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Dear Readers, 
After a one-year interruption, twenty year old, beloved �������� ����	
  is back! Founding editor Caroline 

Canafax invited me to edit this issue, with the assistance of Marion (Honeybee) Burns! I agreed to Caroline’s 
request and had the pleasure of interviewing Caroline, on page 2.  

I urge everyone to read the article on page 5 about the US “guestworker program” that the Bush 
administration is promoting as something new and just: we learn that it is a very old and highly injust program. 
We learn what most do not suspect of: that large numbers of people are live and work in the US today under 
conditions so exploitative as to warrant comparison with slavery. Indeed, House Ways and Means Committee 
Chairman Charles Rangel recently commented on CNN’s ‘Lou Dobbs Tonight’: “This guestworker program’s 
the closest thing I’ve ever seen to slavery.” The article on page 5, entitled ‘Close to Slavery’, represents a 
condensation of the Souther Poverty Law Center’s well researched report that was recently handed to all 
members of Congress, available at http://www.splcenter.org/legal/guestreport/index.jsp. It is crucial that each of 
us not only educate ourselves about what is going on in – in this 21st century that we had envisioned would be 
of progress and human rights –, but also that we let our representatives know what we want done about it.  

And Happy Mother’s Day this month! Have you ever envisioned having true family values written into law? 
I’m talking about paid parental leave... And what about having enforcement of anti-discrimination laws against 
mothers in workplace hiring and pay?... Two states – California and Washington – now have paid family leave, 
although in the case of WA, what is offered is minimal. Improvement of these laws and their introduction in all 
states requires that parents become organized and active. See the informative article on page 13. 

In this issue there are two articles on East Timor, by authors who have personally been there in the past two 
tumultuous years. Charlie Scheiner, co-founder of the East Timor & Indonesia Action Network, helps shed 
much needed light on the roots of the recent crisis in the new nation that took us all by surprise. Megan Lavelle, 
gives us a close view of health and living conditions. There is also article on the December Aceh elections, and 
another on recent developments in West Papua. At last, there are some books recommendations on Venezuela. 

One of my goals as an editor is to include more original articles – diverse voices from peace advocates from 
the Pacific region. If you would like to contribute an article, please contact us! We also look forward to your 
letters to the editor.  

Mariza Cabral 
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  is going electronic! 
We would like to replace many of our printed issues with e-mail (a 
printable PDF file), in order to lower environmental and financial costs. 
Please choose one of these options: 

Option 1: Get Pacific Vision by e-mail. (write to pacificvision@wilpf.org) 

Option 2: Continue receiving Pacific Vision by post. Please send a check 
for $12 to help defer annual costs, to:  
WILPF, 2850 32nd Avenue South, Seattle WA 98144 

������������	
������������	
������������	
������������	
  is also posted at: http://wilpf.org/pacific_vision/  
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Caroline Canafax 
Interviewed by Mariza Cabral  
for ������������	
������������	
������������	
������������	
   
 

Foreword from Mariza Cabral: 

I met Caroline in the 1990s when I was a 
graduate student of engineering at the University of 
Washington. A video of the 1991 Santa Cruz 
massacre in East Timor had just become public 
which put East Timor in the international spotlight 
for the first time since the 1975 Indonesian military 
invasion and occupation. I felt compelled to use the 
momentum to inform the university community of 
the many other attrocities that were taking place 
there, so I got busy organizing informational events 
at the university. Caroline, too, was interested in 
informing the American people about East Timor’s 
suffering, and printed several articles in ��������
����	
 . She was among the handful of people I met in 
Seattle who was even aware of what was going on 
there. In contrast to myself, in my late 20s and with 
no prior experience with activism, Caroline was a 
veteran and in her 70s. She was also an immensely 
warm woman who spoke to me as a friend – 
becoming an important presence in my life, as a 
foreign student with no family support in the U.S. 
Our friendship has survived the years that I went to 
live in Europe, and my less than stellar record at 
keeping in touch during those years. Thank you, 
Caroline, for remaining my friend! 

I wanted to include an interview with Caroline 
and get her to talk about her goals for ������������	
 . 
I asked her to pick someone to conduct her interview, 

 
Caroline on her eighty-fifth birthday, 2005.  
Photo by Lynn Moen. 

and she picked me! 
It was an honor and a pleasure for me to sit with 

her in her kitchen on Sunday, April 22, and have this 
conversation.  

 
����

�������������������������� ������ I am so honored to be sitting here with you 
at your kitchen table! Caroline, you were the 
founding editor of Pacific Vision in 1987, and 
personally edited most issues printed since then. It’s 
been twenty years. What goal did you have, then, and 
now, for Pacific Vision?����

���	��
������	��
������	��
������	��
��� With Pacific Vision I wanted to bring the 
reality of the peoples of the Pacific Region, who are 
for the most part people of color, to the mostly white 
women of the U.S. Pacific Region who are members 
of WILPF. I also wanted to promote disarmament 
and peace in this region which has suffered so many 
wars in the past century. 

Interview with Caroline Canafax, 
������������	
������������	
������������	
������������	
  Founding Editor 
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�������������������������������� You were born and raised in Seattle. How 
did you become interested in the lives of the many 
peoples of the Pacific Region? 

���	��
������	��
������	��
������	��
��� A friend of mine, Edith Patten, and I did a 
lot of traveling and were interested in aboriginal 
peoples. She is author of the book “Skimming the 
Top of the World – Traveling Among Peoples of the 
Far North”. At the University of Washington, I took 
courses at the Anthropology Department, with Viola 
Garfield, Phillips, and other excellent professors. 
Melvin Jacobs was a radical teacher who talked about 
all kinds of issues. I graduated in General Studies in 
1943. 

�������������������������������� How unusual was it at the time for a student 
in General Studies to take Anthropology courses? 

���	��
������	��
������	��
������	��
��� Not at all unusual. In fact, taking 
Anthropology courses was a common choice in the 
Jewish sorority that I joined, Alpha Epsilon Phi. 

�������������������������������� So several factors came together to feed 
your interest in native peoples of the Pacific Region. 
How did your interest convert into something more 
personal and compelling for you? 

���	��
������	��
������	��
������	��
��� When I became a school teacher, teaching 
Headstart through third or fourth grade at Stephen’s 
School on Capitol Hill (the school that I attended 
myself as a child!), I had in my class many students 
native to Alaska – Haida and Thlingit. Eliza Neligan, 
a Haida native lady who was retired, volunteered in 
my classroom. She liked the way I led the class, and 
we became friends. I also taught at Adam’s 
Elementary School in Ballard. Many Haida lived in 
Ballard and were my students, and I became 
acquainted with some of their families. Joey 
Alexander was a student who was Haida, and who 
told me he was interested in Haida traditional dances. 
I arranged for him to perform a traditional Haida 
dance in class, in full dress. A friend of his, a boy of 
Greek heritage, dressed in Greek traditional fashion, 
and they both performed Haida dances and Greek 
dances as well, in my class.  

�������������������������������� Ha! I wish I had been there!  

���	��
������	��
������	��
������	��
��� This episode, which became of great 
positive psychological importance to Joey and 
resulted in his liking school much better from then 
on, made me very close with his mother. Through 
Joey’s mother as well as Eliza Neligan, I was invited 
to become a Haida tribal member, an incredible 

honor! Unfortunately, I had become an international 
officer of WILPF, and I just couldn’t fulfill both 
obligations. So I had to refuse the honor I was 
offered. Joey’s mother did not take my decision 
easily. But even today Eliza’s daughter, Eileen 
Neligan, sends me a card every month to greet me in 
memory of her mother. [Caroline gets up to reach for 
the latest card from Eileen, carefully placed in a 
cabinet.] 

�������������������������������� So your personal connection to the Haida 
tribe went quite deep. Did you become a school 
teacher right after college? 

���	��
������	��
������	��
������	��
��� Oh, no! When I graduated in 1943 I went 
to work in the war industry, which was literally an 
important thing to do! I worked as a boilermaker 
helper.  

�������������������������������� Your husband, Leo, is a welder. Is that how 
you met him? 

���	��
������	��
������	��
������	��
��� Actually no. I bought an old car from his 
brother and he helped me fix it. He had just come 
home from fighting in the war and had no money. I 
invited him out to the movies and paid for it. He 
thought that was cute!... [laughter] We got married in 
1947. I continued working until we had our first 
child, Dan, born 1950. Susan Jane was born 1952. I 
became a full-time Mom until we got broke in 1955. 

�������������������������������� What did you do then? 

���	��
������	��
������	��
������	��
��� I went and got a Master’s Degree in Early 
Childhood Education, and then I started teaching 
school in Maple Valley, for about 3 ½ years.  

�������������������������������� What made you leave? 

���	��
������	��
������	��
������	��
��� Well, there were a couple of members of 
the school board who were in the John Birch Society. 
And I was accused of being a communist. I was 
kicked out of the school. 

�������������������������������� I can see this is still emotional to you today, 
from the way you say it, Caroline. What else 
happened to you as a result of that accusation at that 
time in US History? 

���	��
������	��
������	��
������	��
��� Fortunately, both sides of my family were 
able to protect me from further attack, and my 
parents stood by me, as did my sister. Both my 
mother and father’s families had co-founded and 
sponsored the major Synagogue in Seattle, Temple 
De’Hirch and my parents were prominent in Seattle’s 
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Jewish community, which at the time had some 
10,000 people. 

�������������������������������� But you were not allowed to teach! What 
then did you do? 

���	��
������	��
������	��
������	��
��� I got into Headstart, where I was accepted 
very gladly. I worked there for several years. The 
then head of Headstart, Dorothy Hollingsworth, an 
African-American woman, realized that a lot of the 
Seattle Schools’ teachers didn’t have sufficient 
credentials to be teaching, while I did have them but 
wasn’t teaching! So Dorothy helped me, and others, 
into the Seattle School system. I taught there for 
fifteen years, until I retired in 1981. 

�������������������������������� And how, why and when did you join 
WILPF?  

���	��
������	��
������	��
������	��
��� I joined WILPF in 1975. There was a 
WILPF Congress in Minnesotta and I just decided to 
go there. 

�������������������������������� You eventually became Vice-President of 
WILPF. 

���	��
������	��
������	��
������	��
��� Yes. And for 12 years I was in different 
Boards of Directors of WILPF. 

�������������������������������� What is something you do now that gives 
you great pleasure, Caroline? 

���	��
������	��
������	��
������	��
��� The Raging Grannies1! We have really a 
lot of fun, and a purpose together! 

����������������������������� Oh, I know that, Caroline! Thank you for 
the pleasure of this conversation. ��

�

                                                 
1 http://www.seattleraginggrannies.com/ 

�

The Seattle Raging Grannies in 2006. Caroline sits in front, second from right. 
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by Mary Bauer 
Southern Poverty Law Center 
������������������������������������������������	
 	
	
 	
  Contributed Article 
����
!"��#�$�%��	�����&&����%�	
����	�&!"��#�$�%��	�����&&����%�	
����	�&!"��#�$�%��	�����&&����%�	
����	�&!"��#�$�%��	�����&&����%�	
����	�&  has spawned 
legislative proposals to create a vast new pool of 
temporary foreign workers – potentially millions – 
who would be available to U.S. businesses seeking 
cheap labor.  President Bush, in fact, has called for a 
“legal and orderly path for foreign workers to enter 
our country to work on a temporary basis.”   

These proposals, however, overlook the fact that 
the United States has had a guestworker program for 
low-skilled laborers for decades — one that is largely 
hidden from view because the workers are typically 
socially and geographically isolated. Before we 
expand this system in the name of immigration 
reform, we should carefully examine how it operates. 

Under the current system, called the H-2 
program, employers brought about 121,000 
guestworkers into the United States in 2005 — 
approximately 32,000 for agricultural work and 
another 89,000 for jobs in forestry, seafood 
processing, landscaping, construction and other non-
agricultural 
industries.2 

These workers 
are, however, not 
treated like “guests.” 
Rather, they are 
systematically 
exploited and 
abused. Unlike U.S. citizens, guestworkers do not 
enjoy the most fundamental protection of a 
competitive labor market — the ability to change 
jobs if they are mistreated. Instead, they are bound to 
the employers who “import” them. If guestworkers 
complain about abuses, they face deportation, 
blacklisting or other retaliation. 

