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International Infectious Diseases and Taiwan:
From “zero COVID” to “with COVID”
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At the end of 2019, a novel coronavirus known as SARS-
CoV-2 appeared, and the World Health Organization
(WHO) later named the deadly disease caused by the virus
“COVID-19”. Since then, COVID-19 has irrevocably impacted
the health, sustainable development and social safety of people
around the world.

As of July 31, 2022, at least 507 million people around the
world have been infected, and 6,400,000 people lost their lives.
It has posed not only as a health risk, but also had a profound
impact on and set back economic development.

The recognition of the spread and management of COVID-
19 as well as disaster risk management can be divided into three
important stages.

The first stage took place before the first vaccine was
approved for emergency use on December 1, 2020. There had
been no effective vaccine nor antiviral drugs available at the
time, and quarantine measures could only defer to the non-phar-
maceutical interventions (NPIs).

At the time, every country was aiming for a state of “zero
COVID,” and there were plans to control the spread of the virus
through strengthening border control, obligatory notification of
infection, checks for those suspected to be infected and quaran-
tining and treatment for those who were, and measures to pre-
vent the spread of the virus in hospitals. Contact tracing and
testing as well as quarantine for close contacts was enforced.
People travelling from areas with high infection rates were
required to quarantine at hospitals for the infected, hotels, or at
home. The general public had to wear masks, carefully wash
their hands and keep social distancing, and large gatherings
were avoided and controlled.

On December 31, 2019, officials from the Taiwan Center for
Disease Control (CDC) noticed an announcement on the social
media app known as PPT which stated that “there is an unusual
case of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) at a hospital
in Wuhan.” They immediately contacted the WHO as well as the
Chinese Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CCDC),
and tried to verify the case of SARS in Wuhan. Taiwan started
implementing in-flight quarantine for passengers on direct
flights from Wuhan on this day.

On January 7, 2020, the Taiwan CDC issued a strong warn-
ing against travel to Wuhan. The WHO also announced that the
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pathogen for COVID-19 was SARS-CoV-2. On January 22, the
day after the first case was confirmed in Taiwan, the President
immediately called an emergency meeting for national security,
and promoted the national hygiene command center to the cen-
tral epidemic control center. However, they had to wait until the
30th for the WHO to declare the Public Health Emergency of
International Concern (PHEIC).

At this stage, there are a number of possible reasons why
Taiwan succeeded in containing COVID-19.

First, Taiwan acted swiftly and with caution. It monitored
the spread of the virus on the continent and in neighbouring
countries, and took action quickly.

Second, it was proactive in taking action. With regard to
quarantine measures enacted based on the NPI, the number of
masks produced in Taiwan was 1.8 million per day in January
— not enough for the population. The government decided to
increase the production limits, and in May 2.1 million masks
were being produced per day. During the mask shortage, a
system whereby people could buy masks using their real name
and health insurance card was implemented. When there were
more than enough masks, Taiwan donated over 50 million masks
to over 80 countries including the west, Japan and South Korea.

Next, it prepared antigen test kits for people who were sus-
pected of being infected, and had measures in place to ensure
that those infected would be quarantined as well as receive
treatment.

While working to prevent the spread of the virus, trends in
the spread of the virus were also being monitored closely and
thoroughly using Information and Communications Technology
(ICT) and artificial intelligence. Utilizing ICT and big data anal-
yses, the movement of those infected could be traced and the
infection of close contacts verified. Risk updates could also be
shared with other countries using Cell Broadcast. Through
implementing the e-quarantine system, it also became possible
to verify the basic information and health status of inbound trav-
ellers using QR codes. The E-Fence system was built, and sup-
port by robots was provided to those in quarantine at home.
Mobile devices were also provided to those quarantining, and
through monitoring the location of the devices an invisible elec-
tronic fence (e-fence) was constructed. If the person in question
left the area enclosed by the e-fence, the system could automat-
ically contact the health center in the area, and it would be
known that the person had left the area of quarantine. The rule-
breaker would then be made to pay a fine.

Fourth, making information public and transparent. What
was important for the liberal, democratic constitutional government
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was to get the masses to agree with the government’s tactics and
to abide by the law. Making information about the number of
infections public and transparent was of the utmost importance.
The central epidemic command center held press conferences
on a daily basis as well as explained the current state of infec-
tions and quarantine measures.

The government was able to gain the public’s trust through
making data public and transparent, and this led to a sense of
social stability and unity. The public also followed the rules of
their own accord and became more resistant to the influence of
fake news. This is the result of the positive cycle of good gover-
nance and good citizenship.

However, controlling the pandemic also had an effect on the
economy, and it became pertinent to consider economic recov-
ery and financial support.

