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Why the UK must use its ICAO seat to bring 
Taiwan into the aviation organisation 

The Taipei Flight Information Region (FIR) tracks and guides a high volume of  air traffic. In 
2024 alone, it managed about 1.6 million airplanes and 58,329,512 international and cross-strait 
passengers. Its main airport, Taiwan Taoyuan International Airport, is now one of  the busiest in 
the world for both travellers and cargo. The country sits right in the middle of  the sky routes that 
connect Southeast Asia to North Asia, North America, and Europe. Accordingly, if  Taiwan's 
airspace is severely disrupted, the logistical and economic impact will ripple out across the whole 
region and beyond. 

ICAO, the United Nations body which sets and administers regulations and rules for the conduct 
of  air traffic, currently locks Taiwan out of  its systems at the behest of  the People’s Republic of  
China (PRC). On that basis, Taiwan’s aviation leaders are not allowed to participate in meetings, 
they are barred from many of  the group's technical meetings, and they cannot use its information 
portal. Instead, they have to get new safety rules secondhand from friendly neighbouring 
countries, private companies, and outside groups. 
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https://tribune.net.ph/2025/09/22/taiwan-for-icao-safety-above-politics-safe-skies-sustainable-future
https://www.caa.gov.tw/StatisticChart.aspx?a=215&lang=2
https://www.caa.gov.tw/StatisticChart.aspx?a=215&lang=2
https://www.taiwannews.com.tw/news/6152296
https://www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2026/05/04/2003856726
https://www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2026/05/04/2003856726
https://www.icao.int/
https://www.mcgill.ca/iasl/files/iasl/the_missing_link_in_the_global_aviation_safety_and_security_network_text_final_0.pdf


Sometimes, new rules about landing planes safely or dealing with heavy wind from other jets 
reach Taiwan weeks late. Because of  this, airlines flying into Taiwan have to follow two different 
sets of  rules at once. In the year 2000, a plane belonging to Singapore Airlines, Flight 006, 
crashed at Taoyuan airport during a heavy typhoon. This happened because the facility's safety 
systems failed to stop the aircraft from turning onto the wrong runway. ICAO was created to stop 
issues of  this kind, but because Taiwan is left outside its system, this incident still occurred. 

What happened in December 2025 

In December 2025, the Eastern Theater Command of  the Chinese military started a two-day 
exercise called, with no hint of  irony, the Justice Mission 2025. They surrounded Taiwan 
completely, then closed off  the area, and fired live weapons. The Civil Aviation Administration of  
China only gave a one-day warning before this operation began. Global flying rules say countries 
must give at least a one-week warning and first talk to the affected area. 

Consequently, international travellers were hugely impacted. Taiwan's Civil Aviation 
Administration (CAA) reported that more than 941 flights of  those leaving, arriving, or just 
passing through the country faced delays or even cancellations with more than 100,000 travelers 
affected. Planes had to fly longer routes, adding more hours to their trips. Buying extra fuel and 
paying workers for the extra time cost millions for airlines and had an inevitable environmental 
impact.  

Defense expert Su Tzu-yun explained that the PRC’s military exercises acted like a partial 
blockade by closing all of  Taiwan’s international flight paths. Seeing that Taiwan is barred from 
becoming a member of  the global aviation group, it had no official way to complain about this 
egregious breach of  international aviation law. At present, the PRC has faced no accountability 
for its actions. 

Why this matters to the UK 

In 2025, trade between the UK and Taiwan was worth £8.9 billion. Around £4.5 billion of  UK 
exports rely on safe and stable skies in that region. Also, about 40,000 people from Taiwan flew to 
the UK in 2024, spending £49.9 million within its economy. The skies near Taiwan are very busy, 
and British airlines and passengers use them frequently. The PRC’s illegal blockade cost the UK 
economy income, and greatly inconvenienced many UK citizens. 