                                                 
2  Department of State, NonImmigrant Visas Issued, 10/01/04 — 
9/30/05, available at 
http://travel.state.gov/pdf/FY2005_NIV_Detail_Table.pdf 
 

Federal law and U.S. Department of Labor 
regulations provide some basic protections to H-2 
guestworkers — but they exist mainly on paper. 
Government enforcement of their rights is almost 
non-existent and private attorneys typically won’t 
take up their cause.  

Bound to a single employer and lacking access to 
legal resources, guestworkers are: 

• routinely cheated out of wages;  
• forced to mortgage their futures to obtain low-
wage, temporary jobs; 
• held virtually captive by employers or labor 
brokers who seize their documents; 
• forced to live in squalid conditions; and, 
• denied medical benefits for on-the-job injuries.  
House Ways and Means Committee Chairman 

Charles Rangel recently put it this way: “This 
guestworker program’s the closest thing I’ve ever 
seen to slavery.”3 Congressman Rangel’s conclusion 
is not mere hyperbole — and not the first time such a 
comparison with slavery has been made. Former 
Department of Labor official Lee G. Williams 
described the old “bracero” program — the 

guestworker program 
that brought 
thousands of 
Mexican nationals to 
work in the United 
States during and 
after World War II 

— as a system of “legalized slavery.”4 The H-2 
guestworker system also can be viewed as a modern-
day system of indentured servitude. But unlike 
European indentured servants of old, today’s 
guestworkers have no prospect of becoming U.S. 
citizens. When their work visas expire, they must 
leave the United States. They are, in effect, the 
disposable workers of the U.S. economy. In practice, 
                                                 
3  U.S. Representative Charles Rangel, speaking on CNN’s Lou 
Dobbs Tonight, Jan. 23, 2007 
4  Quoted in Majka, Theo J. and Patrick H. Mooney, Farmers’ and 
Farm Workers Movements (Twayne Publishers 1995) 152. 

Close to Slavery: The U.S.  
Guestworker Program 

“This guestworker program’s the closest 
thing I’ve ever seen to slavery” 

� Charles Rangel, Chairman of the 
House Ways and Means Committee 
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there is little difference between the bracero program 
and the current H-2 guestworker program. 

The H-2 guestworker program is inherently 
abusive and should not be expanded in the name of 
immigration reform. If the current program is 
allowed to continue at all, it should be completely 
overhauled.  

 

 

Tree planters. Photo by SPLC. 

A Brief History of the Modern Guestworker 
Program  

In 1942, the U.S. State Department reached a 
bilateral agreement with Mexico creating the bracero5 
program, which Congress later approved. But the 
bracero program was not perfect. Mexican workers, 
who generally did not read English, were often 
unaware of contractual guarantees. And there were 
numerous reports of employers shortchanging 
workers — just as in today’s H-2 guestworker 
program.  

After the bracero program was dismantled in 1964, 
foreign workers could still be imported for agricultural 
work under the H-2 sections of the Immigration and 
Nationality Act. The H-2 program had been created in 
1943 when the Florida sugar cane industry obtained 
permission to hire Caribbean workers to cut sugar cane 
on temporary visas. It was revised in 1986 as part of 
the Immigration Reform and Control Act, which 

                                                 
5  The word “bracero” is derived from the Spanish word for “arm,” 
as in a farm hand or labor for hire. It refers both to the guestworker 
program operated between 1942 and 1964 and to individual, legally 
hired Mexican farm workers who participated in the program.  
 

divided it into the H-2A agricultural program and the 
H-2B non-agricultural program.  

In 2005, the last year for which data are available, 
the United States issued about 89,000 H-2B visas6 
and about 32,000 H-2A visas. The countries sending 
the most workers to the United States under these 
programs were Mexico, Jamaica and Guatemala; 
about three-fourths are Mexican.7 

Although the H-2A and H-2B programs offer 
different terms and benefits, they are similar in one 
significant way: Both programs permit the 
guestworker to work only for the employer who 
petitioned the Department of Labor (DOL) for his or 
her services. If the work situation is abusive or not 
what was promised, the worker has little or no 
recourse other than to go home. That puts the worker 
at a distinct disadvantage in terms of future 
opportunities in the United States, because his ability 
to return during any subsequent season depends 
entirely on an employer’s willingness to submit a 
request to the U.S. government. In practical terms, it 
means that an employee is much less likely to 
complain about workplace safety or wage issues. 

In addition, the H-2 visas used by guestworkers 
are for individuals only and generally do not permit 
them to bring their families to the United States. This 
means that guestworkers are separated from their 
families, including their minor children, for periods 
often lasting nearly a year.  

The H-2A program provides significant legal 
protections for foreign farmworkers. Many of these 
safeguards are similar to those that existed under the 
widely discredited bracero program. Unfortunately, far 
too many of the protections — as in the bracero 
program — exist only on paper.  

The fundamental legal protections afforded to H-
2A workers do not apply to guestworkers under the 
H-2B program. While the employer is obligated to 
offer full-time employment that pays at least the 
prevailing wage rate, none of the other substantive 
regulatory protections of the H-2A program apply to 
H-2B workers. There is no free housing. There is no 
access to legal services. And the H-2B regulations do 
not require an employer to pay the workers’ 
transportation to the United States.   

                                                 
6  This includes H-2B and H-2R (returning worker) visas. 
7  Department of State, NonImmigrant Visas Issued, 10/01/04 — 
9/30/05, available at 
http://travel.state.gov/pdf/FY2005_NIV_Detail_Table.pdf 
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Recruitment: Exploitation Begins at Home 

The exploitation of guestworkers typically begins 
with the private agencies U.S. employers rely on to 
find and recruit guestworkers in their home countries. 
These labor recruiters usually charge fees to the 
worker — sometimes thousands of dollars — to 
cover travel, visas and other costs, including profit 
for the recruiters. The workers, most of whom live in 
poverty, frequently must obtain high-interest loans to 
come up with the money to pay the fees. In addition, 
recruiters sometimes require them to leave collateral, 
such as the deed to their house or car, to ensure that 
they fulfill the terms of their individual labor 
contract. 

Typically, guestworkers arriving in the United 
States face a fee-related debt ranging from $500 to 
well over $10,000. Many pay exorbitant interest rates 
on that debt. When that’s the case, they have virtually 
no possibility of repaying the debt by performing the 
work offered by the employer during the term of the 
contract.  

Workers from Bolivia, Peru and the Dominican 
Republic each paid between $3,500 and $5,000 to 
obtain jobs with a New Orleans hotel chain after 
Hurricane Katrina. The company was replacing 
workers, many of the African Americans, who had 
held the jobs before the storm. The jobs were 
scheduled to last from three to nine months.  

Angela (not her real name), who was a college 
student in the Dominican Republic, borrowed $4,000 
for the opportunity but soon discovered she couldn’t 
earn enough to pay off her debt – and often didn’t 
even have enough to eat. Her visa did not allow her 
to seek other employment, and she fell deeper into 
debt. She and her mother, who was suffering from 
cancer, had signed an agreement with a recruiter 
promising to pay $10,000 if she didn’t finish the 
contract. “I felt like an animal without claws – 
defenseless,” she said. “It is the same as slavery.” 

A prohibition on charging fees to workers for 
recruitment or transportation would help negate the 
financial incentive for the recruiting industry in 
Mexico and elsewhere to send more workers than are 
needed. Presumably, if the workers could not be 
charged, then employers would pay for recruiting, 
and they would recruit only the number of workers 
needed. 

Exacerbating the problem further is the fact that 
many large employers who rely on guestworkers 
increasingly are attempting to avoid responsibility for 

unlawful practices by obtaining workers indirectly 
through a subcontractor. This use of labor brokers 
puts workers at greater risk of abuse and makes 
enforcement of their rights even more difficult than it 
is already. 

 

“In my sixth year of planting trees, I was poked in the 
eye with a branch [...]. This happened in January 
2005 and I am still suffering. I cannot see well. 
Everything is blurry. [...] There was no help from the 
company. We are left to suffer while the company is 
making their money. I have the desire to return to 
work but I cannot [...]. If I had been wearing 
protective glasses that day, at best I would still be 
able to work today.”—Armenio Pablo-Calmo, H-2B 
guestworker, pictured above with his grand-
daughter. Photo by SPLC. 

Holding the “Deportation Card” 

The most fundamental problem with guestworker 
programs, both historically and currently, is that the 
employer — not the worker — decides whether a 
worker can come to the United States and whether 
she can stay Because of this arrangement, the balance 
of power between employer and worker is skewed so 
disproportionately in favor of the employer that, for 
all practical purposes, the worker’s rights are 
nullified. At any moment, the employer can fire the 
worker, call the government and declare the worker 
to be “illegal.”  
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Many abuses, perhaps most abuses of 
guestworkers, flow from the fact that the employer 
literally holds the deportation card. One of the most 
chronic abuses reported by guestworkers concerns 
the seizure of identity documents — in particular 
passports and Social Security cards.8 In many 
instances, workers are told that the documents are 
being taken in order to ensure that they do not leave 
in the middle of the contract.  

There is no realistic mechanism for workers to 
recover their identity documents. Numerous 
employers have refused to return these documents 
even when the worker simply wanted to return to his 
home country. The Southern Poverty Law Center 
also has encountered numerous incidents where 
employers destroyed passports or visas in order to 
convert workers into undocumented status. When this 
happens, there is little likelihood of a worker 
obtaining assistance from local law enforcement 
officials. In many jurisdictions, lawyers representing 
workers advise them to avoid calling police because 
they are more likely to take action against 
complaining workers than against the employer.  

In many instances, employers have quite 
explicitly used the threat of calling the U.S. 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement agency as a 
means of asserting control over the workers. For 
example, in one case where workers refused to work 
until they received their pay after not having been 
paid in several weeks, the employer responded by 
threatening to call immigration and declare that the 
workers had “abandoned” their work and were thus 
“illegal” workers.  

Otto Rafael Boton-Gonzalez, a forestry worker 
from Guatemala, has experienced this type of 
intimidation first-hand. “When the supervisor would 
see that a person was ready to leave the job because 
the pay was so bad, he would take our papers from 
us. He would rip up our visa and say, ‘You don’t 
want to work? Get out of here then. You don’t want 
to work? Right now I will call immigration to take 
your papers and deport you.’ ” 

Such threats are common and are made possible 
by a system under which visas are issued solely for 
employment with the petitioning employer.  
                                                 
8  Unlike H-2A workers, those with H-2B visas must pay Social 
Security and Medicare taxes but have no prospect of receiving benefits 
under the programs. They also are subject to federal income tax 
withholding. 
 

Even when employers do not overtly threaten 
deportation, workers live in constant fear that any bad 
act or complaint on their part will result in their being 
sent home or not being rehired. Fear of retaliation is a 
deeply rooted problem in guestworker programs. In 
1964, the Mexican-American labor organizer and 
writer Ernesto Galarza found that despite the 
prevalence of workers’ rights violations, only one in 
every 4,300 braceros complained.9   

Wage and Hour Abuses  

Despite federal law requiring the payment of the 
Adverse Effect Wage Rate to H-2A workers and the 
prevailing wage rate to H-2B workers (measures 
intended to prevent wages of U.S. workers from 
being driven down by the employment of foreign 
workers), in practice many guestworkers earn 
substantially less than even the federal minimum 
wage of $5.15 per hour.  

Although an H-2B contract between employer 
and worker specifies a minimum hourly wage, tree 
planters are more often paid by the number of 
seedlings they plant. They are told that they are 
expected to plant at least two bags of 1,000 seedlings 
each in an eight-hour day, a task that is often 
impossible. Payment ranges from $15 to $30 per bag. 
At the average rate of 1,500 trees, a worker could 
earn between $22.50 and $45 a day, far less than the 
legally required wage. By law, the employer is 
obligated to make up the difference between the bag 
rate and the prevailing wage rate. This is rarely done. 

In addition, most workers report working between 
8 and 12 hours a day. But they rarely, if ever, earn 
overtime pay, despite the fact that they often work six 
full days a week and average well over 40 hours. In 
addition, they are routinely required to purchase their 
own work-related tools and incur other expenses and 
deductions, unlawfully cutting into their pay. These 
wage and hour abuses are common throughout all 
industries where H-2 workers work.  

