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The Current Situation





IN EAST TIMOR





Border Violations





In February the UN peacekeeping force (PKF) took over from the military contingent INTERFET. I’FET was provided by a coalition of willing nations led by Australia, with UN Security Council approval,  to establish order and safety in East Timor after the murder and mayhem perpetrated by the Indonesian Military and their proxy militias when the East Timorese rejected Indonesia’s offer of local autonomy and opted for complete independence in last August’s plebiscite.


   These militias have attempted a number of tentative incursions from their bases in neighbouring West Timor but so far have been swiftly repulsed by INTERFET/PKF with no loss of life. However, there is now growing concern that elements of the Indonesian military (TNI) are continuing their support of these militias (which they had created to frustrate the UN ballot) with training and weapons supplies, and that there are likely to be continual intrusions over the border - perhaps with increasing determination and competence. The purpose of these incursions can only be to disrupt the efforts being made in fragile ‘Timor Lorosae’ to achieve social stability and economic development - out of sheer malice, or perhaps in a truly last ditch attempt to convince the East Timorese people that  integration with Indonesia is in their best interests. Such a policy is certainly in contradiction of that stated by President Abdurachman Wahid and his reformist government in Jakarta and it will only serve to undermine international confidence in the political unity and stability of Indonesia itself. However, those Indonesian generals and their subordinates and civilian associates who had substantial stakes in the territory, did their best to keep East Timor in the Republic, and are loathe to let it go, may well regard such an effort as worth their while. They may also fear the end of their impunity for the crimes they have committed. In view of this continuing menace, Nobel Laureate Jose Ramos Horta has again appealed to the EU to consider reimposing its previous arms embargo on Indonesia.





Future of the Armed Resistance





Another issue with military dimensions is the question of how best to engage the skills and experience of members of the former East Timorese armed resistance, FALANTIL. These guerrillas are very familiar with East Timor’s rugged terrain and could prove invaluable as participants in the defence and security of the young nation. At present, however, they are only permitted to bear arms in the cantonments in certain localities where they are mostly confined until their future role can be determined.





Political Development





A number of political parties are emerging, including a revitalised UDT  and FRETILIN  (which first came into being twenty-five years ago when Portugal began its abortive process of decolonisation). At present these different groupings are tending to add to the overall confusion rather than encourage the political unity, social cohesion, and spirit of reconciliation which is so crucial for the future well-being of the country. Earnest attempts are being made by the Timorese political elite led by Xanana Gusmao and Jose Ramos Horta within the CNRT umbrella coalition to achieve a common purpose among these factions. Social stability and forward planning is not helped by the fact that the conditions of daily life for most East Timorese have hardly improved during the seven months that have now passed since the UN administration took over. Many thousands continue to lack proper shelter, and suffer from insufficient nourishment and totally inadequate medical provision. There is also widespread unemployment. Some East Timorese who had returned from the camps of deportees in West Timor have actually chosen to go back to them again until the situation in their homeland improves! 





Criticism of UN and other Agencies





Many Timorese, including the political and church leadership (Catholic and Protestant) are becoming increasingly critical of the UN administration. They are complaining that the ‘outsiders’ do not enter sufficiently into consultation with local people and that relatively few Timorese are given employment within the administration or its projects. Some NGO officials are also perceived as being at least paternalistic and at worst neo-colonialist in attitude and behaviour, and their operations poorly managed and unresponsive to real local needs.


UN officials point out that much of the funding promised by the international community in Tokyo late last year has yet to be disbursed, and that many of the required skills for the present stage of redevelopment are lacking among the indigenous people. This is due in no small measure to the fact that the Timorese were not afforded such opportunities during the years of Indonesian  control when skilled or executive jobs were only given to Indonesian migrants, or to those East Timorese who publicly declared and demonstrated their support for Indonesian sovereignty. East Timorese are now being trained for central roles in a new judiciary - as judges, prosecutors, public defenders - and as members of a civilian police force, but there is also a dearth of skilled labour in practically every other civil institution  and in every part of East Timor’s infrastructure. The waste and power services lack engineers, schools lack teachers, hospitals lack doctors and trained nurses. 


There are a great many more applicants than present local training resources can accept. The UN special representative Sergio de Mello, effectively East Timor’s leader until the general elections scheduled for 2001, is concerned to ensure that the emerging administration is genuinely East Timorese (e.g. he is recruiting qualified East Timorese as deputies to all UN local departmental heads). He is also trying to solve the unemployment problem by fostering small businesses rather than by giving too many people government jobs (as was the practice under Indonesia). Fernando Borges, UN Director of Economic Affairs has said: ‘We are doing everything we can to get things started, but the world needs to understand that we are starting from almost nothing. This will take a long time.’


    On the bright side, the World Food Programme, which has distributed some 19,000 tonnes of food since the post-referendum violence last September, has claimed that East Timor could be self-sufficient in food within two years. UNICEF is establishing a teacher training institute and will shortly begin the training of thirty one Timorese candidates. It is an aim to have a basic primary education provision in place by the next academic year. UNHCR have distributed over 4000 shelter kits for homeless families in a programme now operational in ten of the thirteen administrative districts of East Timor, and a thousand metric tons of cement are being distributed by this agency each week. Efforts are also underway to rehabilitate East Timor agriculture (perceived as a development priority as there is much local know-how and future potential in this area of the economy). The efforts of the FAO (Food & Agriculture Organisation) are certainly  collaborative with Timorese experts and farming community representatives engaged from every district in a process of consultation. The great majority of the NGOs are adjudged to be doing their utmost to work in close co-operation with the Timorese (and with each other), and without them it is certain that the conditions suffered by the mass of the people would be far worse. 





