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The Situation in East Timor

Since the last issue of this Bulletin there has been a drastic deterioration in the political and social situation in Timor Leste. The contributions made by well wishers to the Peter Trust have become even more important as once again the lives of the long-suffering people of East Timor have been thrown into disorder and confusion.

At the time of printing this Update about 130,000 people are camping out in the grounds of churches, convents and schools or are being cared for in the homes of relatives who already struggle to provide for their own families.

A great many houses and other properties in the capital city Dili have been burned to the ground, or severely damaged, and looted of anything valuable. Personnel of international governments and non-governmental agencies were air-lifted to safety during late May and early June and the advice given by all Foreign Office Travel departments was to ‘stay out of the country’. 

About 2000 military from Australia, New Zealand, and Malaysia together with a contingent of National Guard from Portugal are endeavouring to keep order while a transitional government is formed to manage the country. It is hoped that national elections can be organised with help from the United Nations. 

During the past three weeks the Defence Minister Roques Rodrigues, Interior Minister Rogerio Lobato and Prime Minister Mari Alkatiri have all resigned. The respected Foreign Minister and Nobel Peace Prize Laureate Jose Ramos Horta is currently heading up an effort to convene a temporary executive in collaboration with popular President Xanana Gusmao. 

The UN Security Council has pledged to assist in the process of re-establishing peace, strengthening the democratic process, and much-needed economic and social development. International humanitarian agencies are now present in the territory endeavouring to meet the urgent needs of the many displaced people. 

Causes of the Turmoil

This critical situation had been impending for a long time and is due to a number of factors.

Historically, the rugged terrain of East Timor gave rise to a number of regional communities each with their own language and traditional leaders. 

During the 350-year period of Portuguese colonial rule these distinctions were sustained and to some degree exploited by the colonists in order to exercise political and social control. 

This was also the case during the twenty-four years of Indonesian occupation (1975-99). During that often-brutal regime, although the great majority of Timorese sustained a courageous resistance – both armed and clandestine – many, especially in the Western regions, had to feign cooperation in order to survive. 

There were certainly some East Timorese who collaborated with the Indonesian occupiers - and profited thereby - but most of these fled the country after the UN supervised ballot in 1999 indicated that 80% of the people were in favour of independent nationhood. 

Nonetheless, there is (an unwarranted) perception on the part of ‘easterners’ (lorosae) that the ‘westerners’ (loromonu) were not as committed to the national Resistance, had benefited by cooperation with the occupier, and now hold a disproportionate influence over the development of the new nation. 

This misconception has festered and given rise to destructive conflict between the two groups in recent weeks, especially in the capital Dili.

Criminal elements have also capitalised on the prevailing disorder to loot abandoned or poorly protected properties, while others have seized the opportunity to ‘settle old debts’. 

Countless homes have been destroyed, including that of Peter Trust local agent pastor Francesco Vasconcelho - who set up projects for the poor (supported by the Trust in 2004) on Atauro island 20 miles north of Dili.

Issues within the Military

In February this year a simmering discontent within the newly-formed Armed Forces of East Timor F-FDTL began to be openly expressed. About 600 recruits from the Western regions complained that there was discrimination in pay arrangements and in promotion in favour of those from the Eastern districts. 

This complaint was first presented to the Military Commander Taur Matan Ruak (an ‘easterner’) but this brought no redress. The disaffected group, comprising a third of the total Force, then undertook a public demonstration in Dili to bring their situation before the Government. The eventual outcome was that they were dismissed from F-FDTL by the Prime Minister. 

A second public demonstration of these ‘petitioners’ provided an opportunity for numerous other residents of Dili, especially the many young unemployed, to express dissatisfaction with the Alkatiri Government. 

Regrettably, this took violent form with the destruction of property including homes, personal injury, and, as things got more out of hand, loss of at least 30 lives. 

Factions formed within the Armed Forces, and within the Police Force, which eventually disintegrated altogether. A significant number of weapons were somehow distributed among civilians – many of which have yet to be recovered.