Contract Violations 

Another chronic problem faced by guestworkers 
is that employers recruit too many of them, a 

                                                 
9  Ernesto Galarza, Merchants of Labor: The Mexican Bracero 
Story (Rosicrucian Press (1964) at 17; See also  Michael Holley, 
Disadvantaged by Design:  How the Law Inhibits Agricultural 
Guestworkers from Enforcing Their Rights, 18 Hofstra Lab. & Emp. 
L.J. 575, 585 (2001) 
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situation that leads to workers not being able to earn 
as much as they were promised. 

DOL regulations require that H-2A workers be 
guaranteed 75 percent of the hours promised in the 
contract — a provision called the “three-quarters 
guarantee.” That does not mean employers always 
comply. Many of the terms in a worker’s job offer 
are simply not honored. The DOL’s inspector 
general found in 2004 that the North Carolina 
Growers Association overstated its need for workers 
and overstated the period of employment, factors 
that likely led workers to abandon their contracts 
early and not receive the return transportation to 
which they were lawfully entitled.10   

In the H-2B program, there is no regulation of the 
number of hours that must be guaranteed to workers. 
The DOL, in fact, asserts that it has no authority to 
enforce the provisions of an H-2B contract under 
most circumstances. Thus, if a worker arrives in the 
United States on an H-2B visa and is offered no work 
for weeks on end (and this has occurred many times) 
that worker has virtually no recourse. He may not 
lawfully seek employment elsewhere. He likely has 
substantial debts on which he must continue to make 
payments. As an H-2B worker, he more than likely is 
obligated to pay for housing; certainly, he must pay 
for food.  

The ramifications to the worker of being deprived 
of work for even short periods are enormous under 
these circumstances. Fundamental to the problem is 
that the worker is not free to shop his labor to any 
other employer.  

Injuries without Effective Recourse 

Guestworkers toil in some of the most dangerous 
occupations in the United States.11 Fatality rates for 
the agriculture and forestry industries, both of which 
employ large numbers of guestworkers, are more 
than 10 times the national average.12 Unfortunately, 
when H-2 workers suffer injuries on the job, all too 
often they are denied access to appropriate medical 

                                                 
10 Office of Inspector General,  Evaluation of the North Carolina 
Growers Association , March 31, 2004   See also Leah Beth Ward  Lax 
Regulations Trouble Critics of Labor Pipeline, Desperate Harvest, 
Charlotte Observer, November 1, 1999 
11  Bureau of Labor Statistics, Census of Fatal Occupational Injuries, 
at 13 (2005) (Forestry, agriculture, and construction rank two, six, and 
ten, respectively, in the fatality rate.) 
12  Id. 
 

care and benefits. Those who are seriously injured 
face enormous, often insurmountable obstacles to 
obtaining workers’ compensation benefits. 

In most instances, guestworkers are entitled to 
workers’ compensation benefits — on paper, at 
least. The reality is that many injured guestworkers 
are not able to obtain benefits. Because workers’ 
compensation is a state-by-state scheme, with varying 
rules, some states are more accessible to transnational 
workers than others. Many states have onerous rules 
that are simply incompatible with the visa 
requirements of guestworkers, who must return to 
their homes when their visas expire. Workers often 
lack the knowledge needed to negotiate the complex 
system in order to have benefits continue when they 
leave the United States.  

 

Tree planter. Photo by SPLC. 

H ousing  

When it comes to housing, guestworkers aren’t 
treated like “guests” of the United States at all. In 
fact, they are frequently forced to live in squalor. 
Many find themselves held captive by unscrupulous 
employers or labor brokers who confiscate their 
passports, restrict their movements, extort payments 
from them and threaten them with arrest and 
deportation if they attempt to escape.  

Some guestworkers have even been held virtually 
captive by their employers in work camps. In 2003, 
the Palm Beach Post told the story of a group of 
women from Hidalgo, Mexico, who traveled to 
Cocoa, Fla., on guestworker visas to harvest 
tomatoes. They did not know they would be locked 
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up at night. “El patron would put a lock on the gate 
where our trailers were, and he or a trusted worker 
were the only ones who could open it,” one of the 
women said. Another said, “After a time, they would 
not let us communicate with other people. Everything 
was locked up with a key.” 

 Housing for both H-2A and H-2B workers is 
often located in extremely isolated rural locations, 
subjecting workers to other kinds of difficulties. In 
most instances, workers lack both vehicles and access 
to public transportation. As a result, they are totally 
dependent upon their employers for transportation to 
work and to places like grocery stores and banks. 
Some employers charge exorbitant fees for rides to 
the grocery store. Much of the housing provided to 
workers lacks telephone service, isolating workers 
even further.  

Lack of Government Enforcement 

Government enforcement of basic labor 
protections has decreased for all American workers in 
recent decades. This decline in enforcement has 
particularly grave consequences for guestworkers, 
who are far more vulnerable to abuses than U.S. 
workers and in great need of government protection.13   

The rights of guestworkers can be enforced in 
two ways: through actions taken by government 
agencies, mainly the DOL, and through lawsuits filed 
by private attorneys, federally funded Legal Services 
(H-2A workers only) or non-profit legal 
organizations like the Southern Poverty Law Center. 

Because of the lack of government enforcement, 
it generally falls to the workers to take action to 
protect themselves from abuses. Unfortunately, filing 
lawsuits against abusive employers is not a realistic 
option in most cases. Even if guestworkers know 
their rights — and most do not — and even if private 
attorneys would take their cases — and most will not 
— guestworkers risk blacklisting and other forms of 
retaliation against themselves or their families if they 
sue to protect their rights.  

While H-2A workers are eligible for 
representation by federally funded Legal Services 
lawyers, these lawyers are prohibited from handling 
class actions lawsuits. Given workers’ enormous 
fears of retaliation and blacklisting, any system that 
relies on workers asserting their own legal rights is 
                                                 
13  See Mary Lee Hall, Defending the Rights of H-2A Farmworkers, 
27 N.C.J. Int’l L. & Com. Reg. 521, 522 (2002) 
 

unlikely to bring about systemic change. Having 
access to class action litigation would at least permit 
cases to be brought by one or two workers brave 
enough to challenge the system. 

In addition, H-2A workers are specifically 
exempted from the major statute designed to protect 
agricultural workers in the United States from abuse 
and exploitation — the Migrant and Seasonal 
Agricultural Worker Protection Act (AWPA). 
Adopted in 1983, it replaced the Farm Labor 
Contractors Registration Act of 1963, which was 
enacted in the wake of the Edward R. Murrow film 
about farmworkers, Harvest of Shame, aired by CBS 
during Thanksgiving in 1960. Among other things, 
the AWPA provides migrant farmworkers a legal 
mechanism to enforce the terms of the promises 
made to them and the other terms of their agreement 
in federal court. But the powerful protections of that 
law are not available to H-2A workers.  

For H-2B workers, the situation is perhaps even 
more dire. Although they are in the U.S. legally and are 
financially eligible, they are ineligible for federally 
funded legal services because of their visa status. As a 
result, most H-2B workers have no access to lawyers or 
information about their legal rights. Because most do 
not speak English and are extremely isolated, both 
geographically and socially, it is unrealistic to expect 
that they would be able to take action to enforce their 
own legal rights. Moreover, many of these workers 
have few rights to enforce.  

Typically, workers will make complaints only if 
they are so severely injured that they can no longer 
work, or once their work is finished. They quite 
rationally weigh the costs of reporting contract 
violations or dangerous working conditions against 
the potential benefits. As a result, far too many 
workers are lured to the United States by false 
promises only to find that they have no recourse.   

Systematic Discrimination 

Discrimination based on national origin, race, 
age, disability and gender is deeply entrenched in 
the H-2 guestworker system.  

Clients of the Southern Poverty Law Center who 
worked for Decatur Hotels, a luxury hotel chain in 
New Orleans, in February 2007 filed a complaint 
with the EEOC charging systematic discrimination 
on the basis of national origin. In that case, the 
employer filed three separate applications with the 
DOL to seek workers. Each job classification in the 
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applications was to be paid at a different wage — 
$6.02 per hour for Bolivians,  $6.09 per hour for 
Dominicans and $7.79 per hour for Peruvians. The 
rate that workers were paid was based solely on their 
national origin, regardless of the kind of work they 
actually performed.  

Women are particularly vulnerable to 
discrimination. Numerous women have reported 
concerns about severe sexual harassment on the job. 
There have been no studies that quantify this problem 
among guestworkers. However, in a 1993 survey of 
farmworker women in California, more than 90 
percent reported that sexual harassment was a major 
problem on the job.14 

In 1995, the EEOC met with farmworkers in 
Fresno, Calif., as part of an effort to develop a more 
vigorous enforcement program in the agricultural 
industry. William R. Tamayo, regional attorney for 
the EEOC in San Francisco, said, “We were told that 
hundreds, if not thousands, of women had to have sex 
with supervisors to get or keep jobs and/or put up 
with a constant barrage of grabbing and touching and 
propositions for sex by supervisors.”15 The 
farmworkers, in fact, referred to one company’s field 
as the “fil de calzon,” or “field of panties,” because 
so many women had been raped by supervisors 
there.16 

Given the acute vulnerability of guestworkers in 
general, one can extrapolate that women 
guestworkers are extraordinarily defenseless in the 
face of sexual harassment. Indeed, given the power 
imbalance between employers and their 
guestworkers, it is hard to imagine how a 
guestworker facing harassment on the job could 
alleviate her situation. Assuming that she, like most 
workers, had taken out substantial debt to obtain the 
job and given that she would not be permitted to 

                                                 
14 Cited in Lessons from the Fields: Female Farmworkers and the 
Law, Maria Ontiveros, 55 MELR 157, 168 (2003) (study by Maria 
Elena Lopez Trevino, The Needs and Problems Confronting Mexican 
American and Latin Women Farmworkers: A Socioeconomic and 
Human’s Right Issue (1995)(unpublished on file with author); Maria 
Elena Lopez Trevino, A Radio Model: A Community Strategy to 
Address the Problems and needs of the Mexican American Women 
Farmworkers (1989 MS thesis, Cal State University) 
15 William R. Tamayo, Forging Our Identity: Transformative 
Resistance in the Areas of Work, Class, and the Law: The Role of the 
EEOC in Protecting the Civil Rights of Farm Workers, 33 U.C. Davis 
L Rev. 1075, 1080. (2000) 
16  Id.  

work for any employer other than the offender, her 
options would be severely limited.   

Martina (not her real name), a guestworker from 
Mexico, has first-hand experience with gender 
discrimination and sexual harassment. She came to 
the United States with an H-2B visa to process crabs. 
She knew from past work that men always process 
oysters and women always process crabs. And the 
men are paid higher wages than the women. One 
year Martina was brought in to work during oyster 
season. When she arrived at the airport, she was met 
by the plant manager who made it clear that she had 
been hired to be his mistress. The DOL has 
approved H-2B visas for this plant for years.17  

 

Norma, and other women from Hidalgo, Mexico, took 
guestworker jobs harvesting tomatoes in Florida, 
only to find they were locked up at night by their 
employers and not allowed to communicate with 
others. Photo (cropped) by Gary Coronado. 

 
It is no coincidence that these forms of 

discrimination exist in guestworker programs; many 
of the recruiting agencies tout the great benefits of 
hiring workers from one country or another. When 
employers are permitted to shop for workers as 

                                                 
17  Interview with Carol Brooke, North Carolina Justice Center; 
settlement documents on file with author. 
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though they were ordering from a catalog, 
discrimination is the likely, perhaps inevitable result.   

Recommendations 

Clearly the H-2 guestworker program is 
fundamentally flawed. Because guestworkers are tied 
to a single employer and have little or no ability to 
enforce their rights, they are routinely exploited. The 
guestworker program should not be expanded or used 
as a model for immigration reform. If this program is 
permitted to continue at all, it should be radically 
altered to address the vast disparity in power between 
guestworkers and their employers. 

