EAST TIMOR UPDATE

       The Current Situation

EAST TIMOR

Election for Constitutional Assembly

On August 30th an average of 91% of the East Timorese turned out to elect members of an interim political institution – a Constitutive Assembly. The purpose of this Assembly of 88 members (75 elected nationally and a further 13 put forward from the different administrative regions) is to draw up a Constitution for the fledgling nation. At present the Assembly is expected to complete their work in 90 days, but it may take longer. More time could well be needed because this is the first opportunity the Timorese have ever had to determine for themselves their national political structure. Historically the people were ruled by local lords, then they were governed as a Portuguese colony for some 450 years. From 1975-1999 they were subject to Indonesia’s neo-colonial regime. It is very important that the Constitution is well put together because it will be the basis of political and social life. It may be that a longer time for this process will be allowed by the UN - which is temporarily administering the territory - so that the best wording can be reached. Or it may be that the Constitution that is drafted will be regarded as an interim measure, open to alteration and development by the East Timorese government when it is elected in due course. 

Self-Government

Hopes are that the Constitutive Assembly may be able to act as a national government in embryo. The Special Representative of the UN Secretary General in East Timor, Sergio Vieira de Mello, currently in charge of national administration, intends that its members have an increasing role in national development.  But when the desirable political structure has been agreed then a further election will take place for members of the East Timor Government, and when that has taken place East Timor will become internationally recognised as an Independent State. It is hope that this will take place by the middle of 2002, perhaps earlier. Then much of the current UN administration will withdraw, although it is likely that assistance will continue to be given towards national security and development for some years to come.

The people of East Timor remain in great need of help despite the pledges of generous financial aid from the international community and the current 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 little coverage in our national communications media. 

Difficulties to be overcome

There are many problems to be faced by the people as they strive to establish (for the first time) a democratic political system and endeavour to develop their impoverished country.  It is important to overcome political factionalism and achieve unity of purpose. The Fretilin Party has won a substantial majority (55) of the seats in the Constitutional Assembly – supported by the people who acknowledge that its courageous and long-term resistance to the Indonesian occupation was crucial in their ultimate liberation from Jakarta’s oppressive rule. But there are 15 other political parties, some of which have won significant support from the people and which have leaders with considerable political experience and skill. Their contribution is important and must be given a hearing. Moreover, democracy is not just a matter of having the opportunity to vote for political leaders of choice without fear – the people must be afforded real and ongoing participation in the process of national development. It is crucial that the political leadership recognises and responds to this fact. The recent elections were notable for the high turn-out of voters, but also for the inadequate preparation of the electorate. The decision-making process must be understood and shared in fully by the mass of the people if it is to have their confidence and be effective in its outcome. Another important aspect is that women, traditionally subservient in East Timorese culture, must be given full opportunity to make their contribution to the building up and governing of the nation. 

Economic and Social Development

Although much has been achieved by the United Nations Temporary Administration in East Timor (UNTAET) since it was established in the autumn of 1999 much remains to be done. East Timor remains one of the four most impoverished countries in the world. The communications infrastructure has still to be properly set up – roads, power, telecommunications, waste disposal are far from adequate. There is currently 80% unemployment, and the situation will worsen when the UN withdraw because many jobs are dependent on the presence of international personnel or are there to meet UN administrative requirements. There has been much rebuilding of educational facilities and many thousands of youngsters attend primary and secondary school, and there are several thousand students in the national university. But the facilities are poorly provided, and there are insufficient qualified teachers. Health provision has improved greatly during UNTAET’s administration, but again there is a dependence on international staff and the facilities and equipment available are limited. 

Concerns about the World Bank
The World Bank was entrusted with the administration of the Trust Fund established to receive and deploy funds donated by the international community (some $550m). There are concerns that the Bank’s programme in East Timor is too much dictated by its economic theories. These have caused problems in other oriental situations. Furthermore the operation of the Bank is subject to the priorities of rich Western countries and fundamentally motivated by the expectation of making a profit on investment. The East Timorese are not alone among poor countries in the Far East who fear that their needs will not be best served in the long term by the creation of an economy which is responsive to foreign (Western) designs.

Reconciliation and Justice

There is dispute among East Timorese leaders over the proper course of action in respect of the crimes against humanity committed in East Timor by the Indonesian Military during the 25 years of their occupation. In particular there were many violations of human rights perpetrated by the Indonesian Military and Police in East Timor during 1999 when, with the help of the local militias they had created, the forces of occupation tried (unsuccessfully) to intimidate the East Timorese into voting to stay under Indonesian rule. 

Xanana Gusmao, the Resistance leader who has now accepted the wish of his people (and of the international community) to stand as East Timor’s first President, is talking in terms of amnesty for all offenders in the hope of building up a new relationship with Indonesia. 

However, Bishop Belo, awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1996 for his efforts to achieve a peaceful solution to the ongoing conflict with Indonesia, is urging that reconciliation with the former oppressor is only possible if those responsible for human rights violations are brought to justice. Belo argues that it is important for the growth of democracy in Indonesia as well as in East Timor that those who have committed crimes against humanity no longer enjoy impunity. He also sees it as essential for a lasting peace in East Timor that those Timorese who collaborated with the Indonesian regime to the extent of being participant in the abuses perpetrated by the Military are brought to book. For Bishop Belo real reconciliation is dependent upon the administration of justice.

