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A poor nation wants to improve its lot using natural re-
sources. But rich Australia won't let it, writes Mari Alkatiri. 

The talks in Dili last week between the governments of East 
Timor and Australia were aimed at finding a way to resolve our 
overlapping maritime boundary claims in the Timor Sea, which in 
turn would create the environment for the Greater Sunrise oil 
and gas field to be developed. 

There is political will on our side to achieve a just settlement 
that allows development to proceed. During these exploratory 
sessions, we put a number of possible means of resource shar-
ing on the table for discussion. Unfortunately, we were told cate-
gorically that none of these could be contemplated. 

We were talking about East Timorese participation in the de-
velopment of the disputed resources. The Australians, unfortu-
nately, only wanted to talk about money. 

The stakes are high for both nations, but it is fair to say these 
talks were of vital importance to a country that after 24 years of 
brutal occupation has no industry and most of whose people are 
desperately poor and live a semi-subsistence lifestyle. 

Greater Sunrise is much closer to East Timor than to Australia, 
but we stand to gain only 18 per cent of the "upstream" royalty 
and tax revenue, and nothing from the "downstream" revenues, 
in particular the onshore processing should the gas be piped to 
Darwin.  

Under the interim arrangements negotiated for the Bayu-
Undan field, we receive a much fairer 90 per cent of the revenue 
from oil and gas from the field, but we get nothing from the on-
shore processing. A 500-kilometre pipeline and an LNG plant in 
Darwin are being built. 

As ABC TV's Four Corners said earlier this year, Darwin is 
booming as a result of the thousands of jobs created by the 
plant's construction phase, and the Northern Territory's march 
towards statehood is being propelled by Timor Sea gas. 

Processing the Greater Sunrise gas in Darwin would lead to an 
even more lopsided distribution of benefits. One Australian Gov-
ernment estimate put the economic benefit to the Darwin region 
of about 100,000 people at $22 billion. 

In last week's talks, we were willing to defer our right to the 
delimitation of a maritime boundary - which is inextricably part of 
our right to self-determination - and opt for a solution that ad-
dresses Australia's concerns and delivers justice, fairness and 
economic development for our people. 

This solution could be based on resource sharing along similar 
lines to the Timor Sea Treaty, rather than a permanent bound-
ary. This was a major concession on our part, because under a 
permanent boundary we might treble the revenue that we are 
projected to earn under the interim Timor Sea Treaty. 

In seeking this solution, we are not simply looking for the Aus-
tralian Government to write a cheque or to hand out quasi-aid for 
an extended period. We want an outcome that underpins our 
national development. 

One element of a fair settlement that should be given full con-

sideration is to pipe the 
Greater Sunrise gas the much 
shorter distance to a process-
ing plant on East Timor's 
shores. Woodside estimates 
the distance to East Timor at 
150 kilometres, compared with 
500 kilometres to Australia, 
and technology is no longer an 
impediment. 
We asked the Sunrise partners 
to study this option in detail 
earlier this year. In so doing we 
were exercising the regulatory 
power that is enshrined in the 
Timor Sea Treaty. The Austra-
lian Government, in seeking to 
find a solution, is able to exer-
cise the same power. 
An East Timor pipeline and 

LNG plant have been on the table since the meeting between 
our foreign ministers on August 11 that focused on "resource 
sharing" to resolve the dispute. Such an outcome would mean 
much more than more revenue. It would mean that in resolving 
the Timor Sea dispute we would be finding a fair means of shar-
ing the upstream revenue as well as the downstream benefits, 
including processing. 

The dispute would be resolved in a way that spearheads the 
economic development of this new nation. The construction 
phase alone would help to create thousands of jobs, plus new 
businesses. 

It is perfectly reasonable for the government of one of the 
world's poorest nations to seek an outcome that directly tackles 
its great need for economic development. Darwin already has 
one LNG plant to process gas from the Timor Sea, which is why 
one fair outcome would be to put the second LNG plant in East 
Timor. 

I also believe it is imperative that a Timorese entity be allowed 
to participate in the exploration and exploitation of present and 
future resources. 

East Timor remains willing to find a solution to our maritime 
boundary claims that accommodates the Australian concerns, 
but we cannot accept a solution that jeopardises our sovereign 
rights over resources. 