I. Federal laws and regulations protecting 
guestworkers from abuse must be strengthened:   

• Guestworkers should be able to obTain visas that 
do not tie them to a specific employer.  
• Congress should provide a process allowing 
guestworkers to gain permanent residency, with their 
families, over time.  
• Employers should be required to bear all the costs 
of recruiting and transporting guestworkers to this 
country.  
• Entities acting as labor brokers for employers that 
actually use the guestworkers should not be allowed 
to obtain certification from the Department of Labor 
to bring them in.  
• Congress should require the Department of Labor 
to promulgate labor regulations for H-2B workers 
that are comparable to the H-2A regulations.  
• Congress should require employers to pay at least 
the “adverse effect wage rate” in all guestworker 
programs to protect against the downward pressure 
on wages.  
• Congress should eliminate the barriers that prevent 
guestworkers from receiving workers’ compensation 
benefits.  
• Guestworkers should be protected from 
discrimination on the same terms as workers hired in 
the United States.  

II. Federal agency enforcement of guestworker 
protections must be strengthened: 
• Congress should require that all employers report 
to the Department of Labor, at the conclusion of a 
guestworker’s term of employment and under 
penalty of perjury, on their compliance with the 
terms of the law and the guestworker’s contract.   
• Employers using guestworkers should be required 
to post a bond that is at least sufficient in value to 

cover the workers’ legal wages. A system should 
be created to permit workers to make claims 
against the bond.  
• There should be a massive increase in funding for 
federal agency enforcement of guestworker 
protections.  
• The Department of Labor should be authorized to 
enforce all guestworker agreements.  
• The Department of Labor should create a 
streamlined process to deny guestworker 
applications from employers that have violated the 
rights of guestworkers.  

III. Congress must provide guestworkers with 
meaningful access to the courts 
• Congress should make all guestworkers eligible 
for federally funded legal services. H-2B workers 
are currently not eligible for legal aid services.  
• Because of the unique challenges faced by 
guestworkers, the restriction on federally funded 
legal services that prohibits class action 
representation should be lifted. 
• Congress should provide a civil cause of action 
and criminal penalties for employers or persons 
who confiscate or hold guestworker documents.  
• Congress should provide a federal cause of action 
allowing all guestworkers to enforce their 
contracts.  

These reforms are overdue. For too long, our 
country has benefited from the labor provided by 
guestworkers but has failed to provide a fair system 
that respects their human rights and upholds the most 
basic values of our democracy. The time has come 
for Congress to overhaul our shamefully abusive 
guestworker system. �  
Mary Bauer is director of the Immigrant Justice 
Project of the Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC). 
She is the former legal director of the Virginia 
Justice Center for Farm and Immigrant Workers, and 
the former legal director of the Virginia chapter of 
the American Civil Liberties Union.  
This article condenses the SPLC’s detailed report of 
the same title, ‘Close to Slavery,’ which was based on 
thousands of interviews with guestworkers in a 
variety of industries. The report was distributed to 
every member of Congress and to journalists 
nationwide. It is available at: 
www.splcenter.org/legal/guestreport/index.jsp. 
You can sign a petition to President Bush at: 
www.splcenter.org/center/petitions/guestworker/index.jsp
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by Kristen Dobson 
Reprinted from Parent Map Magazine, May 2007 
 

Selena Allen thought she had it figured out. The 
Kent mother was pregnant with her second child, and 
she and her husband had 
good jobs. They were 
excited about the new baby 
and had carefully worked 
out finances so that Selena 
could stay home for a 
month after the birth to 
bond with her newborn. 

"I had two and a half 
weeks of paid leave saved up, and we could afford 
another week and a half unpaid by cutting corners," 
Allen says. "We were set for the birth at the end of 
May. But, lo and behold, Connor had other ideas." 

Six weeks before Connor was due, Allen was 
pushing a cart through the grocery store when she 
started feeling strange pains. Twenty-six hours later, 
Connor was born at Seattle's Swedish Hospital and 
whisked away immediately to the neonatal care unit. 
The tiny newborn was severely jaundiced, unable to 
digest any food. 

Heartsick and 
worried, Allen and her 
husband needed a new 
plan, and fast. They had 
no idea how long Connor would be in the hospital -- 
it could be a week or six weeks. With precious little 
leave time available, the couple made a painful 
decision: Allen would return to work immediately, 
and take her leave after Connor came home. 

"I gave birth on a Thursday and on Monday I was 
back at work," Allen says. 

A critically needed law 

Like thousands of mothers in our state, Allen 
struggles with an all-too-common predicament: 
finances and time stretched paper thin by the birth of 
a child. Even the most carefully laid plans can be 
obliterated by an unexpected twist of fate -- a medical 

emergency or the loss of a job. Many of us are living 
just one calamity away from financial ruin. 

But there is new hope for mothers, in the form of 
a groundbreaking law that just barely survived a 
contentious battle in our state Legislature. The 

Medical and Family Leave 
Act gives workers five 
weeks of paid family leave 
after the birth or adoption 
of a new child. That's over 
and above the existing 
federal family leave law, 
which allows workers at 
businesses with 50 

employees or more 12 weeks of unpaid leave. The 
bill passed after being stripped of many details, 
including a provision allowing for leave to care for a 
sick family member. 

"When a baby or health crisis arrives, should we 
have to leave our families, or should we have family 
leave?" says state Rep. Mary Lou Dickerson, the 
bill's House sponsor, who's been working on a family 
leave law since 2001. "No one should have to choose 
between the job they need and the family they love, 

and right now moms across 
Washington have to make 
those kinds of decisions 
every day." 
As of this writing, legislators 

are working to reconcile the House bill with the 
Senate's; once a compromise is reached, it will go to 
Governor Gregoire for her signature. If she signs it, 
our state will join California as the only two states in 
the nation to have a paid family leave law. 

The mommy wars 

You can certainly call this progress, but it's been 
painfully slow in a situation some call disgraceful at 
best. A recent Harvard/McGill University study 
compared 173 countries, and found that only five 
don't have some form of paid leave for new mothers: 
the United States, Swaziland, Lesotho, Liberia, and 
Papua New Guinea (see Resources for the full study). 

Happy Mother’s Day!  
‘MomsRising’ and the Struggle for Rights 

"I gave birth on a Thursday and 
on Monday I was back at work" 

Only five countries don't have 
some form of paid leave for new 

mothers: the United States, 
Swaziland, Lesotho, Liberia, and 

Papua New Guinea 
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Within our country, there are other startling 
statistics in what some are calling the "mommy 
wars." An American mother with a college degree 
can expect to give up $1 million in lost wages over 
her lifetime, according to Ann Crittenden, a former 
reporter for The New York Times and the author of 
The Price of Motherhood. And while progress has 
been made on the so-called "glass ceiling," mothers 
aren't seeing the same workplace gains as women 
without children. Right now, non-mothers earn 10 
percent less than their male counterparts, but the 
mommy wage gap is even 
worse: Mothers earn 27 percent 
less than men, and single 
mothers earn as much as 44 
percent less, according to a 
Columbia University study (see 
Resources). 

And, forget the glass ceiling -- how about the 
"maternal wall"? A recent study at Cornell University 
turned up evidence of discrimination: Mothers were 
44 percent less likely to be hired than non-mothers 
for the same job -- even with the exact same 
qualifications. Moms have a tougher time just getting 
a job.  Researchers had applicants use the same 
résumé, but for some, added a line about being an 
officer in a local PTA. Those applicants were 44 
percent less likely to get the job. 

In the same study, the mothers who did get hired 
were offered an average of $11,000 less than non-
mothers for the same job (see Resources). It may 
come as no surprise, then, that the poverty rate of 
elderly women is approximately twice the poverty 
rate of elderly men, according to the U.S. Census 
Bureau. 

In fact, having a child is the single biggest 
predictor that a woman will go bankrupt, according to 
The Two-Income Trap, by Harvard Law professor 
Elizabeth Warren and her daughter, Amelia Warren 
Tyagi. According to their research, fully half the 
families that file for bankruptcy do so in the wake of 
a medical problem, and most are middle-class, 
college-educated homeowners. Across the nation, at 
least 9 million children have no health insurance at 
all, according to the Kaiser Family Foundation. 

Moms rise up 

Shocked and appalled by those statistics, 
Kirkland mom and author Kristin Rowe-Finkbeiner 
vowed to work for change. She teamed up with 

another mother, Joan Blades, to write The 
Motherhood Manifesto, a six-point call to action to 
create family-friendly laws. Then Rowe-Finkbeiner 
and Blades, who also co-founded MoveOn.org, 
created a new grassroots online campaign to unite 
mothers across the country to work for change. In 
just one year, MomsRising has nearly 90,000 
members, a success Rowe-Finkbeiner credits to an 
untapped need among mothers and fathers to know 
they're not alone. 

"For years, we've been talking about the need to 
balance work and family 
issues, but many people feel 
like they're struggling with 
these problems alone, and if 
they just bought a new 
calendar it would fix the 
problem," says Rowe-

Finkbeiner. "But it's not an epidemic of personal 
failing. MomsRising is resonating because so many 
people are dealing with these issues." 

MomsRising members sign up free online and 
receive weekly email blasts with updates about 
political progress and ways they can get involved, 
from sending MomsRising e-greeting cards, to 
lobbying the Legislature, to signing online petitions 
to pressure lawmakers to support family-friendly 
policies. 

A recent email blast asked MomsRising members 
all over the country to donate decorated "onesies" for 
a display at our state's Capitol, in support of the 
family leave act. The onesies, bearing slogans such as 
"Family leave or bust!" and "My business loves 
family leave" were strung together to "remind leaders 
that families are counting on them," says Rowe-
Finkbeiner. 

The goal is to provide an easy entry into citizen 
advocacy. Funded entirely by donations from 
individuals and foundations, MomsRising is focusing 
on passing family leave acts in our state and in 
Oregon and New Jersey, among others. Rowe-
Finkbeiner says it's likely that MomsRising will 
target health care laws next. 

To do this, the group has assembled an 
impressive collection of nonprofit "partners in 
action," including the AFL-CIO and the National 
Organization for Women (NOW), many of which 
have never before partnered on family issues. 

And now, cropping up all over the country are 
MomsRising house parties, informal gatherings of 

Mothers are 44 percent 
less likely to be hired than 

non-mothers for the same job 
with the same qualifications. 
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women and men to view the group's documentary 
based on The Motherhood Manifesto, narrated by 
actress Mary Steenburgen. 

"The DVD has been an incredibly powerful tool, 
a consciousness-raising tool," Rowe-Finkbeiner says. 
"People say, 'Wow! I'm not alone in this!' In a nation 
of rugged individualists, people realize they are not 
alone." 

Grassroots warriors 

"I went to a Motherhood Manifesto screening in 
Wallingford," says Ballard mom Colleen Butler. "The 
film pushed me over the edge and made me cry." 
Butler, a former attorney, immediately got involved, 
organizing screenings and recruiting new 
MomsRising members. She says the stark reality of 
the facts left her little choice. 

"There is all this dogma around 'family values' at 
election time," Butler says. "But what does that 
mean: family values? We need policies [like family 
leave] so women and families don't have to make 
these heartbreaking choices. I feel like the things 
MomsRising is working on affect everyone -- it 
doesn't matter if you're Republican or Democrat, rich 
or poor -- it affects everyone in America. 

"I'm upper middle class, with tons of education, 
and still we live paycheck to paycheck. People have 
to stop thinking about it in terms of me and mine and 
start thinking about it in terms of society. We're all 
interrelated." 

Vashon couple Yvonne and Ken Zick couldn't 
agree more. They went to one of Butler's screenings 
and found themselves forever changed. 

"It was so powerful to me," Zick says. "My 
husband and I always used to say our political 
activism involved writing checks, but I saw this and 
it just made me mad, that we are still allowed to 
discriminate against women in this country if they 
have children." 

The stories hit home for Zick, who grew up in 
foster care and was a single parent for years. "It was 
so hard, and I was so exhausted fighting each step on 
the way to success. I was on welfare and going to a 
four-year university. I was called into the welfare 
office and told I had to either quit school or lose my 
benefits. 

"Now we have enough and I'm privileged, but 
that's not how it is for most of us. I'm in a position 
that I can fight for all of these moms who can't take 

the time to come to our meetings. I can be a voice for 
a lot of us." 

Together with her husband, Zick devised an eye-
catching two-person protest: Since January, they have 
worn MomsRising T-shirts, and vow never to stop 
until a family leave act is signed into law in our state. 
"It's really scary to get involved," she says, "but I had 
to say, 'This is not OK.' I had to make a statement." 

