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The Situation in East Timor

It is now six full years since East Timor was liberated from Indonesian occupation, and the fourth anniversary of national Independence will be celebrated this coming May. 

The infant nation has received generous assistance from the United Nations, from governments around the world, and from many national and international agencies. 

But according to a recent UNDP Report The Path out of Poverty (published on March 6th 2006) the little county is in a downward spiral of poverty, poor health and illiteracy. 

The East Timorese die on average 15 years younger than other East Asians, and four out of ten subsist on less than 30p a day. One child in a hundred dies before its first birthday, and only half the population can read and write. Unemployment is very high and most people survive from day to day by subsistence agriculture. 

East Timor is the poorest country in SE Asia, and the fourth poorest in the world – and it is getting poorer. 

Reasons for the poverty

Since Independence was declared in May 2002, UN personnel and other aid workers have been gradually withdrawing from the territory. The ‘bubble economy’ generated by their significant numerical presence during the period of transitional administration by the UN (late 1999- 2002) has continued to shrink. 

The infrastructure of communications and services is still far from developed and in some ways has worsened.

Thus the condition of roads in most of the interior has actually deteriorated.  This badly affects the transportation of both people and goods. 

The great majority of the people live in the rural interior and do not have access to telecommunications, nor to a supply of fresh water or electricity. 

Standards of sanitation, both domestic and public, even in the townships, are very basic – with negative consequences for health. 

Health needs are still poorly met with relatively few hospitals and insufficient trained staff to attend to patients and to dispense medicines at the local clinics which have been set up in each region.

The adult population has been traumatised by decades of oppression by the Indonesian regime that also denied them experience in management and in key professions including education, social welfare, the judiciary, civil service and health. 

Moreover, 50% of the population is under 21 years of age, and the greater number of them still of primary school age.

These factors, combined with the widespread illiteracy, mean that the East Timorese do not yet have the capacity to take charge of their own affairs. 

Natural Resources

There are some significant natural resources, the management of which may in due course alleviate the extensive poverty. 

But it is unlikely that there will be an evident improvement for at least a decade and probably for a generation.

For example, there is an amount of quality marble to be quarried that could be an economic asset when there are adequate roads to transport it, and a market has been found to supply.

Fresh attention can be given, and is being given, to the restoration and development of the extensive coffee plantations originally established under the colonial regime of the Portuguese. But income from sales of coffee is also dependent upon there being an international market for the product, and East Timor is in competition with many other coffee-producing countries, notably in South America.

East Timor has stunning scenery, and the surrounding seas are rich in marine life, but the prospect of a tourist industry providing employment and a boost to the national income is still a dream for the future. 

Before tourism can contribute significantly to the government’s budget there must be an adequate infrastructure of roads, services and decent accommodation to meet the needs of travellers from First World countries with money to spend. 

Mineral Reserves

East Timor’s greatest asset is certainly the significant deposit of oil and natural gas in the seas around the half island, especially to the south.

Some of these reserves are indisputably the possession of East Timor. Negotiations are currently underway with both Japan and China for their present exploration and subsequent exploitation.

Others, namely the Laminaria-Corallina and Buffalo fields, though arguably within East Timor’s jurisdiction, have been unilaterally exploited by Australia for a number of years both prior and subsequent to East Timor’s political independence, and will soon be exhausted. Thus in these instances a substantial income has been denied to the East Timorese with no promise of remuneration or compensation from Australia, by far the richest country in the whole region.

The Timor Sea Treaty was agreed in 2002 between the governments in Canberra and Dili regarding the large Bayu Undan field. 90% of the revenue derived from this deposit is now steadily building an East Timorese Petroleum Fund. A proportion of this Fund is being directed by the government in Dili towards national development priorities that include infrastructure, agriculture, health and education. The remainder is being invested - for the sake of future generations when the Bayu Undan resource runs out.

Recently (January 2006) an Agreement was reached between the governments of Australia and East Timor regarding the Greater Sunrise field. This is by far the largest deposit but it lies in an area subject to competing national claims. Lengthy and tough negotiations finally reached a compromise settlement in which 50% of the revenues derived from this reserve will go to each country. 

Other arrangements have been tied in to this Agreement that will benefit East Timor. These include Australian assistance with maritime security in East Timorese waters, and some training for East Timorese personnel in petroleum resource exploitation and management. 

