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Taiwan cooking oil scandal: Why Isn’t Beijing Adding Fuel to the Fire?

Isabelle Feng
28 July 2026

For weeks, Taiwan’s government has been mired in a scandal involving tainted cooking oil. Yet
Beijing has refrained from fully exploiting the affair against Taipei, as it touches on two highly
sensitive issues for the Chinese communist regime: food safety and the freedom to protest.

Beljing rarely misses an opportunity to attack President Lai Ching-te (#8745 &), branding him a
“Taiwan independence separatist” because he maintains that the Republic of China (Zhonghua Minguo,
g )[E), Taiwan’s official name, does not belong to the People’s Republic of China (Zhonghua Rennin
Gonghegno, H13HE N R FLF1[E]). The Zhonglian Oil scandal—in which the Taiwanese company stands
accused of marketing soybean oil contaminated with benzo[a]pyrene (BaP), a carcinogenic polycyclic
aromatic hydrocarbon— seemed to hand Chinese propaganda a fresh opportunity to denounce the
failures of the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) government.

In Taiwan, however, the handling of the food safety crisis quickly turned into a political crisis of its own.
The opposition, led by the Kuomintang (KMT) and the Taiwan People's Party (TPP), has seized on the
scandal as an opportunity to weaken the government ahead of November's municipal elections. Such
maneuvering, after all, is simply part and parcel of democratic politics.

On July 25, the two parties organized a large “Anti-Toxic Oil” rally (fan duyon, [XFH) on Ketagalan
Boulevard, in front of the Presidential Office Building. According to the organizers, more than 200,000
people took part in the demonstration, demanding full transparency about the scandal, stronger food
safety legislation, and accountability for those responsible.

Yet China's state media remained strikingly restrained. Although numerous videos circulated on social
media platforms such as WeChat, the official Xinhua News Agency published only a cautiously worded
report, illustrating the story with a single photograph of a placard held by a protester rather than the
impressive sea of demonstrators filling central Taipei. The People's Daily, the Chinese Communist Party
(CCP)'s flagship newspaper, went even further, publishing only a short text with no accompanying
photographs — as did the Global Times, another mouthpiece of the one-party state.

This caution is probably no coincidence. The scandal touches on an issue that has long plagued the 1.4
billion people of mainland China—food safety—while at the same time putting Taiwan's democracy on
full display.

Food Safety: The Blind Spot of China's Economic Miracle

The People’s Republic of China likes to portray itself as one of the wortld's safest (anguan, %4,
“safe/secure”) countties, backed by an omnipresent secutity apparatus that includes, among other things,
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more than 700 million surveillance cameras and security checks at virtually every subway station. Yet
there is another kind of anquan (%4%)—safety, in the sense of not being poisoned by what's on your
plate—that the CCP has conspicuously failed to deliver: food safety.

For decades, China’s economic rise has been punctuated by a steady stream of food safety scandals:
counterfeit table salt (a recurring problem since the 1990s), soy sauce made from human hair (2004),
Sudan Red dye contamination (2005), melamine-tainted milk (2008), “leather milk” (2009), gutter oil
(2010), pork contaminated with clenbuterol (2011), cadmium-contaminated rice (2013), pickled
vegetables produced under unsanitary conditions (2022), and, most recently, the 2024 scandal involving
tanker trucks used interchangeably to transport industrial chemicals and edible cooking oil. In 2023, a
student in Nanchang discovered what appeared to be a rat's head in a cafeteria meal. Local authorities
initially insisted it was a duck neck, before a provincial investigation ultimately confirmed it was indeed
the head of a rodent. Since then, the phrase “rat's head, duck neck” (shuton yabo, FREEWGHE) has become
shorthand for official denial of the obvious.

Much as under China’s imperial dynasties, the mandarins of Zhongnanhai—the seat of the Communist
leadership in Beijing—are shielded from such mundane concerns by the tegong (F#fk, “special supply”)
system, which reserves carefully vetted, top-quality food exclusively for the Party’s most senior leaders.
Ordinary citizens, meanwhile, must simply take their chances—and trust the resilience of their own
stomachs.

Those who can afford it tend to favor imported food or foreign retail chains, which are generally
perceived as enforcing stricter quality-control standards. This helps explain the success of Sam’s Club.
Established in China in 1996, Walmart’s membership warehouse chain now operates 65 stores and has
nearly nine million members, who pay an annual fee of 260 yuan (€35) in the hope of reducing food-
related risks. For some affluent families, confidence in food quality has even become one of the main
motivations for emigrating abroad.

It is revealing to watch an ardent Chinese nationalist enthusiastically extol China’s achievements in
artificial intelligence, electric vehicles, or 5G technology, only to become noticeably more reserved when
asked about the country’s food safety. The many food scandals that have come to light have by no means
eliminated the underlying problem. In a Party-state where the press is tightly controlled, public
demonstrations are prohibited, and the judiciary remains subordinate to the ruling Party, many such cases
quickly disappear from public view once the initial wave of outrage has subsided.

When Taiwan’s Democracy Inspires Chinese Netizens

Beijing’s discomfort also stems from the images of the Taipei protest, showing ordinary citizens holding
their government to account. What strikes Chinese netizens is neither the size of the demonstration nor
the protesters’ political affiliations, but something far more modest: the freedom to demand nothing
more than safe food. Not democracy, not human rights—just the right to eat dinner without wondering
what’s in it. A remarkably low bar, and still, for 1.4 billion people, one step too high.

