THE ENVIRONMENTAL MOVEMENT

lies.28 At the same time, the officials from the MOEA and other government 
agencies implied that the government would consider using military action in 
future crises, to preserve safety and order.29

This veiled threat did not deter others from clamoring for a cleaner environ-
ment or for compensation for past industrial excesses. In 1988 inhabitants of 
Hungmao, a port near Kaohsiung, demanded that Taipower stop a coal facility 
because of dust pollution. The facility was temporarily shut off, and Hungmao 
residents were awarded a tidy $250 million settlement. A few months later, 
people in nearby Nanwan, perhaps impressed by the precedents in Linyuan and 
Hungmao, complained about a nuclear power facility’s dumping of hot water.30

The protests were not confined to onshore sites, either. On Lanyu (Orchid) 
Island off Taiwan’s southern coast, the fusion of antinuclear and environmental 
interests was never more in evidence as a group of islanders, made up mostly of 
students, marched against Taipower’s storage of low-level nuclear waste near 
their homes.31 In July 1989 a group of fishermen blocked Kaohsiung harbor, 
accusing the Monomer Corporation of discarding acid waste closer to the coast-
line than regulations allowed, thereby poisoning fishing grounds.32 Everywhere, 
it seemed, people were crying “Foul!” against polluters.

In 1990 the most vehement local antipollution movement targeted the state- 
run China Petroleum Company, which planned to place the island’s fifth naptha 
cracker in the Houching district, near Kaohsiung. Whereas company officials 
promised that the fifth plant would be much cleaner than the island’s first few 
crackers and called the plant “absolutely essential” to Taiwan’s economic sur-
vival, local residents were not buying it. During one demonstration on January 
13,1990, hundreds surrounded the company’s headquarters, waving banners that 
said, “We Pledge to Fight the Fifth Naptha Cracker to the Death!”33

Had these protests taken place a decade earlier, or even five years earlier, they most 
likely would have been stamped out or simply ignored. But several factors accompany-
ing Taiwan’s modernization have propelled these as well as other social protests.

Thanks in part to an increasingly free and active press, the Taiwanese have 
become more aware of national affairs. Although television stations remain 
under government control, most newspapers have begun to assert their indepen-
dence, and therefore have started to expand their operations and publish bolder 
stories.34 For instance, media coverage of the controversial cleanup plans for two 
of Taiwan’s worst-stinking rivers, the Tamsui in Taipei and the Love in 
Kaohsiung, garnered more publicity than had been anticipated.35 Despite skepti-
cism about how concerned the people were about pollution and other social 
issues, several polls, including the above-mentioned two on environmental con-
cerns, suggested that at least overall ignorance was disappearing. In a disturbing 
1983 survey, 46.2 percent of those polled did not even know that Taiwan had 
nuclear power plants; three years later, that number had been sliced to 19.3 
percent.36 Slowly, people were coming to realize that the environment was “the 
necessary material foundation for health, wealth, and enjoyment of life.”37
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THE EMERGENCE OF ENVIRONMENTAL CONSCIOUSNESS 263

The late President Chiang Ching-kuo’s lifting of martial law in July 1987 
further stimulated Taiwan’s social development. Even though some activists had 
already defied the ban on street demonstrations, many more probably held back 
for fear of arrest. With martial law now spoken of in the past tense, anyone had a 
legal chance to air out some of his or her pent-up feelings. Apparently, people 
were so ecstatic about feeling psychologically unburdened that within one year 
Taiwan joined the Philippines as two of the world’s hottest spots for street 
demonstrations. In Taiwan, there was an average of three rallies a day, with at 
least one of them focusing on environmental issues.38 No martial law did not 
mean that Taiwan residents automatically enjoyed unlimited freedoms, but it was 
an important step forward.

As Taiwan inched toward becoming a more open society, the KMT’s stran-
glehold on power gradually loosened. The opposition Democratic Progressive 
party (DPP) picked up considerable strength in the mid-1980s, as its mostly 
native Taiwanese members sounded pro-Taiwan and anticorruption themes. The 
DPP also linked itself with the antinuclear and conservation movements by 
sporting a green flag and supporting proenvironmental publications and rallies. 
Environmental pollution, went one popular DPP slogan, was mainly the doing of 
the KMT.39 In the landmark December 1989 elections, some of these messages 
probably contributed to the DPP’s gains: the party gathered more than 30 percent 
of the popular vote and snatched the all-important Taipei county executive seat 
away from the KMT. Much to the satisfaction of green activists, the new county 
chief, You Ching, was on record as being against the construction of the fourth 
nuclear power plant and being an avid environmentalist.40

The tide of democratization opened the gate to people trying to articulate their 
passions. Some voted with their emotions; others took the streets. “Social move-
ments are not completely new to Taiwan,” said Hsiao Hsin-huang, a sociologist 
at the Academia Sinica, “but in the past they were either masked by or only 
operated through approved institutions.”41 Before long, a myriad of impromptu 
social movements had erupted, involving issues such as farmers’ rights, labor 
inequality, aboriginal rights, women’s rights, consumers, and affordable hous-
ing.42 The only notable absentee was the Taiwan Independence Movement, 
which was—and still is—considered subversive by the KMT government.

The Government’s Response

No longer could the government ignore or underestimate the pressure from many 
different factions “to improve the quality of life on the island.”43 Faced with 
scores of pressing problems, the government took a first step in August 1987, 
when it beefed up its own infrastructure by transforming and upgrading the 
Bureau of Environmental Protection, previously an underfunded and under-
staffed office buried in the Department of Health, into the cabinet-level Environ-
mental Protection Administration (EPA).44 The government even provided the
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EPA with a new ten-story building in downtown Taipei. The following year, the 
Taiwan provincial government and twelve other local administrations established 
their own environmental protection offices.45 In addition, several conservation 
groups with government ties were established, including the Society for Wildlife 
and Nature (SWAN), which publishes a newsletter and Nature, a colorful quar-
terly magazine.46 Though late, the government nevertheless had made a start.

