EAST TIMOR UPDATE

       The Current Situation

EAST TIMOR

Need for help continues

The people of East Timor remain in great need of help despite the pledges of generous financial aid from the international community and the presence in their homeland of many international organisations.

It is very important to continue to provide assistance as directly as possible to the impoverished Timorese, and to maintain awareness in this country of their sorry plight.

The reasons for this help are clear enough. Much of the promised aid has not materialised. The task facing the solidarity organisations, both governmental and non-governmental is huge. And the situation of East Timor hardly receives any coverage in our media –next to nothing this year outside the Catholic Press. 

Aid shortfall

In December 1999, at a meeting of international donors in Tokyo, US$500 million (including a British government commitment of $15m) was pledged ‘for reconstruction and to assist the political process towards independence’. This promise was re-iterated at subsequent meetings the following year in Lisbon (July) and Brussels (November). Maybe it will eventually be disbursed and transferred to East Timor, but it has not all been released and put to work yet. This has held back progress in many ways, not least in the execution of justice – many of those responsible for grave violations of human rights during 1999 have yet to be put on trial, or even arrested. Only part of the resources designated for physical reconstruction have reached the territory and so rebuilding has been mostly limited to the refurbishment of premises used by the United Nations organisation itself. Meanwhile many other buildings including private homes continue to lie in ruins. An estimated 85,000 homes were destroyed in the violence of 1999, and approximately 40,000 families are still in need of some form of shelter assistance. Large sums have been expended on the salaries of UN officials, while unemployment among Timorese remains very high. Even those who are employed - by the UN, by international NGOs, or in small businesses, mostly do not receive a wage comparable to that given to foreign workers. This has lead to social unrest and is also tending to the creation of a two-tier economy -  already over-dependent on the UN presence which is scheduled to be of limited duration. 

Health

Health has always been poor in East Timor. The means of providing for basic hygiene has been lacking - water supply and purification is very limited. Diseases such as malaria, TB, and skin complaints are endemic, and malnutrition is rife. The Indonesian medics left the territory before and after the 1999 referendum and currently there are only 11 doctors for a population of over 750,000. The UN Secretary General reported to the Security Council that there are now three hospitals ‘functioning’, as well as 71 community health centres at district or sub-district level, and about 85 health posts have been established at village level. 116 mobile clinics are in operation – but their movement is difficult in this terrain and climate. Essential equipment is still lacking, and also a reliable electricity supply (even in the capital Dili). The provision and distribution of medicines is far from adequate. Few Timorese have received adequate medical training so there is a heavy dependence on the staff of foreign NGOs and Church personnel - such as religious sisters of various Congregations working in East Timor.

Education

During their destructive withdrawal from the territory after the 1999 ballot the militias backed by the Indonesian armed forces wrecked most of the schools and many other educational institutions. Now more than 820 schools as well as the National University (UnTim) are open. Some 200,000 students and 5,000 teachers in primary and secondary schools have resumed classes, supplied with about two thirds of the basic text books they  require. More than 2,000 classrooms are now at a basic operational level, and UnTim has an enrolment of over 4,400 students with 120 teachers conducting courses in agriculture, economics, education, and social and political science. However, there are still many school premises in ruins, or without the simplest teaching aids and furnishings, and there are not enough teachers for the pupils in need of education. The Indonesian migrants who had been previously engaged in this task all left before or after the 1999 plebiscite.

Agriculture

Traditionally most Timorese have been engaged in subsistence agriculture. The fertility of some regions and the tropical climate will help development but there is a great deal to be done. Much of the agricultural equipment was destroyed, and many livestock slaughtered (including water buffalo used as draught animals on the terraced hillsides and rice paddies), by the departing militias who also stole or wrecked most of the tractors and other agricultural and heavy transport vehicles. Food assistance organised by the UN/World Food Programme and its implementing partners continues to reach about 180,000 persons. The damaging deforestation that was underway during the Indonesian occupation is continuing - kerosene is too expensive for most people to buy and timber is required as fuel for cooking, etc.

The UN has aimed at ensuring food self-sufficiency and food security but this is far from achieved. There has been a concentrated effort to rehabilitate the production of the economically significant coffee crop, but labour shortages in the main plantation areas, bad weather conditions, and poor transport facilities and roads have presented major obstacles. The production of rice, an important staple, has increased by 20% but this task met with problems similar to that in harvesting and marketing the coffee. There has been some progress in community irrigation programmes enhanced by the repair of feeder roads leading to villages. Many dams, intakes, canals and dykes have been repaired and rivers re-channelled to provide water to farming areas. Local communities have taken the lead in these efforts and deserve whatever support they can be given.

