EAST TIMOR UPDATE








�
The Current Situation





   On October 21st the Indonesian Consultative Assembly (MPR) repealed its own former legislation (the Decree of Integration, 17th July 1976) by which it had incorporated East Timor as the 27th Province of the Republic. 


On October 28th a letter from newly elected President Abdurahman Wahid relinquishing all legal claims to the territory was handed to UN Secretary General Kofi Annan by Makarim Wibisono, the Indonesian Ambassador to the UN. There was no special ceremony to mark this historic event which brings to an end twenty-four years of exploitative and often brutal occupation resulting in the deaths of a third of the East Timorese population. 





Transitional Administration





   East Timor returns to its 1976 status as a ‘non-self governing territory’ and will be assisted by a UN transitional administration (UNTAET) to move towards full political independence - the wish of the great majority of the people as they clearly expressed in the ballot conducted by the UN on August 30th. UNTAET was established by the UN Security Council on October 25th and will have both military and civilian components responsible for internal security and local government respectively. It  will be headed up by Sergio Vieira de Mello, a Brazilian diplomat acting as Kofi Annan’s Special Envoy.  UNTAET will help develop civil and social services in the ruined territory; co-ordinate the delivery of humanitarian assistance; support capacity-building for self-government; and help establish conditions for sustainable development. The UN Peacekeeping troops will take over from the present Australian-led multinational force (known as ‘INTERFET’) and will assist in the maintenance of law and order in East Timor and guard the borders against any intrusions from neighbouring Indonesia. UNTAET will be one of the UN’s largest and most costly missions, with a possible price tag of up to $1 billion in the first year. It is expected to continue in operation for 2-3 years, and will begin its work as soon as possible - probably early in the new year.





Devastated Territory





As the Indonesian Military withdrew from the territory they condoned - even participated in - the wholesale wrecking of property and the looting of movable items including livestock in a ‘scorched earth’ action effected by the Timorese ‘pro-integration’ militias which they had created and organised. The social infrastructure has been demolished and the country has to be rebuilt from ‘below zero’. 





UN help to rebuild





   On October 27th the UN launched an Inter-Agency Appeal for Humanitarian Assistance to East Timor , calling for $200m to meet the urgent needs of the people. There are 62 projects to be funded by the Appeal which aims to ensure that the Timorese have a chance to begin their lives all over again by providing a safety-net of essential services including food assistance, health care and shelter. There is also the goal of laying the groundwork for future development by restarting the economy through community-led initiatives including micro-credit and the repairing of essential infrastructure such as communications and transport. Humanitarian agencies will help to restart education and address the victims of trauma, and seek to instil respect for humanitarian principles. 


   The IMF and World Bank are also currently engaged in discussion with Timorese leaders concerning the preparation of supportive funding arrangements which will avoid burdening the new nation with heavy debts from the outset.


UN Programme of Assistance


   


The UN support is to be effected by the World Food Programme (WFP), the World Health Organisation (WHO), the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the UN Children’ Fund (UNICEF), the UN Development Programme (UNDP), the UN Population Fund (UNFPA), the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO), the International Organisation for Migration (IOM), and many Non-governmental Organisations (NGOs). Humanitarian and Development agencies of the RC and other Christian churches are to the fore in making provision for much needed material and human resources -  there is an urgent need for skilled medics, teachers, civil administrators, technicians,  and directors of socio-economic development.





IDPs and Refugees





   As INTERFET has gradually established control over the territory  many thousands of those people who had fled the rampaging militias have returned to the townships and are beginning to repair their homes and villages. But there are a large number of such internally displaced persons (IDPs) still unaccounted for.	


   In neighbouring West Timor about 250,000 refugees are still languishing in squalid camps subjected to intimidation by the militias who are in complete control of some locations. Despite many promises the Indonesian Government has not disarmed and disbanded these groups who are preventing the refugees from returning home safely - only 25,000 have been repatriated so far.


    In Oecussi (an enclave of East Timor on the north coast of the island surrounded on the three other sides by Indonesian West Timor) the devastation was especially severe - a couple of churches are the only buildings left standing - and militias were murdering and raping inhabitants until very recently. Half of the 50,000 inhabitants were deported into West Timor and the remainder fled into the mountains from which they have not yet felt safe to return although INTERFET is now steadily establishing control in that region. 





Refugees in Indonesia





   During September there was persecution of East Timorese refugees in Indonesia with the Military stepping up a campaign of harassment and terror in various islands including, Java, Bali, Flores and Sulawesi. Timorese residents were barred from access to banks, shops and telephone bureaux.


