EAST TIMOR UPDATE

The Current Situation

EAST TIMOR

Over a year has passed by since Indonesia withdrew its military forces and civilian administration from the half-island it had occupied since December 1975. 

A transitional government under the auspices of the United Nations (UNTAET) has been administering the country in collaboration with East Timorese leaders and with the general support of the people as a whole. 

Wholesale destruction was carried out by pro-Jakarta militia groups supported by the Indonesian Military after the people voted overwhelmingly for independence in a referendum organised by the UN in August 1999. Substantial funds have been pledged by the international community to provide for the reconstruction of the country.

However, these funds have still to be fully disbursed, and they have not been available for the purpose of general physical rebuilding. Hence only a limited number of public facilities have been made operational, and most of the Timorese people remain without proper housing.  Many other provisions are far from satisfactory:

Health

Health has always been poor in East Timor. Malaria and TB and various skin diseases are still rife. There is widespread malnutrition. 

During the past quarter century of military occupation most doctors and nurses were Indonesian migrants. These  medical practitioners fled during the violence perpetrated by the militias before the UN ballot. After the ballot the militias destroyed the hospitals and local clinics and stole the medical supplies. Health care outside the capital Dili is still very limited, largely dependent upon international NGOs and the efforts of a number of Catholic religious congregations. There is a lack of medicines and also of indigenous trained staff.

Education

During the 300 years when East Timor was a Portuguese colony education was for the elite, and aimed at assimilating the Timorese into the Lusitanian empire. Under Indonesian occupation the education system was organised primarily to serve Indonesian interests. It was inadequately resourced and its teachers were poorly motivated and trained.

All Indonesian teachers fled the country during the violence before and after the UN ballot – and they had staffed many of the primary schools and nearly all the secondary and tertiary institutions in East Timor. The rampaging militias burnt most of the schools to the ground, along with their very limited equipment and furniture. There remains a severe lack of teaching resources and of trained local teachers. There is also insufficient funding for teachers’ salaries. Some personnel from international religious congregations are engaged in this field of work and clergy from the local Church are involved in the planning for future provision.

Civil Administration

During the Indonesian rule all civil servants were dominated by the Military and were either Indonesian migrants or pro-integration Timorese who were prepared publicly to accept East Timor’s ‘integration’ into Indonesia. They fled into neighbouring West Timor or further afield either before or after the 1999 referendum. Thus very few East Timorese are trained or experienced in administration. In January 2000 there were no functioning law courts, judiciary, police force, prison staff, financial institutions or agreed currency. 

The militias destroyed all Civil records when they torched the public buildings where these were archived. Accordingly UNTAET has prioritised the provision of public facilities, and the training of civil servants, together with that of judges, lawyers, a police force, immigration and customs officials, and prison officers. Because of the confusion caused by the lack of documentation the UN has faced complex disputes over property rights. Another important area for development has been that of the system of law – human rights were insufficiently protected in the previous (Indonesian) provision.

Agriculture

Most Timorese farmers have traditionally been engaged in subsistence farming focused on their village communities. Much of the primitive equipment they had was destroyed by the militias who also slaughtered essential live- stock such as water buffalo, horses, etc.

East Timor is generally a fertile country and there is great potential for agricultural development if traditional skills are combined with the understanding of modern science. The imposition of inappropriate techniques should be avoided. A severe handicap is the lack of good roads and heavy transport. There are valuable coffee plantations that were established by the Portuguese. During the Indonesian occupation these were under the control of the Military, or pro-integration Timorese elite, who exploited them for their own profit. The ‘Arabica’ coffee is an important resource for international trade, but new business and export structures have yet to be properly established. In 2001 the crop is expected to be a good one, but last year production was badly affected by the general social disruption and by the lack of infrastructure which impacted upon both  harvesting and marketing.

Infrastructure

During the Portuguese colonial era hardly any roads were built outside the capital. Under the Indonesian regime the road network was greatly extended. This was principally to serve the purposes of military control but in some ways it was to the benefit of the people.

The rampaging militias damaged many road links, blowing up key bridges. They also stole or wrecked many transport vehicles. Telecommunications were virtually non-existent outside Dili during the Portuguese administration, and under Indonesia they remained limited, unreliable, and under the control of the military. After the results of the UN ballot had been publicised the pro-integration militias - with Military connivance - wrecked such installations as did exist. It proved necessary to import foreign technicians (especially from Australia) to restore some of the facilities– but telecommunications remain very limited.

