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Introduction

Around 591 Falinitil Forces de Defesa de Timor-Leste (F-FDTL) members signed a petition earlier this year claiming the armed forces hierarchy discriminated in their promotion of officers, based on regionalism. This paper will argue, however, that at the heart of the current conflict is a politics rather than regionalism, and that regionalism is a tool for political rivalries among the elite politicians.
The Maubere¹ people: A dual culture
Regionalism had existed in Timor-Leste since Portuguese colonialism, indeed, many have argued that this regionalism was created by the politics of divide and rule instigated by the colonial powers. Mau Lear, a founding member of Fretilin, has criticised the East Timorese people for being too sensitive to their origins and their identification with their local culture (sucuismo), and corresponding assumptions of cultural elitism associated with this. People from districts east of Dili such as Manatuto, Baucau, Lospalos and Viqueque, are called Lorosae. The term Loromonu generally identifies those who live in the border areas or mid lands such as Maliana, Suai, Ermera and Liquisa. 
Today, it seems important to acknowledge the fact that East Timorese people have both national and a local culture based on geographical boundaries and dialects. People always say they come from Suai, Viqueque, Oecusse or Ermera and even mention a particular dialect, a certain geographical area, a common ancestral inheritance such as uma fukun (ancestral house), extended family relations, or ancestral land. Being East Timorese means both belonging to a nation and also to a locality. But there are also key socio-cultural commonalities shared by all Maubere people: uma-fukun and fetsa-humane (extended family relations through marriage), is common practice among all the Maubere people, as is a common history of being oppressed by the colonial powers and fighting side-by-side for liberation (Da Silva 2004). 

The current conflict has sparked renewed discussion on national unity and the spirit of the liberation struggle. What follows are some of the points we consider highly important to get across to people countrywide in the context of this current political situation. 

· Timor Lorosae is also Timor-Leste, and is an independent nation. Timor-Loromonu refers to West Timor (Timor-Kupang/Timor Indonesia). 
· The territorial boundaries of Timor-Leste spans from Oecusse to Atauro (the island to the north of Dili), to Jaco and back to the Rai Keta border (Maliana and Suai). There are around 33 dialects spoken within this area. The development of Tetum, as both the national and an official language, should consider this diversity as a source of richness for Tetum linguistic development. 
· Maubere is the common identify of the Timor-Lorosae (Timor-Leste) people (GEM 2006). The Preamble of the Constitution reaffirms this identity and has described clearly Timor-Leste as the land of the Maubere people. Many in the Timorese Democratic Union (UDT) resist the use of the term of Maubere, because the UDT were once part of the colonial elites. 
· The goals of the East Timorese liberation struggle can be broadly divided in two: liberation of the homeland and the Maubere. East Timorese would generally claim independence was reclaimed through the 1999 referendum and was restored on May 20, 2002. But we still continue to strive for a true liberation of the Maubere people. The formation of a kind of popular state and the imperative of social justice for the formation of a humane society would be an ideal interpretation of the people’s liberation. 
· The path that Timor-Leste has taken towards political liberalism is via a multi-party system, and political change should take place within this framework. Extra-parliamentary politics that generate popular democratic practices in all aspects of community life is a compliment to, not a substitute for pluralism and should remain an important element of future political discourse. 
Security institutions: Between liberation and professionalism

The national police (PNTL) and F-FDTL are public institutions. The transformation of Falintil into a national liberation army instead of an armed wing of FRETILIN as part of national convergence politics in the mid-1980s is a fundamental historical reference for the current system (Gusmao 1985). Another important reference is the vision of a non-military, independent Timor-Leste. 
It was the National Council of the Maubere Resistance which proposed an independent Timor that would have only a civilian police force, imitating Costa Rica’s security policy. But we have instead both a national police institution and an army and today, both groups have automatic rifles. Tensions have been developing both within and between these two institutions, and among historical leaders who are identified with these institutions. An internal F-FDTL conflict has now turned into a national crisis leading to the second international military intervention putting Timor-Leste almost on a parallel with so-called failed states such as Solomon Islands. 
But it’s not only the international image of Timor-Leste and its leadership that’s suffering. The current situation may also indicate that the so-called success stories from the United Nations period are now being challenged in Timor-Leste. Australia is not free either from responsibility for the current violent conflict, as the country which played a major advisory role in the formation of the F-FDTL, through the Australian Government’s relationship with some of the rebel army groups. Transforming a liberation army into a professional army remains a subject for re-thinking. It is equally important for Timor to review its security policies and systems. 