To get even more people involved with nature—and to generate some favor-
able publicity—the EPA promoted education as one of the keys to a better and 
cleaner society. Television stations began, in conjunction with the EPA, to pro-
duce short commercials on how to throw away garbage and how to scold those 
who did not care about their environment. Similar shorts were introduced in 
movie theaters, too, sharing the spotlight with the singing of the national anthem. 
The EPA helped sponsor a television series on environmental protection, “The 
Earth Changes,” and it mapped out a ten-year program to educate children and 
teachers.47 The government did not have much financial difficulty in launching 
the ten-year program or any of its other environmental campaigns. And while 
critics have accused the government of not spending enough money on environ-
mental research, the statistics do show that the EPA’s overall budget has in-
creased markedly since its founding. The 1990 budget, for instance, was 20 times 
greater than that of 1987. All told, the EPA plans on spending about $35 billion 
by the year 2000 48 Some developers have grumbled about this price tag, but as 
Chao Shao-kang, the popular legislator, rebutted: “The question of money cannot 
be compared with the importance of life. Can money buy health?”49

The well-funded EPA has begun to tackle, on paper, many of Taiwan’s worst 
environmental nightmares. In terms of general preliminary measures, the EPA 
has conducted over a hundred Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) studies 
and has promised to complete even more in the 1990s. One broad, sweeping 
program is Project Rambo, which combats midnight dumping, the discharge of 
waste water, air emissions, and other violations.50

To reduce the garbage problem, the EPA has invested heavily in sanitary 
landfill technology and incinerating equipment. Most of Taipei City’s refuse, for 
instance, is stored at the Futekeng Sanitary Landfill in the Mucha District; by 
“sanitary,” the Taiwan authorities refer to the use of layered plastic barriers 
between the trash and the earth reinforced by clay, and the use of sophisticated 
monitoring equipment.51 Since Taiwan has little space, though, there is a limit to 
using landfills, hence the move toward incineration. Even though some scientists 
warn that incineration is not the panacea to garbage mountains and valleys, EPA 
officials point to Japan and Europe as examples, where more than 50 percent of 
the solid waste is buried. By 1995, the EPA hopes to build twelve waste-to- 
energy incinerators; by 2000, a dozen more.52

Several projects are also on the drawing board to purify Taiwan’s murky 
waters. According to a United States Department of State telegram, Taiwan 
plans on spending a lot of money over the next twenty years to improve its
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THE EMERGENCE OF ENVIRONMENTAL CONSCIOUSNESS 266

sewage system.53 As for Taiwan’s rivers, government officials assert that the rehabilita-
tive process is under way. To give three examples: the government has allocated $1 
billion to the Tamsui River reclamation project in order to construct sewerage, intercep-
tor, and ocean outfall systems; $40 million to drinking water quality improvement 
problems; and $25 million to the Chi-sui Creek-to-Ocean discharge project.54

Until those projects are implemented, though, the most obvious problem is 
Taiwan’s air pollution. The stench from Taiwan’s open landfills and polluted 
waters has certainly contributed to the unpleasant atmosphere, but EPA officials 
point out that the air is fouled by many different pollutants: What is needed, they 
say, is a more scientific and comprehensive survey of air pollution sources.55 
Upon finishing this inventory, the EPA plans to take more concrete action, 
including the imposition of tougher, new vehicle emissions standards. One pol-
icy already under way is the gradual phasing out of leaded gasoline. Industry 
resistance notwithstanding, EPA personnel hope that within a few years 
Taiwan’s cars only run on unleaded premium.56 If not, Taiwan’s air may be 
declared hazardous to everyone’s health.

The drawback to the high visibility of Taiwan’s garbage, water, and air troubles is 
the likelihood that other urgent problems, like soil despoilation, toxic wastes, and 
noise pollution, may get shoved aside. EPA Administrator Chien You-hsin has 
admitted, for example, that no law yet exists to control the amount of pollutants 
sinking into the soil.57 For toxic chemicals, the EPA has only scratched die surface, 
spending a paltry $1.5 million to establish a toxic chemical information system and 
investigate toxic chemical distribution. A larger sum ($9 million) has been set aside 
for a traffic noise-monitoring network project, but this seems small given the fact 
that noise pollution is the biggest source of citizen complaints.58

To convince citizens of its sincerity in implementing these projects, the gov-
ernment has been attempting to soften its probusiness image. “Our policy is 
‘polluters pay,’” said Joseph Yang, an EPA adviser. “Industries that generate 
waste will pay to protect the environment.”59 Although the government’s en-
forcement capabilities are weak, there have been a few positive signs. In cases 
where offending companies constantly appeal legal decisions, the EPA has paid 
for newspaper advertisements censuring the polluters, thereby making the com-
panies “lose face.”60 Even Chen Li-an, the conservative and almost always pro-
business minister of defense (and former minister of economic affairs), has said 
that new factories must meet environmental protection standards.61

But to appease industry, some government officials have also offered incen-
tives to businesses to meet these tougher requirements. For instance, low-interest 
loans have been made available for medium and small companies—which make 
up more than 90 percent of all Taiwan companies—to purchase pollution control 
equipment.62 As a bonus, the EPA has marketed environmental protection in the 
language businesses know and love: profits. According to one EPA adviser, 
Taiwan invites “businesses and consultants to develop and design management 
and technical systems for environmental protection.”63
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There have been a fistful of encouraging responses so far. According to Ma 
Wen-shung, director of the Safety and Health Program at Union Chemical Labo-
ratories in Hsinchu, some industries have earnestly begun to research environ-
mental issues, “realizing that a clean country is everyone’s business.” “It’s not 
that industry is so evil,” claims Ma, “it’s just that twenty years ago, we had little 
knowledge of environmental protection.”64 In the area of garbage, the recently 
founded Taiwan Recycling Corporation is building a plant to recycle plastic 
bottles. A new biodegradable plate made of wheat may further reduce the vol-
ume of nonbiodegradable trash. According to the inventor, Chen Liang-san, 
these plates may initially be more expensive than the styrofoam bian dang lunch 
boxes now used, but they are better for the environment—and edible, too.65

