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The Current Situation





EAST TIMOR


Anniversary of liberation





A full year has now passed by since the East Timorese were given the opportunity to express their wishes as to their political status in a referendum organised and supervised by the UN. On August 30th 1999, 78.5% of the people voted to become an independent nation, while the remaining 21.5% were in favour of a special autonomy within the Indonesian Republic.





Devastation


This outcome was acknowledged by the international community and, in due course, also accepted by the Indonesian legislative assembly (MPR). But this acceptance did not come before East Timor had been ravaged by the pro-autonomy militias created and assisted by significant elements of the Indonesian Military (TNI) who wished East Timor to remain under their control. As these forces withdrew from the territory they committed many murders, and destroyed homes, churches, schools, hospitals and other public buildings along with their important archives, and much of the country’s infrastructure including essential transport and tele- communications links. With, or in advance of them, went most of East Timor’s civil servants, teachers, medical personnel and other professionals - who were mostly immigrant Indonesians who had originally moved there to benefit from advantageous rates of pay, social status,  and other perks.


   Although the East Timorese  are now at last free of Jakarta’s oppressive and exploitative rule, and are rejoicing in that fact, they remain a very impoverished people in a devastated country. 





Insecurity


Nor is their security yet assured. Although their homeland is currently under the protection of the UN Peacekeeping Force (PKF), these troops may well withdraw when the UN Transitional Administration in East Timor (UNTAET) - which is currently running the country in partnership with East Timorese leaders - hands over to an elected government in 2001 or 2002. Furthermore, those living in the region which borders with (Indonesian) West Timor are still being intimidated by regular incursions from bands of militias who are evidently being armed and trained by TNI and have bases in West Timor territory. The greater part of the PKF forces are deployed in this vulnerable region (currently soldiers from Australia and New Zealand) but the border is long and the rugged topography makes complete control and surveillance difficult. 





Rebuilding


Progress in rebuilding has been slow. This is partly due to the poor (and damaged) roads, to the lack of professional and management skills among the East Timorese (denied such opportunities under Indonesian rule), and to the continuing lack of adequate funds for the necessary works. Generous pledges were made by various members of the regional and international community but many of these promises have yet to be fulfilled. As a result, unemployment remains very high, health provision very poor, and education from primary to tertiary level is only very gradually and partially being restored. 


There has been some tension between the local people and the UN and non-governmental agencies who have been guiding the restoration process. There is also some criticism of the fact that Australian entrepreneurs especially from the Northern Territory have been quick to exploit the situation to their own (rather than to Timorese) advantage by facilitating the provision of transport, equipment, material supplies of all kinds, and other important services. 





Partnership


From the outset UNTAET endeavoured to engage the East Timorese leaders in the process of rebuilding their nation and latterly a new forum of consultation -  the National Consultative Council (NCC) - has been established to ensure that there is real partnership in the administration and forward planning from national to district level. The umbrella organisation of the Resistance (CNRT) has also reformed itself to be inclusive of all shades of opinion within the East Timorese community and to embrace the new political parties which have emerged during the months since Indonesian withdrawal. At its recent Congress (Aug. 21-29th) the CNRT democratically elected its President (Xanana Gusmao), and Vice Presidents (Nobel Laureate Jose Ramos Horta, and Mario Carrascaleo - a former governor during the  Indonesian regime). It is this body which currently represents the East Timorese in their dealings with UNTAET Chief Administrator Sergio Vieira de Mello and his international staff. 


Co-operation has always been sought, at times has proved difficult, but has begun to lay solid  foundations for the future independent nation: an agreed currency and language, a judiciary, a civil service, a police force, arrangements for teacher training, and provision for  national defence. This last is being prepared according to a prescription developed by experts from Kings College, London and will engage the experience and expertise of some of the former armed resistance fighters Falintil who are already being deployed as guides and scouts by PKF in the dangerous border zone. In effect the UN has been involved in helping to build a nation state from scratch, with an insufficient budget, and working with a traumatised  and unprovided people.





