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Recent Disbursements

The Peter Trust has received grateful acknowledgements from all the beneficiaries of recent disbursements. US$12,000 was distributed via the Trust agents in Dili during November, made possible by the generosity of our donors and the fund-raising efforts of our Trustees.

$1015 was provided to a small group of young mechanics in Dili to set up a motor repair shop. This is one of a sequence of small-scale income generation projects on Timor and the off-shore island of Atauro which have been supported by the Trust since it was first established in August 2000. There is very high unemployment in Dili and its environs so every project that reduces the number of young people out of work is an important contribution to general social order as well as benefiting the immediate recipients. 

$2091 was sent to an individual student Jeremias Baptista Gomes to enable him to gain admittance and tuition at the University in Kupang (West Timor) and begin studies for a bachelor degree in English. Jeremias has been a promising student at the faculty of teacher training and education at the University of Timor Leste, and previously had completed three years at the nursing academy in Dili. His intention is to contribute to the building up of health and education provision for his compatriots. These are priority areas in national development and it is important that East Timorese are able to take on such tasks as soon as possible. Jeremias acted as interpreter for the Peter Trust secretary in 2004 when he visited the various income generation projects being  supported by the Trust on Atauro island.

$1000 was transferred to the ALMA Sisters in Dili who are gradually developing their work for the physically disabled and traumatised. The social crisis which beset the capital city in April this year resulted in thousands of people having to live in camps in the grounds of churches and convents for many months - and revealed the hitherto unappreciated number of (especially young) disabled who had hitherto been hidden away within their family dwellings. The Peter Trust received photographs of many of the youngsters being attended by the Sisters along with their simple expressions of appreciation and descriptions of improvements in their health and mobility that had been achieved during the past year.

$1000 was passed on to Fr Luis Bonaparte, a priest of the Diocese of Dili, who has recently been put in charge of the remote parish of Turiscai, high in the central mountains. A priority for this very able and dedicated pastor is to restore the parish Primary School, and to establish a small Health Clinic to serve the needs of the surrounding villages. The Peter Trust was able to send this donation, because of the special efforts of children at Catholic Primary Schools in the Diocese of Leeds, initially in Rothwell and Skipton. 

$4020 was given to the Sisters of St Paul of Chartres who provide a Maternity and Children’s Clinic at Suai in the southern district of Covalima. These funds pay the salaries of two nurses and the wages of a driver who serve the needs of the people in five local villages reached by the ‘off-road’ mobile clinic. This support has been given annually by the Peter Trust for four years and is much appreciated by the people of Suai and in the outlying villages. Funds for the purchase of medicines have been provided during  this period via the Peter Trust by the Skipton and Keighley East Timor Support Group.

$3000 was provided for secondary school tuition fees of forty orphans from the mountain settlement of Soibada, and to meet the cost of their weekday accommodation in Manatutu on the north coast where the school is located. These orphans hail from all over the territory and are looked after by the Dominican Sisters who also run an orphanage in Dili (likewise supported in part by the Peter Trust)

Local Agents

The Peter Trustees are grateful for the work undertaken on their behalf in East Timor by two local ‘agents’ – Sr Carmen Pangilingan SPC and Rev Francisco Vasconcelho, a pastor of the Protestant Church. During the past year, until this month, Sr Carmen has been in the Philippines taking a much- needed period of rest and recuperation and Sr Bernardita Guhit SPC ably took on this additional task on her behalf. Rev ‘Sisco’ was badly affected by the social crisis in Dili – his own house was among those destroyed and he had to move to the coastal city of Baucau further to the east. He has recently resumed communication with the Trust secretary and has appealed for help in meeting the needs of the many orphans in that location! Hopefully, in the next transfer of funds the Peter Trust will be able to offer him some help.

An appeal is in the offing from the Principal of the high school in  Railaku, a small township in the hills to the immediate southwest of Dili. The Peter Trust has assisted previously with the tuition fees and dormitory costs of twenty students from the distant hill villages who are too far away to be day pupils but whose work record merits encouragement. There is 50% illiteracy among the East Timorese nationwide, but this percentage is higher in rural areas and amongst women and girls. If the people of this young nation (newly independent in May 2002, with two thirds of the population under 25 years of age) are going to be able to run their country in any way effectively then better education is absolutely essential. 

The current situation in Timor Leste

Although there has been progress in the restoration of social order since the last (Summer) issue of this Bulletin the situation remains very precarious. 