According to the CCP’s official narrative, however, people on both sides of the Taiwan Strait belong to

the same cultural community, sharing “the same language and the same ancestry” (fongwen tongzhong, [73C
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[F] il )—a slogan regularly invoked by the communist regime to justify its project of “national

reunification.”

Therein lies Beijing’s dilemma in broadcasting images of the contaminated-oil protest. If Taiwanese and
mainland Chinese truly belong to the same cultural community, why can the former take to the streets,
criticize their government, and demand reforms to protect the food they eat, while the latter cannot? Sure
enough, the very next day, short videos of the demonstration began circulating on WeChat, the preferred
platform for Chinese internet users behind the Great Firewall—where they promptly racked up tens of
thousands of comments.

Some commenters dutifully echoed the official line, calling for “the promotion of reunification.” Many
others, however, spoke with a candor that likely kept the censors busy deleting comments in the days
that followed. Numerous users expressed admiration: “The Taiwanese are truly courageous.” “They dare
stand up to their leaders.” Others marveled at Taiwan's freedoms: “What freedom!” “How lucky you are
to be Taiwanese!” “You are the beacon of the Chinese-speaking world!”

Still others posted barely veiled messages of solidarity: “Your strength is our hope for the future.”
“Protect Taiwan! What we do not have, I hope our compatriots can keep.” “You are an example we

should follow.”

Ironically, it was through these online discussions that many Chinese netizens learned that Taiwan, like
the European Union, sets a maximum limit of 2 pg/kg of benzo[a]pyrene in edible oils, whereas Beijing
permits levels of up to 10 pg/kg. The oil at the center of the scandal, containing roughly 8 ug/kg, is
considered unfit for consumption in Taiwan but would still comply with Chinese regulations.

Beneath one comment urging China to “bring our Taiwanese compatriots back to the motherland,”
another user scoffed: “Why? So, they can come and eat our 'standards-compliant' cooking oil?”’

Another commenter from Zhejiang asked, “Why aren't our major media outlets covering this
demonstration?” A user from Guangdong replied laconically: “Because the risks outweigh the benefits.”

That response perhaps captures the Chinese Communist Party’s dilemma better than any other. By
choosing not to “add oil to the fire” (huoshang jiaoyou, K F35EH), Beijing has refrained from fully exploiting
a scandal that would otherwise have embarrassed the DPP government. The political cost would simply
be too high: it would expose mainland Chinese to the fact that a society sharing their language, their

€

culture, and—according to the official formula—belonging to “’one family across the Strait” (fang'an
yijiagin, W FE—Z281), is free to take to the streets over something as basic as what’s on its plate. And such

a comparison might give people dangerous ideas.

Texte d'origine en frangais : https://asiacentre.cu/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/Isabelle-FENG-ASIA-
UNFILTERED-2026-n%C2%B011-Taiwan-Pekin-evite-de-jeter-de-lhuile-sur-le-feu.pdf

Original text in French: https://asiacentre.cu/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/Isabelle-FENG-ASIA-
UNFILTERED-2026-n%C2%B011-Taiwan-Pekin-evite-de-jeter-de-lhuile-sur-le-feu.pdf

4/4


https://asiacentre.eu/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/Isabelle-FENG-ASIA-UNFILTERED-2026-n°11-Taiwan-Pekin-evite-de-jeter-de-lhuile-sur-le-feu.pdf
https://asiacentre.eu/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/Isabelle-FENG-ASIA-UNFILTERED-2026-n°11-Taiwan-Pekin-evite-de-jeter-de-lhuile-sur-le-feu.pdf
https://asiacentre.eu/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/Isabelle-FENG-ASIA-UNFILTERED-2026-n°11-Taiwan-Pekin-evite-de-jeter-de-lhuile-sur-le-feu.pdf
https://asiacentre.eu/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/Isabelle-FENG-ASIA-UNFILTERED-2026-n°11-Taiwan-Pekin-evite-de-jeter-de-lhuile-sur-le-feu.pdf

For 20 years, Asia Centre has been committed to fostering and supporting the production of
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international journals, books, and media outlets. Your contribution helps support our research
and analytical work.

Support Asia Centre

Faire un don a Asla Centre

Make a domalion to Asia Cenlra - Faire un don a Asia Cantre

L


https://www.helloasso.com/associations/asia-centre/formulaires/1
https://www.helloasso.com/associations/asia-centre/formulaires/1

	2026 • Unfiltered n°11
	Asia Unfiltered | Commentary from Asia Centre
	Taiwan cooking oil scandal: Why Isn’t Beijing Adding Fuel to the Fire?
	Author:
	Isabelle Feng
	China • Taiwan

	For weeks, Taiwan’s government has been mired in a scandal involving tainted cooking oil. Yet Beijing has refrained from fully exploiting the affair against Taipei, as it touches on two highly sensitive issues for the Chinese communist regime: food sa...
	Texte d'origine en français : https://asiacentre.eu/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/Isabelle-FENG-ASIA-UNFILTERED-2026-n%C2%B011-Taiwan-Pekin-evite-de-jeter-de-lhuile-sur-le-feu.pdf
	Original text in French: https://asiacentre.eu/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/Isabelle-FENG-ASIA-UNFILTERED-2026-n%C2%B011-Taiwan-Pekin-evite-de-jeter-de-lhuile-sur-le-feu.pdf
	Support Asia Centre

