EAST TIMOR UPDATE

Bulletin of the Peter Trust

The Present Situation in East Timor

Security Concerns

One of the main purposes of the UN presence in East Timor since the end of 1999 was to ensure the people lived in safety. This has been largely achieved. At first there were some intrusions across the border from West Timor by disaffected ‘pro-integration’ militias based there which were repulsed by the UN Peace-Keeping Forces (PKF). East Timor’s own small Defence Force has now been trained and equipped to deal with such attempts - which have been few but are still being made – in co-operation with the PKF who have been significantly reduced in numbers since Independence was declared in May 2002. The UN has successfully recruited and trained several thousand members for East Timor’s own Police Force (PNTL) with the help of experienced police personnel from a number of countries. PNTL are responsible for internal security and law enforcement, and have established a Border Patrol Unit responsible for some crossing points. Their inexperience, and the violence and corruption of the Indonesian Police who preceded them, has meant that East Timor’s policemen have still 

some learning to do in the matter of handling incidents of public disorder effectively and with due restraint, abiding by the law as well as enforcing it. But overall, the security situation is now good, despite occasional unsettling incidents of riotous behaviour that are largely due to the frustration of an impoverished people who are impatient for their lot to improve.

Process of Justice remains inadequate

The United Nations Mission of Support in East Timor (UNMISET) has been helping the Government build up the Judiciary. Considerable progress has been made in formulating civil and criminal Codes, and in addition to the Dili Court and Appeal Court, District Courts have been established in the larger townships of Baucau and Suai. Legislation for public prosecutors and public defenders has been drafted for adoption by the National Parliament at the end of this year. However, there are still serious concerns. There are insufficient trained and experienced judges and court officials, and of lawyers, facilities are inadequate, and cases proceed far too slowly through the system.  Technical support and training is needed to raise awareness about child rights and protection, juvenile justice, and the proper supervision and treatment of prisoners in general. 

The UN Security Council established a Serious Crimes Unit (SCU) to address the matter of the destruction and murders committed before - and especially after - the Plebiscite in 1999.

This Unit has brought 78 indictments to bear in respect of 350 persons charged with Crimes Against Humanity and other serious offences. There have been 35 trials carried out in Dili which have led to convictions and prison sentences for the (mostly East Timorese) offenders of up to 10 years. But 263 of those charged (who include the principal culprits – Indonesian Military commanders) are still at large in Indonesia, and likely to remain so as the Republic has not agreed to any extradition procedure. It has not been possible to begin to address the matter of the numerous and gross human rights abuses that were committed by the Indonesian regime during the 24 years of its occupation of East Timor. The East Timor Government is prioritising the building up of positive relations with Indonesia for the present and future and regards the convening of an International Tribunal as the only way to deal with these past offences and as primarily the responsibility of the International Community which permitted their perpetration.   

Civilian Administration and Civic Education

The recruitment and training of public servants has been promoted, with on-the-job and formal instruction provided in East Timor (now titled Timor-Leste) and abroad. Every effort has been made to achieve gender equality in employment. For reasons of efficiency as well as budgetary constraints the Civil Service is much reduced in numbers to that which functioned during the Indonesian occupation – but it would seem that graft and corruption regrettably still persist though in much reduced measure.

Agricultural Development

Agriculture is one of the three main priorities of the first National Development Plan (the others being Education and Health). The UN Food & Agriculture Organisation (FAO) is assisting the Ministry of Agriculture Forestry and Fisheries identify priority projects and formulate proposals for funding support. FAO has implemented measures to reduce the 25% post-harvest loss of staple foods such as rice and maize which has been caused by insect infestation, excessive moisture, and other factors. Food assistance programmes, once supported by the World Food Programme (which has now withdrawn) are still necessary for many vulnerable communities and the National Government is attempting to respond but lacks sufficient means to provide all what is required. Malnutrition, especially of children, continues to be widespread. Shortage of food has been acute in 2003 because of drought and/or floods, and the severe effect of the El Nino climate phenomenon.