The UK holds a powerful and top tier Part I seat on the ICAO Council, just like the PRC does. It 
is in a position to hold the PRC to account for its actions if  it so wishes.  
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https://www.cityam.com/excluding-taiwan-from-civil-aviation-talks-is-putting-passengers-at-risk/
https://www.ttsb.gov.tw/media/3068/sq006_eng.pdf
https://www.icao.int/sites/default/files/environmental-protection/Documents/Climate%2520SYnthesis%2520Factsheets%25202024/6-Aviation-and-Changing-Wind.pdf
https://www.defensenews.com/global/asia-pacific/2025/12/29/china-stages-military-drills-around-taiwan-to-warn-external-forces/
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/chinas-military-conduct-live-fire-exercises-around-taiwan-tuesday-2025-12-28/
https://www.faa.gov/documentLibrary/media/Order/7930.2K.pdf
https://www.taiwannews.com.tw/news/6273591
https://www.taiwannews.com.tw/news/6273591
https://www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2026/01/03/2003849978
https://www.taiwannews.com.tw/news/6273591
https://www.taipeitimes.com/News/taiwan/archives/2026/01/03/2003849978
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6a3506e900ff27f06e3efaa9/taiwan-trade-and-investment-factsheet-2026-06-23.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6a3506e900ff27f06e3efaa9/taiwan-trade-and-investment-factsheet-2026-06-23.pdf
https://www.visitbritain.org/research-insights/inbound-markets/taiwan
https://www.icao.int/news/icao-assembly-elects-new-council-member-states


Why the UK has not acted yet 

To date, the UK has avoided commenting on Taiwan’s continued exclusion from ICAO. This has 
fuelled speculation that cabinet, ministers, and mandarins in departments such as the Foreign, 
Commonwealth, and Development Office (FCDO) and the Department for Transport continue to 
weigh ‘stable’ UK-PRC relations as an economic priority, regardless of  how the PRC acts 
regionally, perhaps even domestically. We wait to see, for example, if  the UK Government’s 
posture towards the PRC is affected by the June 2026 ruling, sentencing two men as the first 
individuals in British history to be jailed for spying for China under the UK's National Security 
Act for running a shadow policing operation. 

Some analysts argue that fear of  the Chinese Communist Party’s reaction to UK ‘intervention’ on 
Taiwan’s behalf  - a breach of  the One China principal/policy - is the most likely reason for UK 
Government vacillation around the entire subject of  Taiwan. But this effectively provides an 
excuse for low or no expectations when it comes to UK responses to issues between the PRC and 
Taiwan. This is neither honest diplomacy nor strategic wisdom, it is seen as weakness in Beijing 
when it knows a boilerplate diplomatic outburst will most likely ensure the UK quietly withdraws 
or undoes its ‘errors on the Taiwan issue’ etc. 

The UK can and should be both braver and smarter in its advocacy and support for Taiwan. It 
does not need to ask ICAO for Taiwan to become a member, or be recognised as an independent 
country. It can instead ask for Taiwan to be admitted as a ‘helper’ in its safety meetings. It can at 
the same time express at ICAO the expectation that the PRC will accept this arrangement as part 
of  its responsibility as a full member to prioritise international aviation law, the interests of  the 
global community, and the safety of  passengers and aircraft. 

The argument is simple: any group that manages 1.6 million flights a year needs to be given 
access to safety rules. This is about making flights safe, not about geopolitics. 

The risks of speaking up versus doing nothing 

In practical terms, if  the UK speaks up, the PRC will react. Beijing will argue that it breaks UN 
rules, put pressure on smaller countries, and might even try to hurt British businesses. But 
precedent shows this sort of  retaliation tends to be temporary and performative on their part and 
has no meaningful medium or long-term impact. 

Doing nothing silently costs the UK in the medium to long term. It gives the PRC impunity to 
disrupt civil airspace without facing any accountability. It also makes the UK look weak on the 
international stage. 
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https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2026/may/07/two-men-guilty-spying-for-china-uk-wai-yuen
https://sknpulse.com/taiwans-participation-in-icao-a-cornerstone-for-safe-skies-and-a-sustainable-future/


Ideally, the UK should look to join those ICAO members and allies, such as the US, Canada, 
Australia, and Japan, who have already taken steps to pressure the ICEA to act to accept Taiwan. 
In September 2025, US leaders wrote directly to the head of  ICAO to complain that leaving 
Taiwan out hurts global safety. Canada, Australia, Japan, and Europe have all said similar things. 
The UK is the only one that has refused to say anything. It is time for this to change, in the 
interests of  the UK and the wider world. 

