 EAST TIMOR UPDATE

Bulletin of the Peter Trust

How we are helping the people of East Timor

Funds donated to the Peter Trust are quickly transferred to our bank account with ANZ in Dili, the capital city. In Dili the Trust has two local ‘agents’  - who are resident in the country and authorised to access funds for the projects that the Trustees have agreed to support. Currently these include the following:

Medical Provision

Trust funds are meeting the salaries of two trained East Timorese nurses who assist medically qualified Sisters of the religious congregation of St Paul of Chartres in staffing a static clinic in Suai. They specialise in the pre- and post-natal care of mothers and their babies. The clinic, which the Trust has been supporting in this way for several years, is now located in a former general hospital built by the Sisters in 1995. The hospital was looted and then wrecked by local militias backed by the Indonesian army who opposed the pro-independence vote in 1999, but the premises have now been restored to partial use. From this base the Sisters and nurses also travel around the local district to serve the various health needs of many villages. The Peter Trust also meets the wages of the driver of 

the off-road vehicle that transports the Sisters, nurses and their medical supplies around the region. Overall the commitment of Trust funds has been $4000 per year.

In Railaku, a small township 50 miles north of Dili, the Trust is funding the provision of thrice weekly nutritional supplements to twenty-six infants ($1872). Children’s progress in school is very dependent upon good health and these supplements are an essential contribution towards their future as well as their present welfare. Money for general medicines has also been provided to the small clinic which is located in the house of the parish priest who is himself a qualified doctor. 

Educational Assistance

Also at Railaku the Peter Trust is paying the tuition fees at Secondary School of twenty promising and committed students whose parents do not have the means to meet these expenses ($1760). As many students have to travel (on foot) to the school each day from villages higher up in the mountains a dormitory is being planned in property belonging to the parish which is close-by the school. If other donors can be found the Trustees have agreed to make a contribution towards the provision of this important facility.

High up in the central mountains, at Soibada, the Dominican Sisters run an orphanage for about 80 boys and girls aged 7-16 who come from all over East Timor. The nearest Secondary School is a five-hour journey over very bad roads. The Trust is paying ($3000 annually) for the tuition of sixty of these youngsters, and for their board and accommodation in Manatutu, the lowland township where the school is located. Trust funds ($100) have also partially met the costs of fuel for the generator at the orphanage which gives electricity (each night) for lighting and cold storage. The orphanage is self-supporting in food as the boys and girls grow crops and raise chickens, pigs, and a few cows on the land around the orphanage (a former convent high school) which now houses the youngsters and the four religious Sisters who care for them. 

The Dominican Sisters also run an orphanage in Dili. Here there are no problems (other than financial) about access to schooling, but the Trust has sent some funds to help provide food and other necessities for the 50 resident children.

Provision for the Disabled & Traumatised

The only facility for the Disabled in East Timor is a Ryder- Cheshire Home, founded from Australia, which attends to the needs of about 30 residents. A small congregation of Religious Sisters (with the acronym ALMA) was founded some years ago by a Dutch priest in Java (Indonesia). Two of these Sisters, who are ethnic East Timorese, have recently arrived to develop this specialist area of care for the very many local people across the country who are physically disabled, or have been traumatised by the violence they suffered or witnessed during the 24 years of Indonesian occupation. The Sisters are living in very simple accommodation, loaned to them by local people, and are completely dependent on charitable donations to build up their caring work. The Peter Trust has sent an initial contribution of $2000 and is committed to support the ALMA Sisters with $500 each quarter year. Funds (c$10k) are needed to help the Sisters purchase a small plot of land on which to build a more permanent home that would also accommodate a few residential patients, and serve as a day care centre for outpatients, and as base for work in Dili and (eventually) further afield.

Income generation projects

The Peter Trust has enabled several income generation projects to get underway on the neighbouring island of Atauro, twenty miles to the north of Dili. Here the Protestant church has provided the link between the Trust and five villages where a variety of enterprises have been established. These include the setting up of small shops or ‘kiosks’ where local and imported products can be sold at affordable prices; fish preparation and marketing; coconut oil and fibre plant; and a factory to make building materials from the local sand and gravel. The Trust funds ($3000) paid for the initial outlay on materials and equipment, and for training in management and customer relations for the teams of workers. In total several hundred local people now have the means of income generation for themselves and are also providing a model for other groups in the future. 