Health

The National Government is committed to provide the delivery of affordable and cost-effective preventive and curative health services. The Ministry of Health has achieved some success in its programme with the support of UN bodies such as the World Health Organisation (WHO), UNICEF, the UN Population Fund, the World Bank, and the UN Development Programme. A National Health Policy Framework and Hospital and Health Facility Configuration Policy to guide health system development has been established which is a remarkable achievement within one year of independence. 1472 civil servants have been recruited for the health sector. There are 117 mobile clinics and 88 health posts, 54 community health centres, 5 with observation beds and limited surgical capacity. 5 Regional hospitals and 1 National Hospital, 25 new community health centres have been built and 20 health centres have been repaired. An autonomous medication store for managing pharmaceuticals throughout the country has been established. Capacity-building of national health workers is the main priority of the UN entities and over 1000 Timorese have received training in health-related fields including management, control and prevention of communicable diseases, health promotion, reproductive health and safe motherhood, child health, nutrition and environmental health. During the past year the Ministry of Health has been able to provide basic health services for about 80% of the population. A national tuberculosis elimination programme assisted by WHO is underway, active in all 13 districts, with 20 diagnostic facilities. Since its inception over 6,000 person have been diagnosed and have started to receive treatment. Leprosy remains endemic and WHO has been providing the Ministry of Health with drugs to support multi-drug therapy (MDT). A leprosy elimination programme is due to start in 2004. Limited mental health services were established during the past year with the support of a number of donors, and the Ministry plans to increase the capacity of national NGOs to provide psychological support for (the many) people who have been traumatised by the violence and destruction of recent years. Routine immunisation of children in the first year of life is now provided for about 59% of youngsters, and immunisation for polio eradication has this year covered 97% of children under 5 years of age. The implementation of an Integrated Management of Childhood Illness programme (IMCI) has been inaugurated. A total of 107 health workers have been provided with IMCI training. However, there remains a very high infant mortality rate, high prevalence of childhood and maternal malnutrition, poor conditions of child delivery, a severe lack of doctors and trained nurses and midwives, and an unacceptably high mortality rate associated with malaria, tuberculosis, diarrhoea and respiratory infections. Unsightly and debilitating skin diseases are also rife. Other main challenges to be faced include lack of access to safe drinking water, to sanitary facilities and proper shelter for a majority of the population, poor knowledge on health matters among the general population, poor and inadequate access to health services, and an inadequate management and referral system.

Education

900 schools were wrecked in the violent destruction of September-October 1999. 750 have been restored to use and there is now 75% enrolment of eligible pupils at primary level. However the transition rate to secondary level is only 46%, and the quality of schooling overall leaves much to be desired with a severe lack of qualified and experienced teachers, of equipment, and of material resources. UNICEF has supported curriculum development and UNESCO has been assisting with a mentor-based science education teaching programme with a science park of interactive exhibitions and mobile van activities to visit schools and remote communities. Partners include science museums and universities in various countries. Some 650 primary schools received hygiene and sanitation promotion education, and hygiene and sanitation strategies and activities are being implemented in 172 schools. These include rehabilitation and construction of water reservoirs, school latrines, water filtering units, hand-washing areas and waste water disposal drains. These projects are at various stages of development. UNICEF continues to collaborate with the Government, the PNTL, UNMISET, and local and international NGOs to raise awareness about children’s rights to a protective environment free from violence, abuse and neglect, exploitation and discrimination. The National Assembly has approved accession by Timor Leste to the core international human rights treaties including the Convention on the Rights of the Child.

There are 7500 students enrolled at the National University of Timor-Lorosae in Dili, and 1400 students have received scholarships to complete their studies at Indonesian Universities. Some other young Timorese have received scholarships to study in other countries including Portugal and Britain. An urgent (and perhaps prior) need is to develop and deliver large-scale vocational and technical training – to provide the teachers and social workers, the electricians, plumbers, joiners and mechanics who are so lacking in East Timor.

Infrastructure

Significant progress has been made in rehabilitating the infrastructure with substantial improvements in services in many areas. However, power supply for the rural districts is still very deficient – non-existent in some places - and the restoration of the capital city Dili’s water and sanitation system is still only 50% complete. Telecommunications are now in the hands of a joint venture company between Timorese entrepreneurs and Portugal Telecom International, known as ‘Timor Telecom’. It is hoped that all districts will be equipped with both fixed and mobile lines within 18 months. However, right now the standard of service (formerly provided by the Australian company Telstra) has decreased while costs to the consumer have increased significantly. 

Unemployment & Emigration

At the present time there is little industrial production, commerce or tourism in East Timor. Some 60% of the population are under 21 years of age, nearly 50% only semi-literate. The indigenous workforce is untrained and lacks experience in any field other than the most menial tasks. Unemployment is at a staggering 80% and the young and able-bodied who can find the means to do so are leaving the country to seek work abroad and thereby provide for themselves and their families in the homeland. Until recently Portugal provided the East Timorese with a fast track route to Portuguese (and hence EU) citizenship. Many young people availed of this and currently hundreds are seeking work in Britain. They live in groups, sometimes in larger numbers, in Dover, Southampton, Portsmouth, Cardiff, Norwich, Peterborough, Crewe, Salford, Manchester, Belfast, and maybe elsewhere. Most have little knowledge of the English language or of Western culture (and climate) and are vulnerable to exploitation and abuse. They are in immediate need of psychological and practical support - which should include assistance in finding suitable work and accommodation, and availing of the health care and further education provisions on offer in this country. If it is to be faithful to the Gospel it preaches and to the Social Doctrine that it proclaims, the Church should be to the fore in extending such friendship.

The need for funds to assist the practical projects in health care, education and income generation in East Timor supported by the Peter Trust clearly still continues. 

[Donations to The Peter Trust at the address below].
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