Although we are disappointed with the outcome of last week's 
talks, East Timor remains willing to reach a solution to the Timor 
Sea dispute. 

East Timor and Australia are neighbours. We cannot stop ne-
gotiating. 

 
Mari Alkatiri is the Prime Minister of East Timor 
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All East Timor seeks is a fair go 
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On 20 May 2002 East Timor, or Timor-Leste, 
became an independent nation state, the 191st 
member of the United Nations, after voting over-
whelmingly in 1999 to reject an offer of greater 
autonomy within the nation of Indonesia. More 
than 98% of East Timor’s adult population had 
registered to vote and, in the face of the murder-
ous intimidation of armed militias, and political 
pressure from governments like Australia to ac-
cept Indonesia’s offer of autonomy, nearly 80% 
voted for the cause of independence. The long 
struggle for independence was vindicated. Over 
the 25 years of Indonesian occupation, the inter-
national campaign for independence never gave 
in to the subjugation of a people through armed 
conquest; unlike successive Australian govern-
ments.   

Australia’s role, from 1975 until 1999, was 
shameful. The Coalition Government represents 
itself as the champion of the cause of independ-
ence in 1999. It was not. Its support for a vote 
was disingenuous. It not only expressed its hope 
that the East Timorese would accept Indonesia’s 
offer of autonomy, it claimed that to do so would 
give them time to prepare for possible independ-
ence in the future. The Australian Government 
made this false claim in the full knowledge that 
President Habibe had made it clear that a vote for 
autonomy would confirm East Timor’s status as 
a Province of Indonesia, removing once and for 
all the option of independence. 

That the occasion of the vote in 1999 was ac-
companied by an orgy of organised violence, and 
destruction of the rudimentary physical and so-
cial infrastructure that had been allowed to de-
velop under Indonesian occupation, was just the 
last in a long list of failures by the international 
community. Every NGO, aid worker, church 
volunteer, journalist and local leader, let alone 
Australian intelligence, warned the international 
community about the violence that was brewing; 
about what would be unleashed; about how the 
Indonesian ‘security forces’  were training and 
arming militias in every one of East Timor’s 13 
administrative districts. So much loss of life and 
destruction was avoidable. This new nation was 
made to pay a terrible price for its independence, 
a final act of bastardry.  

Freedom is not priceless, and neither does 
independence guarantee a people its freedom 
from poverty. But it gives them a chance to de-
cide for themselves how they are going to con-
front the many challenges they face.  

Nineteen ninety nine was ‘Year Zero’  for East 
Timor. Expectations were high, once the interna-
tional community led by Australia had intervened 
to stop the violence, but not unrealistically so. 
Economic development and paved roads and jobs 
and education and health care would come, but 
they would take a while. People can engage in a 
lively political process by joining one of the 10 
parties represented in the 88 member Parlamento 
Nacional, the National Parliament – Fretilin won 
57.3% of the vote in the August 2001 elections 
and has 55 seats. The next largest party is the 
Democratic Party, with 8.72% of the vote and 7 
seats. Or they can participate in East Timor’s 
rapidly emerging civil society; say working as a 
volunteer for Laó Hamutuk, or ‘Walking To-
gether’ , an East Timorese NGO. 

Jonathan Head, the BBC journalist who has 
visited East Timor many times, and was there in 

1999, returned in September this year. He cap-
tures the intangible things that East Timor has 
gained, the things not captured by bean counters 
and number crunchers. He asks: ‘What do people 
have a right to expect 5 years after’  the vote? He 
remains astonished at how poor East Timor is, 
which underlines the enormity of the task before 
the fledgling, inexperienced government of 
Prime Minister Mari Alkatiri. More than 70% of 
East Timor’s infrastructure was laid waste in 
1999 and reconstruction is yet to be completed, 
let alone major new projects begun. New health 
and education systems have to be established. 
Much of what the Indonesians had provided was 
largely to service the Javanese settler elite and 
civil service, and their East Timorese supporters. 
Health and education largely ceased in the period 
before 1999 as the Indonesians in East Timor 
packed up and left. In 1995, after 20 years of 
Indonesian ‘development assistance’ , only 428 
kms of East Timor’s 3,800 kms road network 
was paved. Most of what was paved was not to 
facilitate transport between civilian centres, for 
the benefit of their populations, but to aid the 
Indonesian military’s efforts in its fight against 
the resistance. The estimated unemployment rate 
among East Timorese in 1994 was 50 %. 