Despite Chen’s initiative and industry’s claims, reaction from most businesses 
has been tepid. Less than 3 percent of private-sector capital is spent on pollution 
control; in Japan, the figure is about 15 percent.66 Perhaps in the most telling sign of 
industrial neglect, China Petroleum (applying for the fifth naptha cracker) and 
Taipower (applying for the fourth nuclear power plant) are the top two polluters 
among state-run companies, between them accounting for more than 80 percent of 
all environmental violations.67 With statistics like this, it is not surprising that indus-
trial promises to meet environmental standards are greeted with cynicism. To ac-
complish any real progress requires much more private-sector investment.

Beyond the lack of genuine commitment, the shortage of industrial input to 
environmental protection can also be explained by the fact that the technology is 
simply not yet available domestically. But Taiwan needs the technology, and 
needs it now. The short-term solution? The Taiwanese have looked overseas for 
assistance. “We do not have any local companies which are qualified to provide 
these materials,” confirmed Yuan Shau-ying of the EPA’s Solid Waste Control 
Bureau, “so we expect many foreign companies will come in to help us out.”68 
To entice foreign aid, Taiwan has also packaged waste management as a profit-
able business. In a meeting outlining some of Taiwan’s major projects to some 
prospective foreign businessmen, for example, the closing message was: “God 
Luck and Welcome to a Promising Industry—We Need Your Help.”69 So far, the 
Japanese and the Americans have taken the early lead in securing waste manage-
ment contracts. For instance, Takuma, a leading Japanese manufacturer of incin-
erators and water-treatment plants, won a $35.6 million bid for Taiwan’s first 
incinerator to be located, fittingly, in Neihu.70

A Comparative Evaluation

Taiwan’s reliance on the expertise and experience of the world’s two most 
powerful economies should come as no surprise. Many Taiwan students have 
enrolled in American graduate programs, for instance, in order to absorb envi-
ronmental management techniques, scientific know-how, and public policy. 
Younger students, too, are being groomed to be channeled into the same pipe-
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line. In some circles, the joke is that Taiwan sends some of its most promising 
students overseas for a crash course in how to avert environmental disaster. But 
in all seriousness, Taiwan’s situation is not unprecedented; in fact, it frighten-
ingly parallels Japan’s environmental problems of two generations ago.

As Japan recovered from World War II, its people contributed to a fren-
zied economic boom that quickly taxed the nation’s resources and damaged 
the environment. With few policing mechanisms in place, the transition from 
agriculture to industry left in its wake a land littered with trash, rivers 
clouded by industrial waste, and air clogged by smog. According to political 
scientist David Apter, “The lack of effective due process in Japan—the inad-
equacy of consultative mechanisms outside of elite circles and the failure of 
local government to represent local interests—cannot be separated from the 
visible effects of economic growth, which in the name of progress resulted in 
pollution [and] environmental disaster.”71

By the late 1950s, local protests had sprung up in the worst affected areas. 
Fishermen spearheaded much of the opposition, claiming that Japan’s rivers had 
become too polluted. These voices, though, were originally snubbed by govern-
ment and business leaders. The fishermen and other affected people were not 
shocked with this reaction, for the powerful ruling party, the Liberal Democratic 
party (LDP), practiced “corrupt and manipulative politics” and was beholden to 
“big business and to the United States.”72

As would happen in Taiwan twenty years later, a number of high-profile 
environmental cases catalyzed even stronger protests. In Japan, fishermen and 
conservationists associated pollution with a dramatic rise in the number of vic-
tims affected by industrial diseases. The best-known, Minimata disease, was 
discovered in Minimata City, Kyushu, in 1956. Among other symptoms, the 
disease caused tremors, sensory disturbance, and paralysis; death was not un-
common as well. Even though some industrialists tried to blame the fish for the 
disease, researchers at Kumamoto University disproved this ridiculous theory 
and stated that the cause was the “consumption of seafood contaminated by 
methyl mercury released in industrial effluent.”73 Local residents were incensed 
with the findings. On October 17, 1959, some 1,500 fishermen forced their way 
into the river-poisoning Chisso Corporation plant in Minimata to demand indem-
nification for damages to the local fishing industry. A few months later, the 
Minimata fishery association commenced a two-month sit-in demonstration 
at Chisso’s front gate.74 From all appearances, an environmental movement 
had been bom.

Many high-ranking officials proved resistant to change, though. Underscoring 
the “close and mutually interlocking relations of cooperation between Japanese 
industry and government,”75 many of Minimata’s top officials—including the 
mayor and the speaker of the Municipal Assembly—appealed to Kosaku Te- 
ramoto, the Kumamoto Prefecture governor, to permit the Chisso Corporation to 
continue dumping effluent. According to the officials, closing down Chisso,
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Minimata’s largest company, would cripple the city’s economy. Police mobiliza-
tion was then requested to deter violence and to ensure regular day-to-day busi-
ness.76 Hoping to ease tensions, Governor Teramoto agreed in April 1960 to 
mediate the dispute, and convinced the fishermen to end their sit-in and meet 
with Chisso officials to hammer out a settlement.