 Rebuilding a church

A substantial donation towards the urgent repairs of the Church at Ainaro, a mountain township central to the region and the focus of local life, was made via the Peter Trust. A report of progress has recently been received including many photographs of the work well underway. The transferred funds have also made possible urgent repairs to an outstation of the parish where the roof of the church was in imminent danger of collapse.

The Current Situation in East Timor 

UN downsizing imminent

There have been several UN missions to East Timor since 1999. The first, UNAMET (UN Assistance Mission in East Timor) was established to facilitate the ‘popular consultation’ or referendum on whether or not the East Timorese wished to continue under Indonesian sovereignty. The culminating ballot in August ’99  registered an overwhelming majority in favour of an independent future.

The UN Security Council then supported the international military coalition INTERFET which entered East Timor in late September to restore peace and order after the disaffected Indonesian Military had backed local pro-autonomy militias to engage in nation-wide destruction and murder. 

In January 2000 UNTAET, the UN Transitional Administration for East Timor arrived to run the country in co-operation with local leaders and build up capacity for independence. 

Independence was declared in May 2002 and UNMISET (UN Mission of Support in East Timor), a much reduced operation, continued in the territory to assist with security and the strengthening of national institutions and administration. Its mandate ends in May this year.

At the most recent UN Security Council debate on East Timor there was general assent to the recommendation of the Secretary General that the achievements of the successive UN Missions in East Timor should not be jeopardised by a premature withdrawal. The new nation of Timor-Leste is still in need of considerable international help. This is especially the case in the building up of civil administration and institutions, in the judiciary, and in internal security (policing). It seems most likely that the UN will approve an extended mandate of UNMISET for a further twelve months to consolidate what has been established and ensure as far as possible that Timor Leste can function independently. It was not agreed to continue the provision of an international peace-keeping force – only a few military liaison officers will be provided. Further assistance will be given in policing, especially at the border, and in police training. Continued international support will be invited for the improvement of civil administration, especially in managerial training, and in the judiciary. Some level of continued international financial support will also be called for as Timor Leste remains impoverished and unprovided. 

Persisting Poverty

Generous international support notwithstanding, Timor Leste remains a very poor country – the poorest in SE Asia, the fourth poorest in the world. This is very evident to the eyes of even a short-term visitor. Unemployment is very high (80%) and many young Timorese have sought work abroad to provide for their families (about 2000 are now in Britain). Local industry is on a very small scale and much investment is needed to develop production. There are two major barriers to such development: the lack of skilled personnel – at managerial and practical levels; and the uncertainty of land ownership. Both these barriers are direct consequences of the colonial (Portuguese) and the subsequent neo-colonial (Indonesian) regimes. The East Timorese people were prevented from attaining positions which would free them from political and economic dependency; and the successive ‘owners’ of property and land continue to present competing claims which effectively discourage investment. Such uncertainties are compounded by the lack of clear contract law. 

Besides all of this, Timor Leste has limited natural resources – precious sandal wood is in short supply; there is some marble to quarry; agriculture only provides enough for domestic use. The many coffee plantations are being restored to productivity but the international market in this commodity is highly competitive and other countries have greater penetration. However, the sea provides an abundance of fish; and tourism (for those who are ready to ‘rough-it’ or who are keen scuba-divers) may provide some national income in due course.

The principal resource, huge reserves of natural gas and oil, lies under the Timor Sea. Some revenue will begin to flow from the exploitation of one field in the coming twelve months but the greatest amount is located in an area over which Australia persists, in contradiction to the prescriptions of current international law, in claiming sovereignty. Negotiations between the national Governments in Canberra and Dili have now increased in pace but no acceptable resolution of this dispute has yet been reached. The danger of Timor Leste losing the income which could derive from their most precious commodity remains very real. 
Continuing assistance for the people of East Timor is very necessary and much appreciated. Please use the address below for donations.

PHOTOS:   1. Some of the 50 orphans in the Dili home. 2. Infants at Railaku receiving their nutritional supplement, with the Parish Priest, Fr Abed Santos.
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