Economic loss was minimized because of the investment
and strengthening of government procurement under President
Tsai. In addition, economic support was provided to vulnerable
households such as those with children, people with physical
disabilities, and elderly people. Support was also offered to
businesses affected by the pandemic such as those in the travel,
shipping, sales, and food and beverage industry.

The Taiwanese economy kept growing in 2020 as well as
2021. According to a study by the Oxford University School of
Marketing in September, in the second quarter of 2020, the
recession as well as COVID-19 mortality rate in Taiwan was the
world lowest. According to documents released by the U.S.
National Bureau of Economic Research in October of the same
year, amongst marginal countries, Taiwan had a positive eco-
nomic growth rate of 1%, and the lowest mortality rate.

During this period, it was reported in the media that Taiwan
had succeeded in containing COVID-19, and America’s WIRED
selected myself, President Tsai and Audrey Tan as one of their
“25 People who are Making Things Better.” In response to this,
President Tsai emphasized that this was not the achievement of
the three of us, but rather thanks to the cooperation of all of the
Taiwanese people.

Data provided by Our World in Data shows that in the period
before vaccines, despite the low cumulative mortality rate in
Taiwan there was a higher fatality rate of those infected. This is
because many of the infected were elderly, who have a relatively
higher fatality rate.

Looking at the cumulative excess mortality rate and
Stringency Index announced by the Oxford School of Marketing,
up until November 30, the cumulative excess mortality rate for
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Japan, Taiwan and New Zealand was in the negative, and Taiwan
came in second from last place, followed by New Zealand.

If we look at the Stringency Index for the same period for the
half year leading up to May 2021, Taiwan held on to its bottom
placing. Taiwan did not have a lockdown, and work, school and
life went on as normal. From May to September, the ranking on
the index went up because of the spread of the virus in the
Manhua region. However, the situation was not so severe com-
pared to the West and neighbouring countries.

In the second stage, the vaccines were released, and the
period of vaccination started. In this period, increasing the rate
of vaccination became a key issue.

In Taiwan, there were vaccines imported from overseas, as
well as those developed in local research labs. Up until May,
2021, the vaccination rate was very low and stood at but 1%. The
reason for this was problems with importing from overseas and
delays with shipping.

When there were insufficient Taiwanese vaccines, countries
such as Japan, the U.S. and Slovakia donated vaccines, thus
helping each other through the difficult times. One can also say
that this is a form of positive circularity.

At the time, rumours about the side effects of the vaccine
started spreading, and the elderly were passive in getting
vaccinated.

In June, 50% of the population in the US had been vacci-
nated, and the mortality rate as well as rate of new infections
had clearly gone down. In England, about 60% of the population
had been infected, and the death rate and rate of infection went
down as well. Taiwan started offering vaccines at the end of
May last year, but as of July 31 this year the rate of vaccination
is one of the highest in the world.

In the two years leading up to December, 2021, the number
of people who had experienced home quarantine and isolation
had crossed a million, and the number of confirmed infections
around 9000. In return for the 14 days of quarantine these people
endured, roughly 99.7% of the Taiwanese population was able to
carry on with work, school and life freely.

It can perhaps be said that these people are the “nameless
heroes of Taiwan’s pandemic prevention.” In the Nikkei COVID-
19 Recovery Index that was released in January this year,
Taiwan was placed at the top of the 120 countries from around
the world ranked.

The third stage takes place with the spread of the omicron

variant. The omicron variant is known for its high rate of infec-
tion and low death rate. Given that 99.5% of those infected had
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light or no symptoms, it was no longer possible to contain the
virus by monitoring and surveying movement, careful
hand-washing and limiting large gatherings.

As such, Taiwan also moved from a zero-COVID approach
to a “living with COVID” one, and prepared antigen test kits as
well as medicine to contain the virus. It became increasingly
important to get diagnosed and treated quickly.

On August 21,2022, Taiwan’s rate of vaccination and booster
shots became the fourth and third highest in the world respec-
tively. However, as the goal changed to decreasing the number
of serious cases and mortality rate the number of actual cases
did not decrease. Despite this Taiwan continued to maintain its
second from the bottom position on the Stringency Index. The
use of antigen test kits in Taiwan was also higher than that in the
US, Japan, Hong Kong, South Korea and England.

For the next step, it will be important to strengthen interna-
tional cooperation to provide support to countries that have been
lagging behind in vaccine provision.

When there is an infectious disease, it is important for the
country that first discovered it to get rid of it; to put the fire out
while it is small, so to speak. The WHO should be immediately
given an emergency alert that is clear and transparent, such that
other countries can respond.

The most important epidemic prevention tactic is “transpar-
ency,” “honesty,” and “openness.” Based on this, a positive,
trusting relationship can be built with the public, and it is possi-
ble to cooperate and work with central and local networks.