 
Image from Momsrising.org 

Why get involved? 

If your own family is financially secure, why 
should you care? "Women who are doing OK right 
now -- with a good job, or a husband with a good job, 
financial security -- may not have that economic 
security in their older years," says Rowe-Finkbeiner. 
"Anything can happen, and the implications of our 
lack of family-friendly policies impact women and 
their children over their entire lifetimes. 

"The economic repercussions of families living in 
poverty affect us all." 

Rowe-Finkbeiner's 8-year-old daughter, Anna, 
agrees. "This is for all mommies and all people who 
have mommies." 

American women now make up 46 percent of our 
country's paid labor force, according to the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, and nearly three-quarters of all 
working women are mothers. Women and mothers 
are in the workplace to stay, and Rowe-Finkbeiner 
and MomsRising members say it's about time our 
laws and policies caught up with that reality. 
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"It shouldn't be an option for just the chosen few 
that we get to stay home and take care of our 
newborns or take care of a sick loved one," agrees 
Zick. 

And Selena Allen wants you to know that what 
happened to her can happen to anyone. "We were 
middle class," Allen says. "We were making decent 
money, but, if you've got kids, money is often tight 
and when things happen that are completely 
unforeseen, you're stuck in these binds. 

"You never know what may happen. At any time, 
something can happen that changes your whole 
world."��  
Kristen Dobson is ParentMap's managing editor, a 
former television producer and teacher. She is the 
mother of two children, ages 7 and 10. This article 
was first printed in Parent Map, May 2007, and is 
reprinted here with permission. 

Resources - Web sites: 

·  MomsRising: www.MomsRising.org  
·  Contact your lawmakers: 

www.apps.leg.wa.gov/DistrictFinder/Default.aspx  
·  Harvard/McGill University study on family leave 

policies worldwide: 
www.mcgill.ca/files/ihsp/WFEIFinal2007.pdf  

·  The Journal of Economic Perspectives report on 
mothers' wage gaps: 
www.econ.ucsc.edu/faculty/lkletzer/waldfogel_fa
milygap.pdf  

·  The American Association of University 
Women's report on the wage gap: 
www.aauw.org/issue_advocacy/actionpages/posit
ionpapers/payequity.cfm  

·  Cornell University's study on discrimination 
against moms in hiring: 
www.news.cornell.edu/stories/Aug05/soc.mother
s.dea.html  

·  The Ohio State University report on poverty: 
www.ohioline.osu.edu/hyg-fact/5000/5706.html  

 

Resources – Books: 

·  The Motherhood Manifesto: What America's 
Moms Want -- and What to Do About It, by Joan 
Blades & Kristin Rowe-Finkbeiner, Nation Books  

·  The Two-Income Trap: Why Middle-Class 
Mothers and Fathers Are Going Broke, Elizabeth 
Warren and Amelia Warren Tyagi, Basic Books  

·  The Price of Motherhood: Why the Most 
Important Job in the World Is Still the Least 
Valued, by Ann Crittenden, Owl Books  

Motherhood in America. Source: MomsRising.org 

·  46 percent of American workers are women.  
·  82 percent of American women become mothers 

by the age of 44.  
·  Non-mothers earn 10 percent less than their male 

counterparts; mothers earn 27 percent less; and 
single mothers earn between 44 percent and 34 
percent less.  

·  Women are among the most well-educated people 
in our population, comprising 58 percent of 
college graduates.  

·  43 percent of working women who have children 
take time out of the workforce to care for family 
members. Of those, 74 percent return to work 
within two years.  

·  On average, women take an 18 percent cut in pay 
for taking two years off from work; women in the 
business sector take a hit of 28 percent. And 
women who stay out for three or more years can 
expect a 37 percent loss of earning power.  

·  A college-educated woman with one child can 
easily pay a "mommy tax" (lost lifetime earnings) 
of $1 million.  

·  Of 173 countries surveyed, only five don't have 
some form of paid family leave: the United 
States, Swaziland, Lesotho, Liberia, and Papua 
New Guinea.  

·  Having a child is the single best predictor that a 
woman will go bankrupt. 
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by Charles Scheiner 
Reprinted from Estafeta, Winter 2007 
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%*����� of colonial domination, capped by 24 
years of brutal military occupation, leave deep scars. 
Indonesian troops have been out of Timor-Leste (East 
Timor’s official name) for seven years, and the new 
country has been self-governing for more than four, 
but legacies of poverty, trauma, patterns of violence 
and criminality, injustice and isolation will take 
decades to overcome. Over the last year, Timor-
Leste’s people have painfully learned just how 
difficult this process can be. National visions, shared 
struggles and promises of prosperity no longer suffice 
to unify the one million citizens of one of the world’s 
least developed countries. 

Beginning last April, the country’s capital 
unraveled – regional schisms and political 
machinations, manipulated by ruthless individuals 
and mishandled by government officials, led to 
fighting among and between Timor-Leste’s army and 
police. On May 25, soldiers massacred nine unarmed 
police officers, the most deadly day of a week of 
killings. Most police went into hiding, and gangs of 
jobless young men, alienated by exclusion from the 
benefits of independence, filled the security vacuum 
with street fighting. 

Defense Minister Roque Rodriques and Interior 
Minister Rogerio Lobato resigned on June 1, but this 
failed to stem the violence. President Xanana 
Gusmão, with Australian backing, escalated pressure 
on Prime Minister Mari Alkatiri, who had just been 
re-elected as head of the FRETILIN party. Alkatiri 
resigned on June 26, to be replaced two weeks later 
by Foreign Minister José Ramos-Horta. FRETILIN, 
with a large parliamentary majority since the 2001 
election, is reluctantly working with Horta’s 
government until the elections slated for later this 
year—but many resent the "coup" that ousted their 
Prime Minister. 

The leadership shakeup did not end the disaster, 
which had taken 37 lives and displaced more than 
150,000 people before Alkatiri resigned. Since then, 
dozens more Timorese have been killed, hundreds 
injured, and thousands of houses have been 

destroyed. In December, the rain began, worsening 
public health in refugee camps – interim shelters for 
about half of the 100,000 displaced East Timorese. 
Street fighting and house burnings by youth gangs 
recur almost every day, with murders about once a 
week.  

 
Over a thousand frightened Timorese sought refuge 
at the U.S. Embassy on April 29, 2006. Joseph Rees 
allowed them in, but Washington was upset, so 
President Gusmão persuaded them to leave the next 
day. Photo by Charles Scheiner. 

In late May, Timor-Leste’s government invited 
international soldiers and police, mostly from 
Australia, to restore order. Three months later the UN 
enlarged its presence in Timor-Leste (it had been 
downsizing since 2002), and the country now hosts 
1,600 international police and about one thousand 
foreign soldiers. These peacekeepers are poorly 
organized, don’t know much about Timorese society 
or politics, and are reluctant to take risks. Their 
limitations are compounded by the judicial system’s 
near impotence: many arrestees are released because 
no judge is available to arraign them.  

In October, a United Nations Commission of 
Inquiry issued a report recommending criminal 

East Timor Hits Potholes  
on the Road to Independence 
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prosecution or investigation of dozens of police, 
soldiers, government officials and others. Crimes 
ranged from murder to illegal distribution of 
government weapons. Culpability is widespread, but 
one key figure is army major Alfredo Reinado, who 
deserted in early May, and two weeks later ambushed 
soldiers, sparking a firefight which took five lives. 
On July 24, Reinado was arrested for illegal weapons 
possession. On August 30, he and 56 others escaped 
from Becora Prison. Reinado frequently meets with 
journalists and government officials, but has not been 
rearrested, and additional charges have not been 
brought against him. 

 
Timorese vote during the 2001 Constituent Assembly 
Elections. Photo by Charles Scheiner. 

Ongoing violence is perpetrated by a small 
minority of the population, but their identities and 
leaders are rarely known. Although casualties are less 
than one-tenth of Indonesian-driven “black 
September” 1999 (which was itself far less 
devastating than the cumulative toll of the U.S.-
backed Indonesian military occupation), the 
concealed identities of the masterminds and the 
intractability of restoring peace have shaken the 
Timorese people to the core. Many worry that the 
2007 national elections—the first since Timor-
Leste’s independence— may be perverted or 
prevented by the situation, or that the campaign will 
become violent.  

The causes of this crisis are many and disputed, 
but one consequence is clear – many Timorese have 
lost faith in their ability to govern  themselves. 
Without  experience or good models in democratic 
self-governance, and unaware of the setbacks that 
plague nearly every country post-independence, it is 
difficult to understand what is happening. Analyses 

are permeated with conspiracy theories, partisan 
power struggles, hidden agendas and ad hominem 
accusations, magnified by the unlikelihood of 
achieving justice for past or current crimes. The UN 
Commission of Inquiry and others have described 
power struggles and personal conflicts, focusing on 
individual acts while downplaying more 
fundamental, instructive and challenging contextual, 
societal and institutional causes.  

In this globalized era, it takes more than a 
referendum to achieve independence. Timor-Leste 
has been governed by the United Nations; its 
National Development Plan was largely written and 
enforced by the World Bank and Asian Development 
Bank; the IMF designs fiscal and monetary policy; 
“development partners” decide what projects to 
implement. Police and military structures were 
mostly created and trained by international 
“advisors.” Ninety percent of the economy depends 
on foreign oil companies. The new nation has had to 
surrender petroleum reserves to Australia and 
abandon justice in deference to Indonesia, where 
military officers from the President on down built 
their careers on the illegal, brutal occupation of 
Timor-Leste. 

International Responsibilities 

Nearly every new nation in history took many 
years to establish peace, national unity, stable 
constitutional government and rule of law. The 
United States, for example, endured local 
insurrections and intermittent repression from the 
colonists’ victory in 1783 until the War of 1812. 
Nation-building requires patience, time and trial-and-
error. The political priorities of UN Member States 
began to shift from Timor-Leste as soon as the last 
Indonesian soldiers had departed, but the need for 
international support had only begun.  

The 30-month UN transitional government was 
less than fully successful at moving Timor-Leste 
toward self-reliance, peace and democracy. This 
failure was due to systemic flaws characteristic of 
UN missions: an emergency/crisis orientation; 
personnel responsible to the UN bureaucracy rather 
than to local situations and needs; few women in 
decision-making roles; short-term mandates, planning 
and hiring; under-qualified international staff; failure 
to use local capacity; unwillingness to displease 
powerful states; and excessive focus on milestones 
(e.g. elections). 
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Capacity-building, mentoring and transfer of 
authority to Timorese staff was rushed, half-hearted 
or poorly executed. Many international advisors were 
hired on six-month contracts, so they spent most of 
their time getting oriented and looking for their next 
posting. They had little teaching experience, and 
were ineffective in transferring their skills to 
Timorese counterparts. Given Timor-Leste’s history, 
many Timorese had limited education and work 
experience, but rapidly assumed responsibilities that 
usually require years of classroom and on-the-job 
training.  

Indonesian intransigence and limited international 
political will have blocked accountability for the 
architects of the most serious crimes committed 
during the 24-year Indonesian occupation. Timor-
Leste’s government is unable to overcome prevailing 
impunity, and perpetrators of crimes against 
humanity hold powerful positions in Indonesia. This 
lack of justice, felt deeply by victims (the majority of 
Timor-Leste’s people), set the precedent for today’s 
lawlessness. Timor-Leste’s judicial system is 
crippled by lack of experienced personnel, arbitrary 
language restrictions, a hodgepodge of legal codes, 
scarce material resources and few citizens who have 
lived in a society ruled by law. In the current crisis, 
violence has filled the justice gap. Perpetrators 
anticipate impunity, and victims, lacking confidence 
in the courts, take matters into their own hands. 

Consent of the Governed 

One of the most challenging tasks of a victorious 
anti-colonial struggle is transforming people’s 
relationship with government from resistance to 
ownership, and neither international civic educators 
nor Timorese political leaders have been effective in 
this area. Politicians and political parties attack their 
adversaries’ integrity, rather than propose alternative 
policies or look for compromises. Dissatisfied voters 
insult or give up on their elected representatives, 
rather than lobby them. Elected officials are beholden 
to their party or patron, rather than to their 
constituents, as exemplified by the exceedingly 
generous pensions Parliament awarded itself last fall. 
Media coverage amplifies charges and counter-
charges, without analysis or facts to help the people 
decide what is true.  