Security

The International Force for East Timor (INTERFET) which quelled the militia violence in the closing months of 1999 handed over to the UN Peace Keeping Force in January 2000.  The PKF has been successful in establishing overall security. Armed incursions from West Timor by pro-integration militias - evidently armed and trained by disaffected elements of the Indonesian military - continued during last year, at one time penetrating into eastern East Timor. More robust rules of engagement for the PKF were then approved by the UN Security Council. There has also been an increased degree of co-operation between PKF and Indonesian Military commanders. Both these factors have led to the prevention of such intrusions for the time being. But East Timor remains vulnerable to incursion from Indonesia at various points along its extensive coastline as well as along the wide and rugged border with (Indonesian) West Timor. Nations providing contingents to the PKF have therefore agreed to continue some provision after East Timor achieves full independence and UNTAET withdraws its administration. An East Timorese Defence Force of some 3000 armed troops, which include some 650 former Resistance guerrillas, are being trained to form a standing army. Recruitment and training (by the UN Civilian Police) for an East Timor National Police Force has been underway for several months and about 150 indigenous personnel are now deployed (principally in the capital Dili, and in some other smaller towns)

Media

During the (40) years of the Salazar dictatorship in Portugal the Press in East Timor was closely scrutinised by the government intelligence agency PIDE. Such control of the Media continued even more strictly during the Indonesian occupation. Loyalty to the regime was expected of journalists. After the UN ballot in 1999 all printing equipment was destroyed by the militias as they withdrew into West Timor. Currently UNTAET has facilitated a limited operation of local radio and TV and young Timorese have established an independent Press (which is critical of both the UN administration, and of the East Timorese leadership).

Joint Administration

UNTAET endeavoured during 2000 to establish a joint administration of the country with East Timorese leadership as preparation for handing over the government of the country to its own people later this year, or early in 2002.

It intended to put an East Timorese as deputy administrator in each of the thirteen local districts – but this has still to be achieved. A Consultative Council was also set up to engage the Timorese in the decision –making process, but UNTAET has not afforded this body the attention that was necessary to satisfy Timorese expectations. Latterly a Cabinet has been instituted with an equal representation of membership of Timorese and International (UN) personnel. But the Timorese members have been very critical of UNTAET’s handling of many issues. 

Timorese Disaffection

In this criticism they speak for their people who have been very disappointed in what has been so far achieved. The East Timorese are particularly distressed by the lack of physical reconstruction and the continuing high level of unemployment. The disparity in the standard of accommodation, and between the salaries and working conditions of the international UN staff as compared to that of local people has been a source of considerable disaffection. 

Political Factionalism

The unity of purpose achieved by the East Timorese Resistance to Indonesian oppression is currently endangered by the proliferation of political factions seeking power or influence, pushing their own priorities. Some of the former political ambitions are again in evidence. Xanana Gusmao, widely-regarded as President-in-Waiting, continually appeals for single-mindedness about the rebuilding of society, providing for the needs of the people, etc. 

Xanana is also frank in his criticism of the various shortcomings of UNTAET – principally its failure to engage the East Timorese in the creation and execution of the process of preparation for democratic government, and in the strategic planning for the country’s future economy and development. 

There is a growing inclination among the Timorese leadership and people to advance rather than postpone the time of UNTAET’s withdrawal. 

WEST TIMOR

Although many thousands of deportees have now been safely repatriated in East Timor there are still some 120,000 languishing in squalid camps scattered across West Timor.

It is estimated that maybe 50,000 of these will prefer to remain in West Timor or elsewhere in Indonesia because of their previous pro-integration involvement. 

But the rest have been prevented from returning by the intimidating presence of militia members in the camps, or by the misinformation these militias have provided about circumstances prevailing in East Timor. 

Conditions in the camps became worse after the murder by militias of three UNHRC staff in the town of Atambua in September 2000 which led to the withdrawal of UNHRC and of other NGOs engaged in providing for the welfare of refugees and deportees.

Recently (Jan.2000) the four Catholic bishops of Timor island – Peter Turang and Anton Pain Ratu (W Timor), Carlos Belo and Basileo do Nascimento (E Timor) met to appraise the situation and recommend action to resolve this protracted issue.

Other East Timorese who were deported elsewhere in Indonesia have been returning to their homeland with the help of Catholic agencies and religious personnel.

About 2000 people are now estimated to have been killed in the pre and post-ballot violence, and there are still persons unaccounted for. 

Action

It is very necessary to keep East Timorese welfare in the public consciousness through articles/letters in the Press, local exhibitions, and other means.

UK politicians should be kept updated and should be insisting on the compliance of the Indonesian government with all UN resolutions in respect of the final settlement of the East Timor issue.

International financial institutions such as the World Bank, IMF, etc should be urged to ensure aid disbursements to Indonesia are dependent upon that government’s compliance with UN resolutions.

It should be demanded of the British Government that its own stipulations with regard to arms sales overseas must be duly honoured. This should include a stricter control over arms sales to the Indonesian Armed Forces which continue to breach those conditions by repressive actions at various localities in Indonesia itself - such as W. Papua, N. Sumatra, and elsewhere. Such actions are working against the establishment of democracy in Indonesia and civilian control of the Military (which HMG claims to support).

PROJECT FUNDING

Funds provided by readers of East TimorUpdate have given direct assistance to a number of important projects :

The repatriation of East Timorese deportees from Indonesia;

The provision of humanitarian aid to the deportees in West Timor;

Assistance with income generating enterprises in East Timor villages including a carpentry workshop, weaving project, and small bakery;

Medical supplies to clinics operated by religious sisters. 

Helping to meet the costs associated with the education of tertiary students from East Timor in the UK is an important way of giving support to East Timor’s economic and democratic development and disbursements have been made to certain individuals for this purpose.
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