EAST TIMOR UPDATE

Bulletin of the Peter Trust

(The Peter Trust Secretary reports on his visit to East Timor in August)

East Timor – Our help still needed

Freedom relished

When I arrived at East Timor’s small international airport at Comoro a few weeks ago I was hoping that on this visit I might see some noticeable improvements in the life of the long-suffering people. Certainly I was able to relish the atmosphere of freedom which is now enjoyed by the Timorese after a quarter century of brutal political oppression by the Indonesian security forces. On my first visit to the country in 1995 most of the conversations to which I was party were conducted in whispers behind closed doors and shuttered windows, with lookouts posted in the vicinity, and travel was under the constant and close surveillance of the Indonesian Military or Police. Now, as in England, it is possible to move around the country freely, and express opinion about and criticism of the government without fear that anyone engaged in the discussion might suffer severely as a consequence. There is no doubt that the people of East Timor are fundamentally happy - to be free, and to be in charge of their own affairs.

Poverty remains widespread

Poverty, however, remains very evident, even in the capital Dili. There has been some reconstruction since my last visit in 2004, but still there are many public buildings that remain as the burnt out shells to which they were reduced by the departing Indonesian military and their proxy militias after the plebiscite conducted by the UN in August 1999 clearly demonstrated the will of the people for political independence. The great majority continue to live in very basic conditions with poor sanitation and limited - if any - reliable mains services. Cooking is still for the most part done on open fires of gathered sticks and the smell of wood-smoke is pervasive in the early morning and evenings. Unemployment is very high – 80% - and many young men and youths seem to spend the day idly hanging about on the streets in patches of shade, frustrated by the lack of opportunity to provide for their own needs or that of their families. An increasing number have left the country to find work abroad: there are several hundred now in various parts of England and Ireland, working for the most part in the food processing industry and sending the brunt of their wages home. Disgracefully, a considerable number of these migrant workers have been exploited in this country – underpaid, and housed in conditions that are unsanitary and unsafe, by unscrupulous employers and recruitment agencies. 

The population of East Timor is now close to a million – but 50% are under 16 years of age (!), and 40% remain illiterate, unable to engage in the kinds of work that currently provide an income above the US$0.20c which is the earning capacity of the majority of those who are in employment. In the countryside most people are scratching a living from the soil – small patches of land around their simple mud-floored thatched houses just about sustain them with vegetables, and the ubiquitous chickens and fast breeding small black pigs provide a limited supply of eggs and meat. The people are generally undernourished, and this is most evident among the children who are both wasted and stunted in their growth. 

Education needs

There has been some rehabilitation of the over 750 primary and secondary schools which were burnt down in 1999 – but two hundred are still in ruins, and those that now have roofs and doors and some basic classroom furniture have little or nothing in the way of teaching aids. Moreover, there are insufficient teachers and few of those that are engaged in tuition at any level are well trained. Class sizes are very large and there is much learning by rote. Gradually, appropriate textbooks are being provided - but the pupils’ levels of achievement are obviously affected by such negative factors, and, of course, by their under-nourishment.

Health Care

Along with improving educational provision a better health service is a priority for the national government – but there is a long way to go before a good standard is attained. As yet there are very few native doctors, and there is a serious shortage of nurses and midwives - who could undertake much effective primary care and treatment of various debilitating ailments. They could also engage in very necessary preventative work against the spread of those infections that are consequent upon poor sanitation, lack of hygiene, and malnourishment. The government has now established a national dispensary with an adequacy of medical supplies for the whole country – but there are not enough people who know how best to put these resources to good use. Thus there are serious shortcomings, for example, in the administration of programmes of inoculation against childhood diseases. There are only a couple of hospitals outside of Dili – one at Gleno, serving an area the size of half West Yorkshire, has two doctors, and one ambulance. The Health Ministry is taking some pride in its establishment of local clinics ‘which are not more than four hours walk from any village’ (!) There is now some very limited care for the mentally ill – but far less than that which is required for a nation where the majority have been traumatised by the experience of an often violent and destructive occupation. There is minimal provision for the physically disabled – none outside of Dili, where a Ryder-Cheshire Home has recently been established.