National unity, relatively easy to maintain while 
fighting a common enemy, becomes more difficult 
after the occupier is gone. Mistrust remains between 

actual or suspected collaborators and those who 
fought for freedom. Regional and tribal differences 
are magnified. Skills of returning exiles, who often 
had more educational opportunities, need to be 
utilized without generating resentment from those 
who stayed and struggled. Unrealistic expectations 
that life would improve quickly after independence 
are not met, resulting in social jealousy when some 
inevitably prosper more than others. 

Decades of trauma and displacement create 
lasting psychological effects, which need to be 
addressed through public health measures. Effective, 
responsible, reliable media and communications 
systems are also essential: when people do not trust 
information from official or public sources, they 
depend on rumor, imagination and disinformation.  

Men and Women with Guns 

Timor-Leste’s resistance leaders had hoped to 
create a nation without an army. But after the 1999 
terror campaign, they decided that they needed a 
defense force. FALINTIL-FDTL, Timor-Leste’s 
military, was designed by international consultants 
with limited understanding of Timor-Leste’s needs, 
history and society. Although the new defense force 
honored and provided employment for some veterans 
of the guerilla resistance, it has been used for internal 
security several times, in violation of Timor-Leste’s 
Constitution.  

In addition to the unclear roles and misinterpreted 
mandate of the armed forces, international and 
Timorese leaders gave little thought to the difficulties 
of transforming an underground liberation army into 
a national defense force. During the Indonesian 
occupation, FALINTIL guerillas had to work secretly 
and independently in a decentralized structure. 
Distinctions between soldiers and civilians were 
blurred, as people moved between the armed 
resistance and the civilian underground, often taking 
clandestine roles in Indonesian civil or military 
structures. Although these tactics are necessary for a 
successful guerilla resistance, they can be disastrous 
in a peacetime defense force answerable to a civilian 
government under the rule of law. 

During a quarter-century of resistance, thousands 
of Timorese men and women served in the guerilla 
forces. Although these sometimes numbered only a 
few hundred soldiers, and although they have had 
infrequent combat since the 1980s, there are too 
many FALINTIL veterans to include in today’s 
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defense force. The inevitable exclusion of many 
former combatants, some of whom sacrificed decades 
to the struggle, left a pool of resentful fighters 
available for manipulation.  

Another complexity is the makeup and role of the 
police, tasked with internal security. Upon 
independence, the only experienced Timorese police 
had served in the Indonesian occupation police force. 
Some of these had demonstrated their commitment to 
Timor-Leste’s people, but the loyalties of others were 
questioned. With many new recruits, extensive but 
often ineffective training, numerous weapons 
including automatic and assault rifles, and militarized 
border patrol and rapid reaction units of debatable 
necessity, the police are perceived by some past and 
current soldiers as usurpers or worse.  

Timor-Leste needs broad, public discussion about 
the future role and structure of its military, and to 
unlearn bad models and habits. Indonesia’s dwi 
fungsi (dual function) system uses the military to 
drive national development, which allowed Suharto’s 
military regime to control the economy through 

monopolies, extortion and graft. UNTAET, with 
8,200 soldiers, 1,350 police, and 2,000 civilian staff 
was one of the most military-heavy governments in 
history, yet it had almost no skirmishes after 2000. 
Peacekeepers built roads, repaired bridges and did 
other jobs normally done better by civilians. Timor-
Leste’s new government, emulating these bad 
examples, has proposed to enact universal military 
service regardless of the country’s security needs. 

Ending Poverty 

At the start of 2006, Timor-Leste’s per capita 
yearly income was $370. Fertility is the highest in the 
world; mothers and babies die faster than anywhere 
else in Asia. The average Timorese mother will have 
eight children (one will die before age five), and the 
population will double in seventeen years. Urban 
unemployment was around 40%, and the country’s 
Human Development Index ranks 142nd of 177 
countries in the world. 

Since 2000, transitional economic development 
has been led by the World Bank, Asian Development 

Petroleum dependency. For the next two generations, Timor-Leste will depend on its petroleum reserves to escape 
from its position as the second poorest country in Asia. By 2009, 94% of government revenues and 90% of GDP will come from 
offshore oil and gas. Although this money can improve people’s lives, the experience of other countries dependent on non-
renewable resources is not encouraging. Difficult tradeoffs abound: current demands versus saving for future generations, 
investing in people or infrastructure versus operational spending, satisfying constituencies versus national needs. The country’s 
petroleum reserves will be exhausted within 50 years, and other sectors must be developed to make the economy sustainable. 
Corruption, ubiquitous in the oil industry among both companies and politicians, must be minimized. 

Timor Leste’s oil prospects are complicated by a border dispute with Australia over oil fields in the Timor Sea. In the 1980s, 
Australia and Indonesia divided these spoils, with Australia taking far more than its normal share under international law in return 
for accepting Indonesia’s illegal occupation. After the 1999 referendum, UN and Timor-Leste negotiators gradually increased the 
fraction of its own resources Timor-Leste receives from 0% (pre-1999) to 24% (2000) and 42% (2003). Australia then dug in its 
heels, but the Timorese government, supported by activists in the US and around the world, was able to increase its share to 60% 
in the January 2006 CMATS Treaty. The crisis delayed ratification of this agreement and complicated hopes to use prospective 
onshore petroleum development to create jobs, infrastructure and secondary economic benefits. Given the often-horrendous 
consequences of petroleum development in other Third World countries, this is, however, a dubious disappointment.  
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http://www.etan.org/issues/tsea.htm 
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Bank, IMF and UNDP, who have emphasized 
“Washington consensus” policies. This includes fees 
for school and other public services, minimal public 
sector employment, few restrictions on foreign 
investment, public services contracted out to private 
(often foreign) companies, and plans to privatize 
public infrastructure. Components of this “free trade” 
agenda are now being modified in response to 
popular demand and the unemployment disaster, but 
local rice continues to be crowded out by cheaper 
imports, and electricity, telephone service and 
potable water remain unavailable or unaffordable to 
most people. Local industry remains negligible, and 
food imports have increased due to this year’s crisis 
disrupting domestic market channels and making 
displaced people dependent on foreign-supplied 
humanitarian assistance.  

Highly paid international consultants and advisors 
decry corruption, but Timor-Leste’s most 
experienced civil servants learned these habits in 
Indonesian times, when it was patriotic to steal from 
the occupation government. Add a remnant of 
Portuguese inefficiency and overzealous new 
safeguards for accountability, and the result is 
paralysis – most government departments cannot 
spend their budget allocations, resulting in public 
services even more limited than poverty requires. The 
new government is beginning to address economic 
issues, even as they simplify the bureaucracy for 
foreign investors.  

From 2000 to 2005, UN missions made up most 
of Timor-Leste’s economic activity, expending 
nearly two billion dollars, with another billion spent 
in foreign aid to Timor-Leste. Unfortunately, only a 
small fraction of this entered the local economy; the 
bulk of it paid for foreign consultants, soldiers or 
imported goods and services. Money that could have 
built a potable water system and electric power grid 
for Dili, residents was spent on imported bottled 

water and generators for UN buildings. Self-serving 
UN policies like these sacrificed opportunities to 
rebuild  destroyed infrastructure, which could have 
jump-started Timorese small businesses and provided 
employment, income and training for Timorese 
workers and managers. Timor-Leste might have 
avoided its current astronomical levels of joblessness 
and  alienation, at the root of today’s gang violence. 

When Timor-Leste achieved independence, many 
resistance activists became government officials. 
Although the East Timor & Indonesia Action 
Network (ETAN) and other solidarity activists still 
count many of these officials as friends, our 
international movement has developed new 
relationships with Timorese civil society, trying to 
hold all of our governments accountable. Self-
determination and independence means that the 
people of Timor-Leste are responsible for their own 
destiny. However, solidarity activists, giving personal 
reparations for our governments’ complicity in their 
past oppression, continue to stand with the Timorese 
people. We can offer perspectives and information, 
advice and support, and work with them in 
challenging violations of human and political rights. 

Timor-Leste’s people will overcome the current 
crisis, but it will take hard work and time. As we 
have for fifteen years, ETAN will continue to 
accompany them during the next phase of their 
journey. �  
Charles Scheiner is a co-founder of the East Timor & 
Indonesia Action Network (ETAN) and also works 
with La’o Hamutuk, an East Timorese non-
governmental organization that monitors the 
principal international institutions present in Timor-
Leste. This article was originally published in 
Estafeta (www.etan.org/estafeta), the newsletter of 
ETAN, Winter 2007, and is reprinted with 
permission. 
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this issue of �������� ����	
 . I was asked to write a 
short piece on women’s health in East Timor, and 
given the crisis of violence that began in May 2006 
and the recent round of elections, the topic couldn’t 
be more germane.  

I have been working as a volunteer, on and off, in 
East Timor since 2004. At that time, I was a graduate 
student in medical anthropology conducting pilot 
research. My work originally focused on maternal 
and child health and nutrition, and I volunteered with 
HIAM Health1, a non-profit and independent 
Timorese-run health and social services organization. 
The violent crisis, which erupted in 2006 [see the 
preceding article, on page 12], was the result of 
long-standing political and social tensions in the 
country. This period of time has been incredibly 
disruptive to people’s daily life, especially in Dili, 
and has hindered the daily function of many non-
government organizations (NGOs). 

I returned to Dili in June 2006 as a volunteer in 
response to the crisis, to support HIAM in its efforts 
to regain its foothold due to the chaos. Most 
significantly, however, I’ve been able to observe and 
to participate in the country’s health promotion 
efforts; to see the good and the bad, and the 
challenges that face stakeholders in healthcare. My 
work has also grown to encompass gang behavior 
and economic equality. 

The recent crisis in Timor Leste has been yet 
another hit to the young, burgeoning nation. Media 
reports put the death count at around 20, but those 
closer to the violence report that 60-80 (possibly 

                                                 
1  HIAM Health is a Timorese-run permanent NGO in Dili. In 
addition to providing palliative care, they run a crucial follow-up and 
rehabilitation program for malnourished children, provide social 
services to the poorest of the poor (including repatriation of bodies 
from Dili National Hospital to the districts), health education 
workshops, and pastoral care. For more information, or to donate, visit 
www.hiamhealth.org 

1002) people died in the crisis last year. The violence 
also drove some 70,0003 people as IDPs (internally 
displaced persons) into camps throughout and 
surrounding Dili. Of course, these condensed clusters 
of people living in camps are prone to the public 
health dangers as the risk of cholera, watery diarrhea, 
increased rates of malaria and tuberculosis infection. 

 

Mother and child in a camp for displaced persons. 
Photo by Megan Lavelle (7/11/2006). 

The health outlook for women and children in 
Timor has remained grim—out of every 1,000 live 
births, this poor nation sees between 644 and 1235 
(depending on source) children die before their first 
birthday, and between 69-916 and 1837 before their 
fifth birthday. For those who make it out of 
childhood, adult life expectancy is about 638 years. 

                                                 
2  Major Michael Stone of the Australian Army, personal 
correspondence, 11 April 2007. For background on Major Stone and 
his work in East Timor, visit www.abc.com.au/austory and watch ‘The 
Peacemaker’ online. 
3  WHO Health Action in Crises Timor Leste brief, May 2006. 
4  Id. 
5  Country Profiles for Population and Reproductive Health, Policy 
Developments and Indicators 2005, produced jointly by UNFPA and 
Population Reference Bureau. 
6  WHO Health Action in Crises Timor Leste brief, May 2006. 
7  Country Profiles for Population and Reproductive Health, Policy 
Developments and Indicators 2005, produced jointly by UNFPA and 
Population Reference Bureau. 
8  Health Action in Crises Timor Leste brief, May 2006. 

Women’s Health in East Timor: 
Observations from an American Volunteer 
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The team of HIAM Health. The director, Rosaria Martins da Cruz, is pictured on the very front row, 
second from right. The author of this article is standing, second from right. 