But the Minimata demonstrations were only the beginning. Eugene Smith’s 
widely circulated, gruesome photographs of Minimata disease victims coupled 
with the reports of more deadly industrial diseases, like the Itai-Itai (Ouch! 
Ouch!) and PCB poisoning maladies, swayed public opinion toward the conser-
vationist camp. That the air over Tokyo and other metropolises was turning into 
a thick, black smog only convinced more people of the dire straits their nation 
had fallen into.77 Toward the end of the 1960s, opinion polls consistently showed 
a “dramatic rise in public concern about pollution.” At times, that concern took 
on a pessimistic, even Doomsday-sounding tone. The question of whether envi-
ronmental pollution was “an irreversible trend” lingered on many people’s 
minds. “It is no exaggeration,” went a typical remark, “to say that the most 
critical issue facing the human race today is the increasing destruction of the 
environment.”78

The first Earth Day in April 1970 proved to be a rallying point for global 
environmental concerns. Started by a group of college students in the United 
States, the demonstrations aimed to galvanize environmental awareness and rail-
road legislative action. In Japan, Earth Day activists eventually forced the gov-
ernment to establish an Environmental Agency in 1971. Their enthusiasm 
proved to be contagious. By 1973, more than 1,420 environmental groups had 
been founded, urging recycling, environmental education, and the efficient utili-
zation of Japan’s precious resources.79

Due in part to grass-roots pressures, the Japanese government grudgingly 
allocated large slices of the budget pie to clean up its own backyard. By 1986, 
Japan had accumulated expertise, improved its technology, and cooperated with 
other nations in stiffening pollution standards. To take one example, the 1984 
level of carbon monoxide in the atmosphere had shrunk to half of the 1965 level. 
Nevertheless, serious problems still remain, including filthy beaches, rapid de-
forestation, and more smog. But at least Japan has achieved some success in 
staving off environmental disaster.

That Taiwan seems to be “following the same path as Japan, in terms of 
agriculture and pollution,”80 does not bode well for conservationists. The only 
solace they can find is the fact that Japan’s environmental problems in the 1950s 
and 1960s were “much more serious”81 than Taiwan’s current ones.

In comparison with other Asian countries, though, Taiwan’s condition is not 
that bad. In most developing countries, after all, the first priority is to create 
more wealth, even at the expense of environmental quality.82 Economic develop-
ment is still “Job One.” Across the Taiwan Strait, China has the dubious distinc-
tion of having three of the world’s ten most polluted cities.83 Some other
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countries in the Asia-Pacific region have better track records, but not by much. 
In Malaysia, “environmentalism does not rank high with the government al-
though it is becoming more accepted,” said Gurmit Singh, president of the Envi-
ronmental Protection Society of Malaysia, an independent NGO.84 Even 
Taiwan’s fellow newly industrializing countries (NICs) are lagging behind. 
Hong Kong’s probusiness government has for the most part ignored its polluted 
harbor, while in South Korea, local residents have been too distracted by years of 
political and social upheaval to devote enough energy to environmental causes.85

Obstacles to More Effective Action

Unlike some of the Southeast Asian countries, Taiwan can pretty much scribble 
out a blank check to cover its environmental costs. But promises, plans, and a big 
bank account do not necessarily translate into action. In a sense, Taiwan is 
experiencing the pains of environmental adolescence, for it faces numerous tech-
nical, political, social, legal, and economic obstacles in trying to clean up its 
surroundings.

Inexperience, for one, has occasionally hampered some of the EPA’s best- 
intentioned plans. The average employee age at the EPA is under 35; most of 
those in charge of major projects are fresh Ph.D.s who have just returned from 
five or more years of studying abroad.86 Expecting these men and women to 
evaluate Taiwan’s environmental problems immediately—no doubt the Taiwan 
they left is not the same now—may be too much to ask. To make up for the 
deficiency in technical and professional experience, the government often im-
ports foreign experts or near-experts for policy recommendations and planning. 
But as EPA Administrator Chien You-hsin explained: “Thirty years of economic 
progress are all coming down at us at once; all the leftover problems are for us. 
We are quite late, and we are tying to make up for lost time.”87

In trying to make up that time, however, the EPA can be a bit impatient, 
according to some analysts. The EPA’s problem-solving approaches to water 
pollution and garbage disposal, for instance, have been called shortsighted and 
scientifically unsound. Some people doubt the effectiveness of the plastic layer-
ing in sanitary landfills; one consultant compared the landfill technique to bury-
ing two huge Hefty bags.88 The EPA’s eagerness to incinerate has also been 
questioned, since burning plastics and batteries releases PCBs, dioxins, and other 
toxins.89 According to one Taipei environmental engineering consultant, “the 
government here looks upon incinerators as a magic bullet that can help them 
avoid dealing with nasty political battles over landfill siting.”90

Indeed, politics seems to be inextricable from the environment. Internation-
ally, Taiwan is isolated because of the China-Taiwan political conflict, and is 
thus prevented from joining important organizations such as the Worldwide 
Fund for Nature and the United Nations. Domestically, the EPA has come under 
fire for thinking politics first, environment second. The EPA head, Chien You-
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hsin, is a former Legislative Yuan member with close connections with the KMT 
but very little formal environmental training. One of Chien’s top advisers, Joseph 
Yang, has a Ph.D. degree in computer science. And during the December 1989 
elections, EPA employees were encouraged to go out and campaign for KMT 
candidates.91 So despite the EPA’s public relations efforts, a number of people 
wonder about the sincerity of the government’s green thumb. At a 1988 public 
policy conference, for instance, a citizen complained that the EPA would often 
notify companies before a pollution inspection, thereby giving the companies 
time to clean up.92 Political arguments continue, but they have done nothing but 
hinder environmental progress.

