EAST TIMOR UPDATE

Bulletin of the Peter Trust

The Present Situation in East Timor

Reduction of UN Presence

   This May the UN Mission of Support in East Timor (UNMISET) comes to the end of its mandate. Its Peace Keeping Forces (PKF) are to withdraw and the civilian presence will be further reduced to a number of key advisers and support personnel in areas where the East Timorese administration is in the greatest need of continuing assistance, such as in the legal system.

    The Government of East Timor (now known as Timor Leste) has expressed confidence in the ability of its own armed forces – Falintil-FDTL - to defend the country’s borders against any malevolent intruders. For internal security the International Community has agreed to continue to provide some help to East Timor’s fledgling Police Force - which is inexperienced, and still short on numbers. However, there is real concern among the people, especially those who live in the areas bordering Indonesian West Timor, that they will become vulnerable to attack from the remnants of the pro-Jakarta militia who attempted to intimidate them to vote in favour of remaining part of Indonesia in the ballot conducted by the UN in 1999 and who were responsible for many murders and much destruction after the great majority of the people opted for political independence. 

Rebuilding

    80% of the country’s infrastructure was destroyed by the departing Indonesian army and their proxy militias in the autumn of 1999. This included most of the important public buildings including hospitals and as many as 700 schools. Since Independence was formally declared in May 2002 there has been much rebuilding but much remains to do. 

    Timor Leste remains the poorest country in SE Asia, the fourth poorest in the world. Gross domestic product per person is US$517; there is 50% unemployment, and most of those in work earn less than 20p a day. Health provision is far from adequate – only five doctors in the national hospital in the capital Dili, and only a few others at work in the rest of the country – to serve a present population of nearly a million (997,853 at the latest count). Tropical diseases such as malaria, and dengue fever are rife, TB is widespread, and many people suffer from debilitating skin diseases. Infant mortality remains high at 85 deaths per 1000 live births (124 deaths per 1000 for children under 5 years of age). There is no provision for mental health although the majority of the people suffer the consequences of their traumatic experiences under the oppressive Indonesian rule (1975-99).     Literacy levels remain low – 81% male, 37% female. 

All this obviously affects the pace at which the native people can take full charge of their own affairs. 

Need for continuing international solidarity.

    Although the UN operation in East Timor is considered to have been a relative success there is a continuing need for international assistance. Financial aid and diplomatic support from governments, practical assistance from government and non-governmental agencies for further economic and social development. International solidarity is especially needed in the pursuit of justice with regard to those responsible for the killings and devastation that were perpetrated in 1999.

    The UN established a Serious Crimes Unit (SCU) to conduct investigations and prepare indictments. This currently has 110 staff members including 37 international civilian staff including prosecutors, investigators, forensic specialists and translators as well as 8 UN Police investigators and 34 UN national (i.e.Timorese) staff. Since its work began in 2000, at the instigation of the UN Security Council, 83 indictments have been filed affecting 373 accused persons. 50 defendants have been convicted and sentenced to terms of imprisonment, 2 have been acquitted. Indictment charges are currently pending on 313 persons – 279 of whom remain at large in the Republic of Indonesia. These accused include 37 Indonesian Armed Forces (TNI) Military Commanders and Officers, 4 Chiefs of the Indonesian Police, 60 East Timorese TNI Officers and soldiers, the former (East Timorese) puppet Governor of East Timor and 5 former District Administrators. The Indonesian Government has not yet agreed to their extradition to East Timor to face charges. 

    The Government of Timor Leste, conscious of its small nation’s vulnerability and dependence on positive relations with its powerful neighbour, is not giving priority to the pursuit of justice in respect of past crimes. It is therefore up to the international community to ensure that the perpetrators of death and destruction do not escape with impunity. 

Oil and Gas Resources

    Another area in which international solidarity is required is in respect of the large deposits of oil and gas in the Timor Sea between East Timor and Australia. If the Timorese were to benefit fully from these resources their economic independence would be assured, and their prospects for national development greatly enhanced. Although an agreement very favourable to East Timor has been reached with the Australian government over the exploitation of one of the several deposits (Bayu-Undan), Canberra has to date behaved in a less than co-operative way with regard to the other fields.  Australia is benefiting at the rate of $1 million a day from the exploitation of deposits previously given over by Indonesia in a now defunct agreement, fields (Laminaria, Corallina, Buffalo) which legal experts contend rightfully belong to East Timor.  The largest deposit of all (Greater Sunrise) lies beneath the Timor Sea bed in an area that, according to the current provisions of International Law, also belongs mostly to East Timor. 

    On this issue Canberra has withdrawn from any process of arbitration that could be conducted by the International Court of Justice and is seeking to ‘negotiate’ an arrangement with Dili – one that would best serve the national interest of Australia. The East Timorese and their international supporters (including many ordinary Australians) regard such actions by the Government in Canberra as quite shameful. Colonialised by Portugal for 350 years, invaded and executed in great numbers by the Japanese in 1942, oppressed and exploited by the Indonesians between 1975-99, the East Timorese now see themselves as being subjected to a further invasion – this time of their seas – by their other nearest and most powerful neighbour, Australia. It certainly seems that the richest country in the region is currently engaged in blatant stealing from the very poorest. 

