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A C R I T I C A L D I M E N S I O N of the development challenge in
post-conflict East Timor is making the transition from a mili-
tary environment focused on conflict with a common public
enemy to a civilian administration facing complexity and
uncertainty.

The international community may insist on the immediate
adoption of best practice. Indeed, why should we not learn
from the mistakes of others? However, in most countries
these practices were adopted by iterations and trials in a com-
munal learning process, and each time the people learned

directly what did or did not work. This kind of direct experi-
ence is often denied to post-conflict societies like the East
Timorese and, as a result, most people simply do not under-
stand why the solutions they are offered are any better than
the alternatives.

People who spend a long time in a resistance movement
develop finely-honed skills based on solidarity and the sur-
vival instinct of their leaders. Disparate groups can be united
by a common enemy. In peacetime, areas of shared interest
must be found to prevent a splintered, fractious, and poten-
tially confrontational political environment. In East Timor,
we tried to build common ground by creating Vision 2020,
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which allowed over 40,000 citizens to articulate their aspira-
tions for the country on the eve of independence.

This process is complex and painful, even for a country as
blessed with resources as East Timor. Although the former
vertical political power structures are no longer viable, transi-
tion to new systems takes time. Conversion must be gradual;
the old structures cannot be ignored while the new ones are
being built.

Similarly, building new leadership takes time. Often fol-
lowing a conflict, a power vacuum emerges as military leaders
step aside to allow civilians to rule. Such a vacuum can be eas-
ily exploited by peace-spoilers. This highlights why political
transition, rather than money, is the main challenge in post-
conflict environments.

Externally educated elites have an
advantage

I T I S N O T U N U S U A L to see members of a diaspora return after
years in exile to take up senior government posts in post-conflict
countries. They have the advantages of high-quality education,
along with an understanding of modern government systems.

But this can alienate the local population who may resent that
those who have learned to play the “western game,” are now able
to position themselves to take advantage of the power vacuum.

The Western democratic model is based on opposition, a
luxury which is not affordable in times of conflict. Therefore,
after conflict, there is a need to dedicate resources to civic
education programs that inform the general population on the
principles and values of democracy. Such “governance educa-
tion” interventions are often not made available, because
donors seem to generally assume that people will automatical-
ly choose western-style democracy. But people emerging from
conflict situations may never have experienced democracy.

Leadership continuity can help
transition

L E A D E R S H I P C O N T I N U I T Y from the conflict to the post-con-
flict period may be helpful. East Timor has greatly benefited
from having had a unifying leader, Prime Minister Xanana
Gusmão, whom enjoys respect and admiration from all sectors
of society—from the military and police to ordinary citizens.
His ability to play the role of respected arbitrator has consid-

erably eased the management of political
and social conflicts in lieu of functioning
legal institutions,

Money should be spent
quickly

H AV I N G F U N D S is always helpful; how-
ever, the key issue is the speed at which
they are disbursed. In the post-conflict
period, sensitivities and suspicions can
run high. To ensure stability government
needs to be able to act fast and quickly
disburse funds to agencies, civil society
groups and even directly to the citizens
whenever possible. This is not an easy
task, given fledgling administrative
structures. Some external observers may
claim that this type of disbursement does
not follow the rules of “best-practice
financial management,” yet in post-con-
flict situations a government needs to
strike a balance between best-practice
financial management and the need to
ensure social stability.

In East Timor, where we rely on oil
revenues, the introduction of cash trans-
fers proved to be a valuable tool. In sec-
tors such as health and education, where
building systems takes a long time, cash
transfers help improve both social cohe-
sion and direct poverty alleviation. In the
immediate post-conflict period the
poorest people are the most exposed to
misinformation, corruption and disillu-
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sionment wilfully brought on by players interested in captur-
ing the aforementioned power vacuum. Direct cash transfers
to the most vulnerable groups can play a key role in counter-
acting those negative forces and securing stability.

Many people do not realize how quickly the most vulnera-
ble in society can lose hope, and how potentially destabilizing
this is. Public expectations in the immediate post-conflict
period are high, and often unrealistic. If in the post-conflict
period those expectations are not managed and hope is some-
how kept alive, people become disillusioned and disruptive. It
is this critical importance of a quick peace dividend that ren-
ders some of the long-term solutions offered by donors, no
matter how sound, impractical to a government.