The close relationship between politics and the environment goes beyond the 
EPA and leads to a distuibing question: How sincere is official support? All over 
the world, being green is now viewed as being politically correct; even President 
George Bush, who made millions as an oil man, had the political sense and 
chutzpah to label himself the “environmental president.” In Taiwan, the message 
is no different. Public figures who emphasize the importance of the environment 
are in a no-lose situation. During the December 1989 elections, the environment 
became sort of a nonissue, because both KMT and DPP candidates claimed to be 
the original nature lovers. But after the votes were tabulated, some legislators 
suffered political amnesia and flip-flopped on controversial issues such as the 
fifth naptha cracker and the fourth nuclear power plants.93 To cynics, many 
politicians are merely paying lip service to the environment.94

Those who are genuine about their concerns for the environment, however, 
must face another daunting obstacle—the bureaucracy. Whereas other agencies, 
like the Ministry of Economic Affairs and the Ministry of Defense, share a 
significant portion of “centrally allocated budgets for environmental protection,” 
coordination on projects is often difficult.95 The tendency to deflect responsibil-
ity onto others is manifested in the regulations and laws governing the manage-
ment of chemicals, where “nowhere is it specified clearly which department is 
responsible for handling problems or complaints arising from the mismanage-
ment of chemicals.”96

Taiwan’s muddled and ineffective legal system has only complicated this 
bureaucracy. In the past, “the few laws that existed were poorly written and not 
enforced.”97 With a judiciary often accused of corruption and known to base 
decisions more on guanxi (personal relationships) than on statutes, environmen-
tal activists have long cried for an overhaul of the entire system. Frank govern-
ment officials acknowledge that there are “weak environmental regulations” and 
that the judiciary “should be strengthened.”98

Although political and legal hassles are big headaches, the biggest obstacle in 
the drive toward environmental action may be the perception that environmental 
momentum retards economic development. The two terms are not necessarily 
mutually exclusive; some foreign firms that have set up shop in Taiwan are 
“sensitive to public opinion” and try to produce environmentally efficient
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goods." But the impression of incompatibility remains—and many politi-
cians and industrialists are not willing to tinker with economic advancement. 
Premier Hau Po-tsun, for one, hardly ever mentions environmental issues in 
his speeches. And Defense Minister Chen Li-an has long pushed for the 
construction of the fourth nuclear power plant, calling it vital for “economic 
development and energy needs.”100

The litmus test for the political battle between the developers and the greens 
may be Wang Yung-ching, the billionaire head of the Formosa Plastics Corpora-
tion. For many years, Wang has been stymied in his attempts to build a naptha 
cracker plant in Taiwan; wherever he goes, he hears boos and protests. His 
short-term remedy has been to look overseas for plants. In the United States, 
Wang plans on constructing a $2.1 billion rayon factory in Baton Rouge, Louisi-
ana, and a $1.7 billion ethylene dichloride plant in Texas.101 To developers, 
Wang embodies hard work, good business sense, and progress; to environmen-
talists, he symbolizes the cold-hearted industrialist bent on polluting for profit.

What stirred the most controversy, though, was Wang’s January 1990 visit to 
mainland China—without government permission. Wang did not formally invest 
in any factories or enunciate any specific plans, but his actions forced a political 
scramble to reevaluate national goals. Would direct mainland investment be 
tolerated? Would Wang’s actions be interpreted as a sign of Taiwan’s increas-
ingly flexible foreign policy? Would Wang be admonished for his behavior? The 
last question was least likely to be answered in the affirmative, since the petro-
chemical industry accounts for 38 percent of Taiwan’s industrial output, and 
Wang’s Formosa Plastics Group dominates the petrochemical sector.102 The oth-
ers were trickier. Though Taiwan President Lee Teng-hui said that Wang’s trip 
was “no big deal,”103 some politicians and businessmen worried that other big 
industrialists would also pull out of Taiwan and send feelers to the mainland. 
Most officials rode the fence, taking a wait-and-see attitude.

One other major element emerged from the controversial visit: the question of 
whether economic development was worth sacrificing for a cleaner environment. 
Wang made it clear time and again that Taiwan’s worsening investment climate, 
attributable to “the labor movement and environmental consciousness,” com-
pelled him to look elsewhere. He implied, too, that if the government failed to 
curb environmentalists and restore “traditional work ethics,” he would gladly 
invest in mainland China.104 Despite the political delicacy of such an action, the 
mainland attracted Wang because of the dirt-cheap labor and the nonexistence of 
tough environmental regulations. With other industrial conglomerates like Yuen 
Foong Yu Paper already planting themselves in Southeast Asia, Wang may be 
itching to regain the competitive edge. “Now that he’s missed the boat in South-
east Asia,” said Taipei petrochemical consultant Wang Wen-po, “the mainland 
represents his last chance to go on polluting and still retain his market share.”105 

As if Wang Yung-ching and economic development were not enough to 
block environmental action, there are many other important tasks facing govern-
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ment and society. Chiefly, the wild speculation governing Taiwan’s frenetic 
stock and real estate markets is driving prices through the roof. Since 1986, real 
estate prices have jumped up by more than 163 percent; stocks have gone up 
even more. Over the last year, stock prices have tumbled and fluctuated, but 
people are still finding sources of wild speculation. Waves of people have no 
doubt become instant millionaires, but others have not been as lucky. Finding 
affordable housing is almost impossible, as thousands demonstrated by partici-
pating in August 1989’s “Snails without Shells” all-night vigil on Chung Hsiao 
East Road, the most expensive stretch of real estate in Taiwan.106 The side 
effects of speculation have affected the environment as well. In the cities, the 
real estate craze has baited builders to prop up aesthetically displeasing, architec-
turally unsound, and energy-inefficient buildings. Construction also produces 
dust exhaust pollution. Out in the suburbs, most local contractors have little 
professional knowledge about how to develop slopelands; the usual method is to 
strip an entire area of trees and ground cover before building a house.107

For its part, the government has hardly budged. According to Chiang Ching- 
sen, a doctoral candidate at National Taiwan University’s Graduate Institute of 
Building and Planning. “The ROC government and parliamentarians have done 
almost nothing, allowing property speculation to go unchecked for the last three 
years. They use the excuse that the operation of a free market should not suffer 
any interference. So the situation deteriorates.”108

The situation for public housing is no better, as it accounts for only 5 
percent of the local housing supply—far behind the percentages in Hong 
Kong and Singapore.109 Various interest groups have formed, however, to 
press for housing reforms.