Lastly, big data analysis, the Internet of Things (IoT), and
artificial intelligence played a role of the utmost importance in
prevention measures. From now on, countries should share these
technologies in order to further grasp and understand the state
of infection.

There is only one Earth. Together with other humans and crea-
tures, we must protect the health and environment on this planet.

With climate change, transmissive viruses between humans
and animals will only increase in the future. It will become ever
more important to manage and grasp environment health and
sanitation.

If we combine our powers to work together as one and
strengthen international cooperation, it will become possible to
effectively control any infectious disease that appears.

Solving problems together. Let’s work on solving our prob-
lems, together.
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The 6th Asia Future Conference Report

Building a Future Asia — Solving Problems, Together

The 6th Asia Future Conference took place from August 27
(Saturday) to August 29th (Monday) 2022, in a hybrid format —
the main venue being Chinese Culture University in Taiwan, with
international participants joining online. This conference was
originally scheduled to be held in August 2021 in Taipei, but
because of the global spread of the novel coronavirus it was post-
poned by a year and a one-day preconference held in its place on
August 26, 2021. A year has passed since then. East Asia is still in
the throes of the pandemic, but we still succeeded in holding a
hybrid event in which many people were able to participate in
person as well as online.

The overall theme of the conference was “Building a Future
Asia — Solving Problems, Together.” The venue for this confer-
ence was announced during the closing ceremony of the confer-
ence in Manila back in January 2020 by Shing-Ching Shyu, the
then-dean of Chinese Culture University, our co-host institution.
In February of the same year the Atsumi Foundation team visited
Taiwan and had a look at the conference, accommodation and
banquet venues as well as had our first meeting with the Chinese
Culture University side. At that time most people were wearing
masks, but no one thought that it would become impossible to
travel between Taiwan and Japan and that this situation would
continue for over two years.

At the 6th Asia Future Conference, it was not possible for all of
the participants to gather together at once, but with the help of
recent online technology the conference was held over three days,
with a keynote lecture and symposium, three roundtable sessions,
and 179 presentations that crossed academic disciplines and con-
tributed to international and academic discussions. Asia and the
world are in the process of great change. It is precisely because of
the times that we are in that the conference theme of “Solving
Problems, Together” is so necessary.

On August 27 (Saturday) the conference took place at Chinese
Culture University in Taipei City as well as online. In the morning,
there were twelve parallel sessions with 45 presentations held in
English, Japanese and Chinese. The parallel sessions were held
using the breakout room function in Zoom, with chairs and pre-
senters at Chinese Culture University joining online from a class-
room. At 2pm (Taiwan time), the opening ceremony took place,
connecting Chinese Culture University in Taipei and the Atsumi
International Foundation in Tokyo. There were 220 participants
joining from the venue in Taipei, and 324 registered participants
for the Zoom webinar. To begin, Yasushi Akashi, the Chair of the
6th Asia Future Conference, gave the opening address for the
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conference. This was followed by opening remarks by Naoki
Atsumi, Executive Director of the Atsumi International
Foundation, who spoke on behalf of the organizers, and Shu-Yin
Wang, Dean of Chinese Culture University, speaking as co-host.
Hiroyasu Izumi, Chief Representative of the Taipei Office of the
Japan-Taiwan Association and David Hwang of the Society of
Distinguished Alumni, CCU Alumni Association offered congrat-
ulatory remarks.

Next was the keynote lecture by Dr. Chen Chien-jen, entitled
“International Infectious Diseases and Taiwan — Coexisting with
COVID-19 or Zero-COVID?” (with Chinese-English, Chinese-
Japanese simultaneous interpretation). Coming from one of the
people behind Taiwan’s pandemic strategy, it was a powerful talk
comparing Taiwan and the rest of the world, and discussed how
Taiwan had the smallest number of infected people in a cumula-
tive population of one million people, as well as the second lowest
death rate for the same cumulative population (behind New
Zealand). He emphasized that although Taiwan’s GDP growth in
2020 had been maintained at 3%, this success was due in large part
to the efforts of the Taiwanese people.

In the symposium “International Cooperation to Overcome
Pandemics — Recommendations for a New Model of International
Cooperation,” (with Chinese-English, Chinese-Japanese, English-
Japanese simultaneous interpretation) Shing-Ching Shyu served
as the moderator, with presentations in-person and online from
Hsiao-Chih Sun (National Taiwan University), Sangbae Kim
(Seoul National University), Sheng-Jean Huang (Taipei City
United Hospital), Norio Ohmagari (National Center for Global
Health and Medicine, Japan) and Wei-Bin Chen (Chinese Culture
University). With analyses from the perspective of philosophy,
international politics, medicine, public health and international
exchange, the significance of international cooperation and “solv-
ing problems, together” was further discussed.