The Indonesian government has pledged to effect this within its own courts and has promised that hearings will begin in November on a selection of murders and other brutalities perpetrated in East Timor in 1999. Internationally, governments are hoping that this process will suffice. However, many East Timorese, and many in the international solidarity movement, are calling for an  International Tribunal to consider the cases as they have no confidence in the impartiality or competence of the Indonesian judiciary. Ironically, the recommendation of Xanana Gusmao for a blanket amnesty in the hope of establishing good relations between East Timor and Jakarta will not help in this respect. 

WEST TIMOR

Regrettably there are still over 80,000 East Timorese languishing in squalid camps in Indonesian West Timor. Conditions have deteriorated and there have been many deaths especially among the elderly and small children from malnutrition and preventable diseases. In some of these camps the pro-Jakarta militia have continued to exercise undue influence by outright intimidation and by giving misinformation about the situation in East Timor. These factors have combined to keep many East Timorese who would otherwise have returned to their home country in residence in the camps. Their predicament was not helped when the UNHCR withdrew its staff after three of their number were murdered by militia in the border town of Atambua a year ago. Many other international agencies withdrew at the same time so that their personnel were not exposed to unnecessary risk. Some of the NGOs have now returned, including the Jesuit Refugee Service who are doing their best to encourage the East Timorese to return home, and to provide for their present needs from their limited resources. The militias are trying to keep the deportees under their control as long as possible, using them as political pawns to protect themselves and so as to access the funds and supplies that are provided for the deportees by the Indonesian government and the international community. There have been many efforts on the part of UNTAET, some engaging the help of the two bishops in East Timor and other Churchmen as well as Timorese political leaders, to persuade the deportees that it is safe for them to return. Another major effort is currently underway.

The deportees were unable to register their vote in the recent election, and cannot make their contribution to the re-building of their country. Of course, there are some East Timorese in West Timor (and elsewhere in Indonesia) who have opted to stay where they are, but it is expected that the great majority will go back to East Timor when they are enabled to do so, when they are convinced that they will be safe there, and when there is some good hope of them being able to provide for their families.

THE OECUSSI ENCLAVE

A region with special difficulties is the East Timorese enclave in West Timor known variously at Oecussi or Ambeno. Surrounded on three sides by Indonesian West Timor, and on the fourth by the open sea of the Ombai-Wetar Straits, these people are isolated and vulnerable. They suffered the worst during the post-referendum violence in September 1999 and remain the most impoverished. Agreement has not yet been reached with the Indonesian government as to what kind of physical communications with East Timor proper can be arranged. In the meantime their situation remains very difficult.

THE PETER TRUST
In the Jubilee Year 2000 the Peter Trust was established to make Provision for East Timorese Education and Relief. Contributions to the Trust have come from a wide range donors and have been transferred as soon as possible to support various local projects on the island of Timor – in East Timor, in Oecussi, and to assist the deportees in West Timor. Further details of these disbursements are given below.

The Trust has also been able to assist in the educational expenses of East Timorese students in England. There is now a special Trust – ‘Ai-Kameli’ [sandalwood] - set up to provide for such needs. This has been established by the Catholic Institute of International Relations (CIIR) in co-operation with CAFOD and other agencies. Nonetheless there may still be a need for the Peter Trust to help individual students with particular needs.

The national Catholic Agency for Development (CAFOD) is supporting a number of projects in East Timor including Oecussi and is sponsoring East Timorese students including diocesan clergy to attend pastoral and professional training courses in this country and overseas. A future edition of East Timor Update will give further information on these various efforts which are organised in co-operation with other international agencies and with local partners in East Timor. 

CAFOD staffers are aware of the aims and resources of the Peter Trust and are in liaison with the Trustees in respect of projects that can be jointly assisted, or that the Peter Trust can adopt.

Projects supported by the Peter Trust

In West Timor the Trust has assisted the deportees through the two local Dioceses of Atambua and Kupang. Funds were directly transferred to the two Bishops to be deployed at their discretion.

In Indonesia the bishop of Denpasar (Bali) was given aid to provide for East Timorese refugees deported to the island. Funds were also sent to the Indonesian Bishops Conference Justice and Peace Commission to help meet the expenses of repatriating several hundred East Timorese who had been deported to Java.

In Oecussi the Peter Trust is assisting a group entitled Community Development Lorosae (CDL). They are involved in the promotion of cotton plantations, repair of agricultural machinery and tools, and making an accurate survey of the extent of leprosy among the population prior to arranging for treatment. 

In East Timor the Peter Trust is helping to support Moris Damai a group of working students who had finished their studies in Computer and Accounting. They have started giving computer lessons in East Timor and are in need of additional equipment and books. 

_____________________________________

Readers of East Timor Update are invited to contribute to these and other emerging projects in East Timor supported by the Peter Trust. The secretariat is based at the same address as this publication, given below.

_____________________________________

To date the largest individual sum provided by the Peter Trust (£2500) has been transferred directly to the Sisters of St. Paul in Suai, in the south- western district of Covalima. Here soya bean production has been set up in six villages. This project will result in the improved health of village children through regular intake of protein-rich soya milk; give village women an additional skill (preparing soya milk); and provide a source of income generation through the continuous supply of soya beans/milk for village families in and outside the district.

In the UK the Peter Trust assisted East Timorese student Ezekiel de Oliveira Mallar with personal expenses related to his pursuit of a degree in Law at Warwick University. Ezekiel was subsequently able to address groups gathered at a number of locations in this region to hear about the current situation in East Timor.

_____________________________________

Readers are also encouraged to donate to the ongoing work of CAFOD and its partners through its regional or national offices. Donations for East Timor should be so specified.

_____________________________________
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