Taiwan’s crowded conditions have intensified some of the island’s other 
needs and wants. Although not everyone has an affordable apartment, more and 
more people are demanding the convenient trappings of modem society. Leisure 
time, for instance, is becoming more prized. For the Taiwanese, one of the best 
ways to relax—and to show off—is playing golf at one of the island’s thirty or so 
courses. With skyrocketing land prices, golf courses have become a good invest-
ment as well; forty-six more links are in the planning stages. But even on the 
greens and in the bunkers developers must tangle with conservationists. Environ-
mentalists worry that courses are taking away too much of Taiwan’s land. 
What’s more, the chemicals used to clear weeds may threaten the local water 
supply and upset local ecosystems.110 Thus far the anti-golf course movement 
has only offered nominal resistance, but hopes to make up the handicap in the 
next year or so.

Less enjoyable signs of change have also emerged. Taiwan continues to suck 
up energy at record rates. Traffic remains clogged in the major cities, despite 
government promises to fine more motorists. The Taipei subway system is far 
from completion, but already subway operation offices have been jammed with 
complaints over noisy construction and cost overruns. More serious, crime—
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especially money-related crimes such as robbery and kidnapping—has escalated 
at an alarming clip. In 1989 kidnappers held the son of shipping magnate Chang 
Yung-fa hostage for a multimillion dollar ransom, until police cracked the case. 
In January 1990 politicians agreed to pass a new anticrime law, stiffening penal-
ties against murder and rape.111

Most politicians have been caught off-balance by Taiwan’s faster-than- 
expected modernization and democratization. The potent opposition of the DPP 
and public demands for reform have forced members within the KMT to jockey 
for political power. The election of President Lee Teng-hui and Vice-President 
Lee Yuan-tzu, for instance, was not without political masquerading and intrigue. 
At one point, the extremely right-wing Chiang Wei-kuo, the half-brother of the 
late President Chiang Ching-kuo, threatened to run as a vice-presidential candi-
date with Lin Yang-gang, a moderate Taiwanese. Arguments and accusations 
reviving old political wounds flew for weeks. Chiang withdrew the nomination, 
but other political rumblings could also be felt. Unscheduled wrestling bouts 
featuring angry, disgruntled politicians broke out at restaurants and in the legisla-
ture. On February 20, dozens of riots, some of them organized by the DPP, broke 
out all over Taiwan objecting to the renomination of elderly, senile national 
assemblymen.112 After the election of the Lee and Lee ticket, the internecine 
political squabbling toned down a bit, but divisions and scars may remain.

Public anger directed at the octogenarian and incapacitated representatives 
continued unabated. In March 1990 thousands of students rallied in the Chiang 
Kai-shek Memorial, demanding the retirement of the aged officials. Taking a 
page out of 1989’s Tiananmen Square protests, scores of Taiwan students went 
on hunger strike and sat peacefully in the memorial. Some reactionaries sug-
gested using military force to “relocate” the students, but the last thing Taiwan’s 
leaders wanted was a rerun, Taiwan-style, of the Tiananmen massacre. Eventu-
ally, cooler heads prevailed and President Lee conceded to meet with student 
leaders later. Their point made, the crowds dispersed quietly, leaving behind 
trampled lawns and spray-painted political slogans on the National Concert Hall 
and National Opera House.113

The government’s uncertain political footing has prompted different factions 
to push for even more demands. Splinter groups within the KMT want to insti-
tute a parliamentary system. The students want to retire the old “representatives” 
and abolish the electoral college system. Entrepreneurs want looser trade poli-
cies. And the DPP wants to perform a little liposuction on defense spending— 
said to gobble up as much as 50 percent of Taiwan’s budget—and force 
constitutional changes. Whispers of Taiwan independence can be heard, as 
can the calls for the Taiwan government’s renunciation of sovereignty over 
mainland China.114

These political spasms may ensure a freer Taiwan, but they also take away 
from other concerns—like the environment. With everyone so focused on poli-
tics and social order, the environment could slide down the administration’s top
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ten list of things to manage. What’s more, the DPP may look to other issues in an 
effort to broaden its base of support to further challenge the KMT. Environmen-
tal concerns could get watered down. From an institutional perspective, there is 
no happy resolution for now, since the government must also be responsible for 
all of the country’s problems. But academics warn: “If environmental protection 
is not given high priority in the national policy agenda—Taiwan will be in 
danger of becoming a sort of poisonous garbage dump.”115

Activities of Nongovernmental Organizations

While politicians bicker and fritter their time away, more nonprofit groups have 
been founded to amplify environmental concerns. As of November 1989 there 
were twenty-five environmental organizations, with a new one sprouting every 
one or two months.116 Listed below are some of the more prominent groups:

The Taiwan Environmental Protection Union (TEPU), formed in November 
1987 by professors, teachers, housewives, and “people from all walks of life,” is 
one of the most vocal groups. Even though TEPU is considered the environmen-
tal arm of the DPP, the group says in its monthly newsletters that “environmental 
protection is the responsibility of all people, [and] knows no national boundaries, 
race, religion or political beliefs.” Among other activities, TEPU members par-
ticipate in the antinuclear movement, the preservation of forest and land, the 
study of official environmental policy, and education and training seminars.117