It seems that the conflict between the so-called loromonu (westerners) and lorosae (easterners) has subsided latterly, with all concerned realising the destructive nature of their opposition. Currently disturbances are largely the result of tensions between gangs of (mostly unemployed and frustrated) youths and young men. Some of these are affiliated to various martial arts groups introduced to East Timor during the time of Indonesian occupation. Others are the remnants of groups engaged in the Clandestine Resistance to Indonesian rule – or are simply the result of an adolescent need to ‘belong’. There are undoubtedly some criminal elements, and it also seems very likely that rivalries are being exploited by certain East Timorese with political ambitions (which include displacing the present Government).

The presence of UN Police is contributing to the restoration of order. International military personnel are gradually being reduced (currently numbering about 1000) while UNPOL have nearly attained the planned contingent of 1600. UNPOL are engaged in the scrutiny and training of applicants for a re-formed national police force (PNTL), and will remain for the duration of the electoral processes for President and Government. These processes are already underway and it is hoped that they will be satisfactorily completed by May 2007.

There are still tens of thousands of IDPs – internally displaced people camping in several locations within and nearby Dili. These people are unwilling to return home while security is uncertain (or they are without homes to return to). The national government has inaugurated a programme of assistance that includes the provision of simple dwellings, additional local policing, and financial help to returnees. This is being undertaken by teams of government officials, members of PNTL and F-FDTL (national military), and groups of young people working in co-operation. The onset of the rainy season (unusually delayed) makes it a matter of urgency to clear the camps in order to prevent the spread of disease.

Remarkably, the support of the international community is continuing. The UN has established a further mission – UNMIT - which has the aim of integrating and strengthening the work of essential national social institutions especially the civil service, the judiciary, and the security forces. Various UN agencies such as UNDP and UNICEF are continuing their work in the country. A UN Special Commission of Inquiry, requested by the national government, investigated the causes of the social conflict and presented its report. This made a number of recommendations, and called for further investigation of alleged criminal (or at least unconstitutional) activity by some of  the East Timorese leadership. The Report was criticised by the dominant Fretilin party for paying insufficient attention to political intrigues which the party allege were aimed at ousting the present government. 

Revenue from the Timor Sea mineral reserves have now reached $850 million and have been used to purchase US bonds so as to provide an ongoing income. Immediate plans for this income include the development of infrastructure – especially roads and power supply – and improvement of health and education provision,

Cuba has been particularly generous in the area of health. Over three hundred Cuban doctors are presently in East Timor, and two thousand scholarships have been offered to East Timorese students to study medicine in Cuba. Two hundred are already benefiting from these scholarships and are reported to be working conscientiously and to be making good progress. It is hoped that when all these places have been taken up and students have completed their training there will be one native doctor for every major village in East Timor – a ratio as high as any developed country. But that is still in the future – at present health needs remain basic and extensive.

Another positive feature is the recent graduation of fifty teachers trained at the college established three years ago in Baucau by the Marist Brothers. There is a need for qualified staff in about 750 primary schools and 200 secondary schools - so there is a long way to go yet before educational needs are properly met. International aid, and now some of the revenue from the mineral resources in the Timor Sea, have and will help in the restoration of school buildings (all of which were wrecked by the Indonesian military and their proxy militias in 1999) and the provision of material resources - but human resources remain in critically short supply. 

Fiscal reforms have been urged by the new Prime Minister, Nobel Peace Prize laureate Jose Ramos Horta. These include reducing or eliminating inappropriate taxes such as those on educational, industrial and agricultural equipment, and on public transport. It is hoped that this will act as a spur to activity and to job creation. Efforts are being made to facilitate foreign investment – while ensuring that East Timorese will be the principal beneficiaries from any industrial and commercial development. There is also the aim to improve customs administration. Regrettably there have been too many examples of corruption among officials, partly a consequence of such practices being widespread during the Indonesian occupation, but also because the desire to ‘get rich quick’ proved too strong for some East Timorese impatient for  improvement in the national standard of living.

Role of the Church

The local Catholic Church remains an institution of key importance in the building up of the nation. Its leaders (deservedly) enjoy the confidence of the great majority of the people with whom they are in close touch. Diocesan and Religious personnel serve the people devotedly – in material and social ways as well as spiritually. The Church has to get the balance right between exercising its legitimate role as moral critic of government policy and practice, while eschewing assertion of political power. This is not easily achieved and the government has in fact been critical of the ‘undue’ influence of the Church over the people. However, it is very clear that communication of government intentions and the ‘socialisation’ of its programmes depend in large measure upon the co-operation of the local Church. A positive partnership is very important. Moreover, the support of the Catholic Church internationally continues to be necessary – to maintain awareness of the continuing needs of the people of East Timor, and to encourage various governments and international institutions to continue their concern for this long-suffering people who remain the poorest in SE Asia and the fourth poorest in the world.
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