East Timor’s total budget in 2003/04 was only 
$74m. 

Jonathan Head noticed these things and much 
more. ‘Few people here can afford electricity or 
health care. But the astonishing thing’ , he no-
ticed, ‘ is that they do not mind being even more 
abjectly poor than they were under the Indone-
sians’ . Now, people probably do mind being 
abjectly poor, but two things stood out for him. 
First, ‘…this does finally look like a real country, 
with its own functioning government, and with 
many of the modest, Portuguese buildings re-
stored to what little colonial glory they had.’  
Secondly, ‘ [p]eople here, everywhere, still take 
such heart-warming pride in their historic 
achievement five years ago.’  ‘ [A]sk anyone 
whether it was worth it and they all answer with 
a resounding “yes” .’  Finally, he noticed some-
thing else:  

And there is something else that hits me every 
time I come back. It is the families laughing 
and playing on the beach in Dili or eating 
grilled fish from roadside stalls… We never 
saw that in the days of Indonesian rule… In-
stead what we used to feel – taste almost – 
without anyone talking to us… was fear. That 
has been lifted and it is something the East 
Timorese are still enormously grateful for. 
Even now, five years on.  
Perhaps freedom from fear is priceless. 
East Timor ranks 158 on the United Nations 

‘Human Development Index’ . It is above 
Rwanda and below Eritrea. All the countries 
below East Timor are African states. East Timor 
is ranked last – no. 177 – on GDP per capita. 
About 40% of the population lives below the 
poverty line, which is set at US55 cents a day. 
75% of the population lives in rural areas, many 
relying on subsistence agriculture. Malnutrition 
is a problem, with nearly 50 % of children under 
five underweight. This has significant long term 
implications, as it affects everything from health 
to a child’s ability to learn at school. Illiteracy 
among adults is around 50%, but probably the 
biggest challenge is providing job opportunities 

for East Timor’s youth. 55% of the population is 
under 15, and unemployment  among the young 
is estimated to be 43%. 

East Timor’s population is actually larger than 
earlier estimates. The first national census shows 
(depending on the source) a population of either 
1,019,253 or 925,000, higher than the expected 
800,000. And it is growing at 2.11% per annum, 
one of the fastest rates in the world. It has in-
creased by 17.5% since 2001, prompting the 
United Nations Population Fund to warn about 
the added strain that could be placed on the coun-
try’s resources, especially when there are im-
provements in child mortality rates and life ex-
pectancy, which is about 57 according to most 
sources, though the United Nations Development 
Program puts it at just under 50. 

GDP  is only about US$500m and GDP per 
capita US$497. And East Timor relies on foreign 
aid, with  45% of the 2003/04 budget coming 
from that source. 23% only is from domestic 
sources, with the remainder coming  from Timor 
Sea revenue. Though East Timor will rely on 
Overseas Direct Aid for the foreseeable future, 
the Government has made the difficult decision 
not to become ‘aid dependent’ . Already, it is 
weening itself off the international community 
with a significant reduction in its presence during 
2003. This reduction was responsible largely for 
a 2% contraction of the economy, after growth of 
2% per annum, and some dissatisfaction among 
the urban population in particular.  

The Government is fiscally conservative. It has 
delivered balanced budgets  with the help of 
foreign aid and by reducing expenditure, though 
deficits are planned for the next 4 years, as de-
mand for economic reconstruction and develop-
ment will see expenditure increase at a faster rate 
than income. The medium term strategy  is to 
crank up the revenue from the Timor Sea, but 
herein lies East Timor’s biggest political and 
economic hurdle – the Australian Government. 

Oxfam Community Aid Abroad, in its May 
2004 report, Two years on… What Future for an 
Independent East Timor? argues that, with cur-
rent arrangements in place for revenue sharing, 
East Timor will be able to sustain an annual ex-
penditure of US$100m, which is well short of its 
needs. If the maritime boundary is re-drawn more 
fairly, then annual expenditures of US$300m, 
four times the current budget, become feasible. It 
is estimated that East Timor is loosing US$1m in 
revenue per day. 