But the substantial resources of Greater Sunrise have still to be accessed. Their flow, and that of the associated income, will take at least five (and possibly as long as ten) years to effect.

Meanwhile widespread and extreme poverty continues in East Timor.
Economic Migration

Because of the high rate of unemployment in East Timor, and the very low income of most families there, many young East Timorese are seeking work abroad, especially in Europe.

The historical connection with Portugal has enabled many of them to acquire dual citizenship and, via their Portuguese nationality, legitimate access to other countries of the EU including Britain.

There are now several thousand East Timorese, mostly young men but some young women, living in the British Isles: in England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales.

The majority of these young workers are employed in the food-processing industry or in catering. They live very simply and send most of their wages home to support their (extended) families.

A few East Timorese youths qualified for scholarships and have studied in tertiary colleges in London, Oxford, Edinburgh, and elsewhere – but not all have yet returned to East Timor as job opportunities there are still so very limited. 

Peter Trust Disbursements

The Trustees have continued to disburse Trust income promptly to give support to local projects in East Timor that provide health care and education. 

This disbursement is organised via the Peter Trust agents in Dili, East Timor, who make recommendations to the Trustees for their support and then convey the approved funds to the agreed beneficiaries. Funds are transferred electronically from the Peter Trust account in Rothwell to the Peter Trust account set up by the Secretary in 2002 at the ANZ Bank in Dili.

Written reports including accounts and sometimes photographs have been received from all the beneficiaries. 

East Timorese Beneficiaries 

Since the last (Autumn) issue of East Timor Update these have remained the mostly the same, namely:

Weekly nutritional supplement to 100+ children in the villages surrounding Railaco;

Tuition fees and dormitory provision for 20+ students travelling to senior high school in Railaco from distant villages in the area;

Medicines for the static and mobile clinics based in Suai and serving several thousand people in the surrounding villages in Covalima district; 

Wages for two nurses and a driver serving the Suai clinics.

All these provisions and services are facilitated by the religious Sisters of St Paul of Chartres.

Travel costs and local accommodation expenses for 20+ students residing at the orphanage in Soibada (central mountains) to enable them to attend (the nearest) high school in Manatutu (north coast);

Occasional funds to provide fuel for the generator belonging to the orphanage at Soibada and for the off-road vehicle owned by the Religious Community who administer the facility;

Funds to purchase foodstuffs and other essentials for 50+ orphans in Dili. These arrangements are made by the Dominican Sisters in Dili and Soibada.

Support for the care of 34 disabled and traumatised youngsters in Dili being undertaken by two Sisters of the ALMA religious congregation.

The assistance of The Peter Trust has continued for an East Timorese student of journalism, Pinto Manuel Cardoso Soares, now attending a degree course in International Politics at the University in Yogykarta, Indonesia. The Trust has met various expenses associated with his access to tuition, accommodation, and study materials. 

The Peter Trust has also been the conduit for funds generated by the efforts of the Keighley & Skipton Support Group for East Timor.

This small but very active organisation has for several years helped to pay for the purchase of medicines for the clinics in Suai and district.

Recently the KSSGET have assisted a disabled ‘bread-winner’ in Dili to provide for his family by setting up a small motor repair shop in Dili. 

This is being done with the help of the small-scale Timor Aid Social enterprise established in Dili by David Odling-Smee, a native of Knaresbrough and former parishioner of Holy Trinity CE Church in that town. Now a resident of Darwin, Australia, David spends most of his time in trying to provide help for the poor of Timor island.

The Peter Trust has also safely conveyed funds raised by members of the (RC) Parish of St Gertrude in South Croydon to the Principal of the newly established Konis Santana High School in Lospalos, Lautem district. These made it possible for the school to purchase a photocopier, computer, and a power generator. 

Overall these sums have amounted to more than £15,000 - of which £10k has been raised by (or comprises donations to) The Peter Trust.

In July this year (2006) the Secretary hopes to be able to visit East Timor again, with the particular aim of spending some time in the central mountain area of Turiscai.

There the local parish priest, Fr Luis Bonaparte, is confronted by one of the most impoverished communities in the whole territory. It is hoped to be able to establish direct links with the parish there, and with its associated schools and outposts. 

It is the remote rural areas in East Timor that have suffered the most over recent decades. They are also benefiting the least from the current development programmes of the national government - and from the support of the large international agencies. 

There the poverty of the people is at is most severe, and the need for urgent and appropriate support the greatest. 
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