Suggestion to Utilize Positive Media Messages for Change in Animal Welfare Legislation in Taiwan

Since the promulgation of the Animal Protection Act in Taiwan in 1998, Taiwan has moved forward tremendously in terms of recognizing animal welfare issues and responding to the problem of stray dogs and cats on the streets of Taiwan. Although tactics initiated nationally in attempt to tackle the issue of stray animals can be criticized as “cleaning up the problem” rather than taking preventative measures to get to the root of the issue, it is crucial that NGOs working with the government take a stance that is neither condescending nor accusing.
It is quite easy for NGOs working towards a cause or change to label the government as the culprit for negligence or inability to enforce regulations put forth by themselves. However we must take a step back and realize that the overlying goal for most governmental institutions is always people-focused and country-focused. The concerns of the people will be heard by the Taiwanese government if the voice is loud enough and if they feel the majority of the public has concern for the issue at hand. The global economic status of Taiwan has already risen significantly since the 1950s and thus gives impetus to the governments’ maintenance of the status quo and its strive for international recognition. 
In regards to animal welfare, the approach of most NGOs or lobbyists has been in the form of protests or backlashes against the government. Dissemination of animal related information throughout media platforms have almost all been negative criticisms towards government and the people of Taiwan. Stories of abuse, mistreatment, cruelty, unsanctioned practices, puppy mills, illegal traps, etc. are what audiences see on news broadcasts and in daily papers. These are the only stories sensational enough to make it to broadcast or print, and thus creates an image of reality that can be misleading, falsified, exaggerated, and/or discouraging. Taiwan has an estimated 70,000 cats and dogs that die or are euthanized in shelters each year. However, the United States has hundreds of thousands of cats and dogs that are killed in shelters each year, which is a significantly higher amount. Why then do people think that the US does not really have a stray animal problem? How different are the media messages being portrayed in the States compared to Taiwan and how does that translate into social perceptions regarding the matter? It is not to say that Taiwan’s stray animal problem is not an issue comparatively, but we must realize that when the general public is fed with such negative news and accounts of animal mistreatment, rather than triggering their conscience or motivating a proactive individual to “do something about it”, it can actually have an adverse effect where it causes people to feel that the problem is bigger than themselves, that the problem is too extreme, that the problem cannot be fixed. 
The media has become an instrument for reporting on reality but it has also become a machine that creates reality. When audiences believe everything they see on news broadcasts and equate the media with “the truth”, the message that is portrayed through communication mediums thus has a crucial role in affecting the public, the government, and most importantly, a role in initiating positive or negative change.
It is easier and perhaps more convenient for opposing parties to point the finger rather than opting for effective ways to work with government and/or to find alternative methods that will make the government listen and cooperate. However if we look at the government as our ally and understand the priorities of the legislative government, then we can approach them from a supportive standpoint where we offer firm suggestions and assistance to them to pay attention and make priority the issues we are attempting to bring to notice. Rather than publicizing only the shameful or negative animal abuse stories, NGOs need to offer support for the government and encourage the right-doing or positive advancements made in animal welfare stipulations. Taiwan already has an unfavorable stance or negative image in regards to the treatment of animals and the number of stray cats and dogs on the streets. As a country that is continuously trying to prove itself internationally and live up to its name as one of the “Four Asian Tigers”, the government of Taiwan will be cooperative or willing to accept suggestions as to how to improve its international image.
By pointing out recent amendments made to the Animal Protection Act, for example, NGOs can say that it looks good for Taiwan because these are signs of a developed country and a country moving forward. It also creates a public awareness for the changes made and subsequently it forces a responsibility for the government to live-up to the law and promises made to the people. If media reports international NGOs such as the Taiwan SPCAs’ support of the Taiwanese governments’ agendas and or offers praises to movements towards adequate standards of animal welfare, it not only creates a progressive image for Taiwan amongst the international players, which is what the government wants, but it also establishes a positive mindset for the public, where they feel they have support from their government and feel empowered with the ability to make a difference. No country would want to be deemed as a backwards country or as “undeveloped”; therefore rather than pointing out the flaws or loopholes in legislation, we should commend the regulations already in place and through dialogue with the government explain how taking certain actions will help to increase the status of the country, improve the current laws, the image of the government, the satisfaction of the people, and the welfare of the animals. 
When governments feel that the majority of the public is concerned about an issue, they will then open their eyes to it which is the same with media. The media reports on the topics that they think audiences or readers are interested in, which becomes a circular relationship like mentioned above, where the media is trying to report on reality in fact it is influencing reality. Therefore the media has an important role in not only displaying sensationalized stories and infotainment messages, but they also have a responsibility to encourage the public by exhibiting the positive animal stories and news that are happening as well. By doing so it not only increases the international image of Taiwan, to the liking of the government, but the public is made to believe that good is happening, that change is happening, and that there is hope as well. 
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