EAST TIMOR UPDATE

       The Current Situation

INDEPENDENCE DAY MAY 20th
At midnight on May 19th the UN flag will be lowered and that of the newly independent nation of Timor Lorosae (land of the rising sun) will be raised aloft. This will mark the end of four hundred years of foreign rule - first under Portugal, and latterly under the oppressive and exploitative Indonesian regime. 

The East Timorese people have won their independence through a courageous and sustained struggle – both within the territory and in the many countries to which they fled. Notably, there was no recourse to any terrorist activity by their Resistance at any time, despite the appalling sufferings inflicted on unarmed civilians by the Indonesian Military. 

An international solidarity movement that grew in numbers and effectiveness over the years supported this struggle from the time of the bloody Indonesian invasion in December 1975 to the murderous and destructive withdrawal of Jakarta’s Armed Forces in October 1999. 

Especially after the massacre of defenceless young East Timorese in the Santa Cruz cemetery in November 1991 Christian churches around the world rallied to the cause. 

In East Timor itself, and in due course in other countries with a significant influence upon the course of events, Catholics especially - at all levels of their Church’s operation - played a crucial role in the defence and eventual liberation of the people of this half-island territory.

The leaders and people of East Timor have publicly acknowledged this support. They have many times expressed their appreciation of it during the interim administration of the United Nations which began in January 2000 and which will hand over government to the elected East Timorese Assembly at the ceremony of flags on May 19/20th.

The celebration of Independence has already begun and is set to continue during a programme lasting several weeks which comprises social, cultural and sporting events as well as political occasions and religious ceremonies. 

One feature of the religious dimension is the carrying around local districts of a revered statue of Our Lady of Fatima, the patroness of the local (and Portuguese) church to whom the East Timorese have a great devotion. 

All the films made by photo-journalists around the world who sought to publicise the injustices suffered by the East Timorese people during the years of Indonesian military oppression – and which the Timorese themselves were never able to see – are being screened in various public arenas. 

A great number of activists who urged the East Timorese cause over a generation are gathering in the capital to join in the festivities along with international political and church leaders. 

UNITED NATIONS SUPPORT

There have been many difficulties to overcome during the period of the United Nations Transitional Administration (UNTAET). 

One was the lack of East Timorese equipped to take on the necessary managerial roles in restoring a devastated country and building essential national institutions. 

Another was that aid actually provided in support of the UN operation by some of the organisation’s member nations has fallen short of that which was pledged. 

Nonetheless, the UN has made considerable progress in establishing security, in preparing the new nation for a democratic future, and in restoring its infrastructure which was completely wrecked in 1999 by the departing Indonesian military and their proxy militias.

UN Secretary General’s Report

In his recent report to the UN Security Council (April 30th) the Secretary General was able to commend the many achievements of UNTAET during the two year period in which it has had responsibility for the governing of the territory. He also presented to UNSC members the detail of a proposed successor mission designed to give necessary support to the fledgling nation for a further two years (minimum). This will be known as the UN Mission of Support in East Timor (UNMISET).

The Achievements of UNTAET

UNTAET has overseen the democratic election of a Constituent Assembly (in August 2001) which has drawn up a Constitution for the new nation (published in March this year).

On April 14th UNTAET achieved the peaceful election of Xanana Gusmao as the national President. This former Resistance leader has both popular acclaim and the confidence of the international political and solidarity communities. Although his powers are limited by the Constitution his role is more than symbolic. He will be an important voice for the people and his moral authority will enable him to challenge the government – which is dominated by the Fretilin party. Fretilin was deservedly successful in the elections for the Assembly because it had never collaborated with the Indonesian regime.

UNTAET has attempted to establish an adequate public administration for the new nation but its task has been made difficult by the lack of Timorese who had the training required, and by the destruction of all public records in the mayhem that followed the UN administered ballot in August 1999. Support for the nascent civil service will be needed from the international community for some years to come. 

Another critical shortfall, and for the same reason, has been in the justice sector. The limitations of the judicial system – lack of trained and experienced judges, an inadequate support system for the courts, land title disputes, etc – mean that significant issues pertinent to harmonious social relations remain unresolved. This is another area where international assistance will be needed for some time to come. Unfortunately these matters have a negative effect upon the confidence of potential foreign investors – which the impoverished country needs so desperately. 

