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Making East Timor Work:
The United States as Junior Partner

Robert C. Orr

peace operation in East Timor a success story. Secretary of

State Colin Powell has held up the operation as representative
of a “model” that is “very, very deserving of our suppdiSénators from
across the political spectrum have argued “we got it about right,” and
have identified East Timor as “a promising recipe for U.S. engagement in
the world today?

While the peace operation has gone relatively smoothly thus far, what
U.S. policy makers really like about the East Timor “model” is that the
United States did not have to take the lead. Australia led a 31-country
intervention force to restore order in 1999 after violence followed a ref-
erendum on independence. The ongaingoperation has succeeded in
further stabilizing the territory and given the East Timorese a fighting
chance to build a new country.

The United States has a number of important interests at stake in Eas
Timor. A failure would adversely affect stability in neighboring Indone-
sia, an area through which over 40 percent of the world’s shipping passes
on a daily basis. Timor is also important to the United States because it is
important to Australia, an ally that fought with us in every war of the last
century. The United States also has an interest in seeing the United Na
tions succeed in its role as mid-wife of a new nation state. If the United
Nations fails at this type of mission, more responsibility will be left to the
United States in similar situations in the future. Furthermore, Washington
has a stake in reinforcing international legal principles, many of which

M ANY IN WASHINGTON HAVE ALREADY DECLARED THE
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were violated by Indonesia’s 1975ship, will also dramatically affect the
invasion and subsequent atrocitiesecurity environment for the new
As much as everyone in Wash-country as well.
ington wants the East Timor East Timor’s social and eco-
“model” to succeed, however, manynomic development remains a
imposing challenges remain. For thejuestion of potential. Never a
international community to claim awealthy place, it suffers from ex-
clear success—and pull out with-tremely high infant mortality and
out endangering what has beeiiliteracy rates. Moreover, some 75
accomplished thus far—it needs tgercent of its physical infrastructure
help develop local capacity in fourhas been destroyed by retreating
key areas essential to a viable, selfilitias and Indonesian soldiets.
sustaining country: security; socialSocial institutions were obliterated
and economic well-being; justice/both by the deaths and forced dis-
reconciliation; and governance. placement of large numbers of
Timorese, as well as by the with-
THE CHALLENGES AHEAD drawal of Indonesian and pro-
Indonesian civil servants who held
On the security front, internationalvirtually all the senior positions in
forces have driven out violent pro-schools, clinics, and government
Indonesian militias, established eoffices. The shortage of local
stable border with the neighboringTimorese with education and man-
province of West Timor, and re-agement expertise is perhaps the
stored general law and orderargestimpediment to building their
throughout most of the territory. new country. The government also
However, somewhere betweerfaces huge budgetary shortfalls due
50,000 and 100,000 refugees reto the loss of over $100 million in
main in West Timor, many in campsannual Indonesian subsidies.
controlled by violent integrationist  Against this bleak economic
militias. Closing the camps, repa-backdrop, Timor’s bright spot is the
triating refugees who desire toprospect of significant oil and natu-
return home, demobilizing and re-ral gas revenues from the Timor
integrating ex-combatants, andGap. Under the terms of a recently
establishing a credible East Timor-completed agreement with Austra-
ese Defense Force are critical taskéia, East Timor stands to net up to
Developments in Indonesia, and ir$3.6 billion over 20 years. While
the Indonesia-East Timor relation-significant, these revenues are not
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guaranteed, and East Timor faces the hands of the Indonesian legal
an estimated fiscal gap of approxisystem, which thus far has failed to
mately $200 million before thesebring killers to justice. Militia mem-
revenues are realized approximatelpers live in Jakarta with impunity,
four years from now. Furthermore,and admitted killers receive only a
while the Timor Gap deal gives Easslap on the wrist in Indonesian
Timor a potentially viable future, courts. Indonesia’s internal instabil-
turning oil and natural gas revenuedy further decreases the prospect
into a sustainable, balanced ecomf the government following
omy is an imposing challenge.through on its pledges of justice.
Lacking an established institutional The absence of an effective legal
environment that could help ensuresystem in East Timor makes recon-
that oil and gas wealth is not squaneiliation efforts even more crucial.
dered, East Timor will have to build Slowly but surely, progress is be-
strong governing structures toing made on this front. In May
avoid the corruption that has2001, church leaders sponsored the
plagued countries in similar circum-first reconciliation meeting with
stances. pro-integrationist Timorese to take
Combating corruption is only place on Timorese soil. Additional
one aspect of the fundamental chalkefforts of this type will be neces-
lenge of establishing the rule of lawsary if Timorese are to achieve a
in East Timor. While the advent of workable reconciliation. Indeed,