Infrastructure

Roads Traditionally the East Timorese communities were isolated from each other by the terrain – hence the 15 local languages and as many as 30 dialects in an area the size of Wales! Only nine miles of road were built during the 350 years of Portuguese colonial rule. Under Indonesian occupation there was an extensive construction of a road network – principally for military purposes. However, these roads were not well maintained, and after the 1999 ballot the withdrawing Indonesian troops and their proxy militias blew up many bridges and destroyed other important civil engineering works.  The UN has completed three of five major road projects and has deployed district road supervisors to assure proper monitoring of road conditions. But there is a severe lack of qualified and experienced engineers among the Timorese population – as there is a lack of indigenous people in every other profession: opportunity to gain such skills was denied to them under the Indonesian occupation. 

Telecommunications also remain poor. Under Portugal they were non-existent outside the capital Dili; under Indonesian occupation they were in the control of the Military. The militias destroyed all radio/telephone facilities as part of their scorched earth withdrawal in the autumn of 1999. The UN has established a government telephone exchange, and postal services have been restored in the main cities of Dili and Baucau – with some limited capacity for international post. Currently there is a great dependence upon foreign technicians, principally from Australia – ATL having established a foothold in the territory during the period when internal security was established by the Australian-led coalition force INTERFET. Most internal and external telephone communication is done by mobile phone, but this is beyond the budget of the majority of ordinary Timorese people. These communication difficulties also create difficulties for those abroad wishing to provide direct financial support to small-scale local projects, as does the still very limited number and operation of financial institutions. Thus it proves helpful to avail of the structures of communication that exist within the Catholic Church in East Timor and between it and the wider Catholic family.

Electrical and Water services were deliberately wrecked by the departing militias, and were far from adequate in any case. The UN administration has restored just over half of the main power stations, and foreign governments (Portugal and Japan) have been assisting with the provision of generators for the sub-districts. But supply remains uncertain and limited in extent. The government of Australia is funding a three-year rural water and sanitation project.  Services at district level have been improved with the training and deployment of water supply personnel responsible for the operation and maintenance of water systems, but there is a long way to go.

Timorese Participation 

The UN bureaucracy has been very busy. Norms have been established for various aspects of social organisation – legal procedures, currency matters, taxation, customs, land ownership issues, rules for trade and business operation, etc. But there has been insufficient participation of East Timorese at all levels. This shortcoming has been recognised by the UN transitional government (UNTAET). It has led to the engagement of 36 East Timorese representatives in the establishment of the East Timor Temporary Administration including an Interim Cabinet with a number of portfolios entrusted to East Timorese, and a National (Consultative) Council with East Timorese members. 13 administrative regions now have Timorese assistant directors (three have Timorese directors). But none of these officials are yet provided with the budget and other resources they need for their task owing to the shortfall in international development aid. Nor do they have full authority. 

The UN has prioritised the establishment of training opportunities for East Timorese to occupy management posts in health provision, the civil service, police, financial services, the judiciary, immigration and police services, and education. But this is a long-term process and there have been inadequate funds, training facilities, and expert tutors made available (despite the pledges of such help from the international community).

Non-governmental Organisations (NGOs)

About 30 international NGOs are currently present in the territory of East (and West) Timor. The two main dimensions of their work have been strategic planning and the support of local projects. Unfortunately some NGO staffers have displayed a detachment from the Timorese similar to that of some of the UN bureaucrats which has led to the disaffection of the local people. Not enough work is being done outside of the capital Dili and the other main urban locations. The smaller townships and villages remain poorly served and should be the priority for funds sent from well-wishers in this country. A considerable number of Timorese NGOs have emerged over the past year and a representative Forum (FONGTIL) now functions. NGOs of East Timorese women have also developed to address their particular concerns  - these include being given proper participation in the decision-making process (previously denied them in traditional society and under Portuguese and Indonesian rule). Many of the most practical local projects are the initiative of women and are deserving of particular support from fund-raising groups abroad.

