UNDP Timor-Leste and Conflict Prevention

Support to Democratic Governance institutions

Country Context

1. Timor-Leste is located in the eastern half of the Timor Island in the Malay Archipelago; it lies northwest of Darwin Australia. In the west it has a border with the Indonesian West Timor. The country has a relatively homogeneous –ethnically and religiously- population of approximately 900,000 people. Timor-Leste is one of the poorest countries in Asia. One in five persons lives on less than the international poverty line of US$1 a day. Population grow rate is of 3.9%; one in two Timorese is below the age of 15. Life expectancy is only 57 years. Youth literacy rate is of 77% and adult literacy falls to 48%
. Unemployment has increased nationwide; but especially in the capital which has faced high immigration rates. The urban youth and veterans are the most affected sectors. 

2.  In 1974, after 400 years of colonization, Portugal abandoned Timor-Leste. Indonesia occupied the territory in December 1975. Independence was restored on May 20, 2002 following a United Nations Transitional Administration. Peaceful presidential (2002) and multi-party general
 (2001) and local (2004/5) elections have been held. A democratic constitution has been introduced. It establishes a premier-presidential system with four organs of sovereignty; namely, the President of the Republic, the Government, the National Parliament and the Judiciary. A widely agreed five-year National Development Plan (NDP) from 2002 entitled “vision 2020” guides the government’s development and poverty-reduction policy. One of the top priorities will be to consolidate the fundamental institutions. Increasing oil revenues constitute 90% of all public revenues. In FY 2006-07 the US$315m national budget was almost entirely funded with oil resources transferred from a Petroleum Fund. Their sustainable utilization is a challenge, especially as corruption is increasing in a context of weak accountability and transparency mechanisms.

3. The conflicts:

1974: following a Portuguese decolonization process, iincreasingly left-leaning Fretilin (derived from ASDT) and UDT emerged as the largest parties in local elections on 13 March 1975, having previously formed an alliance to campaign for independence. Indonesian military intelligence began attempting to cause divisions between the pro-independence parties. The UDT mounted a coup, in a bid to halt the increasing popularity of Fretilin. On November 28, 1975, Fretilin made a unilateral declaration of independence. UDT, Apodeti, KOTA and Trabalhista leaders signed a declaration calling for integration with Indonesia. A short civil war took place in which people were killed, political prisoners were executed and civilians were displaced to West Timor. 
1999: On 7 December 1975 Indonesia invaded the territory. Since then, FALINTIL, the armed wing of the pro-independence party, FRETILIN, began a guerrilla movement on the Indonesian forces. In May 1999, following a United Nations (UN) sponsored popular consultation, 78.5% of the East Timorese voters chose independence. This result generated a wave of devastating destruction and violence by pro-autonomy militia and Indonesian forces. A UN multinational force was sent to the country and in October 1999 UNTAET (United Nations Transitional Administration for East Timor) was established; taking over executive, legislative and judicial control of Timor-Leste. On May 20, 2002 UNTAET handed over the power to the newly formed government.

2006: In April 2006, the dismissal of nearly half the members of the armed forces, who alleged discriminatory treatment as people from the western of the country, triggered a crisis of political, institutional, historical, economic and humanitarian dimensions. It generated a Cabinet crisis, the police in the capital disintegrated, the military split, armed splinter groups began to commit criminal acts. International forces were sent to the country and a new UN mission has been established.

2. UNDP Timor-Leste’s interventions in conflict prevention

4. In Timor-Leste, a string of international actors has addressed post-1999 peace and reconciliation initiatives until today. Whereas UNDP has not worked directly on conflict prevention; it has focused on creating an enabling environment at macro level. In the area of Governance and Capacity Development
, interventions designed built on two principles:

· Help the state establish democratic institutions that deliver good governance so that political, social and economic priorities derive from broad consensus that accommodates the needs of the poor and vulnerable in the allocation of development resources.

· Enhance national institutional capacities for sound policy-making and implementation including the provision of effective and efficient public services and the transparent, responsive and accountable management of the affairs of the state, economy and society.

A properly functional state – based on inclusion, responsiveness, the rule of law and separation of powers – is a key to peaceful decision-making, longer-term stability and sustainable, economic growth and poverty reduction. In our analysis, it was imperative to the post-Indonesia stability that the state sector came up and running, by its own force, as soon as possible, delivering services to the Timorese. Good governance had to be created from scratch. 