The Church





Visiting the UK as a guest of the Catholic Institute for International Relations in London, Antonio da Conceicao (a former seminarian who is now executive director of the Australian charity Timor Aid) reported that about a third of the Catholic churches in East Timor were damaged or destroyed last year. Many religious communities also suffered the ruin of their houses and institutions. He said that Bishop Belo was ‘suffering from depression’. However, the clergy and religious are busily engaged in rebuilding, as well as doing their utmost in the crucial matter of personal and social reconciliation. As Mr.Conceicao remarked: ‘The Church was, and is, a central pillar of our development’. 





President Wahid visits East Timor





Bishop Belo welcomed the visit of Indonesian President Wahid to East Timor earlier this year, and looks for ‘a fresh start in the relations between our two countries’ as a result. ‘After separating from Indonesia last year it is now the East Timorese people’s ardent wish to develop friendly relations with Indonesia based on equality and mutual respect through the opening of diplomatic ties, soon to be followed by co-operation in the economic and educational fields, in the maintenance of border security, and in the preservations of traditions and culture’ he said in a welcome address. Bishop Belo also expressed the hope that after Wahid’s visit Indonesia would open opportunities for East Timorese youths to study in Indonesia, and Indonesian teachers and other professionals would come to East Timor and help develop the region.





Bishop Belo has recently been in Brazil, appealing for practical support, and the Catholic Bishops Conference of this fellow Portuguese-speaking nation has pledged the provision of teachers and doctors in accordance with whatever is regarded as the most urgent need. 


In Florida USA in late March Bishop Belo appealed for greater pressure from Washington to be brought to bear upon the Indonesian military so that they will cease their support of the militias operating in and out of West Timor.





IN WEST TIMOR





Nearly 100,000 East Timorese still languish in squalid camps in West Timor where many are subjected to harassment by the militias. They are given misinformation about the situation in their homeland and also threatened with dire consequences should they choose to return there.





Bishop Belo Appeals for Safe Return of Refugees





During his recent visit to the United States Bishop Belo appealed to the international community to bring further pressure to bear upon the Indonesian government to effect a truly free choice by the deportees and a safe return home. ‘I know that many want to come home and they have not yet been given the freedom to do so’, he said. Bishop Belo was also outspoken against  the efforts being made within the local and national Indonesian administration to disperse the deportees elsewhere in the Republic. ‘Dispersing people in Indonesia against their will would only deepen the tragedy and compound the crimes that have already been committed against the people of East Timor’ he said. ‘I ask people of good will to contact their churches, governments, legislators and the news media, to do everything possible to avoid a new disaster for the East Timorese’.


UN officials estimate that at least 50,000 refugees, possibly considerably more, wish to return to East Timor. Of those who do not most were former collaborators with the Indonesian regime or are associated with the violent pro-integration militias created by TNI.





Draft Letters





Priority: 


Safe Repatriation of Deportees.





It is clear that greater pressure must be brought to bear upon the Indonesian government - and especially its Military component - to allow the deportees in West Timor a truly free choice and safe return home should that be their option; and to cease giving support to the militias who are bent upon subverting the new political order in East Timor.





Jose Ramos Horta has called for a renewal of the EU Arms Embargo, and also that those responsible for last Autumn’s mayhem, murder and destruction, must not be allowed to elude justice. The international community must closely observe the inquiry being undertaken by Indonesia into those events and ensure that those responsible are held to account either through that process, or if that should fail, through an international mechanism.





At the same time it would be proper to acknowledge the efforts made by the UK government to support last year’s historic plebiscite, and currently to provide £13m in humanitarian aid to East Timor via the UN Trust Fund that has been established.





Such communications should be addressed to:


The Foreign Secretary,


Rt. Hon. Robin Cook, MP


Foreign & Commonwealth Office, Whitehall, 


London SW1A 


[Fax 0171 270 2144]





Local Constituency MP & MEP.





Project Progress





Funds provided via East Timor Update have helped provide a…





Truck (US$21k) as requested by the Parish Priest of Suai, Fr.Rene Manubag, CMF to:




























































































Help in the reconstruction of the church (which was destroyed by the rampaging militia last September who also killed the three priests then in residence) by transporting palm leaves, bamboo, wood etc. from the mountains and villages;





Facilitate the ‘second movement’ of returning refugees from the centre of Suai to their respective villages; 





Assist the people in the reconstruction of their burned houses by transporting materials such as wood, sand, stone, bamboo, palm leaves, etc; 





Provide assistance by helping people to transport their own products (handicraft, agricultural) from the centre to the periphery and reverse.































































































Livelihood project in Suai (bakery products) organised by the religious Sisters of  St. Paul of Chartres. This project aims to:





Provide livelihood skills for the women of the parish of Suai; 


Augment their income; 


Provide better nutrition for the local people; 


Give employment to school drop outs (young boys) by selling the products of the bakery to people in the villages;


Provide a market for local farm products like bananas, peanuts, corn etc. from the surrounding villages. The bakery will buy these products to produce finished food items. (Overall cost US$21,500).





[Further donations are needed and will be acknowledged immediately on receipt].
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