The problem is that in 1972 Australia and In-
donesia signed an agreement which allowed Aus-
tralia to define the boundary at the end of the 
continental shelf. East Timor argues that under 
the Law of the Sea, to which Australia is a signa-
tory, the boundary between two maritime territo-
ries, when there is less than 400kms between 
them, is the median line; that is, half way. If the 
boundary is drawn half way, then most of the oil 
and gas fields are on the East Timor side of the 
boundary. Currently Australia has access to more 
than two thirds of the East Timor Sea and all of 
the lucrative fields. The potential loss for East 
Timor is US$10b over three decades. 

The Australian Government refuses to have the 
dispute arbitrated by the International Tribunal 
for the Law of the Sea and continues to exploit  
fields that potentially belong to East Timor.  

Surely, Australia has an ethical obligation to 
help out a territory where Australia’s relationship 
with Indonesia over twenty five years contrib-
uted so much pain and suffering. Why not let the 
International Tribunal arbitrate? 

 
Dr Michael Sullivan lectures in politics and 

international studies at Flinders University 

Nation Building in EAST TIMOR 
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MICHAEL SULLIVAN 
Paper presented to Campaign CAAfé Panel  Discussion, 21 October 2004. (Abridged –full version available on our web site) 



 

Oil and gas investment 
Portugal's state-owned oil company GALP is looking at in-

vestment opportunities in East Timor. This could include a 
network of petrol stations and some investment in offshore oil 
& gas exploration. GALP has operations in several former 
Portuguese colonies. 
 

No ties with Kopassus: new Australian report 
A report issued this month by the Strategic and Defence 

Studies Centre at the Australian National University (ANU) 
says Kopassus (Indonesian army special forces) has a seri-
ous history of human rights abuses by any standards, includ-
ing Indonesia's. Australian-Indonesian defence ties grew dur-
ing the 1980s & 1990s, mainly between Kopassus and our 
Special Air Service Regiment (SASR). These ties ended 
when Australia led the international force into East Timor in 
1999. Defence Minister Hill now wants to renew these links. 
He says that Kopassus & its counter-terrorism arm, Detach-
ment 81, would get the task of rescuing Australians caught in 
any hijack in Indonesia. 

The ANU report's author, Deakin University academic Da-
mien Kingsbury, says Kopassus' counter-terrorism record is 
poor. It has mounted 3 hostage rescue missions, & 2 of them 
failed. Kopassus is also linked to terrorist groups Laskar Ji-
had and Jemaah Islamiah (JI). It did nothing to prevent these 
groups operating. JI was responsible for the Bali bombing. 
Even Dr. Alan Dupont, who supports renewed ties, admits 
that Kopassus stands accused of banditry, warlordism, illicit 
logging, contract killing & drug-running. Dr. Kingsbury says 
that any further security cooperation should be done with In-
donesian police, with whom Australia worked closely & suc-
cessfully after the Bali bombing. 
 

Abilio acquitted—only Eurico left 
Indonesia's Supreme Court has acquitted former East 

Timor governor Abilio Soares this month. Abilio was the only 
official jailed for the 1999 atrocities in East Timor. All of the 
military and police defendants had earlier been acquitted. 17 
of the 18 men tried by Indonesia's human rights court have 
now been found not guilty. Only former militia leader Eurico 
Guterres has been found guilty - he is now free pending ap-
peal. Abilio had been found guilty of failing to stop the church 
massacre in Liquica in April 1999; at least 22 people died. 
The Supreme Court found that East Timor was under military 
rule at the time, so Governor Soares could have done little to 
stop the massacre. His acquittal raises questions as to who 
can be held responsible for the 1999 violence which killed 
1,000 people, drove 200,000 more into West Timor, & de-
stroyed 80% of East Timor's buildings and infrastructure. 

Indonesia's Foreign Minister Hassan Wirayuda said that the 
verdict would renew criticism of the courts. "We will see the 
possibility for all those cases to be again reviewed", he said. 
Criminal law expert at University of Indonesia Rudy Mukan-
tarjo said the verdict may "endanger Indonesia's position in 
the international community". London's Financial Times said 
that the officers of Indonesia's army "remain largely unac-
countable for its actions". 
 