5. Accordingly, UNDP/Timor-Leste has helped the new country set up the four main building blocks of the state: a presidency, a civil service for the government, a justice sector and a parliament. These institutions are beneficiaries of tailor-made development projects (resident advisers, training, infrastructure and equipment).  The interventions aim, in essence, to boost the institutional capacity
 of each institution in their early, formative years. (All projects are seen as steps on a long way, given the baseline of Timor-Leste, with no nation-state traditions and highly constrained skilled personnel). 

6. The international community has poured large resources into institution-building in Timor-Leste. The immediate post-Indonesian priority was, not unnaturally, the executive branch of the state (the government and its ministries) as it would lead the reconstruction of basic physical infrastructure and the provision of early social and economic services.
By late 2002, UNDP saw that the parliament and judiciary were lagging behind the executive – in terms of resources, assertiveness and clout. Whereas the different arms of the state had clearly separated powers on paper, their corresponding institutional capacities were becoming greatly imbalanced. As a result of this trend, one could fear a systemic distortion taking root, with increasingly weak mechanisms for accountability (political and legal). The implications of this trend - for sound petroleum resources management, transparency, democracy and development – are self-evident. It was therefore necessary by mid-2003 to launch solid development projects for the parliament and justice system. 

Intervention Results

7. UNDP has steadily concentrated on strengthening the country’s democratic governance institutions and processes that could facilitate the prevention of conflict. 

On the positive side, efforts have undoubtedly boosted the capacity (systems, processes, skills) in the checks-and-balances institutions to the executive under the constitution. In fact, UNDP has been the leading advocate for real separation of powers, the leading development partner in the field, and filled a near-vacuum in this area for nearly four years now. Given the realistic time needed to build a functioning parliament and justice sector in a setting like Timor-Leste, and given the immediate influx of petroleum revenue, starting that process was – and remains – a matter of the utmost urgency. On the negative side, interventions may have helped exacerbate a power imbalance that has allowed the government to act with few constraints and disengaged with the people; generating a highly centralized
 and increasingly unpopular regime that temporarily collapsed amid recent violence. 

Lessons learned

8. As far as we can assess at present, the current crisis has resulted in no need for any substantial change in the UNDP strategy. Our governance interventions are as relevant as ever, even more. UNDP continues as planned, albeit with flexibility to adapt to the present security circumstances. This year’s crisis was prompted to a considerably degree by institutional faults. Thus, building strong democratic institutions, accountability and transparency mechanisms is absolutely necessary for longer-term stability and avoidance of new crises.

9. In Timor-Leste, there was, perhaps, in hindsight, too much attention to the 1999 violence and insufficient attention to older feuds and newly-arisen ones. Conflicts can brew up and explode, unexpectedly, for the surprise of internationals, in HQs and on the ground. Perhaps the conflict in Timor could have been avoided if it had been detected earlier. But we have limited budgets for analysts. Also, the Timorese are often keeping internationals – even the well-connected – in the dark about what many perceive as “their” internal issues; which is understandable given the 24 years of clandestine culture. 

10. The whole international community, including UNDP, have followed the government’s ambitious and fast-paced agenda of introducing modern, democratic institution from the top and downwards (unlike in the west, where democracy and rule of law came as a result of demands from the bottom to the top). Culturally sensitive efforts to engage the public and civil society should be intensified. This is particularly relevant in the light of presidential and parliamentary elections due to take place in 2007. A peaceful transition to the new institutional setting requires intense display of energy to educate the citizens about the new institutions, roles and responsibilities. 

11. Whereas interventions have required careful targeting of advocacy strategies to generate ownership; we may have failed to demand stronger responsibility of the national counterparts. As a result, progress has been slow. This will in the longer term only hurt the ordinary people.
� UNDP, Timor-Leste Poverty in a new nation: analysis for action, May 2003.


� The 2001 general elections were organized to form the Constituent Assembly.


� The other two areas are poverty reduction and community development and, environment and natural resources management.


� UNDP, Programme Package Document for Sustainable Human Development, June 2003.


� Using a three pillar approach: systems and processes, skills and knowledge and attitudes and behaviours. 


� Politicised and centralised decision-making. 





