EAST TIMOR
In October 2005, EAAF carried out a preliminary mission to East Timor to begin
an investigation into the Santa Cruz massacre of 1991.
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ine days after East Timor declared its
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60,000 people had been killed in the conflict.
opening, it continued to implement military tactics
During the 24-year occupation, to suppress the
of violence and intimidation in East Timor despite
independence movement and its armed wing,
increasing international criticism.8
Falintil (The East Timorese National Liberation
Army), the Indonesian military reportedly carried
out massacres, torture, forced starvation, and forced
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3
relocation of the local population. According to
the human rights organization, East Timor Action
According to ETAN, on November 12, 1991, in Dili,
Network (ETAN), approximately one-third of the
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control of the province.
two weeks earlier by
Civilians were resettled
Indonesian troops.9 At the
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reportedly the “fence of
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have grieved for those killed or disappeared, but whose bodlegs,” in which some
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image
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since
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Dili, East Timor, November 1998. Outside of Santa Cruz cemetery a crowd shouts “Viva” after reenacting the Santa Cruz
massacre to show their determination for independence. Photo courtesy of Mark Rhomberg/ETAN.

national visit. During the peaceful march, Indonesian
troops allegedly opened fire on the crowd in what
became known as the Santa Cruz massacre. The incident
has been widely reported by international NGOs and
the Indonesian government. Estimates of the death toll
range from 50 to over 200.11

massacre was not the largest massacre that happened
during the Indonesian occupation of East Timor, it
captured the most international attention, largely
because a foreign filmmaker, Max Stahl, managed to
document the violence.

According to witnesses, the dead and wounded were
brought to the military hospital in Dili, where some
of the injured people were reportedly executed by
Indonesian troops.12 Later, many of the bodies were
allegedly buried in a mass grave near an Indonesian
military base in Tibar, approximately thirty minutes
by car from Dili. However, the remains have never
been found. There are also reports of other graves, but
the locations are unknown. According to ETAN, the
government made no attempts to identify the dead or
inform their families.13 While the Santa Cruz

Transition to Democracy
In 1998, President Suharto resigned due to the severe
depression of Indonesia’s economy and the resulting
large-scale popular protests for political reform, thus
creating an opening for the independence of East
Timor.14 After several months of protests and under
significant international pressure, especially from the
United Nations and Portugal, Indonesia’s new
president, B.J. Habibie, approved the holding of a
referendum on East Timor’s independence.
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Dili, East Timor, Santa Cruz cemetery. On May 20, 2002, after 24 years, East Timor restored its independence. Many
people gathered at the cemetery on that day to pay their respects to the more than 100,000 Timorese who lost their
lives in this struggle. Photo by Charles Scheiner, La’o Hamutuk.

The U.N. Mission to East Timor (UNAMET), which
had been present in the country since June 1999 and
began administering the area in October 1999, ran
the referendum, but Indonesia insisted that its own
forces control security during the vote.15 In October
1999, the East Timorese population voted
overwhelmingly in favor of independence, rejecting
alternative proposals to be an autonomous province of
Indonesia.16 This historic vote for independence was
achieved despite a widely reported repressive
campaign by Indonesian security forces leading up to
the elections.
According to the U.N., the vote and the
announcement of its results set off waves of
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intimidation and violence by Indonesian troops and
pro-Jakarta militias in East Timor.17 This included
the widespread destruction of homes, public works
and buildings, and communication systems in the
capital of Dili and elsewhere. According to Amnesty
International, security forces and pro-Jakarta
militias murdered and raped hundreds of people,
displaced a vast portion of the population, and
destroyed a significant part of the country’s
infrastructure.18 In response to the violence, the
U.N. authorized the creation of a multinational
peacekeeping force made up of 9,900 troops from
seventeen countries. On May 20, 2002, East Timor
became an independent nation.19 The new president,
Xanana Gusmão, who had long been a leader in the
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resistance movement, easily defeated his opponent in
a U.N.-administered election with high turnout
rates and few irregularities.

1999. While no longer active, SCU investigated and
indicted several hundred Indonesians.22 EAAF
worked with the unit on and off for over three years.

