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East Timor - One Year of Independence

Impoverishment persists

After one full year of independence East Timor remains the poorest country in SE Asia, the fourth most impoverished in the world. For Josefa, with four children, life is difficult. She sells vegetables to passers by, lucky to make US$3 a day sometimes she makes nothing at all. Mariano is 10 years old, but looks about 7 – except for his face, as careworn as an adult’s. He sells, for a few cents each, tangerines suspended in strings from a bamboo pole across his thin shoulders. He is the only person in his family who is earning anything – so they depend on his efforts. 

Freedom valued

Nonetheless, most Timorese are glad to feel free. ‘Independence is good’, says Cesarina, twenty-nine year old mother of five. We can’t pay for our own home but we feel proud’. Her family can manage to put together one meal a day. For them things are better than before when the occupying Indonesian military jailed her husband for his ‘separatist’ aspirations and arranged for the family dwelling to be burned to the ground. Antonio Rosario, a sixty-three year old

farmer, says: ‘We suffered so much in the past. We were often forced to flee the village for the forest. Our Government is weak, and we are poor, but at least we are free’.

Rehabilitation

Three years on from the widespread destruction wrought by the departing Indonesian military and their proxy militias in 1999 rehabilitation of East Timor still has a long way to go. Port facilities in the capital Dili are functioning, and there has been some reconnection of power and water supply. A number of commercial and residential properties have been restored. But even in Dili there are still dozens of burnt out buildings, and outside the city clean water and electricity are luxuries most people have to do without. Telephones are operational only in the main towns, and four out of the thirteen administrative districts have none for public use. 

Statistics of poverty

The income of 40% of the population is less than US$0.55 cents a day; three out of five adults are illiterate; 50% of the population is under 21 years of age; 8-9% of children die before they reach 

their first birthday. 

Unemployment

There is severe unemployment – currently 80% overall, and as the UN Mission winds down 16,000 more people becoming unemployed each year. More children are attending school than ever before – but there are commonly at least 45 pupils in cramped classrooms with little or no educational aids for the insufficient numbers of trained teachers. Three quarters of school leavers have no job to go to. Many young people are therefore currently compelled to leave the country to seek work abroad in order to provide for themselves and their families.

Non-governmental organisations

Some 80 international NGOs are still present in the territory trying to improve the situation both in the short and for the longer term - determining priorities for action and putting into place a range of practical projects in capacity building, education, health and agricultural development. 

Aid from Governments

International governmental donors include the United Kingdom, and - jointly - their funding provides for some 80% of the East Timor State expenditure and has enabled the establishment and maintenance of various important democratic institutions including the busy parliament. This has passed 11 major Bills, prepared 30 draft resolutions, and ratified many international treaties and conventions within its first year in office. 

The weakest democratic institution is the judiciary, still insufficiently funded and still lacking the necessary number of trained and experienced judges and other officials to expedite legal proceedings of all kinds. 

Peace Keeping Force

The international community still supplies security forces. Although these have been significantly reduced in number since Independence was declared in May 2002, the UN Security Council has recently agreed to continue such provision for at least another year - and maybe even beyond if the circumstances still seem to warrant it. 

Pursuit of Justice

A Serious Crimes Unit has been tasked by the Security Council to bring to justice those responsible for murders, arson and deportations during the referendum and the destructive withdrawal of the Indonesian Military in 1999. This UN organ has indicted 261 persons for human rights abuses - but only 30 have so far been convicted, of whom the great majority remains at large in Indonesia. The Prime Minister of East Timor, Mari Alkatiri, has declared that the prime responsibility for bringing these people to justice belongs to the international community. Both he and East Timor’s President, former Resistance leader Xanana Gusmao, are anxious to develop positive relations with Indonesia - East Timor’s erstwhile oppressor - which remains her nearest and most populous neighbour. 

Reconciliation

Considerable efforts at reconciliation are also being undertaken within the East Timorese community through the efforts of a Reception, Truth and Reconciliation Commission. Based in a former Indonesian Military torture centre in Dili, and modelled on South Africa’s TRC, this has held hearings nation-wide to facilitate new beginnings among a people who were divided amongst themselves over whether independence or greater autonomy within the Indonesian Republic was the

best course of action. Nearly 80% had voted in 1999 against the option of autonomy, but reconciliation with those that were in favour of (and had benefited from) Indonesian sovereignty must be somehow achieved if the new nation is to sustain political stability.  