Likewise, the pursuit of justice in respect of those who perpetrated and those who suffered from the gross crimes against humanity committed in 1999 and throughout twenty -four years of the Indonesian occupation is far from complete. 

On the plus side is the establishment of a Truth and Reconciliation Commission to furnish detailed information of human rights abuses committed during that whole period. On the other hand the Indonesian authorities have as yet failed to fulfil their pledge to bring offenders to book. It would seem that an International Tribunal will be necessary if justice is to be done. 

UNTAET has also managed to lay the foundations of an East Timor Police Force, and a small Defence Force. Internal and border security has been achieved, although it will be necessary to continue the engagement of a (reduced) international Peace-keeping Force for a few years more. This is to ensure the protection of the vulnerable young nation from disruptive incursions by disaffected militias whether these are directed by their military masters in Indonesia or not.

With the co-operation of the United Nations Human Rights Commission, international NGOs, and the assistance of the Indonesian Military in West Timor, over 200,000 East Timorese deportees have now safely returned to their homeland. 

About 50,000 refugees (mostly those who formerly collaborated with the Indonesian regime by taking up appointments in its Civil Service or Military) still remain in squalid camps in West Timor. This is partly because they are uncertain as to the situation that prevails in East Timor, particularly in respect of the reception they may be given by their compatriots.  However, many are still being subjected to intimidation by the militias who had been the proxies of the Indonesian Military in their attempt to retain -  or retrieve - control of East Timor.

Significant progress has been made in the rehabilitation of physical and social infrastructure. 40 government buildings have been rebuilt, many roads repaired, and urban water supplies provided in 13 district towns. 17 rural power stations are now operational as well at that supplying the capital, Dili. Refurbishment and improvements to the domestic airport at Dili have been completed, and the development of Dili seaport will soon be completed. There is a regular ferry service operating to the East Timorese enclave of Oecussi in West Timor.

There has been substantial progress also in the  provision of social services, especially health and education. 240,000 school children are enrolled and accommodated (a figure that exceeds the pre-1999 level of around 190,000). Five new prototype schools have been completed, and 14 integrated primary and secondary schools and 65 upgraded primary schools are scheduled for construction. A five-year education plan, which emphasises curriculum improvement, teacher training, and overall sector management capacity-building has also been formulated. But there are still 800 budgeted teaching posts unfilled owing to the poor quality of candidates available. Material resources such as equipment and teaching aids are still sadly lacking within the schools. 

The national health infrastructure has seen substantial progress in the past few months. The first of 24 community health centres will be completed this month, which together with the existing 64 centres will provide basic health services throughout the country. Existing facilities are gradually being equipped with high-frequency radios, providing a vital link between these services. A new medical warehouse, supplying drugs and medical consumables to all the districts, was opened in February this year.

The rehabilitation/reconstruction of Dili National Hospital and five regional hospitals is the subject of a proposal submitted to the (Assembly) Council of Ministers. 

But health services fall far short of what is needed, and a principal problem is the serious lack of qualified and experienced medical staff and a reliance on international personnel including many volunteers. 

NEED FOR SUPPORT REMAINS

Continued bilateral and multilateral support will be needed for the foreseeable future. East Timor remains one of the least developed nations in the region (and in the world). About 340,000 people (41% of the population) live under the absolute poverty line of US$0.55 per day. Unemployment continues at 80% and will worsen as the UN operation winds down and many activities related to the service of the hundreds of international personnel diminish. 

Oil and gas reserves in the southern Timor Sea are of critical importance for the economy of the fledgling nation but there remain important political and commercial hurdles still to be surmounted. The East Timorese will not feel the financial benefits of these rich resources for several years to come. 

The agriculture and fishing sector remains the single largest contributor (about 33%) to the East Timorese gross national product. However, the most important cash crop, coffee, is subject to international factors beyond the control of the local farmers. Exports are not currently bringing in the sums that are necessary to sustain the families of those who harvest the beans, still less underpin the national economy. 

UN SUCCESSOR MISSION – UNMISET

At the time of writing, the proposal for a Successor Mission is being presented by the Secretary general to the UN Security Council. It is likely to meet with support as the UN has committed considerable resources to the operation in East Timor and it is desirable that this commitment is seen through to fruition.