What the UK should do 

To that end, the UK's aviation regulator should officially tell the global aviation council that 
Taiwan needs to join its safety meetings. They should argue that leaving out a country that 
manages millions of  flights every year is dangerous for everyone. On those grounds, the rule 
mistakes in 2023 and the flight delays due to the PRC’s military drills give the UK the perfect 
proof  to make this case. 

Ideally, the UK Transport Secretary needs to stand up at the global aviation council and support 
Taiwan out loud. When this preference is kept private, it does not help other countries take 
action, and it does not create an official record. 

In London, UK lawmakers have already shown a lot of  support for Taiwan. We would also like to 
see Parliament hold an official debate on this issue and urge the Government to establish a clear 
plan for helping Taiwan get into these aviation safety meetings. 

Finally, Britain should bring together countries like the US, Canada, Australia, and Japan to sign 
a joint letter to that effect. The PRC prefers to conduct all relations bilaterally as far as possible. 
That gives them an economic advantage. A combined petition in a multilateral fora such as ICEA 
or ICAO would be much harder for the PRC to block or to pressure the signatories individually.. 
It may also force the PRC to explain why it believes it is fine to jeopardise international aviation 
safety in the interests of  political point scoring. 

Conclusion 

The UK government should use its powerful seat at the International Civil Aviation Organisation 
(ICAO) to help Taiwan by putting in a formal request for Taiwan to be allowed to join ICAO's 
safety and rules meetings as a helper. The Civil Aviation Authority of  the UK should explain how 
leaving Taiwan out makes flying dangerous for everyone. Also, the UK should team up with 
Australia, Canada, Japan, and the US to write a joint letter supporting Taiwan before the next 
major aviation meeting. This goes well with the goals of  the UK, and addresses a critical gap in 
global aviation safety. 
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https://www.commerce.senate.gov/2025/9/chairman-cruz-calls-for-recognition-of-taiwan-at-the-international-civil-aviation-organization-general-assembly
https://focustaiwan.tw/politics/202510140005
https://asiatimes.com/2025/08/taiwans-icao-exclusion-a-danger-to-global-aviation/
https://asiatimes.com/2025/08/taiwans-icao-exclusion-a-danger-to-global-aviation/
https://www.france24.com/en/asia-pacific/20251229-more-than-100-000-air-passengers-will-face-delays-over-china-drills-taiwan-warns


ABOUT US 

The Taiwan Policy Centre is a non-partisan organisation dedicated to boosting political, cultural, and trading 
relations between the UK and Taiwan. We aim to increase the knowledge and understanding that policy-
makers, the media, and the British public have about Taiwan though a combination of  research, educational 
events, and outreach. 

We further aim to highlight the threats and injustices that Taiwan faces at the hands of  the Chinese 
Communist Party and lobby the UK Government to take a stronger and more proactive stand in support of  
Taiwan on the global stage. 

Too often, media coverage and understanding of  Taiwan is shaped by the language and claims of  the Chinese 
Communist Party, a governing authority which does not, and never has, governed Taiwan. The Taiwan Policy 
Centre aims to correct these misconceptions and ensure that the UK’s policies towards Taiwan and media 
coverage of  Taiwanese affairs is rooted in research and law. 
 

DONATIONS 

The Taiwan Policy Centre is a not-for-profit organisation that relies on supporter donations to fund our work. 
We welcome all donations large and small and owing to the sensitive nature of  our work, we only publish 
details of  our funding in general terms and have a policy publishing a list of  donations over £1200 per annum. 

If  you would like to make a donation to enable the Taiwan Policy Centre to continue its work, please visit our 
website at www.taiwanpolicycentre.com/donate 

COVER IMAGE: EMPTY OAK BARRELS WAITING TO BE FILLED WITH WHISKY AT THE WHITE AND MACKAY DISTILLERY AT ONE OF SCOTLAND’S LARGEST 
DISTILLERIES. IMAGE BY JOHN HASLAM. 
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http://www.taiwanpolicycentre.com/donate
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Whisky_barrels.jpg
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