The mission was organized by VIFMA. The
Commission for Reception, Truth and Reconciliation
in East Timor, an independent authority created in
January 2002 to investigate human rights violations
between April 1974 and October 1999, also helped
to coordinate EAAF’s activities.23 Established in
April 2001, the Commission is run by a steering
committee comprised of representatives of the
National Council of Timorese Resistance, six East
Timorese NGOs, the U.N. High Commissioner for
EAAF Participation
Refugees, and the United Nations Transitional
Administration in East Timor Human Rights Unit,
From October 3 to 8, 2005, at the request of the
assisted by two international experts in
director of the Victorian Institute of Forensic
reconciliation. In addition to
Medicine
of
Australia
According
to
receiving the endorsement of
(VIFMA), EAAF traveled to
the National Council and the
East Timor to evaluate the
cabinet,
the
steering
possibility of exhuming a
committee
conducted
suspected mass grave believed
consultations in every district
to contain the remains of
on the proposed Commission
between 50 and 100 people
before its establishment.24
killed in the 1991 massacre at
the Santa Cruz cemetery.
National
Commissioner
Jacinto Alves served as the
The mission was led by Dr.
focal point for EAAF’s visit,
Stephen Cordner, a forensic
facilitating meetings with
pathologist and Director of
officials and relatives of
VIFMA. Dr. Soren Blau, a
victims of the Santa Cruz
forensic anthropologist from
VIFMA, who visited Dili in displaced a vast portion massacre. Activities in Dili
included interviews with a
2003 to collect information
of
the
population,
and
variety of people related to
on the massacre and
the case and two visits to the
developed the investigation
alleged grave in the town of
plan, was also part of the
mission. Dr. Cordner, former
Tibar. The delegation held
forensic coordinator of the
meetings with: Mr. Alves; the
International Committee of
Chief of the ICRC delegation;
the Red Cross project, The
the Attorney General of East
Timor; fifty relatives of
Missing, participated in the
organization of the Medical Examiner’s Office in Dili
victims of the Santa Cruz massacre; the Governor of
for the U.N. Serious Crimes Unit (SCU). SCU was
East Timor at the time of the incidents; filmmaker
created under the Office of the General Prosecutor of
Max Stahl; the Australian adviser to the
East Timor to investigate war crimes committed in
Commission’s final report; a member of the
the country between January 1 and October 25,
Indonesian Commission of Inquiry, created two
In May 2006, factional violence reportedly spread
within the military.20 In response, an Australian
peacekeeping force was deployed and Prime Minister
Mari Alkatiri was forced to resign from his post. The
Nobel Peace Prize laureate, José Ramos-Horta, has
taken his place until new U.N.-administered
elections can be held in 2007.21
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weeks after the massacre; two witnesses who saw
three trucks entering the area where the grave is
located and later accompanied the delegation to
identify the alleged burial site; and personnel from
the Dili morgue. The team also held conference calls
with two local NGOs and the President of the
Timorese Parliament.
When the Commission initially organized the
meeting with relatives of victims, they expected very
few of them to come; however, fifty attended. The
families were unanimous in their desire to find the
remains of their loved ones and to build a national
memorial commemorating the massacre. All of the
families that the delegation met with strongly
supported the investigation of the Santa Cruz
massacre, including relatives of the victims and
Commissioner Jacinto Alves, a leader in the
governing party, an ex-guerrilla, and principal
organizer of the march that preceded the massacre.
Furthermore, the Commission, in its final report to
Parliament presented in January 2006, recommended
that the SCU and Special Panel continue to
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investigate and try human rights cases related to the
massacre, as well as all human rights violations that
occurred from 1974 to 1999.25
Pending government approval, the next steps of an
EAAF-VIFMA investigation of the Santa Cruz
massacre will include:
n

Organizing a joint follow-up two-month
mission to: 1) seek other relatives who did not
participate in the initial meeting, gather premortem information about the victims, and
take samples for DNA testing; 2) excavate the
alleged grave; and 3) begin laboratory analysis
of the recovered remains.

n

Training local forensic professionals. This
measure is strongly supported by the
government given that there are no official
anthropologists or archaeologists—only a
pathologist and social workers—currently
working on preliminary investigations related
to the case.

EAST TIMOR

ENDNOTES
1.
2.

