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The Current Situation


  


    What happens in East Timor during the next few weeks is of critical importance. 





     A local ‘Peace Accord’ was signed in the capital Dili on April 21st by representatives of opposing sides in the conflict, but the Timorese militias created, funded and  armed  by the Indonesian military (to protect their interests in the territory) continue to rampage at will throughout the country. Murders and mutilations have been carried out by these gangs on an almost daily basis. They have burned down houses and herded large numbers of villagers into closely supervised ‘camps’. Even churches and church workers have not escaped damage and abuse. The purpose of this aggression is clearly to intimidate the population to vote in favour of remaining within the Republic of  Indonesia when the opportunity is given in a ballot to be conducted under UN supervision on August 8th.  





UN Agreement, May 5th





    With UN Secretary General Kofi Annan, the Foreign Ministers of Portugal (Jaime Gama) and Indonesia (Ali Alatas) 


signed an Agreement in New York on May 5th . This sets in motion a process of consultation of the East Timorese people, to be supervised by the UN, and scheduled to culminate in the August ballot. On that occasion the people are to vote for or against an arrangement of ‘local autonomy’ offered by the Indonesian government. If they reject the offer then Indonesia has intimated that it will allow them to ‘decouple’ from the Republic and pursue national independence with United Nations help. 





    Most expert observers agree that the great majority of East Timorese would opt to reject ‘autonomy within Indonesia’ if they were free to do so  - but they are being subjected to a campaign of terror which is conducted by the militias  while being guided and resourced by the Indonesian military who have vested interests in maintaining their presence in the territory. 





Shortcomings of the New York Agreement.





    It is a major weakness of the Agreement that the security arrangements for the ‘consultation process’ have been entrusted to the Indonesian Armed Forces and Police (responsible for continual human rights violations in the territory since the invasion of December 1975 and through all the subsequent years of repressive and exploitative occupation).





    To encourage a peaceful environment for explaining the meaning of the autonomy proposal to the population (many of whom are illiterate), and to effect a fair ballot, the presence of an international contingent of (unarmed) police advisers and officers is being arranged. 





    This police contingent is in addition to the UN personnel who are to explain the process and procedure of the vote and its implications, present the content of the New York Agreement, describe the Indonesian offer of autonomy to the people, and monitor the whole process. 





    But the police are not likely to arrive in any strength until June, and will probably number less than three hundred. As there are about 470 villages in East Timor, a country the size of Wales, this force appears less than adequate for the task.





Xanana Gusmao not to be released before the ballot





     Meanwhile the Indonesian government is still refusing to release the leader of the East Timorese Resistance, Xanana Gusmao, currently under  house arrest in Jakarta, until after the ballot has been conducted. 


It is widely acknowledged internationally that Xanana’s presence would contribute to an atmosphere of restraint, and have a unifying effect upon the people. To deny him participation in the process has been compared to the (hypothetical situation) of the former government in Pretoria being unwilling to release Nelson Mandela to take part in the negotiations for the new political order in South Africa. 


    Regrettably the New York Agreement makes no mention of Gusmao.





Halting or postponing the Process is problematical





     If the violence continues the UN Secretary General has the power to halt the consultation process or postpone the ballot - but either eventuality would play into the hands of the Indonesian Military who wish the status quo to continue for as long as possible.





The Schedule for Consultation





10 May - 5 June:


Operational Planning


Deployment.


10 May - 5 August:


Public Information


Voter Education.


13 June - 17 July:


Preparation & Registration


18 July - 23 July:


Exhibition of lists


Decisions on challenges


20 July - 5 August:


Political Campaign


6 August - 7 August:


Cooling Off Period


8 August:


Polling Day





Public Action





   A ‘Strategy Day’ arranged by the British Coalition for East Timor (an umbrella organisation of solidarity and advocacy groups in the UK including CAFOD and the Catholic Institute for International Relations)  took place on May 8th at St. Mary’s Parish in Rothwell.





    Consideration was given to the current crisis, to the principles of the New York Agreement, to the need for dialogue and reconciliation, and to the increasing humanitarian needs of the East Timorese people.





    Reports on the situation in East Timor were given by Steve Alston (Cafod, South East Asia desk), and Tom Hyland (East Timor Solidarity Campaign, Ireland) - both recently in Timor.


    Informed commentary was given on the positive and negative aspects of the New York Agreement by Carmel Budiardjo (Tapol, the Indonesia Human Rights Campaign) and Arsenio  (a Timorese exile). Other young Timorese refugees were in the gathering along with representatives of a variety of national and local solidarity groups.