Building a Democratic State

    The East Timorese aspire to living in a ‘democratic state’ but there are many obstacles to their making this dream a reality:

    The East Timorese have no history of democracy – no experience whatever. Before Portuguese colonial rule and Indonesian neo-colonialism, they were ruled, not always justly, by local chieftains. When Indonesia withdrew from the country in late 1999 there were no civil institutions in place, and no ‘democratic mentality’. Notions of the Rule of Law, respect for Human Rights, the importance of transparency and accountability in government have still to be ‘socialised’. 

    Because of long-standing divisions within native society – exacerbated and exploited by both the Portuguese and the Indonesian regimes – the political unity which was achieved by the Resistance has once again become rather fragile. 

Moreover, the economy is weak. Future strength is very dependent upon the maritime resources which are still to be exploited and are far from guaranteed. The slow process of development - coupled with high unemployment - is giving rise to serious social tensions. The infrastructure, including both physical (roads) and tele-communication, remains very limited. There is a low level of educational achievement (widespread illiteracy) and those East Timorese who have managerial/professional skills are relatively few in number. All these factors make the achievement of a democratic state very difficult.

The Church and Democracy

    The Catholic Church in East Timor won the trust of the great mass of the people during the years of Indonesian oppression when it became their defender and the sole bearer of national identity. Furthermore it is the only institution that currently has close contact with the people throughout the country. Up to now the Church has been very active:

    It has continued to be concerned with the promotion of human rights, and (unlike the Government) has urged the formation of an International Tribunal to pursue justice in respect of the crimes against humanity committed in the territory in 1999 and previously.

    Church personnel, being among the educated classes, are assisting with the promotion of understanding of the nature and practice of democracy.

    Church leaders both nationally and at a local level, are engaged in the process of intra-Timorese reconciliation that is being pursued by a National Commission (CAVR) established by the Government with international support. 

    Being ubiquitous, and bringing to bear some of the resources the Universal Church including those of various religious orders, the local Church is as engaged as ever in the provision of health care and education at all levels. There are small local church-run clinics, and religious personnel are involved in teaching and in the care of orphans and sick children. Consideration is currently being given to the establishment of a Catholic University.

    The Church as an institution contributed towards the composition of the National Constitution adopted in 2002, and it is keeping a watching brief on the negotiations with Australia over the exploitation of the mineral resources of the Timor Sea.  

Projects supported by the Peter Trust (since August 2003)

    During the past six months the Trust has provided $1000 for the purchase of medicines distributed to the sick by the Prontu Atu Serbi [Ready to Serve] clinic in Becora (Dili) and has supported the initiatives of the clinic’s Directress, Maria Dias, to promote the use of local plants in nutritional programmes aimed at the prevention of various diseases including TB. 

    The Peter Trust has provided the wages of two full-time nurses and a driver ($4020) for the static and mobile clinics run by the Sisters of St Paul of the Cross in the south coast township of Suai and its local district. The Trust has also been the conduit of funds (over $1000) generated by the Keighley and Skipton East Timor Support Group for the supply of medicines to the Suai Clinics. 

    Along the north coast in the area of Manleu/Manatutu an agricultural and social development programme has been assisted by the Trust. The programme aims at the development of preventative medicine; better water management; improved sanitation and increased local knowledge of the principles of good hygiene; mother and child care; the well-managed use of traditional medicines; and the provision of transport of local sick people to Dili hospitals. The Peter Trust provided the funds ($9000) for fencing of the Project’s land area to secure against the intrusion of wild animals and thieves.

    A great many houses were burned down in the post-ballot destruction of 1999. As a way of assisting families rebuild their homes the Peter Trust entered into an arrangement with the (Dili Branch) of the (international) Habitat Housing Association whereby the Trust enables families to purchase pigs for breeding. The livestock are then sold by the families to provide funds for their house building – which is done using local materials and traditional techniques and styles. $1000 was given for this purpose and several families have been re-housed as a result.

    In Soibada (District of Manatutu) the Dominican sisters run an orphanage for girls from all over East Timor -Ermera, Baucau, Lospalos, Natarbura, Lacluba, Soibada, and the East Timor enclave of Oecussi (in West Timor). The Peter Trust provided funds for the education of 38 girls from this institution ($2500). $400 was given to a local parish priest to help feed his junior school children who were fainting in class for lack of nutrition.

    In sight of Dili lies the island of Atauro. During the Indonesian regime the island was used as a prison for those regarded as ‘subversives’. The people there are particularly impoverished. The Peter Trust provided the leading Pastor of the Protestant Church in East Timor, Revd Francesco Vasconcelho, with funds ($2000) to support the establishment of several woman/youth co-operative community groups in the island villages of Maquili, Beloi, Vila, and Biqueli, together with the training necessary for these ‘small-business enterprises’. 

    Assistance has also been given to a student in East Timor with University registration fees ($300), and in the UK to assist an East Timorese at Edinburgh University ($500). 



********

Donations to ‘The Peter Trust’ are always needed and will be put to good use. Please use the Address below.
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