In 1986 the Homemakers Union was established by women concerned about 
an entire menu of social issues. “We founded this group,” said former President 
Hsu Shen-shu, “so that housewives, often trapped in the house, could express 
their opinions about environmental problems more positively.”118 Membership 
now is well over 300—including men. Dedicated members have made the orga-
nization a “main force behind informal environmental education, both to individ-
uals and to groups.” Introducing environmental education into Taiwan’s rigid 
and exam-oriented curriculum is the next challenge—and a difficult one, given 
the conservatism of the Ministry of Education. But for now, members are more 
than glad to dole out environmental tips such as “Take extra bags with you and 
refuse excess plastic packaging” and “Put away garbage in the proper bins.” 
Perhaps the group’s greatest impact has been on primary school children; the 
union runs the “Little Magic Scouts’ Camp” for environmental awareness and 
has just published a cartoon book, “The Amazing Encounter of Hsiao-Chian.”119 

A third group, the New Environmental Foundation, has a smaller membership 
(about fifty) but tries to be just as active. The foundation first started as the New 
Environment monthly bulletin in early 1986, then decided, the following year, to 
expand its efforts. Their concerns overlap those of the above-mentioned two 
groups, but some of the New Environment Foundation members, made up 
mostly of technical and academic specialists, have personal reasons for fighting. 
Said Andrea Chen, the group’s secretary general: “Many of my colleagues and I
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suffer from chronic coughs. Doctors tell us that we will recover only when air 
pollution subsides.”120

The Beautiful Taiwan Foundation represents one of many groups combating a 
specific problem; in its case, the problem is garbage. Disgusted with the 
minimountains of trash accumulating on city streets, a small group of citizens 
formed this group in 1987. For starters, Beautiful Taiwan donated hundreds of 
new sidewalk garbage cans with separate bins for inflammable and nonflamma-
ble trash; the old cans had small and inconveniently placed holes about the size 
of a piece of pita bread. To reach the masses, the organization helped sponsor a 
commercial with television and movie celebrities using the new cans.121

The efforts of these four organizations have been complemented by an in-
creasing number of college environmental clubs. “Campus life has been more 
active since the lifting of martial law,” said one Taiwan reporter.122 Ten years 
ago there were maybe one or two groups on the island; today there are at least a 
few on each campus. The Taiwan University Environmental Protection Club, for 
one example, was started in December 1987 and sponsors lectures and book 
exhibitions; publishes a newsletter; and conducts surveys all over the island on 
environmental issues.123 No study has yet been done on how environmentally 
active these college students are after graduation, but older activists believe that 
the clubs are serving as solid training ground for future environmental leaders.

The most recent group of note is the Taipei-based Taiwan Youth Environment 
Network (TYEN), a nonprofit organization founded in January 1990 by local 
citizens and foreigners, most of whom are under thirty years old. In brief, the 
TYEN aims “to facilitate communication and cooperation among the many 
youth and study ecology groups springing up across Taiwan.” Published monthly 
(on recycled paper) in both Chinese and English, the group’s Simple Earth 
magazine provides environmental tips and information about grass-roots organ-
izing. The best feature of the publication, though, may be its “Environmental 
Spaghetti” event calendar.124 How long the TYEN remains in operation is uncer-
tain because of the likelihood that many of the foreign volunteers will at some 
point return to their home countries. But TYEN members are hopeful that con-
cerned citizens can always be found in Taiwan.

To an extent, though, the TYEN and some of these other groups contain 
restricted elements. For one thing, environmentalists seem to be comprised 
mostly of intellectuals and “young, more affluent, better educated people.”125 
According to most journalists and academics, the environmental movement is 
not a genuine social movement in the sense that it is not all-inclusive and does 
not cut across class, sex, and income lines. What’s more, there is the criticism 
that some of these protesters are, in the words of a popular Taiwan saying, 
“protesting for the sake of protesting.” Some of the demonstrators, then, may not 
be green at heart but merely out there to “look” politically correct.126

Whatever the ulterior motives of the protesters, though, the bottom line is that 
there is strength in numbers. But herein lies another problem: So far, the organi-
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zations and the environmental protests have been too localized. As with many 
social groups, many of the conservationists are headquartered in Taipei or 
Kaohsiung and have problems getting the word out to people in rural areas. With 
most protests originating as a local gut reaction to an unwanted new factory or 
some pollutant found in the next town, environmentalists realize the need for 
stronger national and “regional branches” to broaden their base of support.127 
Lobbying groups—like PACs or congressional lobbies in the United States— 
would also help in applying constant pressure on lawmakers.

Even without these lobbyists, blaming big companies like Du Pont or agen-
cies like the EPA has been easy. One chemical executive lamented that all 
industry was “a moving target to the whims of public opinion.”128 The people, he 
implied, were in an advantageous position because they could criticize without 
being criticized. Agreed a former Taiwan graduate student: “How can people 
point the finger at themselves?”129

Indeed, not enough people realize that they, too, are partially responsible for 
Taiwan’s sad environmental state. And although people feel strongly about 
cleaning up, too many are enslaved by their own materialistic interests and 
habits—habits that often hurt the land even more. As a modem people, Taiwan 
residents want convenience, with good reason. But insisting on using styrofoam 
and plastics—the number of polyethylene terephthlate (PET) soda bottles has 
shot up from virtually none in 1980 to 250 million in 1989—makes bad environ-
mental sense.130