The main argument of the petitioners, however, was that there was discrimination in rank promotion based on regionalism. The 591 or so F-FDTL members who protested against this and called for reform of the military structure were mostly from Loromonu districts, and so regionalism has presented as a convincing contributing factor to the current conflict. But there are other contributing elements that people do not mention in the public. First, according to reliable sources within F-FDTL, some senior officers from both the Lorosae and Loromonu districts had been involved in the black market and had been caught red-handed by members of the national police. Their cases were being processed by a tribunal. F-FDTL had also taken disciplinary measures, which included eliminating them from promotion. Secondly, there are still active high ranking officers from Loromonu within the F-FDTL. Third, regionalism was previously an issue in the police force; and the conflict that has occurred within F-FDTL is not an isolated incident.
. 
When the F-FDTL petitioners took their protest to the presidential palace there was a debate in the national parliament and among the public about how such conflict could be resolved. There were two main opinions. 
Firstly, that the protests of F-FDTL members was an internal military issue and should be resolved within the F-FDTL. As supreme commander of the F-FDTL, the President has established a superior defense commission consisting of three senior F-FDTL members, and two others from the national parliament. But the commission failed to carry out their mission partly due to suspicion regarding its independence. 
Secondly, the fact that the petitioners had made their grievances public, including sending letters to foreign embassies, and had called for military reform involving demands for change in the F-FDTL structure, gave the conflict a political character. Therefore, finding a solution needed the involvement of a wider sovereign institution. In this case, many considered that the steps taken were too slow. The Prime Minister admitted through an interview with the Associated Press that the Government should had addressed the 591 or F-FDTL members case by case, instead of lumping them together and dismissing them en masse, resulting in the recent crisis. This opinion has been shared by many in Timor-Leste, including Dr Jose Ramos Horta. Other observers have argued that the recruitment process, lack of code conduct for rank promotion, and other institutions within the defense ministry and defense force might have also contributed to the conflict. 

The petitioners, on the other hand, took decisive steps: 
1. They sent a petition to the President, in the capacity of the supreme commander of F-FDTL, and some foreign embassies but the Prime Minister claimed that he did not receive any copy of the petition and therefore could not act maximally; then the petitioners organised a demonstration at the presidential palace demanding F-FDTL reform. After talking to the petitioners’ spokesperson, Gastao Salsinha, in March, Xanana Gusmao stated that he needed the Government’s help to solve the political aspects of the conflict. The F-FDTL went on to dismiss the petitioners in March 2006. After that, both Brigadier General Taur Matan Ruak and President Xanana considered responsibility for the issue to be in the hands of the national police under the Ministry of Internal Affairs. Meanwhile, tensions continued to increase. 

2. The petitioners organised a five-day demonstration to express their grievances, from April 24-25. They handed over a new petition to Parliament, which was backed by a political party, Partido Democratico Maubere (PDM), so the Parliament later stated that they did not know what exactly what the petitioners want. Meanwhile, the petitioners claimed that they had handed over their petition to Parliament. During the demonstration, Gastao Salsinha told the national broadcaster (RTTL) that at the end of the five-day demonstration they would continue a peaceful strike and if there would not be an immediate solution, they were ready to die. On the fifth day, on Friday April 28, the demonstration turned into a violent one, calling for the Government to be dissolved. National police commander Paul de Fatima Martins appeared on the RTTL that night stating that the petitioners did not keep their promise to maintain a peaceful demonstration and they were responsible for the violence. F-FDTL intervened at the request of the Government. The F-FDTL found banners calling for dissolution of the Government in the petitioners’ camp. It was then clear that they aimed to overthrow the current legitimate Government and Prime Minister Mari Alkatiri. 

