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The Current Situation





‘Confused’ is perhaps the best word to describe the present state of affairs. Indonesia seems confused about what to do with East Timor, and the people in that troubled land are unclear about what is being offered to them, and uncertain about their future. Many Indonesian migrants who have settled in East Timor, and some pro-Indonesian Timorese are leaving the territory. Around the world pro-East Timor activists, and leaders of governments and commerce, are all trying to make sense of what is going on and  guessing at what might happen in the short and longer term.





Autonomy?





President Habibie has offered the East Timorese a limited  local autonomy. This is a dramatic change in policy for Jakarta after two decades of refusal to give consideration to any such thing.


The offer seems quite generous: Timorese would have control over health, welfare and educational provision;  freedom to form their own political parties, adopt their own political process; and would be allowed to fly their own flag. They would continue to receive funding for ‘development’ from the Indonesian national government which would retain its control over foreign policy, defence, and the economy. Local leaders across the political spectrum share the view that the country could do with outside help for it to be rebuilt after years of damaging conflict. If the autonomy was to be ‘transitional’, leading in due course to an authentic plebiscite on East Timor’s political future there is a good chance it would be an acceptable proposition to the majority - perhaps all - of the people. But Jakarta will not countenance such a referendum and insists that for the Timorese to go along with the autonomy offer means that they will have to accept Indonesian sovereignty once and for all. However, no satisfactory means of consulting the people of East Timor as to their wishes in the matter has been devised as yet, and this is essential if the option is to have any chance of working out in practice. 


All unbiased observers agree that the autonomy offer, which is currently being detailed in a tri-partite dialogue between Indonesia, and Portugal under the auspices of the UN, will be rejected by most of the Timorese who have suffered too much for too long under Indonesian rule to have confidence in a happier future as one of its regional ‘Provinces’. 








Independence?





President Habibie, probably anticipating just such a rejection of local autonomy arrangements, has recently intimated that if this in fact happens then the East Timorese should be ‘given’ complete Independence by Indonesia’s supreme legislature, the Consultative Assembly, when it meets in August.


He has also said that he would like the East Timor issue resolved ‘by January 2000’. But he has no mandate to make such a decision, and he and his Golkar party may well be out of office after the national elections scheduled for June. The leaders of contending political parties in Indonesia do not share his views on how to resolve the East Timor issue. 


Besides, the East Timorese are hardly prepared to take full rein of their country’s affairs at such short notice and will need considerable support from the ‘international community’ in terms of both human and economic resources if they are to ‘make a go of it’. 





Military Manoeuvres





Meanwhile the numbers of Indonesian Military personnel in East Timor have been significantly increased, and they have been providing small-arms and perfunctory ‘training’ to those Timorese who can be bribed or intimidated into ‘defending’ the status quo. The belligerent activity of groups of these people have caused thousands of villagers to seek refuge within church premises in towns such as Suai and the capital, Dili.


Propagandists for continuing Indonesian sovereignty over East Timor point to such disorder (which is being deliberately provoked by elements within the Military) as ‘proof’ that a ‘civil war’ will result as soon as Indonesian control comes to an end. Such an instability, they warn, will be a threat to the welfare of neighbouring countries and to the regional investment and marketing interests of  Western governments and commerce.





Timor Leaders’ Appeal





East Timorese leaders who command the greatest respect and support among the people have been calling for the disarming of these civilian ‘militias’, withdrawal of Indonesian military forces, and a UN presence to maintain order and supervise an authentic referendum of the people’s will. 


Bishop Belo has said:


“There is no doubt about what is at the root of the problem. Trouble is being fomented by elements of the Military through manipulation of groups they have set up and which they control… Only through a plebiscite can we know who is for Indonesia and who is against Indonesia… Something is final only when the people say so…It is better to fight with diplomacy, with intelligence, with discussion, rather than with guns…It is time for a UN force to come here to prevent clashes and bloodshed….If independence is granted now, how can we reconcile the groups who favour and oppose integration [with Indonesia]”.





(Dili, Feb.4th 1999)





Draft Letters





Letters to your MP, MEP, to the Foreign Secretary Robin Cook, or to the Foreign Office, are needed at this critical time.





Ask that the British Government and the European Union urge the Government of Indonesia to take the following steps:





The immediate disarming and disbandment of civilian militias in East Timor and for a substantial reduction in the number of Indonesian troops present in the territory.


The inclusion of Resistance leader Xanana Gusmao, and Bishop Belo, in any negotiations concerning East Timor’s future status in the international community.