Seeking justice

The Commission has done much to alleviate the trauma of this long-suffering people, but it lacks both the resources and the time to achieve all its objectives. Meanwhile there are many in East Timor (and internationally) who are convinced that for true reconciliation to be achieved justice must clearly be done. They hold that those who perpetrated gross human rights abuses during the twenty four years of Indonesia’s oppressive rule – principally members of the Indonesian Military, but also some East Timorese collaborators – must be brought to account. 

Foreign investment

It is essential for East Timor to attract foreign investment – but so far this has not been very forthcoming. Potential investors have been discouraged by (justifiable) security concerns, red tape, unresolved issues of land ownership, and various legal uncertainties regarding commercial practice in the new nation. 

Economic Resources

Among the natural resources that are of importance to East Timor’s economic development are marble and coffee. However, production must be increased, processing made more efficient, and international markets developed. 

East Timor is a strikingly beautiful island with a great potential for tourism, but at present the poor roads and inadequate telecommunications present a serious obstacle to such a trade. Scuba diving in the surrounding seas probably offers the best potential for quick remuneration. 

Mineral Wealth

The greatest asset East Timor has is the large deposit of oil and natural gas in its southern seas. In April this year a deal was signed with Australia to exploit part of these reserves and by 2006 the income from this should be enough to underwrite the national budget for some twenty years. However, the greatest part of the submarine hydrocarbon deposits lie in an area the rightful ownership of which is still disputed between the Australian and Timorese governments. 

Role of the Church

The local Catholic Church will remain a significant player in the drama of East Timor for the foreseeable future. It is ubiquitous in the territory, and has the respect of the great majority of the people. Many clergy and religious are native Timorese, and foreign missionaries bring with them the highest educational qualifications, considerable expertise, and rich experience acquired within other impoverished and developing nations. 

The Church is recognised by the East Timor Government as an indispensable partner in social reconstruction. It was party to the composition of the National Constitution and it has been able to assist in the evaluation and effecting of various proposals for development. There is closer collaboration than was the case in former times between the leaders of the local Catholic and Protestant Churches. Certainly the Church - both local and international - has a particularly important role to play in the achievement of the justice and the reconciliation that the Timorese people need and desire. 

Peter Trust Projects

Education

Since its inception the Trust has provided funds to assist with the education of various groups of children and young people – in East Timor and in the UK.

Monies have been transferred via different Religious Congregations working in the territory to provide for basic teaching and classroom materials. Sums have been allocated to the Dominican Sisters in Soibada to pay for the tuition of orphaned children in their care. Used stamps have been collected and sent to the Salesians – the sale of which engenders cash to support their work with youngsters in various institutions across the country.

Funds were sent via the Bishop Belo Centre for Peace and Development in Dili to enable several students of engineering to gain practical experience in local factories. Entry fees to local universities have also been provided via this route for a few needy applicants who had already demonstrated their potential to make the best use of such an opportunity.

Here in Britain the Peter Trust is assisting several students with meeting the costs associated with their full and part-time courses at University or Further Education Colleges. 

Health

Donations to the Trust funds have enabled the provision of improved nutrition for many children of five villages in Covalima district. Soya beans have been grown and processed into milk to give additional nourishment to the youngsters three times a week. This project - which has also helped local village women to develop management skills - is now self-sustaining with surplus beans being sown to engender future harvests. 

The Peter Trust has paid the salaries of two nurses who assist in the static and mobile clinics established by the Sisters of St Paul of Chartres in the southern town of Suai and the surrounding area. The wages for the driver of the off-road vehicle, and cash to purchase medicines for the clinics, have also been met from Trust funds.

Income Generation

Initially the Peter Trust was able to give some assistance in the establishment of small-scale local enterprises which met practical needs and provided a source of income for the participants. Examples would include the funding of a village bakery, a local weaving project, and a small joiner’s workshop.

Currently the Trust has committed funds to enable families to purchase pigs which they can rear in order to generate income and – in co-operation with the international housing association Habitat – thereby provide themselves with decent housing in local materials.

The Peter Trust is also making a contribution towards the fencing of a small farm. This pastoral and arable project is part of a larger scheme that aims to help in the healing of the trauma suffered by so many of the local people during many years of often- violent oppression. The project is the brain child of Maria Dias, an energetic and capable East Timorese woman held in high regard by her compatriots and by foreign NGO and Church personnel alike. The Trust has also transferred funds to purchase medicines for one of the clinics she has established.

Donations should be sent to The Peter Trust c/o The Secretary, Revd P A Smythe at the address given below.
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