newly trained traffic police at key establishing a balance between jus-
intersections in downtown Diliand tice and reconciliation is key, as
columns of police recruits training without justice for some of the most
in the streets are welcome signs oégregious violators of human rights,
an incipient regime of law and or-many victims will remain unwilling
der, the country-to-be lacks a courto reconcile with others.
system, judges, legal codes, penal In December the United Nations
institutions, and other basic ele-will hand off responsibility for gov-
ments of a functional legal systemerning East Timor to a new
Yet another fundamental prob-independent government. East
lem is coming to terms with crimesTimor will need leadership of sig-
committed during Indonesian rule,nificant stature to help steer the new
including accountability for the country through the many turbulent
mass killings in 1999. Responsibil-waters ahead. Interestingly, Xanana
ity for these matters currently restSGusmao, the leader of the resistance
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during the Indonesian occupationjralian-led and)N-led phases of the
has repeatedly declared that he isperation. Some form of similar
not standing for president. Thissupport arrangement will be neces-
could pose significant problems forsary as long as friends and allies
the new country, as “Maung Bot,” maintain significant forces on the
or Big Brother as Gusmao is affec-ground.
tionately called in Tetun, may be Second, the United States has
one of the only figures with the shown the American flag on the
power and credibility to unify arms of U.S. military personnel who
Timorese around a common visioncame ashore to perform civil affairs
functions. These visits bolster
The U.S. Contribution: Learning friends on the ground, and even
to be an Effective Junior Partner more importantly send a strong sig-
East Timor will not be the last casenal to the local population. The
where the United States finds itsabilities and discipline of U.S.
interests served by ensuring that atroops are lost on no one. Sergio
intervention led by a friend or ally Viera De Mello, the UN Adminis-
succeeds. Evaluating the significantrator of East Timor, has praised the
but limited role the United StatesU.S. military task force for its “vi-
has played in East Timor providegal symbolic and humanitarian
insight into how the United Statesrole”while Gary Gray, the senior
can maximize its leverage and imU.S. representative in East Timor
pact on missions where it choosebas noted that “people talk about
to be a junior partner. the Marines for weeks” after their
short visits to build schools and
Military Support. Four types of health posts.
U.S. military engagement were im- Third, a retired U.S. general has
portant to the success achieved thusorked with the Timorese military
far in East Timor and should beleadership to establish the East
considered for similar operations inTimor Defense Force, helping with
the future. First, the United Stateseverything from the design of a con-
made significant contributions incept of operations for the new
logistics, intelligence, and otherforce, to writing training, human
support functions through the U.Sresources, and logistics plans. This
Support Group East Timav$GET), type of support is easy, very valu-
a task force set up pressly to fill able, and should be considered in
critical needs during both the Aus-other circumstances as well.
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Fourth, three Americans arein East Timor. Even as East Timor
serving asJN Military Observers, moves quickly toward indepen-
realizing huge returns on a minimaldence, U.S. diplomatic and political
investment. The American Chief ofpresence in East Timor is minimal.
Operations’ high visibility and ex- No U.S. flag flies in East Timor, and
treme competence running a netthe United States is represented by
work of multinational observers a mid-level officer who works for
throughout the country not onlythe U.S. Ambassador in Indonesia.
enhances U.S. prestige, it dramatiThis arrangement not only rankles
cally improves the chances for thanany Timorese, it also allows U.S.
mission’s success. As much as manyterests in Timor to be skewed by
Americans would like it to be oth- Indonesian interests. Although in
erwise, however, U.S. commitmentrecent years inadequate funding of
is also measured by the number afhe State Department has led to
“boots on the ground.” Providing many embassy closures worldwide,
only three soldiers to a force of ovelin those instances where the United
8,000 verges on a vote of no confiStates deems its interests suffi-
dence. In the future, the U.S. shoulatiently at stake to engage military
consider modest double-digit con-and political assets, it must also be
tributions to selectN forces as a prepared to follow on with a com-
way of improving mission capabili- mensurate diplomatic presence on
ties and overall confidence in thethe ground.
enterprise.

Transitional Economic and Social
Political and Diplomatic Support Support Little known to most, a
Where the United States plays théJ.S. ambassador seconded to the
role of junior partner, political and UN Transitional Authority in East
diplomatic supportis crucial. IntheTimor negotiated East Timor’s
case of East Timor, the Unitedrights to the Timor Gap oil and gas
States not only led the charge in theleposits. Given the distinct asym-
UN Security Council and pressuredmetry of the negotiations between
Indonesia to accept a multinationalAustralia and the struggling terri-
force, it also helped Australia as-tory, employing a hard-nosed U.S.
semble and field the multinationalambassador to conduct the nego-
coalition. tiations on behalf of East Timor