On August 28 (Sunday) and 29 (Monday) roundtable and par-
allel sessions were held. Roundtables 1 (“Are you Okay?”
Discussions on Mental Health, Trauma and Fatigue in Asia”) and
2 (“Community and Global Capitalism — It’s a Small World After
All”) looked at the societies in various countries in Asia, that were
affected not only by the pandemic but also natural disasters and
political conflicts. There were presentations about the mental and
emotional toll of such events and the discussion about how to deal
with them (Roundtable 1), and discussion about the efforts of
community developments in such situations (Roundtable 2). Both
roundtable sessions were held in English. In the session “Taiwan’s



Relationship with Northeast Asian Countries” organized by the
Institute for Northeast Asian Future (INAF), a multifaceted dis-
cussion took place regarding the countries of the region and the
relations between international politics, economics, and culture.
This session was held in Japanese.

The parallel sessions took place alongside the roundtable ses-
sions, and there were 34 parallel sessions with 134 presentations in
English and Japanese. In each session two chairs and four present-
ers from around the world gathered in a Zoom breakout room, and
following the presentations there was a lively discussion between
the presenters and participants. The Asia Future Conference
strives for an international and interdisciplinary academic
approach, and each session was arranged taking into consideration
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the language and keyword (“environment,” “education,” “lan-
guage,” etc.) that was chosen upon abstract submission. There
were 308 registered participants who took part in the parallel

sessions.

Best Papers were selected by the Academic Committee before
the conference. As the 6th Asia Future Conference had been post-
poned by a year, there were two selection periods for Best Papers.
For the recipients of the first set of Best Papers, please see the
preconference report. The second set of Best Papers were chosen
from papers for which abstracts were uploaded to the AFC online
system by August 31, 2021, and for which a full paper was
uploaded by March 31, 2022. 133 papers were divided into 12
groups, and each group was evaluated by 6 reviewers who judged
them based on the evaluation criteria, which was as follows: 1)
relevance to the theme of “Building a Future Asia — Solving
Problems, Together”; 2) structure and readability; 3) persuasive-
ness and argumentation; 4) originality; 5) international scope; 6)
academic relevance and 7) overall recommendation. Papers that
did not abide by submission guidelines received negative points.
Reviewers recommended 2 papers from each group of 9 to 10
papers, and after tallying the scores 18 papers were selected.

The Taiwan organizing committee followed the same proce-
dure in selecting the Taiwan Best Papers.

After the final parallel sessions, the closing ceremony took
place. After a brief summary of the conference, the Best
Presentations were announced. To close, the team from Bangkok
announced that the 7th Asia Future Conference in 2024 would be
held in Thailand.

The 6th Asia Future Conference “Building a Future Asia —
Solving Problems, Together” was organized by the Atsumi
International Foundation Sekiguchi Global Research Association
(SGRA), co-organized by Chinese Culture University, and sup-
ported by the Japan-Taiwan Exchange Association, grants from
the National Science and Technology Council in Taiwan and the
Takahashi Industrial and Economic Research Foundation, collab-
oration with the Center for Japanese Studies, National Taiwan

University, and the Center for Japanese Studies, College of
Language, National Taichung University of Science and
Technology, and sponsored by the companies and individuals in
Taiwan and Japan.

The Taiwan organizing committee, with Chinese Culture
University at its core, was in charge of the keynote lecture and
symposium. They also established the Taiwan Best Paper Award
and provided special support for researchers based in Taiwan.
With regard to the conference itself, Atsumi fellows were in
charge of tasks such as the evaluation of Best Papers, serving as
session chairs, providing technical support, translation and inter-
pretation. Fellows from Taiwan served as members of the Taiwan
organizing committee and helped with tasks such as scheduling
and translation.

‘We would like to express our sincere and heartfelt thanks to the
200 authors who submitted and presented their papers, the 500
participants who joined us online as well as in person for the key-
note lecture and symposium, the 300 people who participated in
the parallel sessions, all those who supported this event, and each
and every one of our volunteers who provided assistance in many
ways. It is thanks to all of you that we managed to successfully
hold this conference.

The Asia Future Conference is interdisciplinary at its core and
encourages diverse approaches to global issues that are both mind-
ful of the advancement of science, technology, and business, and
also take into consideration issues pertaining to the environment,
politics, education, the arts, and culture. This conference is orga-
nized together with likeminded institutions in order to provide a
venue for the exchange of knowledge, information, ideas and
culture. It is not only for SGRA members, but also for former
international students of Japan from educational institutions
around the world and their students and collaborators as well as
for anyone interested in Japan.

The 7th Asia Future Conference will be held from August 9
(Friday) to August 13 (Tuesday) 2024 at Chulalongkorn University,
Japanese Section. We would like to ask for your continued support
and cooperation, and especially your participation.

By Junko Imanishi, SGRA Chief Representative
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