This shortage of self-conscious action is probably a function of the following 
two conditions: Most people either don’t know how to help or just don’t have the 
energy to do anything. Besides, the Chinese have never had a strong history of 
voluntarism; there is no Chinese Jerry Lewis who urges people to participate in 
an annual twenty-four-hour telethon. To be sure, “whenever there’s a fire, people 
will get there,”131 but there is no preparation or sprinkler system, so to speak. 
The plain fact is, most Taiwan residents have been passive about the environ-
ment on a national, not to mention international, scale. According to cynics, 
perhaps the greatest exertion the average citizen may make is responding to 
public opinion polls about the seriousness of Taiwan’s environmental troubles. 
“We may have more environmental consciousness,” summed up Ma Wen-shung 
of Union Chemical Laboratories, “but we do not have environmental responsibil-
ity.”132

Some people have even resisted responsibility. For instance, a recent proposal 
to include a small garbage tax as part of the electricity bill sparked complaints, 
not cooperation.133 People must recognize the truth that everybody must sacrifice 
something. We must pay some cost to solve our own problem,” said EPA Ad-
ministrator Chien You-hsin.134 Yet Chien and other officials understand it is only 
natural for people to oppose plans to place, say, an incinerator or a sanitary 
landfill in their neighborhood. In Taiwan as elsewhere, the not-in-my-backyard 
(NIMBY) syndrome prevails. In an effort to help people overcome NIMBY, the
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EPA and some companies have been trying to buy out the neighboring towns 
with promises of new roads, schools, and nice facilities. The China Petroleum 
Corporation, to take one prominent example, has offered to build a swimming 
pool and hospital near its planned naptha cracker in Houching.135 But the neigh-
bors are still skeptical and are not taking anyone’s word except their own.

No one wants to bear the brunt of any new operation. But when it comes to 
picking up and separating garbage, or carpooling, or using less plastic, too many 
Taiwan residents are thinking for themselves and not for their neighbors. In a 
sense, for the average Taiwan resident, the 1980s has been the “we-generation”: 
we meaning me, my family, and my best friends, but not my community.

Unfortunately, what may energize people into becoming more community- 
oriented is some kind of shock or disaster. Unlike in the Japan of the early 1960s, 
in Taiwan medical data related to environmental problems have yet to be re-
leased. While scientists and doctors are worried about lung cancer, toxic poison-
ing, or the possible seepage of carcinogenic material into the groundwater, it 
may be at least a decade or so before they know any definitive information. 
According to the “Taiwan 2000” Study, “Present statistics cannot yet fully re-
flect the consequences of the environmental degradation of the last few decades 
because the more serious illnesses associated with complex toxification of the 
environment often come from cumulative exposure over decades, and often have 
very long latency periods.”136 Environmentalists hope that the Taiwanese will act 
now to prevent serious disease instead of passively waiting for disaster to strike.

Conclusions

On April 22, 1990, Taiwan organizers of Earth Day attempted to synthesize and 
draw attention to some of the island’s pressing environmental problems and 
possible solutions. All over the island, popular celebrities and singers echoed the 
dangers in songs and words at a number of charity concerts. In Taipei, over 
2,000 people crowded a gymnasium at National Taiwan University to hear music 
and speeches. Although it rained for the better part of the day, numerous events 
were held as scheduled: an environmental bazaar at the Chiang Kai-shek Memo-
rial, a bicycle ride, tree-planting activities, a “recycled” art contest for children, 
and the distribution of “Campus Environmental Study Handbooks.”137 In a 
nutshell, what organizers hoped would last, in addition to the memories of 
music and fun, was a lesson in environmental history and a realization that each 
person can—and must—make a difference.

Twenty years ago, most Taiwan residents probably did not even know Earth 
Day existed. The situation is much better now, but like other Asian countries, 
Taiwan has many bridges to cross before the environment can be declared fit and 
healthy. The good news is that Taiwan has the fortune of having money—a lot of 
money—available to reverse the ecological mistakes of the past. The bad news is 
that unlike Japan, which already had achieved relative political and social stabil-

9 C M?C 5 Q 0 : ? 6M ? : CP ,  , 9 ME? A? ,, 7 8 ? M 3 D 1? M E
MMI- ? D=? M E I ? M = EC MMC A ?M CE =MC / =42. ,

1 ? M? MMC A   - -

1
IQ

CA
MR

,,
9

ME?
A?

0
EE

CA
M

?
?

O?

Colette Austin




278 PART IV: THE ENVIRONMENTAL MOVEMENT

ity by the 1960s, Taiwan must confront an army of social, economic, legal, and 
political problems and changes all at once. The task is formidable.

But since the mid-1980s, with some of the Taiwanese people gradually 
facing up to the island’s depressing environmental history, there has been a 
noticeable, though not always smooth, shift toward environmentalism. As a 
result of political liberalization and a more enlightened media, those with the 
strongest convictions have spoken up, though frequently at just the local 
level. Environmental protests also broke out in greater numbers, and spokes-
persons demanded attention. Taiwan’s waters were disgusting; its air filthy; 
its garbage unchecked. Ever the monitors of the nation’s political pulse, some 
politicians and officials jumped on the conservation bandwagon. Others 
learned how to spit out green rhetoric to give the appearance of being sensi-
tive. An environmental consciousness had definitely emerged, and the Neihu 
Garbage Mountain soon became a part of the past.

The future remains uncertain, though. Even the most earnest reform-minded, 
proenvironmental politicians are now saddled with other concerns, other lobbyists. 
With officialdom sputtering at times, more grass-roots environmental groups have 
taken it on themselves to assemble programs for teachers and children and to foster 
awareness. But activists cannot accomplish change by themselves. It is now up to all 
Taiwanese to act, no matter how reluctant they may be. If nothing is done, then the 
“further pollution and deterioration of natural resources may render [Taiwan’s] 
homes and workplaces so unpleasant and unhealthy that rising incomes no longer 
compensate for declining environmental quality.”138 As Taiwan races toward the 
twenty-first century, the urgency of that message cannot be stressed enough.
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