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Abstract

The research project on East Timor consists of four main articles:

The Environment of East Timor: Towards the New Millennium by Saranat
Kanjanavanit.

The article reviews the changes on the environment of East Timor
through time. It tracks as far back as 85 million years ago, when Timor and
Australia began to break away from the southern land mass, moved northward to
finally collide into Asia near the equator. The composition of Timor's plants and
animal species is therefore made up of both Australian and Asian origin, some
time by half-half, as in the case of birds.

Timor has always remained an island throughout. This gave rise to isolated
evolution, which is one of the main reasons why Timor now hosts the highest number of
endemic species among the Lesser Sunda islands. The country is also situated within
the rain shadow of the region. Yet, parts of her shore face an open ocean. This, and the
fact that the Ramelau Range runs like a spine all the way down the island, means that
almost all kinds of tropical ecosystems can be found on East Timor.

The earliest archacological evidence dated back a million years ago since the
time of Homo erectus and continued to the present days. The first major human
influence is likely to have been prehistoric fires which caused the wide spread of
grasslands and savanna woodlands, followed by activities of agrarian society that came
into Timor in many waves, bringing in new technology and exotic species.

Oversea trade of natural products during the Portugese colonisation has turned
the once common sandalwood (Santalum album) into a rare tree in East Timor. But local
testimony has it that the most devastating environmental destruction occurred during the
Indonesian occupation. Apart from direct exploitation, East Timor had to bear the
burden of transmigration policy during the 1980s. Meanwhile, local communities were
relocated to poor, infertile areas.

Environmental management systems change with history. They span from

traditional adat system regulated by community elders, to the bureaucracy of colonial



rule, to the loss of knowleadge when local communities were foreces to move to

unfamiliar habitats.

The articles by Chanvit Kasetsiri and Wittaya Sucharittanarug on East Timorese
History and Society.

Originally peoples in the Island of Timor were mostly groups of Australo-
Melanesian and Southern Mongoloid who later divided into various sub-groups. About
50 languages were used with Tatum being the main one, and later on, the national
language. Timorese people traditionally showed great skills in the areas of agriculture,
mining, shipping and music. They were also tied to commercial links with China and
India.

Timorese society comprised of various small kingdoms, each had its own
princedom. Peoples were very attached to their land, families and clans. At all levels,
economic, political and ideological, they directed their relationship through an elaborate
system of exchange. Therefore, the most elevated individuals in the exchange systems
tended to be the more powerful ones in the society.

The early period of Portuguese rule witnessed a systematic exploitation of its
colony through the use of forced labour to cultivate crops for export. From the early 20
century, a head tax was levied on Timorese males. The Portuguese also re-structured
the political system in order to have an effective framework of colonial rule throughout
the territory. However, the close ties between families and clans largely remained.
During the colonial rule, Timorese received limited education and infant mortality was
high. After becoming an Indonesian province, a development plan was introduced

which also covered the fields of health, education and infrastucture.

The International Community and East Timorese Independence by Julaporn
Euarukskul.

The article mentions that on 27 January, 1999, Indonesian President Habibi
suddenly announced that East Timor could be separated from the Republic if the
Timorese people were not prepared to accept the “wide-ranging autonomy” already

offered. The abrupt change of Indonesian policy without any consultation with other



parties is caused by pressure from the international community and especially from
Australia. The governments of Indonesia, Portugal and the UN then agreed to the idea of
referendum in which the East Timorese could accept or reject the autonomy proposal.

The arrangement caused great resentment among internal political forces and
particularly leaders of the Armed Forces. The latter felt that the change of policy
seriously affected national security and their personal interests. Powerful factions then
set up the paramilitary groups to undermine the policy. The militia groups launched a
series of killing pro-independent Timorese and attacking villages and that the UN finally
postponed the referendum date to 30 August 1999.

East Timorese voted overwhelmingly for independence. Immediately after the
result was annouced, however, thousands of Timoreses were killed by paramilitaries and
many fled the territory. Towns were also attacked. Pressure from the international
community was so strong that Indonesian government conceded to the UN intervention.
International peace-keeping forces then took responsibilities of the territory with
Australia playing a leading role. ASEAN members took part individually because
member states could not reach consensus. Thailand also sent a number of troops to join
the forces.

In October 1999, the UN set up a transitional authority to oversee the territory in

the period of 3 years.