Regionalism as a political tool
President Xanana has cited the petitioners as saying, ‘oh, so we, the ten districts are militias.’ Prime Minister Mari Alkatiri, meanwhile, stated in at the FRETILIN Women’s Wing Organisation Conference on 30 April that it was the first time in history that Loromonu starts from Manatuto district (to the east of Dili). Soon after Xanana’s statement, a group of university students and a few lecturers associated with the opposition party called themselves ‘the intellectuals of ten districts’. Assuming Salsinha’s claim of regional discrimination was a systematic one, they made another public statement condemning the F-FDTL hierarchy. 
When the peaceful demonstration organised by Salsinha and his collegues turned violent on April 28, the police were unable to cope with the riots, opening the door for F-FDTL intervention. The following night, the head of Military Police Alfredo Reinado, who had been trained in Australia, left his head quarters without permission from his army superiors. About a week later, there was a ten-districts mass boycott at the local government offices in Gleno–Ermera. Another high ranking police official, Ismail Babo, is said to have watched while his friend, a young policeman from Baucau (a Lorosae district) was stabbed to death and another was badly wounded. 
The police force then became a divided institution and engaged in cross fire with F-FDTL. Its commander Paul de Fatima Martins is said to have stayed with Xanana and until now he has not appeared in the public. Structurally, the police institution has lost orientation and could not perform its duties as expected. The national police force was under the sacked Minister of Internal Affairs Rogerio Lobato, a former Falintil commander. 

FRETILIN staged a successful national congress from May 17-19. The congress re-elected through a popular open voting system Franscisco Guterres Lu-Olo and Mari Alkatiri as head and secretary general of the party. Jose Luis Guterres, the exposed alternative candidate supported by oppositions both within and outside FRETILIN, including some foreign diplomats, failed to appear on the day because he disagreed with the open voting system. They also let down their supporters within the party, by leaving them with no one to vote for on the day. These supporters wanted to push for reform of FREILIN but they have been outside of the game since then. This has partly contributed to the escalation of the conflict resulting in the current crisis. 
Ways ahead

Independent international investigation

The state has failed to implement a defense inquiry commission set up by the President of the Republic; and, a new high level commission comprising all sectors including civil society and the Church is now working under difficult circumstances. Jose Ramos Horta has been attempting to promote national dialogue as an alternative mechanism to address the current dispute. But such dialogue should be backed up with a solid independent investigation with an international character. President Xanana and the Australian Government have mentioned reconciliation. We share the opinion of the UN Representative, Sukehiro Hasegawa (2006), who said that ‘the need for training and re-uniting of security forces would be a difficult solution.’ Principles such as popular justice or formal justice, human dignity, and social economic justice remain imperatives. The Government has reshuffled the Cabinet and the process should continue to clear the Government and the national leaders from any allegations. 

Bilateral military intervention

The state has decided to request bilateral military interventions because of the existence of the rebel group led by Major Alfredo, some elements of the police force, and armed civilian groups. More than 400 guns have been collected by the Australian forces, so far, and many more guns are suspected to be out there. Bilateral military intervention is probably a measure to limit the escalation of conflict into a civil war in Timor-Leste, however, the intervention seems to overreact at times and are unable to stop youth gang violence in the capital. 

Local and regional initiatives

In a crisis like this, most people like to help in the way they can, but we should remember that aid can also do harm. This is why we think that this seminar, Beyond the Timor Crisis, held here in Canberra is an excellent example of a regional initiative. Through a group called Global Partnership for Armed Conflict Prevention, we also intend to contribute to the re-thinking of the security approaches and hope to contribute to long-term durable settlement of the conflict in Timor-Leste. There are many more micro initiatives that deal with the impacts of the crisis and the long-term development questions. 

Notes
1. Maubere is a social concept used to describe the people in Timor-Leste who were oppressed by the colonial structures and the Timorese feudal system. 
2.  GEM is a newly established study group of activists and progressive academics to research and promote debate among the young political leaders of Timor-Leste. 
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