UNMISET’s mandate will comprise the following elements:

To provide assistance crucial for the stability of East Timor and the viability of its emergent public administration.

To assist in the development of a law enforcement agency in East Timor operating in accordance with international human rights standards.

To contribute to the maintenance of external and internal security. 

International expert assistance will be provided in respect of some one hundred ‘core functions’ of government administration. These include financial services, water and sanitation, power, roads, housing, ports, health, and the legal/justice systems (including police, and crime investigation and prosecution). The international Peace Keeping Force will be maintained but gradually reduced from its present level of 9000 to 5,000 after Independence, to complete withdrawal by the end of June 2004. This phased reduction is dependent upon prevailing circumstances.

The assessed budget for the UN operation will also be dramatically reduced. The direct support of the East Timorese people by international agencies and by national governments and non-governmental organisations will be necessary for many years to come. Hence the recent Appeal of Bishop Belo to religious and secular organisations and individuals of good will:

BISHOP BELO’S APPEAL  (April 2002)

“With the independence of East Timor on 20 May 2002, it is of the utmost importance that efforts are greatly increased to eradicate poverty from our martyred nation at the same time that peace and security are reinforced, which must be our fundamental goals. 

Nearly 25 years of armed conflict and the tragic loss of one third of our people from war-related causes was followed by the terrible killing and destruction of 1999 which left few families unaffected, with hundreds of thousands forcibly uprooted and most of the territory’s buildings and infrastructure destroyed. With a history like this, by any standard, East Timor has faced monumental challenges. 

The people of East Timor are grateful for the generous support provided by the United Nations and many countries to protect and rebuild our homeland over the past two and a half years. But the devastation of 1999 was so widespread that so very much remains to be done, both in terms of reconstruction and other human needs.  I therefore appeal for the continuing support of the international community in the coming years.

This support should take various forms. Like any nation, East Timor must depend first and foremost on its own initiative, and so education and training of our people are prominent concerns. Help in these and other areas are needed, because our resources are extremely limited at present, and will remain so for the foreseeable future. 

Although progress in rebuilding has since been made with the help of international donors, the scale of the destruction in 1999 was so great that much of East Timor, especially in the countryside, remains in ruins, with the vast majority of the population unemployed.  International assistance to East Timor should, in the first place, focus on the creation of jobs, first because of the dignity of work, but also because unemployment breeds instability, which could jeopardise all the efforts that have been made to date. 

Future international assistance for East Timor should be directed toward employment, especially for young people, and toward projects on health, education, environmental protection, refugee resettlement, judicial training and small business. I must emphasise that all refugees who wish to return to East Timor must be allowed the opportunity to do so.

At independence, East Timor will be one of the poorest nations in the world. The destruction of 1999 will take many years to overcome. 

The last thing that East Timor needs on top of all its many problems is to incur debt, which would make it much more difficult to rebuild our country and eradicate poverty. For these reasons I fervently hope that international donors will agree to continue generous assistance for East Timor so that our new nation can refrain from taking loans. 

I understand that the projected budget shortfall for the first three years of independence is as much as $65 million per year. With all the reconstruction that must still take place, East Timor should not be forced to take loans to meet this shortfall. 

At the international donors group including the United States which will meet in East Timor on May 14-15, 2002 to decide future aid levels, I pray that participating nations will make the most generous contributions possible so that this deficit is erased. 

I hope that all will work toward these goals.

With many thanks for your consideration, 

I remain,

Mgr. Carlos Filipe Ximenes Belo, S.D.B.

Bishop of Dili, East Timor

1996 Nobel Peace Prize Co-Laureate

April 25th, 2002.”

SOLIDARITY STILL NECESSARY

The East Timorese remain one of the four poorest nations on the planet, incapable of providing for their present needs - or of undertaking to repay loans. Moreover, justice is still to be achieved in respect of the violations of their human rights that were perpetrated by the Indonesian regime from 1975-1999. 

Supporters of their cause should strive to sustain the attention of the public in the East Timor situation, and should urge upon political leaders:

1) That an International Tribunal is established to investigate these crimes and deal appropriately with the perpetrators.

2) That all donations from the international community towards East Timor’s development be made as outright gifts - without any ‘strings’ attached.
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