Anniversaries


The first anniversary of the ballot which led to East Timor’s ‘uncoupling’ from Indonesia was celebrated as Liberation Day on August 30th. Events focused on a Mass in the Cathedral at which Bishop Belo called on the people to help rebuild the nation and never to forget ‘those who died helping us achieve our liberty’. He also invited the more than 4000 participants to ‘thank God for allowing us to participate in the process of liberating East Timor’. ‘We must not seek vengeance, he said, ‘rather we must work for mercy in the seeking of justice’. He called for a process of reconciliation ‘where each person seeks forgiveness and gives forgiveness’. ‘We are a Catholic people who must never forget that every person deserves dignity’, he said.


   After the Mass the congregation processed to the Santa Cruz cemetery, the scene of one of the many atrocities perpetrated by the Indonesian Military during their twenty four years  repressive occupation of East Timor. At the cemetery Fr.Francisco Barreto, director of CAFOD’s local partner Caritas East Timor, invited the participants to lay flowers and wreaths at a memorial ‘to the victims whom we could not bury’. ‘All of East Timor is a big cemetery’ he told Catholic News Service (USA). 


   A few days later, on September 6th, another sad memorial service took place in the south coast town of Suai where, a year ago, the Parish Priest, Fr.Hilario Madeira and two assistant priests Fr.Francisco Soares and Fr.Tarcisius Dewanto (an Indonesian) were brutally murdered in the grounds of their church and in front of the people they were trying - in vain - to protect from the violent militias. Bishop Belo said: ‘There are no special qualifications for being a priest. These were ordinary men who served the people, and chose to die among them’. He reminded people of their obligation ‘to build an independent East Timor - the only way to honour these martyrs’.


   In Maliana, near the border with West Timor, Fr.Sancho Amaral celebrated a Memorial Mass for the men, women and children massacred on September 9th last year outside the Indonesian police station. In his homily he declared: ‘The people who died prepared the way for us, for independence, just the way Christ died on the cross for our freedom’. 





Priests help re-integrate militias


The militias created by TNI were a mix of professional Indonesian military personnel acting incognito, hired thugs from West Timor and elsewhere in Indonesia, a number of East Timorese collaborators with the regime, and (mostly) poor native peasants who were intimidated into joining by threats to their own (or their families’) lives.


This last group are now wanting to return to their homes but are fearful for their safety. Catholic priests have been engaged by UNTAET forces to help reintegrate repentant militia members into East Timorese society. Leaflets have been air-dropped inviting militias to contact the local church where the priest will then act as a link person with the PKF commanders.


   


Belo doubts readiness for independence


Speaking from Dili on Sept.4th, Bishop Belo expressed his personal view that 2001is too early for East Timor’s independence. ‘There are great delays in building the infrastructures. We do not yet have a Constitution. We do not have the financial side properly in place, nor the economic system. Above all there is the security situation on the border. Independence is a good thing, but it is necessary to think it through and plan it properly. We should wait for another two, or two and a half years’.





Reconciliation requires justice


Bishop Belo also urged that ‘mechanisms should be in place to prevent future violations of human rights, - which include the trial of those involved in the more major crimes of murder and rape. Also the victims should receive proper compensation. Only then can reconciliation be considered complete’. 





The Foundation for Law, Human Rights, and Justice Yayasan Hak, whose premises in Dili were besieged and whose officers were sought out for assassination by the militias last year, have also urged that all the perpetrators of violence be exposed and their victims compensated -‘not only for the sake of the future East Timor’, but for the establishment of justice elsewhere in the world. Liberation Day in East Timor coincided with International Day for the Disappeared and Yayasan Hak called on ‘leaders of the world to stop human rights violations, particularly forced disappearances in their own countries, and to convince other leaders to follow suit’. 





Tribunal


The international community urged that a tribunal be established to deal justly with the perpetrators of last year’s terrible violence. This is still a possibility but at present Indonesia itself has been given the opportunity to determine a list of those responsible and to try them according to its own law and in its own courts. In fact a special tribunal has been set up to undertake this task and nineteen military and civilian personnel have been summoned to appear before it. This can only be a beginning as many more, and more senior officials than those included in the 19 listed, were certainly involved. The Indonesian preliminary investigations met with the approval of the international community but this is regarded as only a promising start. The possibility of an international tribunal remains if justice is not done and seen to be done. The East Timorese have very little confidence that it will be.





WEST TIMOR





One reason for this doubtful attitude is that the people of East Timor have 24 years experience of the impunity of the Indonesian Armed Forces despite the many atrocities committed by them. 