Criticism of Government

Disaffection with the Government has been growing for some time. This is partly because the hoped-for economic gains of independence have not yet been forthcoming for the great majority of the people. It is also because the Government is regarded as being dominated by politicians who were in exile during the years of Indonesian occupation and who are considered to be out of touch with the people and their needs. 

Unable to gain control over the worsening situation, the Government requested help from the international community, in particular for armed forces from Australia, New Zealand, Malaysia and Portugal to re-establish order. This has now been largely achieved, but with difficulty - and the situation remains very precarious.

Conspiracy theories abound as to how and why the present disorder has come about. Australia, Indonesia, Portugal, the USA, have all been accused of (and have strongly denied) manipulation of the situation for their own interests. 

It is certainly the case that the UN, urged by Western powers (but also by the Timorese leadership), withdrew its administration of the territory too soon (in 2002) and did not adequately prepare the Timorese for self-government. But the main reasons are clear enough and are internal rather than external in nature.

Reasons for the current conflict

The East Timorese have never ever experienced democracy, and the institutions that enable its effective practice are still undeveloped and fragile. 

The role of the new military, F-FDTL, was not clearly defined and this gave rise to tensions between it and the civilian police force - which itself was inadequately trained for its task. 

The judiciary is particularly weak, in human as well as material resources. The organisations of civil society are in still in their infancy. 

Moreover, after a quarter of a century of brutal occupation in which every family witnessed gross violations of human rights and the premature death of its members, the East Timorese are a traumatised people. 

In practice this means that they are easily alarmed, and are distrustful of most politicians and figures of authority - other than the priests and religious, to whom they run whenever danger threatens, as now. 

Significantly, the majority of the population are under 21 years of age. And there is large-scale unemployment. This is because industry and commerce have yet to be developed, investment has been very limited, and income from the exploitation of oil and gas reserves has yet to impact upon the national economy and facilitate much-needed development. 

All this makes the harmonious ordering of society by ‘rule of law’ difficult.

What is going on now?

At the present time East Timorese leaders are endeavouring to rescue the situation by putting in place a transitional government which has popular support - until it is possible to hold full-scale national elections, already scheduled for 2007.

International armed forces will remain until such time as that process has been satisfactorily concluded. 

It is hoped that an international police contingent will be raised under UN auspices to take over the task of keeping civil order. 

The UN and other international institutions are expected to support the process of rebuilding the damaged State of Timor Leste – among them agencies of the Catholic Church, of other Christian denominations, and perhaps other world Faiths. 

The work of The Peter Trust

The contribution of the Peter Trust will continue to be important in giving support to small-scale projects among those in the greatest need. 

At the present time $10,000 has been lodged in the Trust account with ANZ in Dili for disbursal to those whom it can best help. 

One ‘positive’ outcome of the current situation is that the many disabled people, especially children, have become more in evidence. Previously they would often be hidden within their houses, but in the open encampments where 130,000 are now dwelling they have become very visible.

The support that the Peter Trust has sent recently to the ALMA Sisters who are dedicated to work with the disabled is proving to be especially valuable. 

The Sisters of St Paul of Chartres, and the Dominican Sisters, whom the Trust has been assisting for the last two years, are currently engaged in caring for these thousands of displaced people.

Visit postponed

The Peter Trust Secretary had been scheduled to visit East Timor during July, but this visit has had to be postponed as it would be impossible to achieve its objectives at the present time. Moreover it would be putting an additional burden upon those priests and religious who would have to make local arrangements – all of whom are wholly occupied in responding to the present crisis. 

Links with Turiscai

However, steps have been taken to develop parish and primary school links with the priest and people of Turiscai, a community dwelling in the central mountains, remote from the usual sources of support. 

Hopefully this contact will be firmly established before too long, as soon as it becomes possible to enter Timor Leste and to travel to the villages in the interior. 

In the meantime funds can be raised and moral support conveyed to this long-suffering people that they are in our hearts and minds, and that we will assist them as best we can and as soon as we can.

Donations can be sent to: The Treasurer, The Peter Trust, St Mary’s Presbytery, 40 Park Lane, Rothwell, Leeds LS26 0ES, West Yorks.
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