But Indonesia nominates itself 
The Indonesian government has nominated itself to be 

head of the UN Human Rights Commission next year, and to 
be a permanent member of the Security Council. It is consid-
ered to be the turn of an Asian country to head the HRC. In-
dia and Pakistan have nominated themselves, but they are 
locked in dispute over Kashmir, so they are not considered 
likely to get the position. The UN is in a dilemma. There are 
many human rights cases unresolved in Indonesia. Human 
rights NGOs nominated especially the 1999 East Timor vio-

lence, the 1984 Tanjung Priok massacre in Jakarta & recent 
and ongoing abuses in West Papua & Aceh. Some NGOs 
support the nomination, saying this would force the govern-
ment to clean up its act. They also pointed out that few, if 
any, Asian countries have good human rights records. At a 
Jakarta press conference on October 28th, the NGO Forum 
said the Security Council nomination was presumptuous & 
unrealistic, but they said the HRC nomination was realistic 
and could improve human rights in Indonesia. 
 

Coffee giant launches Timor product  
GLOBAL giant Starbucks has chosen Australia to launch a 

new coffee. 
By buying Timor Lorosa'e, coffee drinkers will be giving di-

rect help to East Timorese farmers. 
"East Timor is very near and dear and very special to Aus-

tralians," Starbucks' Scott McMartin said. "The countries are 
in close proximity and Australians have watched the strug-
gles of the East Timorese." After a year, the coffee will go on 
sale worldwide. 

Starbucks has been working with East Timorese growers 
since the early 1990s and now has contracts with approxi-
mately 15,000 farmers. 

The contracts are part of a fair trade plan with each 
grower—whose farms are an average 1.5ha—paid a guaran-
teed price with a long-term contract. 

"The program guarantees a certain price to small coffee 
farmers," Mr McMartin said. "Let's be very frank about it, the 
coffee world has seen historically low prices over the past 
four years." 
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 � Order your East Timor Calendar 
for 2005 from AETFA-SA 

AETFA-SA are taking orders for Calendars produced 
by the Carmelite East Timor Mission. Profits from the 
sale of calendars support the work of the Carmelites in 
17 villages in East Timor, and AETFA-SA funds to sup-
port Education in East Timor. 

 
Please ring Don 
on 8371 0528 to 
place your order. 

 

$10 
each 



 

Annual Dinner Postponed! 

*  Saturday, 27th November, 6:30pm  

EAST TIMOR Independence Dinner 
We regret to inform that this event 
has been Postponed!  

Our keynote speaker, Consul General Abel Gutterres, 
will not be able to attend. In light of this and the busy 
schedule of committee members and friends of East 
Timor at this time of year, the AETFA(SA) committee 
has decided to postpone our annual dinner/celebration 
till May 2005 (around the time of East Timor©s new In-
dependence day - 20th May).  

In the meantime there will still be other activities to 
raise funds and promote the interests and rights of the 
East Timorese people (see below).  
 

*  Wednesday, 24 November, 5:45pm 

Australian Institute of International Affairs - 
lecture presentation  

Dr Michael Sullivan 
(Lecturer, School of Political & International Studies, Flin-

ders University & Patron AETFA-SA) 

Australia's "attitude problem"  towards 
East Timor since independence: Play-
ing hardball on the Timor Gap Treaty  

Lecture Theatre G04  
foyer  of Napier  Building  
University of Adelaide  

 

*  Sunday, 12th December, 3:45pm 

Film preview and fundraiser  
The Motorcycle Diaries  

Based on the books The Motorcycle Diaries by Ernesto 
Guevara & Travelling with Che Guevara by Alberto Grando. 
The film follows an inspiring journey of self-discovery and 
traces the youthful origins of a revolutionary heart.  

AETFA will be presenting this film preview as a fundraiser 
for Education in East Timor  

at Palace Nova Cinemas  
Rundle Street City  

3:45pm  
Sunday 12th December  
Tickets $12/$9 concession  
BOOKINGS ESSENTIAL  

Please phone...  
Miriam—8295 6481 or 

Mark—8277 7356 (after 6pm M-F, or on weekend) 
  

or e-mail bookings to 0422968531@virginvibe.com.au 
with “ Film Booking”  in the subject heading 

(Please indicate number of tickets, and a name and 
phone number for confirmation) 
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Visit us on the internet at— 
www.bigbutton.com.au/~winroh/aetfa/ 

for information on how to join our e-mail list. 