   The participants agreed that priorities for action should include:





Calling for the release of Xanana Gusmao to enable his participation in the consultation process.


Requiring the Indonesian authorities to disarm and disband the militia created and sustained by the Military.


Demanding the withdrawal or drastic reduction in numbers of the Indonesian Military in East Timor. (Currently there are at least  20,000 Indonesian troops in the small country [recent information  suggests double this number] in an overall population of  800,000. This is a ratio of 1:40 or even 1:20!)


Calling for the maximum number of UN monitors, and international police to assist with security arrangements.


Providing for the monitoring of the UN Monitors by volunteers from the international community who have expertise in the conduct of such consultative processes.


Encouraging high profile visits to East Timor by UK/EU government officials and church leaders, and also visits by nationally or internationally well- known people from the world of show business. 


      [ It is felt that the 


     presence of such


     foreigners might help to 


     reduce tension and 


     contribute towards a 


     a vote that is truly free].





The limits of ‘autonomy’





    In order to achieve an authentic plebiscite on August 8th - one which truly registers the feelings of the local people - it is important that every effort is made to disseminate adequate information about the meaning of ‘autonomy’, i.e. what in practice it would amount to.





    The Indonesian proposal gives control over Foreign Relations, Defence, and Finance to its central government in Jakarta.


Indonesia requires the continuing presence in East Timor of its Armed Forces. 





It expects that ‘strategic’ natural resources (such as the substantial oil deposits in the Timor Sea) shall continue to be exploited by Indonesia under the terms of its 1989 Treaty with Australia -  i.e. not to the direct benefit of East Timor or under any Timorese control.





 The Jakarta government will also have the right to levy taxes, and channel any foreign assistance to the territory of East Timor through its own central administration. Exercise of local government will be exercised in accordance with the Constitution of the Republic of Indonesia. 





   In effect the local government will have very limited powers, such as: 


Competence over local taxation; 


control of other ‘non-vital’ resources;


arrangement of  domestic loans.


It will not be able to restrict employment in any sector to native East Timorese. 


But it will continue to benefit from the ‘Development Budget’ allotted by central government to its ‘27th Province’. 





Dialogue and Reconciliation





    It is also necessary to try to promote dialogue between the contending parties in this dispute so that their hopes and fears are understood and addressed by each side. This is important whatever the outcome of the ballot will be as everyone will have to live with each other into the future.





    In the event of either an acceptance of the autonomy proposal, or its substantial rejection [as is expected, unless the intimidation is successful] it will be necessary to promote reconciliation between Timorese, and between East Timor and Indonesia. 





In all such efforts - communicating information; encouraging dialogue; promoting reconciliation -  the role of the local church, and indeed the church around the world, is of great importance.





Draft Letters





Letters to the Foreign Ministry, MPs, etc.





These should begin by acknowledging the effort made by the late Derek Fatchett MP (Leeds Central) who as Foreign office Minister recently visited East Timor, saw the tense situation at first hand, and was committed to ensuring a peaceful process and a fair ballot. His unexpected death is a real set back for the peace process in East Timor.





Any or all of Points 1-4 in the Strategy Day Action Priorities [above] could then be made, with an emphasis on the critical nature of the current situation in East Timor.





Letters to Church Leaders, etc.





Should  ask for their good offices to be brought to bear to encourage the governments of the UK/EU to do all they can to effect the spirit and letter of the UN Agreement of May 5th.





The potential of the Agreement for achieving a just settlement of this protracted conflict, which has caused such extensive suffering over so many years, should be maximised.





Church leaders might also be asked to give attention to:





The importance of the presence of foreigners (including clergy and religious) in East Timor as being supportive in the effort to calm tensions and reduce of violence; 





The need for keeping a close watch on events as they unfold in East Timor during the next few weeks, and upon the effectiveness of the UN monitoring of the process of consultation.





Project Progress





Meanwhile the humanitarian needs of the East Timorese people, both in the territory and elsewhere, have increased on account of the ‘terror campaign’ unleashed by the militias with the backing of the Indonesian military. 





Supplies of medicines, bandages, basic foodstuffs, etc. have been paid for, and some resources have also been put towards improving communications and provision of medical and welfare services. 





The principal co-ordinator of the project supported by readers of East Timor Update is currently in the territory assessing the situation at first hand and arranging whatever aid is possible.


Comments and  Information





Your comments and suggestions on this bulletin are welcome, as is further information which should be submitted to:


The Editor,


East Timor Update,


40 Park Lane,


Rothwell, Leeds LS26 0ES.


West Yorkshire.
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