This initial investment, however, proved to be a wise strategy. This
has not been matched on the grouncreative use of diplomatic person-
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nel should continue in the future. This would be good for U.S. eco-
According both to Timorese andnomic interests as well as for the
to other donors, the United Statesarget country’s stability.
has also made a substantive contri-
bution to the economic and socialSupport for Justice and Reconcili-
needs of East Timor through assisation. The United States can and
tance provided by the U.S. Agencyshould use its leverage directly with
for International Development’s the Indonesian government to ad-
(UsAID) Office of Transition Initia- vance the cause of justice and
tives. This flexible, fast assistance—reconciliation in East Timor. Sus-
for everything from temporary em-tained U.S. involvement can help
ployment programs to work with ensure that Indonesia’s domestic
political groups and the media—hagribunal delivers results, holding
addressed needs that other donoflggh-level militia leaders such as
could not. Policy makers in Wash-Euricco Guterres accountable. If it
ington should explore options fordoes not deliver, the United States
enhancing this and other flexible,should support Timorese calls for
civilian, rapid response capabilities.an international mechanism. East
The United States could also playTimor will only begin to move for-
a bigger role in promoting privateward if justice is served on those
sector involvement in post-conflict responsible for ordering and carry-
reconstruction efforts. Even in Easing out atrocities. The United States
Timor, with the prospect of devel-should also continue to fund rec-
oping a reasonably robust economygnciliation efforts between East and
there has been little interest fromWest Timor, and play a leadership
the private sector in long-term in-role on central issues like police
vestments. Instead, lacking mechareform and training.
nisms to mitigate risk in post-con-
flict countries, the U.S. governmentSupport for Democracy and Gov-
has stood by while business conernance Various U.S. entities have
tracts go to buccaneer capitalistséaken a lead in supporting the de-
who do little to enhance the long-velopment of a democratic system
term prospects of the country. Than East Timor.USAID's Office of
U.S. government needs to find alransition Initiatives has been in-
way to assist U.S. businesses bgtrumental in supporting civic
dampening the risks of early entryeducation to prepare Timorese for
into markets such as East Timor’stheir independence. Similarly, the
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International Republican Institutement, to reduce corruption and en-
has played an important role in helpeourage donors to respond to local
ing to develop political parties. needs.
While many international actors can
support democracy and governanc& NEW FORM OF
activities, the United States has a EADERSHIP
comparative advantage due to its
own history and extensive experi-Far from a derogatory title, “junior
ence in this field. partner” status can serve the United
Accountability is necessary notStates well when others are willing
only in politics and economics, butand able to take the lead. In East
in the foreign assistance business a@mor, the United States has made
well. One of the biggest problemssignificant but limited contributions
in a large, complex operation likein a number of key areas. At the
East Timor is the lack of sufficient same time, if U.S. experience in
planning and coordination amongEast Timor is to become a new
the countless local, non-govern-‘promising recipe for U.S. engage-
mental, and international actors omment,” U.S. policy makers will have
the ground. This inevitably leads toto hone their approach. Deferring
overlap, inefficiencies, and possibleto others will continue to be an ap-
corruption. All such operations propriate response in some cases,
need some sort of watchdog, govbut only if the intervention in East
ernmental or non-governmental, tolimor succeeds on the ground will
keep local officials and the interna-it truly be a model. Policy makers,
tional community honest. In thetherefore, need to develop and re-
case of East Timor, a joint local/in-fine the policies and policy
ternational non-governmental org-instruments necessary for decisive
anization called Lao Hammutukand positive outcomes.
serves this function by publishing a
regular newsletter monitoring theENDNOTES
activities of the international com-
munity and pointing out failures of 1. Secretary of State Colin Powell,
common sense. While the United speaking before the Commerce,
States does not provide funding to JUStice., State and the JUdiCiary Sub-
Lao Hammutuk, it should seek op- committee of the Senate Appro-
portunities to support watchdogs, Priations Committee, 3 May 2001,

both inside and outside govern- The Federal News Service, 3 May
9 2001. According to Powell, the
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“model” consists of four essential
elements: 1) withholding the provi-
sion of U.S. troops if there are other
troops available; 2) providing po-
litical and diplomatic support; 3)
providing funding; and 4) defining
a clear endpoint to the operation.

2. Statements by Senator Kay Bailey
Hutchison (R-TX) on the floor of
the U.S. Senate, 12 April 2000; and
Senator Russell Feingold (D-WI)
on the floor of the U.S. Senate, 28
May 2000.

3. World Bank,Report of the Joint
Assessment Missipri2 August
1999, 1. This damage affected
housing, schools, clinics, govern-
ment buildings, and even many
churches.

4. Viera De Mello made his comments
at a 14 March 2000sGETchange
of command ceremony in Dili.
Gray made his observation to the
author in an interview in Dili on 22
May 2001.
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