Women’s health services in Timor are tenuous at 
best. I attended a workshop on cervical cancer in Dili 
last year. The core theme of the talks was about the 
preventability of cervical cancer. With regular 
gynecological checks and a proactive physician ready 
to deal with any cellular irregularities, no one needs 
to die from cervical cancer again. There was even a 
proactive group of young medical professionals 
signing women up for Pap smears at the main 
hospital in Dili— a pilot project of their own making. 
The only downside to the energizing, educational 
workshop was the stark reality that the hospital could 
not provide any of the necessary services to treat 
abnormalities found in the Pap smears. 

An example of this despairing situation can be 
found in one of the female palliative patients that 

HIAM Health cared for last year. She had been 
discharged from the hospital with advanced cervical 
cancer, a blister packet of Tylenol, and a month’s 
worth of multi-vitamins. It was thus that she was sent 
off to her home, several hours from Dili, to die. The 
stench her body secreted was overpowering. The pain 
she endured was crippling. The dignity this woman 
held every time the HIAM staff visited to help care 
for her was astounding. She was strong. This 30-
something mother of 4 was gracious and composed, 
confined to her woven sleeping platform over a dirt 
floor, until and despite the inhumanity of her death. 

Even relatively healthy women face danger in 
childbirth, and the maternal mortality rates in East 
Timor are among the highest in Southeast Asia. The 
National Strategy for Reproductive Health notes that 
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the estimated maternal mortality rate of 8609 mothers 
dying for every 100,000 live births can be attributed, 
partly, to the:  

low utilization of skilled assistance for 
antenatal care, deliver, and postpartum care 
services (East Timor Health Policy 
Framework, 2002) however, more recent 
research suggests that more than 60% of 
delivery complications cannot be detected 
prior to birthing with shock and excessive 
bleeding being unpredictable and requiring 
well organized referral systems to higher level 
emergency care facilities.10 

Access to health care is a significant problem 
facing people in East Timor11 but it is also important 
to remember that no one is “home-free” if and when 
they finally do reach the hospital. The capacity of the 
main hospital is perhaps improving, but lack of 
resources and staff, in addition to the need for 
additional training of health professionals is evident 
in the care received by so many patients in its halls. 

Insecurity for the people of Timor radiates 
beyond an isolated realm of healthcare. 
Unemployment in East Timor, and in Dili 
particularly, is very high. Dr. Richard Curtain12 
calculated from the 2004 National Census that 46.7% 
of males and 71.5% of females are ‘out-of-school and 
out-of-work’ in Dili. It is no secret that lack of 
employment and economic opportunities leads to 
and/or exacerbates social breakdown, and we can see 
this played out on the streets of Dili whenever there’s 
a rock fight or riot. 

It’s grim. It’s a challenge. I’m optimistic. 
The problems facing Timor right now are the 

problems that face countries when they first gain 
independence—there’s political turmoil while the 
system equilibrates. High unemployment rates 
coupled with a population bulge of youth13 will lead 
                                                 
9  WHO Health Action in Crises Timor Leste brief, May 2006 puts 
the maternal mortality rate at 660 per 100,000 live births. 
10  National Reproductive Health Strategy, 2004 – 2015, p. 9. 
11  Although 80% of East Timor’s citizens have access to some 
modest health services, the average walking time to the nearest 
healthcare facility is 70 minutes.  (Ministry of Health, 2004) 
12 Pricipal consultant for Curtain Consulting and a specialist on public 
policy. 
13  See, for example, Richard Curtain’s 2006 Working Paper Crisis in 
Timor Leste: Looking Beyond the Surface Reality for Causes and 
Solutions. Also, see  J Goldstone, 2002, ‘Population and security: how 
demographic change can lead to violent conflict’, Journal of 
International Affairs, vol. 56, no. 1; and R Cincotta, R Engelman, and 

to increased violence, crime, and social breakdown in 
any country. Lack of access to clean water makes 
people sick14. The trickle-down effects of poverty 
usually hit women, children, and other marginalized 
people the hardest. These things are not specific to 
East Timor.  

What is exciting, however, is how fundamental 
East Timor’s problems are and how very attainable 
massive improvements to the quality of life of its 
citizens are. Oil revenues will increase dramatically 
in the future, but the government already has 
substantial funds in its budget to jumpstart 
employment with public works and maintenance 
programs, employing many citizens in un- or low-
skilled labor with a living wage. The ongoing 
elections will hopefully yield a President and Prime 
Minister with a pro-active, pro-poor plan for Timor. 

While ongoing public health campaigns, 
betterments in medical services, and public works 
efforts will undoubtedly improve the quality of life 
for many people in Timor, so would an aggressive 
agenda promoting education, employment, and 
security for the citizens of Timor. Economic stability 
and an aggressive employment campaign, I firmly 
believe, would have an almost immediate effect on 
the volatility of Dili. When people have no hope, 
poor options, and a self-awareness of their 
unnecessarily dire living conditions, they have 
nothing to lose. This will be reflected in their 
behavior. The problem of gangs in Timor is, of 
course, partially due to political manipulation from 
higher echelons, but it is made possible, and 
accessible as a widespread tool for chaos, due to the 
lack of viable opportunities for many citizens. In 
many ways, those who have participated in gang 
activity, and those who have become leaders have 
“succeeded” in their given context. With so few 
options, they have made sense of their environments 
to harness some sense of security and material gain 
for themselves and their families15. 

                                                                                        
D Anastasion, 2003, The Security Demographic: Population and Civil 
Conflict After the Cold War as cited in Curtain. 
14 And, according to the aforementioned WHO crisis report (footnote 
9), “Only a third of the population has access to improved sanitation 
and 52% to improved water sources.”  
15  Please do not mistake this idea for any kind of approval for violent 
behaviors—or as a lack of acknowledgement for the many, many pro-
active, pro-peace youth and citizens who have accomplished amazing 
feats, started NGOs, promote education, and work every day for a 
better Timor for themselves and the future. 
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Changing that context — i.e., making education 
(English classes, computer classes, trade classes) free 
and accessible for everyone; and opening up viable 
employment opportunities (and ongoing employment 
not solely dependent on Westerners)—would not 
only give them another avenue to attain a better life, 
it would give them something to lose. 

Meanwhile, there are many East Timorese heroes 
who work everyday to improve their country and life 
for the less fortunate among them16. 

There are also many non-Timorese activists who 
continue to support the people of East Timor in 
tangible enduring ways. This kind of support, I 
believe, is absolutely essential for this interim period 
for East Timor. And by supporting ongoing projects, 
you can make a direct difference in the lives of real 
people. I’ve listed a few of my favorite organizations 
whose work I have witnessed in my time in East 
Timor.  

HIAM Health- http://www.hiamhealth.org 
HIAM-Health provides vital services to reduce high 
infant and maternal mortality rates and to reduce 
unacceptable health and social conditions in poverty 
stricken Timor-Leste (East Timor), the poorest nation 
in South-East Asia. —See especially the Malnutrition 
Rehabilitation Centre project. 

SETRA – 1-206-523-3656 
The Seattle East Timor Relief Association is a 
Seattle-based non-profit organization dedicated to 
helping the people of East Timor through health, 
education, and core social change.   

Friends and partners with East Timor- 
http://www.fpet.org.au/ 
FPET is a Brisbane-based non-profit organization 
working with the people of Atabae sub district to re-
establish self-sustaining communities. 

Alola Foundation- http://alolafoundation.org/ 
The Alola Foundation was established in 2001 to 
raise awareness of and campaign against the sexual 
and gender-based violence experienced by women 
and young girls in Timor-Leste. In response to the 
needs identified by East Timorese women, the Alola 
Foundation has grown to provide services and 
programs in areas such as advocacy, employment, 

                                                 
16  For a small sampling of the kind of valiant work I’m referring to, 
learn about Rosaria Martins da Cruz, director of HIAM Health at 
http://www.hiamhealth.org/history.aspx; read about the work of Ba 
Futuru at http://www.bafuturu.org/  

education, maternal and child health and 
humanitarian assistance. 

Ba Futuru- http://www.bafuturu.org/ 
Ba Futuru, meaning “For the Future,” is a peace-
building organization located in Timor-Leste (East 
Timor). The organization’s mission is to build a 
culture of peace and non-violence by providing 
Timorese people with the skills and knowledge 
necessary to create a positive future.  

 
Children at the Dili hospital’s displaced-persons 
camp. Photo by Megan Lavelle (7/11/2006). 

I would also like to extend my sincere thanks and 
solidarity to the progressive community in Seattle, 
especially to SETRA (the Seattle East Timor Relief 
Association) for its long-lived and ongoing support 
for grassroots organizations supporting the people of 
East Timor. While continued long-term structural 
improvements to the medical system in Timor are 
essential, the day-to-day help that ordinary people 
can give in solidarity makes a huge difference. This 
kind of support, circumventing massive 
bureaucracies and political untidiness, gives people 
hope in precisely those times it seems there is none.�  
Megan Lavelle is a long-time member of the East 
Timor Action Network and of the Seattle East Timor 
Relief Association. While working in East Timor, she 
is seeking out health, social, and economic 
disparities, teaching herself Tetum, and working with 
friends.  
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by Liem Soei Liong 
TAPOL, The Indonesian Human Rights Campaign 
Reprinted from the TAPOL Bulletin, January 2007 
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resulted in convincing victories for independent 
candidates. Irwandi Yusuf and Muhammad Nazar 
secured the positions of governor and vice-governor 
while other key posts, such as district heads (bupati) 
in North and East Aceh and mayors of the cities of 
Lhok Seumawe and Sabang, were also won by 
independents. The Acehnese voted for a dramatic 
change in the political landscape. 

 
Voting in the December elections. Photo by TAPOL. 

Under Indonesian law, there is no place for 
independent candidates in elections but the recently 
adopted LOGA (Law on the Governance of Aceh) 
made provision for such an option. As a result, 
independent candidates who obtained the necessary 
initial number of supporters were able to stand and 
they gained considerable support from the electorate. 
It is understood that LOGA will be amended to 
enable local parties to contest future elections. This is 
a precedent that is bound to reverberate in other parts 
of Indonesia. 

As things stand, political parties in Indonesia 
need to have branches in at least half of the provinces 
to be able to compete in elections. This restricts 
elections to national parties and blocks the way for 
local parties. 

No second round needed 

 The governorship in Aceh was a much coveted 
position, especially since the tsunami when there has 
been a strong emphasis on reconstruction and 
reconciliation. All the larger national parties such as 
GOLKAR, PPP, PAN, PBB, PDI-P, PBR and PKS 
fielded candidates. The candidates were nominated in 
pairs for each of the top positions being contested. 
Several of the pairs were independents while one pair 
was a combination of a party representative and an 
independent. 

The official result, announced on 2 January, was 
that Irwandi Yusuf and Muhammad Nazar had won 
with 768,745 votes or 38.20 per cent of the 2,012.370 
votes cast. They will be sworn in on 8 February. 
They scored very well in sixteen of the 21 sub-
districts and cities. The runners up with 16.62 per 
cent of the votes were Humam Hamid and Hasbi 
Abdullah, a combination of the PPP and an 
independent. GOLKAR, which is the largest party in 
Indonesia, fielded Malik Raden and Sayed Fuad who 
came third with only 13.97 per cent of the votes. Two 
generals, both former commanders in Aceh, 
performed woefully. Retired generals Tamlicha Ali 
and Harmen Nuriqmar won only 3.99 per cent while 
retired generals Djali Yusuf and Syauqas Rahmatillah 
got even less at 3.26 per cent, placing them at the 
bottom the pile. Another independent couple, Ghazali 
and Salahuddin al Fata, achieved a respectable 7.80 
per cent, despite a lack of funds and with no electoral 
machine to help them. Ghazali Abbas, a former 
outspoken MP in Jakarta still has quite a lot of 
support in Acehnese civil society who remember him 
as the only parliamentarian to speak out against 
military brutality during the worst periods of the 
conflict in Aceh. 

The opinion polls and predictions by some 
experts and Aceh watchers were way off the mark. 
The Humam Hamid-Hasbi Abdullah team were seen 
by many as the favourites while the combination of 
Azwar Abubakar, former governor of Aceh, and 
Nasir Djamil, a young national MP from the PKS, 
were also seen as potential winners. But the results 
revealed that the electorate voted for radical change 
while striking a heavy blow against the national 
parties based in Jakarta. 

