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Taiwan and China in January 2015 consulted over the M503 flight route, which runs northeast
to southwest about 8 nautical miles (14.8km) west of the median line of the Taiwan Strait.

At the time, China said that overland civil aviation routes from Shanghai to Guangzhou had
become so congested that it needed to open a new air artery over the Strait.

Taiwan countered that air routes over the Strait were too congested for such a move, so the
two sides compromised on a southbound-only opening and agreed that China would not seek
additional northbound routes without prior consultation.

The median line has been a useful concept for air traffic over the Strait for more than six
decades. US Air Force general Benjamin Davis demarcated the median line in 1955 for rules of
engagement purposes in the strife-torn Strait.

Davis was the commander of the 13th Air Task Force in Taiwan just prior to the 1958 Taiwan
Strait Crisis, during which China shelled the islands of Kinmen and Matsu off its east coast to
“liberate” Taiwan from the Chinese Nationalist Party (KMT).

The median line was such a useful construct that during the 1958 crisis it became known as the
“Davis Line.”

It was tacitly accepted by the Chinese air force and the KMT as the transition point from
innocent passage to hostile action, and both sides tended to stay as far away from it as they
were comfortable.

For close to 65 years, the “Davis Line” has been central to the Taiwan-China maritime and civil
aviation “status quo” in the Strait.
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Since the 1958 crisis, the Strait has become one of the busiest international air corridors in the
world, if not the busiest, with 29,494 departures last year on the 935km route.

Thanks to Taiwanese and Hong Kong civil aviation negotiators, as well as the air traffic
controllers of Hong Kong and Taipei Flight Information Region (FIR), the route is also one of
the safest and best-managed in the world.

The Taipei FIR covers 466,198km2 and provides services for nearly 1.53 million controlled
flights carrying 58 million travelers annually.

The instrumentation and equipment that air traffic controllers use, the procedures they adhere
to and the safety checklists that pilots, air traffic controllers, ground safety teams, coast guard
and military personnel must adopt as common standards all require constant interaction and
communication with the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAQ).

However, because Taiwan has been excluded from the ICAO since 1971, Taiwanese civil
aviation offices have had to rely primarily on the generosity of the US Department of
Transportation to keep them informed and up-to-date on ICAOQ rules and standards.

China, on the other hand, demands that Taiwan place itself in Chinese jurisdiction in exchange
for allowing Taiwan’s civil aviation officials anywhere near the ICAO.

China invited Taiwan to participate in some ICAO activities and to observe the triennial ICAO
assembly in 2013, but at the cost of Taiwan acquiescing to Chinese jurisdiction.

However, China frowned upon Taiwan’s participation in the 2016 ICAO assembly, claiming that
President Tsai Ing-wen (000) was insufficiently servile to China’s superior status.

And of course it does not help that ICAO’s new secretary-general, Liu Fang (00), is Chinese.

2/4



ICAO threatens Strait’s ‘status quo’

Written by Peter Chen 00U
Wednesday, 31 January 2018 07:07

China on Jan. 4 unilaterally decided to open northbound flights on the M503 route without so
much as a hi-dee-ho in Taiwan’s direction.

In addition, China mapped three feeder routes into the Strait, intersecting with M503 8 nautical
miles short of the “Davis Line.”

Never mind that Beijing is required by ICAO procedures to coordinate with “affected parties”
before launching new routes.

Under Item 4.2.6 of the ICAO’s Air Traffic Services Planning Manual, changes to any route
should be made only after it has been coordinated with all parties concerned.

American Institute in Taiwan (AIT) spokeswoman Sonia Urbom reiterated the US government’s
position that it opposes any unilateral actions by either side of the Strait to alter the cross-strait
“status quo.”

“We encourage authorities in Beijing and Taipei to engage in constructive dialogue, on the
basis of dignity and respect,” she added.

However, Washington should be more alarmed by the sudden erosion of nearly seven decades
of the precious “status quo” in the Strait.

We therefore recommend that the US administration dispatch US Secretary of Transportation
Elaine Chao (000) to Taiwan to oversee US-Taiwan civil aviation cooperation, especially in
areas where Taiwan and the US need to coordinate on ICAO standards and routinize
information exchanges.

Perhaps the US Department of Transportation could attach an officer to the AIT in Taipei as a
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civil aviation attache.

However, if the shipping and aviation “status quo” in the Strait is to be shorn up, both Taipei and
Washington must act now.

Peter Chen is president of the Washington-based Formosan Association for Public Affairs.

Source: Taipei Times - Editorials 2018/01/31
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