It is ironic that the donor community spent nearly US $3.7
billion in East Timor immediately between 1999 and 2007, to
little effect, while the new East Timor government that
recently increased its spending to US$500 million, giving sig-
nificant sums to the most vulnerable in society, received
scathing criticism from the international community.

Sadly, in East Timor there is now a perception among the
general population that the donor community is riddled with
complex rules that only allow them to “talk” and not “do.” This
perceived failure consequently places more pressure on the gov-
ernment to “do”—i.e., to initiate activities that have an immedi-
ate, direct and tangible impact on the lives of the people.

The importance of dignity

P O V E R T Y I S A B O U T P R I D E A S W E L L A S M O N E Y. Even though
people may be poor and uneducated, they still need to be
treated with respect and dignity. Even with little or no educa-
tion, rural communities often can come up with solutions to
their problems that are faster and more viable than those pro-
posed by international development experts. This is partly
because the communities understand best the “underlying”
drivers of their economy and society. Donors often end up
supporting ideas expressed by counterparts who may have a
good command of English but a low support base within the
community. Tapping into local knowledge and getting to
understand the social, cultural and political drivers of a soci-
ety is essential to be effective in sustainable development.

Often very little time is dedicated to skills development,
capacity building and, more importantly, building up govern-
ment systems in the proper way. In East Timor, we faced a sit-
uation in which donors were willing to sponsor a program that
would last a maximum of three years though they had been
advised that it would take at least a generation to build a pub-
lic service. A concrete example in Timor Leste is the schooling
system; many donors were keen to improve it, but few were
willing to provide teachers with scholarships that would train
them to teach.

Nation building takes time

L O C A L P E O P L E A R E O F T E N not given the opportunity to
develop the skills needed to run a modern government. In East
Timor, the UN pulled out after only two-and-a-half years, when

many institutions were still fledgling, or did not exist at all. This
lack of national governance capacity resulted in an extreme
reliance on foreign advisers, with a vested interest not to devel-
op local capacity in order to maintain their healthy salaries.

In Timor Leste, we faced the unrealistic notion that every-
thing should be fixed at once. For example, the belief that one
cannot move ahead with economic development until the
“land” issue is fixed. This type of ‘holistic’ solution-making
may work in theory but is simply unrealistic in the political
sphere. One cannot fix all the problems simultaneously. It
makes no sense to elaborate all encompassing “master plans”
if nobody reads and uses them. Larger problems must be bro-
ken down into smaller ones, and those must be fixed as best
they can with the participation of all interested stakeholders.
One has to be pragmatic and take it step-by-step.

In the private sector it is common to see two businesses fail
for every one that succeeds. In the development world, on the
other hand, officially, there are no failures! This inability to
accept potential failure leads to an inability to take risks and,
in turn, to poor and non-innovative solutions. Donors, and
especially their officers on the ground, should have the flexi-
bility to make decisions and take risks in line with govern-
ment needs. Although this may result in a few failed projects,
it will also produce more successes.

The decision of the East Timorese government to resolve the
issue of 120,000 internally displaced people through the use of
cash transfers is an excellent example in this regard. We arrived
at this solution through consultation and negotiation with the
groups concerned. Our approach was derided by some in the
donor community who advocated for a solution involving an
eight-year program and foreign NGOs. However, we went ahead
and within one year we had returned nearly 100,000 people to
their homes, all but one of the camps had been closed, and the
risk of developing permanent “slums” which could become a
breeding ground of future conflict had been averted. This is not
to say that we solved every problem. We know that there will be
reintegration challenges, but waiting for an all-encompassing
solution that addresses every problem before taking action
would have been a far more dangerous strategy.

Working together

I N P O S T - C O N F L I C T S I T U A T I O N S , we all make mistakes.
Nobody has a magic solution to every problem. This is why com-
munication, friendship and understanding among those inter-
ested in genuine development are important. We have been
lucky in East Timor. As in any good marriage, we often disagree
with our partners, but at the end of the day we overcome our dif-
ferences in the interest of building an institution which is
greater than each individual partner—the East Timor nation.
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