3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

Lawless, Robert. The Indonesian Takeover of East Timor. Asian Survey
16(10): 948-964. 1976
Burr, William and Michael L. Evans (Eds.). “East Timor Revisited: Ford,
Kissinger and the Indonesian Invasion, 1975-76.” National Security
Archive Electronic Briefing Book No. 62. December 6, 2001.
http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/NSAEBB62/#17
Silove, Derrick. Conflict in East Timor: Genocide or Expansionist
Occupation? Human Rights Review 1(3): 49-62. 2000.
East Timor Action Network/U.S. (ETAN). East Timor and U.S. Foreign
Policy. October 1998. http://etan.org/timor/SntaCRUZ.htm.
Silove, Derrick. Conflict in East Timor: Genocide or Expansionist
Occupation? Human Rights Review 1(3): 49-62. 2000.
Ibid.
Ballard, John R. Mastering Coalition Command in Modern Peace
Operations: Operation ‘Stabilise’ in East Timor. Small Wars and
Insurgencies 13(1): 83-101. 2002.
Bertrand, Jacques. False Starts, Succession Crises, and Regime
Transition: Flirting with Openness in Indonesia. Pacific Affairs 69(3):
319-340. 1996.
According to Human Rights Watch, Gomes Rangel died on October 28,
1991, when a group of motorcyclists backed by the Indonesian military
“sparked a clash” at a church where he and other pro-democracy activists
were living. Human Rights Watch. Asia Watch Calls for International
Monitors at Trials of East Timorese. Asia Watch 4(2): 1-4. January 9,
1992. http://www.hrw.org/reports/pdfs/i/indonesa/indones2921.pdf.
According to the Commission for Reception, Truth and Reconciliation
in East Timor, it was run by a Steering Committee comprising
representatives of the National Council of Timorese Resistance, six East
Timorese NGOs, The U.N. High Commissioner for Refugees, and the
United Nations Transitional Administration in East Timor Human
Rights Unit, assisted by two international experts in reconciliation. In
addition to receiving the endorsement of the National Council and the
Cabinet, the Steering Committee conducted consultations in every
district on the proposed Commission. International Center for
Transitional Justice. “Unlawful Killings and Enforced Disappearance.”
Final Report: Commission for Reception, Truth and Reconciliation in East
Timor. Section 7.2. January 30, 2006.
http://www.ictj.org/en/news/features/846.html.
Human Rights Watch. East Timor: The November 12 Massacre and its
Aftermath. December 12, 1991.
http://www.hrw.org/reports/pdfs/i/indonesa/indonesi911.pdf.
Amnesty International. East Timor: Truth, Justice and Redress. November
1, 1997. http://news.amnesty.org/library/Index/ENGASA210811997?
open&of=ENG-2AS.

13.
14.
15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.
22.

23.

24.
25.

East Timor Action Network/U.S. (ETAN). East Timor and U.S. Foreign
Policy. October 1998. http://etan.org/timor/SntaCRUZ.htm.
Human Rights Watch. Indonesia and East Timor: Human Rights Developments.
1999. http://www.hrw.org/worldreport99/asia/indonesia.html.
Nevins, Joseph. The Making of “Ground Zero” in East Timor in 1999:
An Analysis of International Complicity in Indonesia’s Crimes. Asian
Survey 42(4): 623-641. 2002. See also Prime Minister of Australia.
Statement by the Prime Minister the Honorable JW Howard MP on East Timor.
November 23, 1999.
http://www.pm.gov.au/news/speeches/1999/easttimor2311.htm.
Amnesty International. Timor-Leste: Justice, Past, Present, Future.
http://www.amnestyusa.org/countries/timor_leste/document.do?id=2A42
96E79D67070080256A930046D454.
U.N. Economic and Social Council, Commission on Human Rights.
Report of the Commission on Human Rights on Its Fourth Special Session.
September 23-24, 1999. http://www.unhchr.ch/Huridocda/Huridoca.nsf/
6d123295325517b2c12569910034dc4c/1e302d2575ab3768802568110
03840a8?OpenDocument.
Amnesty International, Timor-Leste: Justice, Past, Present, Future.
http://www.amnestyusa.org/countries/timor_leste/document.do?id=2A42
96E79D67070080256A930046D454.
U.N. News Service. “Timor-Leste: UN admits newest member state.”
U.N. News Centre. September 27, 2002. http://www.un.org/apps/news/
infocusRel.asp?infocusID=27&Body=timor&Body1.
East Timor Action Network/U.S. (ETAN). “UNOTIL Daily Media
Review 11 July 2006.” July 11, 2006.
http://www.etan.org/et2006/july/15/dailym11.htm.
Ibid.
Office of the Prosecutor-General of the Republic of East Timor.
http://socrates.berkeley.edu/~warcrime/Serious%20Crimes%20Unit%20Files/
About_SCU.html
U.N. Transitional Administration in East Timor. “Commissioners Sworn
in to Lead Reconciliation Body.” UNTAET Daily Press Briefing Media
Notes. January 21, 2002. http://www.un.org/peace/etimor/DB/
db210102.htm; see also, Commission for Reception, Truth, and
Reconciliation in East Timor. Background.
http://www.easttimor-reconciliation.org/bgd.htm.
Commission for Reception, Truth, and Reconciliation in East Timor.
http://www.easttimor-reconciliation.org/.
Ibid.

EAAF 2006 ANNUAL REPORT •

67