   In late October the MPR elected a new President (Abdurahman Wahid) and Vice President (Megawati Sukarnoputri) and a new inner Cabinet was constituted with some degree of political reform on its agenda.  International diplomatic and economic pressure has encouraged this new leadership to ‘uncouple’ East Timor, and give more attention to the plight of the refugees in Indonesian territory. But these concerns have still to be properly addressed and the deportees assured of a safe return to their homeland. Of course, some East Timorese who benefited under the Indonesian occupation will prefer to remain in Indonesia, and some still entertain the hope of some part of East Timor remaining  within the Republic -  but this will not be acceptable to the international community, or (now) to Jakarta either.


   


 Draft Letters





In recent months Britain, with other Western nations, has played an important (and long overdue) role in strongly supporting political self-determination for the East Timorese people and this should be acknowledged in any correspondence.


But the need for Indonesia to meet its obligations with regard to the safe repatriation of all Timorese refugees remains, as does the need for the Indonesian authorities to disarm and disband the militias who still pose a real threat to the security and stability of the emerging new nation of ‘Timor Lorosae’ - land of the sunrise. 





Letters to the Foreign Secretary Robin Cook (FCO, Whitehall, London SW1A 2AH), and to Secretary of State, Dept of Trade & Industry Stephen Byers (1Victoria Street, London SW1H 0ET) should welcome the UK/EU arms embargoes on Indonesia and ask that these be comprehensive (i.e. to include spare parts and maintenance) and are not lifted until the Indonesian Government has facilitated the safe repatriation of all Timorese refugees.





Letters to his excellency


Rahardjo Jamtomo Indonesian Ambassador


(Embassy of Indonesia, 38 Grosvenor Square, London W1X 9AD) should call for an immediate disarming and disbandment of the militias harassing East Timorese refugees and threatening incursions into their territory, and the provision of free access to international human rights monitors in all locations in Indonesia where East Timorese residents and deportees are to be found.


Members of the militias and of the Indonesian armed forces TNI should also be held accountable for their violations of human rights and destructive activities in East Timor.





Public Action





   As the East Timor issue receives diminishing coverage in British media it is important to keep the general public in touch with developments.


   It will also be necessary to ensure that all the pledges made by Indonesia in respect of  East Timorese welfare are honoured, and that the perpetrators of human rights violations in the territory are not allowed to flout national and international law with impunity.


   The Catholic Church’s humanitarian and development agencies are committed to supporting the spiritual and material rebuilding of East Timor. In Britain this is being effected principally through the  Religious Congregations who have links with the territory, and via CAFOD and the Catholic Institute for International Relations (CIIR). Donations to all such bodies which are designated for East Timor  will be put to immediate and effective use in the territory or for East Timorese in need in the diaspora.





Project Progress





   During the last few months a substantial proportion of the funds which have been donated (amounting to several thousand pounds) have been transferred directly to Indonesian Dioceses (including West Timor) where they have been needed to facilitate repatriations of East Timorese, provide shelter, food and medical care to the displaced persons and refugees, arrange safe accommodation for vulnerable Timorese in Indonesia, and enable the dignified burial by local clergy of the many deportees who died in the makeshift camps .





CAFOD Action





   As soon as CAFOD was able to re-establish its contacts in East Timor other donations received were passed on to this agency to support its emergency programme in the territory. In a letter acknowledging these CAFOD wrote as follows:


“On behalf of the thousands of people affected by the violent conflict in East Timor CAFOD would like to thank you. With your help it has been possible to distribute food and other essential items, and to provide shelter to many hungry and terrified East Timorese who are returning to their homes.


We know that many of CAFOD’s friends were killed or had to flee East Timor in fear of their lives. Many are now refugees in neighbouring West Timor. others were displaced to rural villages or have fled into the hills. The rainy season has begun and there are fears of outbreaks of disease so vital medicines are being provided. Work is also going on to re-establish the programmes of Caritas East Timor. 


CAFOD’s emergency officer, Matthew Carter, has just returned from the capital Dili where he was assisting the Caritas network to put together a co-ordinated and effective emergency response.


Please pray for peace and justice for the people of East Timor”.


(Judith Rees, Head of Supporter Services)





   In the months that lie ahead whatever funds are received will also be transferred to support  small scale projects under the supervision of the local Church -  including the care of widows and orphans, and all those  suffering from trauma as a result of their fearful experiences. 


   However extensive the UN programme of humanitarian assistance or the support provided by governmental and non-governmental agencies may be, gaps will remain to be filled. Local church workers will be best placed to recognise these and endeavour to make up for such shortcomings. It is to such persons and their projects that help will be offered, and about which reports will be given in this newsletter.





The Editor, ET Update


40 Park Lane, Rothwell,


Leeds LS26 0ES.
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