Another is that around one hundred thousand East Timorese are still languishing in squalid camps in West Timor where they were forcibly evacuated by TNI to ‘protect’ them from the marauding militias. In fact these very militias are present in the camps intimidating the people and preventing them from choosing freely to return home. The militias are receiving training from certain elements of TNI who are also providing them with modern automatic weaponry. They have murdered several pro-independence East Timorese refugees, and have also threatened and abused members of international agencies who are in West Timor helping to provide for the refugees’  needs.


 


Murders of UNHCR staff


The most recent outrage was the deliberate and brutal killing by militias of three staff of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in the West Timor border town of Atambua on Sept 6th. Other staffers managed to escape the organised gang that attacked the offices  but as a consequence all UN and other international agencies both governmental and non-governmental (NGOs) have withdrawn their staff (over 400) from West Timor. The UN, and national or regional governments around the world including the UK and EU have condemned these murders. An alarming outcome of the withdrawal of international personnel is that the East Timorese refugees are now utterly dependent upon the  Indonesian administration for their safety and welfare, an administration which seems incapable or unwilling to deal with the militia monster which TNI created during 1999 to effect a pro-autonomy vote.





ACTION 





Directors of leading NGOs in the UK including CAFOD and the Catholic Institute for International Relations (CIIR) have urged that pledges made by donor countries to UNTAET trust funds should be honoured, and that the perpetrators of war crimes must be brought to justice according to international standards. 





Arms Sales embargo


The murders of UNHCR personnel has also brought about a concerted effort among NGOs in Britain and Europe to have the previous UK and EU embargoes on arms sales to Indonesia imposed again until the murderers have been brought to justice (along with the other assassins and rapists in TNI and its proxy militias). The UK and EU embargoes had been imposed during the dreadful violence in East Timor in September 1999 but were lifted earlier this year in order ‘to give moral support to democratically- elected Indonesian president Abdurachman Wahid’ in his effort to establish civilian control within the Indonesian government administration. But it is now very evident that elements within the TNI are seeking to undermine Wahid’s authority by destabilising the country through the promotion of civil conflict all around it. Strife has been provoked  in the Moluccas (‘Spice Islands’) and in West Papua as well as in West Timor, Sulawesi, and other parts of the widespread archipelago. For this reason political analysts with specialist knowledge of Indonesia and its entrenched and powerful armed forces now argue that only the withholding of supplies of military equipment to TNI will enable political leaders in Jakarta to bring the military under the desired civilian control. 





Economic Sanctions


Other sanctions are also possible. 


The World Bank has intimated that its next tranche of aid to Indonesia may be dependent upon due security being established in West Timor so that international agencies can safely pursue their humanitarian work there for sake of the refugees.


Xanana Gusmao has urged that the meeting of the Consultative Group on Indonesia (CGI) scheduled for mid-October be postponed until Jakarta has disarmed, disbanded and dispersed the militias. (The CGI, a group comprising a number of donor nations, the World Bank, and Asian Development Bank, had approved $5.6 billion in loans to Jakarta earlier this year to prop-up Indonesia’s crisis-ridden economy). 





Letters


Readers of East Timor Update are therefore encouraged to write to UK and EU political leaders, and to World Bank


president James Wolfensohn, urging the withholding of military supplies and aid disbursements pending the safe return home of all East Timorese refugees in West Timor and the prosecution of the perpetrators of violence in accordance with international legal standards.





CHURCH HELPS NEEDY





Meanwhile the Church in East and West Timor continues its struggle to provide for the needs of the impoverished local people, and the refugees. 





Provision of Funds


Funds donated via East Timor Update have gone directly to the Diocesan Offices in Atambua, to Religious Congregations working with communities in East Timor, and to the Justice and Peace Offices of the Indonesian Bishop’s Conference in Jakarta (where help is disbursed to help East Timorese people struggling to survive as forced exiles elsewhere in the archipelago, or to assist their return home).





Charitable Trust Fund


A Charitable Trust (‘The Peter Trust’ - Provision for East Timorese Education, Welfare and Relief) has been established. If so specified donations may legitimately be disbursed for the benefit of others (besides E.Timorese) who are suffering from the  conflicts in Indonesia. Donations to be made to:


The Peter Trust, c/o St. Mary’s Presbytery, 40 Park Lane, Rothwell, Leeds LS26 0ES.
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