Truth and Reconciliation

An important dimension of NGO work is engagement in trauma counselling and conflict resolution. There is not one family that has not suffered severe trauma during the Indonesian occupation and withdrawal. The role of Church personnel is of key importance in this ministry as the people have trust in the priests and religious, who also have intimate knowledge of and respect for the local cultural traditions which include rites for   reconciliation within the community. The Cabinet has recently approved the establishment of a national Truth, Reception and Reconciliation Commission which will provide opportunity for stories to be told, wounds healed, and relations restored. The people have a remarkable capacity for forgiveness - but it is important that the process of justice in respect of human rights violations before and after the 1999 referendum makes some progress. This has been held back by lack of sufficient funding and political will on the part of the international community. 

Political Progress and Factionalism

The unity of purpose achieved by the Resistance to Indonesian oppression is currently being put at risk by the proliferation of political factions seeking power and influence, or pushing their own priorities. As many as 11 parties have emerged, the majority pro-independence, but four still favour integration with Indonesia (to be achieved peacefully). The attempts of UNTAET to prepare the people for democratic government (something they have never, ever, known), and to establish structures for the preparation of a National Constitution and a proper process of election of national officials have to contend with this factionalism. UNTAET also has to contend with the limited number of personnel available to effect the programme of preparation – i.e. for 'community education’ - and with the poor local communications. It is envisaged that UNTAET will hand over government to an East Timorese National Assembly in the latter half of 2001 or in 2002. This may not be achievable and many people (including some local church leaders) think it would be better to delay the hand-over until the preparation is adequate. Other Timorese are understandably impatient to have the full control over their own affairs that they continue to lack at present. 

International Support

The outcome of the UN ballot on August 30th 1999 has been irrevocably recognised by the International Community. Claims that the referendum was invalid (‘manipulated by Western powers’) persist only among disaffected groups in certain quarters of Indonesian society and include East Timorese who were members of the violent ‘pro-integration militias’ created and supported by the Indonesian military. 

However, international media coverage of East Timor has diminished drastically, virtually ceasing in the UK. 

Good relations with Indonesia are, as ever, regarded as of strategic importance to both regional powers and Western governments, and concern for political stability in the archipelago remains high. Hence the World Bank/IMF has approved substantial financial aid to Indonesia, and pressure for a international tribunal to judge the perpetrators of human rights violations in East Timor during 1999 has waned. 

Indonesian (and hence regional) stability is also the reason urged by EU (and UK) politicians for the lifting of arms embargoes on Indonesia in January 2000. It is regarded as essential for the service of the many vested interests that the West has in the region. 

However, the USA has (so far) sustained its own embargo on the sale of small arms to Indonesia and its prohibition of training for the Indonesian Military in the United States. But the USA has also told the UN that it has higher foreign policy objectives than East Timor – an issue that it regards as the responsibility of regional allies such as Australia. Meanwhile in Australia there is concern among some officials to restore positive relations with Indonesia. However, the Australian people largely remain staunch supporters of East Timorese welfare and are ashamed of their government’s historical support of the Indonesian project in East Timor.

A recent report by James Dunn, former Australian consul in Dili during the last days of Portuguese colonial rule, has demonstrated the complicity of the Indonesian Military (at its highest levels) in crimes against humanity committed in East Timor in 1999. The UN commissioned this report, but is distancing itself from its contents, anxious to retain good relations with Indonesia and to make progress with other aspects of the East Timor issue. The Secretary General, however, has voiced his frustration at the unfulfilled promises to East Timor in a report to the Security Council. 

WEST TIMOR

Regrettably the situation of the deportees in their squalid camps in various parts of neighbouring West Timor has worsened since the UNHRC withdrew from this Indonesian half of the island of Timor following the brutal murder of three of its international staff by pro-integration militias. There are still some 80,000 people in these encampments lacking proper sanitation and medical care, and now also suffering malnutrition and the diseases consequent upon these conditions. The Jesuit Refugee Service is one of a few NGOs active on their behalf, and arrangements are supposedly in place for their repatriation. However, the deportees still receive misinformation about the situation in East Timor, and remain intimidated by the militias. The Indonesian government, including its Armed Forces, has publicly committed itself to the registration of the deportees and the safe repatriation of those who so wish – but action has yet to be taken. International pressure seems to be still necessary for that to happen. 

   Need for Continued Campaigning 

     to sustain International Support

Besides the generation of funds to assist local projects, and raising of awareness that the East Timor issue has still to be satisfactorily resolved, there is a clear need for active campaigning to ensure Western powers urge Indonesia to fulfil the commitments to which it has agreed. These include disarming and disbanding the militias, prosecuting all those responsible for human rights violations and crimes against humanity in East Timor, and the safe return home of all East Timorese deportees and refugees.
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