Allow regular and unrestricted access to East Timor to foreign journalists and for international human rights and development organisations.





The British Government and all member-states of the EU should also call on the UN…





As a matter of urgency to dispatch a monitoring force to East Timor to oversee the disbandment of the para-militaries and the reduction of Indonesian troops,  and to protect the population against human rights abuses. 





To determine the mechanism for, and supervise, an authentic plebiscite in East Timor to validate any option for ‘local autonomy’, ‘independence’, or any other feasible alternative.





Draft of a short letter to Derek Fatchett MP, Minister of State, Foreign & Commonwealth Office, Whitehall, London SW1.





Dear Sir,





I am concerned at the  violations of human rights which are occurring in East Timor as a consequence of the continuing presence in that territory of Indonesian Armed Forces who have further destabilised the situation recently by their organisation and  arming of civilian militias.


In order that the East Timor issue is resolved satisfactorily it is essential that there be a  process of popular consultation free from any manipulation. 


At this critical time it is vital that HM Government urge the Indonesian authorities to disarm and disband these militias and to fulfil the pledge they have already formally undertaken to reduce the number of their Armed Forces in the territory.


Please also give consideration to offering the services of monitors from the UK, whether this is part of an initiative by members of the EU or within the framework of the ongoing UN process.


In the event of East Timor achieving Independence from Indonesia it is clear that its people will need considerable assistance from outside to rebuild and develop their country. Hopefully HM Government is giving consideration as to how Britain might contribute towards whatever help is needed by the Timorese in terms of economic and human resources. 


Yours sincerely,





Public Action





TV Documentary 





Following the recent  transmission of John Pilger’s TV film ‘The Timor Conspiracy’ phone lines at the studios were inundated. An initial rush of 80,000 people tried to call the information line as soon as the number was shown on the screen, and people continued to call at a rate of 1400 per minute thereafter.





(For further information about campaigning for East Timor in Britain, Tel. 0181 985 1127  - British Coalition  for East Timor ).





Vigil at DESO





For many years a few Christian activists have been maintaining a vigil every Friday morning outside the offices of the Defence Export Services Organisation in Northumberland Avenue handing out leaflets to passers by and talking to DESO employees. A special effort is being made during Lent, especially on the 


Friday before Good Friday. 





(For details call Sam Perlo-Freeman at Campaign Against the Arms Trade (CAAT) - Christian Network. Tel. 0171 281 0297).





Bishop David Konstant


(RC Diocese of Leeds)


-The Church & the arms trade.





“The vast and lucrative international arms trade …causes intense suffering in many societies…existing conflicts have been made dramatically worse because of the easy availability of weapons on the international market…The Angola tragedy…Rwanda…


East Timor…are cases in which the arms trade has caused great suffering….


Catholic Social Teaching has long opposed unrestricted arms dealing…and the Church in England and Wales has over the years tried to put [these] principles into practice…the Church [in a submission to the Strategic Defence Review 1998] has pressed the Government to revise its sales policy especially towards Indonesia…The Church’s fundamental concern remains the principle that the protection of individual worth and dignity must take precedence over the pursuit of profit and self interest - profit should not determine policy…we are faced with a stark choice as Cardinal Hume recognised: ‘Either we invest in life and the future development of the people of the world, or we invest in death’.”





(Excerpts from ‘Working for Justice’, an article on the Church and the Arms Trade, in Briefing, Feb.10th 1999, p.24-5)





Catholic School links with BAe





Our Lady and St.John’s Catholic School in the Diocese of Salford is working with British Aerospace to produce a new aircraft for the millenium, as part of the government’s ‘Education Action Zones’ scheme. A spokesman for the Salford Diocese admitted there were ‘ethical concerns’ but said there were ‘no definite policies’. 





Nearby Stoneyhurst College, the Jesuit Public School, severed links with BAe a few years ago following a TV documentary on East Timor and the sale of Hawk aircraft to Indonesia.





Project Progress





A Report from the Group for the Education and Welfare of East Timorese thanks all who have made donations towards its work which has included….





Tuition, provision of transport, food and medicines, medical treatment for those suffering from torture, advocacy for those imprisoned, care of their families. Training is being set up for ET youth to teach in the elementary and high schools, and to act as peripatetic doctors. There has been a continual response to the urgent needs of Timorese at risk of imprisonment/torture/ disappearance, etc.





Comments and  Information





To: The Editor,


East Timor Update,


40 Park Lane,


Rothwell, Leeds LS26 0ES.
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