Going backwards?

There is still much to be done in building up the infrastructure. At the present time things seem to be going backwards rather than forwards. In the time of Indonesia’s rule the ‘Province of East Timor’ received a development budget larger than any other area of the Republic, and under the UN Temporary Administration (1999-2002) there were substantial international funds to pay for (re)construction works and an influx of many foreigners with the necessary skills to establish and maintain services.  Currently the roads are deteriorating rapidly, and local generators are failing for lack of fuel or maintenance. Many basic goods have to be imported and prices are higher than in previous times. At present there is no doubt that the great majority of East Timorese people are worse off economically than they were in Indonesian times – but they remain of one mind that the freedom they now enjoy is worth such discomfiture. Hopefully, truly just arrangements for the exploitation of the rich oil and natural gas deposits which lie beneath the southern Timor Sea will soon be agreed between the governments of East Timor and Australia (which also lays claim to them). These resources, according to International Law as it has developed latterly, mostly belong to East Timor. The income derived from them would make all the necessary future developments – in infrastructure, health, and education – possible and without need for the newborn democratic state to take on any burden of international debt.  

Projects being supported

Despite the considerable difficulties presented by the mountainous terrain, lack of public transport, and very poor roads I was able (with the help of religious missionaries) to visit all the projects in East Timor, and on the neighbouring island of Atauro, that are being supported by various groups and individuals within the boundaries of the RC Diocese of Leeds. The moral support that is afforded to the project organisers by the continuing interest of people from a country so very far away is of great importance to them and to the recipients of their ministration. The funds provided are crucially important. 

Assistance is currently being given to several clinics (in Dili, Manleu, Railaku and Suai - and in the villages in the surrounding district of Covalima). Besides help with the supply of medicines to these health posts, the salaries of two nurses and a driver (for the Covalima mobile clinic established by the Sisters of St Paul of Chartres) are being provided. 

Some support has been given to the Alma Sisters (a congregation which cares for the disabled) in Dili, and to the Dominican Sisters who run two mixed orphanages for children aged 6-16 – in central Dili, and in Soibada, a mountain village 50 miles (and eight hours journey by off-road vehicle) from the capital. Besides helping to pay for fuel for the generator at Soibada (used only between 7.00-10.00pm) the fees for the orphans’ tuition at the nearest secondary school (30 miles and six hours travel away) are also being met. 

Atauro, 20 miles north of East Timor, was used as a prison island by the Indonesian regime and the people there are particularly impoverished. Here the funds being sent are helping with the provision of local training in income generation through the running of small shops of ‘kiosks’ and in the marketing of local crafts and natural resources such as various coconut derivatives, fish, etc. 

Rebuilding a church

The recently consecrated Bishop of the Diocese of Dili, Mgr Ricardo da Silva, was grateful to receive a substantial donation towards urgent repairs of the Church at Ainaro, a mountain township which is central to the region and likely to become the centre of a third Diocese in East Timor’s Catholic church community. The parish priest, Fr Francisco Tavares, is one of East Timor’s heroes having ministered bravely and selflessly to the people who fled into this mountain area during the early years of the brutal Indonesian occupation. The church building, which is the focus of local life, was badly damaged by the Indonesian-backed militias in 1999 and this year suffered from the ravages of a cyclone, which tore off a large part of the roof and took away all the windows and their frames.

Our help appreciated

Despite their many difficulties the people in all these locations provided me with generous hospitality offered both graciously and cheerfully. 

Their gratitude for the help we offer was very evident, expressed not only in words but also in traditional ceremonial, which was spectacular to behold, and moving in its sincerity. 

Clearly, whatever we can do to assist the people of East Timor in their present impoverished circumstances is very necessary and much appreciated.

Fr Pat Smythe.

PHOTOS:   1. Some of the 70 orphans in the Soibada home. 2. Women selling dried fish at the ferry landing on Atauro island.

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