Resounding Victory for Democracy in Aceh 
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According to the election law, if no pair obtained 
25 per cent of the votes, a second round would have 
been needed. With such a strong field of candidates, 
most observers predicted that no one would reach the 
threshold and a second round would take place in 
February. But this proved to be wrong, with the 
Irwandi-Nazar team substantially exceeding the 25 
per cent threshold, with more than double the votes 
of the runners up. The winners won not only in GAM 
strongholds but also elsewhere, in areas often seen as 
being either neutral or with weak support for GAM. 

Of the 21 districts and cities, only five went to 
non-independent candidates. Due to the complicated 
demography of Aceh over the last few years, many 
thousands had left Aceh during the years of conflict 
but returned home after the peace process. Many 
survivors of the tsunami disaster had lost their 
personal documents and could not register in time to 
vote. Of the 2.6 million eligible voters, only 
2,166,033 cast their votes. 

Free and democratic elections 

The elections took place without any major 
disturbances. Monitoring teams from many parts of 
the world confirmed that the election was orderly and 
peaceful. Observers from the European Parliament 
described the elections as a victory for democracy in 
Indonesia. The only major flaw was the many 
unregistered voters, but their protests were directed 
through the proper channels and there were no 
demonstrations or unrest. 

Bearing in mind that three years ago, Irwandi and 
Nazar were both in jail as political prisoners and 
military operations against GAM were in full swing, 
the elections signal a huge change in Aceh. 

Since the signing of the Memorandum of 
Understanding in 2005, Jakarta has abandoned the 
security approach and has accepted GAM as a partner 
in the peace process. As a result, GAM members and 
supporters are at last enjoying the same basic rights 
as other citizens in Aceh. 

The independent candidates 

Most of the independent candidates projected 
clear political programmes, in particular members of 
GAM and SIRA (Aceh Referendum Information 
Centre), which had advocated the holding of a 
referendum on the political future of Aceh in the late 
nineties. 

Irwandi, the elected governor, has a colourful 
background. He joined GAM only eight years ago, in 

1998, after returning from the US where he studied 
veterinary science. He became GAM liaison officer 
in Jakarta and was arrested in 2003 and given a nine-
year jail sentence. He escaped from Keudah Prison 
during the tsunami on 26 December 2004 and was a 
member of the GAM delegation at the Helsinki peace 
talks. After the MoU was signed in August 2005, he 
became the GAM representative in AMM, the Aceh 
Monitoring Mission, the body responsible for 
implementation of the MoU. 

Initially Irwandi did not intend to stand for the 
governorship but developments in GAM compelled 
him to do so. The old GAM leadership, including 
those living in exile in Sweden, expressed support for 
the duo Humam Hamid, an Acehnese intellectual 
with a good track record, and Hasbi Abdullah, a 
former political prisoner, a well-known GAM 
activist. They have become known as the H2O duo. 
Since the peace process, all GAM ex-combatants 
have been organised in a non-military structure 
known as KPA (Komisi Peralihan Aceh or Aceh 
Transitional Commission). The highest structure 
within GAM is the majelis, which is a kind of 
parliament. Some key members of the majelis 
promoted the H2O duo, but this combination was 
rejected by the GAM rank-and-file, organised within 
the KPA. 

After a brief period of uncertainty, the Irwandi-
Nazar duo emerged as the choice of the rank and file. 
Despite the initial support by the GAM leadership for 
H2O, the rank-and-file support secured victory for 
Irwandi and his running mate. 
Muhammad Nazar was the chair of SIRA, the Aceh 
Referendum Information Centre, from 1998. In 1999 
he was arrested after organising a huge mass rally in 
November 1999. He was released in 2002 but soon 
afterwards, martial law was re-introduced and Nazar 
landed in jail again after being sentenced to eight 
years imprisonment. As a result of the signing of the 
MoU, he was released on 31 August 2005. 

The relationship between GAM and SIRA is quite 
complex. On the one hand it could be said that SIRA 
has functioned as the peaceful political wing of GAM 
but but on the other hand it has often operated rather 
independently of GAM. Key players in SIRA were 
student activists and their top leaders are still in their 
early thirties. 

The other independent candidates have a similar 
background. Munawar Liza, formerly the GAM 
representative in the US, together with Islamuddin, a 
SIRA activist, won the election for mayor in the 
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harbour city of Sabang. The same occurred in the 
second biggest city, Lhok Seumawe, where two well-
known GAM activists, Munir Usman and Suaidi 
Yahya, were easily elected. In other places such as 
Aceh Timur, two independent pairs were fielded: 
Muslim Abdullah, a local GAM activist, and 
Nasruddin, a SIRA activist won the seats of district 
and vice district chiefs. In the Aceh Raya district, the 
independent candidates Azhar Abdurrachman and 
Zamzami A. Rani were elected. In the GAM 
strongholds of Pidie and Aceh Utara the pairs of 
Mirza Ismael and Nazir Adam and Ilyas al Hamid 
and Syarifuddin won large majorities. 

Significance of the victory 

The significance of the electoral victory of the 
independent candidates should not be under-
estimated. The defeat of the national parties shows 
that the Acehnese opted for political change and for a 
new direction. It also means that money politics, a 
common feature in Jakarta, has been rejected. The 
independent candidates campaigned on shoestring 
budgets while their supporters assembled 
spontaneously, by contrast with the traditional 
mobilisation of large crowds by national parties, 
transporting large numbers of people to their rallies 
on hired buses and trucks. The independent 
candidates also lacked the funds to produce leaflets 
and banners. As it turned out, the Aceh electorate was 
not impressed by the many banners held aloft on 
behalf of the national party candidates. 

The Acehnese electorate has shown a defiance of 
Jakarta politics since the early seventies. While the 
entire country was arm-twisted into accepting 
GOLKAR, the ruling party, the Acehnese stubbornly 
turned away from GOLKAR and opted for the PPP, a 
Muslim party federation and one of the three parties 
allowed to function under Suharto. 

It took more than 20 years for the Suharto regime 
to push GOLKAR down the throats of the Acehnese. 
It was not until the last Suharto-era elections in the 
nineties, when DOM (military operations) were in 
full swing, that the Acehnese grudgingly accepted the 
dominance of GOLKAR, helped along by huge 
injections of money. However, in the post-Suharto 
period, when political freedoms were granted, the 
Acehnese quickly abandoned their GOLKAR 
allegiance. While the trend in most parts of Indonesia 
was to vote primarily for the two secular parties, 
GOLKAR and the PDI-P, the Acehnese defied this 

trend and lent their support to a wide variety of 
Muslim political parties and to GOLKAR. 

The December elections gave the Acehnese a real 
choice for the first time. As a result, their allegiance 
went in large part to GAM. The victory of the 
Irwandi-Nazar team can be seen as a victory for 
GAM or more generally as a victory for a change in 
the political landscape of Aceh. It can also be seen 
that support for GAM far exceeds its membership. 
The official number of former GAM combatants is 
put at 3,000, while GAM membership is up to ten 
times as much. But the support GAM won in the 
elections, discounting the non-registered voters, was 
at least 25 times the size of the membership. Many 
observers were doubtful about the extent of the 
support for GAM, but the election results removed 
any uncertainty. 

The 30 years of war and conflict have 
substantially affected the political views and 
perceptions of the Acehnese. They have become 
more critical than voters elsewhere in Indonesia and 
have also developed a strong desire for reform, self 
governance, and a say in running their own economy. 
The MoU provides all this and it was GAM that 
negotiated the agreement in Helsinki. As a result, the 
Acehnese showed gratitude by voting for the 
independent candidates. 

Consequences for other provinces 

Other provinces, in particular West Papua [see 
article on page 29], which has also been granted 
special autonomy status, do not enjoy the chance of 
having independent candidates and local parties. 

Now that there has been a breakthrough in Aceh, 
it will be more difficult for the national parliament in 
Jakarta to insist that other provinces should not have 
the same option. First reactions in Jakarta were 
mixed, non-committal and along the lines of wait-
and-see. Nevertheless, apart from ultra nationalist 
voices within the PDI-P, there has been little in the 
way of anger or dismay. Vice-President Yusuf Kalla 
came to Irwandi’s defence, saying he was confident 
that the new government in Aceh would establish 
relations with the centre, as other provinces have 
done. 

The press in Jakarta has generally welcomed the 
election of Irwandi and Nazar, commenting rather 
extensively on the defeat of the major Jakarta parties. 
An editorial in Media Indonesia bore the title: ‘Aceh 
slaps the face of the political parties’ while Suara 
Pembaruan wrote an editorial on: ‘The demise of the 
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supremacy of political parties’. They say it all. It is to 
be expected that the national press will continue to 
focus on the performance of the Aceh leaders and 
their future relations with the government in Jakarta. 

General elections are due to be held in 2009 when 
the Acehnese will choose their representatives to the 
national parliament as well as voting for local 
assemblies. By that time, GAM and other groups will 
probably have already re-constituted themselves as 
local parties and be in an even better position to 
threaten the existence of the national parties. While it 
is too early to make predictions, it it not difficult to 
foresee that there could be more drastic changes in 
the political landscape. 

AMM, a success story 

The AMM (Aceh Monitoring Mission) was set up as 
the result of the MoU signed in Helsinki and came 
into being on 15 September 2005. It was set up by the 
European Union and ASEAN to monitor the peace 
agreement. Its initial mandate was extended several 
times and it completed its mission on 15 December 
2006, four days after the local elections. 
In the sixteen months of its existence, there were no  
serious violations of the MoU, a reflection of the 
professionalism of the AMM staff as well as the 
political will of the Indonesian government and GAM  

to ensure that the peace process was a success. 
AMM undertook the decommissioning of GAM 

weapons and monitored the withdrawal of Indonesian 
non-organic troops from Aceh. It also functioned as 
mediator between GAM and the Indonesian 
government and was able to respond swiftly 
whenever problems occurred. The AMM monitored 
the drafting and adoption of LOGA through the local 
and national parliaments. The AMM is regarded by 
peace and conflict resolution experts as a model for 
the management and resolution of conflicts elsewhere 
in the world. There were some weaknesses, however, 
such as a lack of contacts and coordination with the 
different groups in Acehnese civil society and poor 
coordination regarding the reintegration of GAM ex-
combatants into society.  

The peace process and the democratisation of 
Aceh will need to continue. Other institutions will be 
needed to take over the work of the AMM. The peace 
process is not only a matter for the Acehnese and the 
Jakarta government. The international community 
also has a responsibility to sustain the commitment to 
peace in Aceh. ��

Liem Soei Liong is co-founder and editor of TAPOL 
Bulletin. This article was first printed in the TAPOL 
Bulletin (www.tapol.org) and is reprinted with 
permission.
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living under severely repressive regimes that receive 
military and other support from the United States, 
Indonesia has been a prime case. For decades during 
the cold war, and even after the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, the Suharto dictatorship in Jakarta was 
recipient of unfailing US support. Although Congress 
placed restrictions on US military assistance to the 
regime after a massacre of civilians in East Timor in 
1991, Pentagon-led Administration efforts persisted 

in seeking to reinstate military-to-military assistance 
to the unreformed Indonesian military.  

The fall of the Suharto dictatorship in 1998 and a 
succession of democratically elected governments in 
Jakarta since then have reduced Congressional 
opposition to US military assistance to Indonesia. 
The Indonesian military-led retaliatory brutality in 
East Timor in 1999, following a massive Timorese 
vote for freedom from Jakarta rule did lead to several 
years of renewed restrictions. However, support for 
such restrictions has since weakened. Taking 
advantage of a "national security waiver" attached to 
2006 Appropriations legislation which continued 
restrictions on military aid, the Bush Administration 

Suharto-Era Repression Survives in One 
Corner of the Indonesian Archipelago: 

West Papua 
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began a broad program of assistance to 
the Indonesian military (TNI), absent any substantial 
reform of that rogue institution. Arguing that the 
United States need to "partner" with the Indonesian 
military in order to confront terrorism, the Bush 
Administration continues to deflect concerns 
about TNI corruption, unaccountability and 
continuing human rights abuse. 

Democratic Progress in Indonesia 

In fact, the democratic evolution in Indonesia 
since the Suharto regime's collapse in 1998 has been 
impressive. Elections, particularly the 2004 election 
of current president Bambang Yudhoyono, the first 
popularly elected president, have been largely 
democratic. Indonesian boasts a vociferous free press 
and NGOs are active and effective, though both press 
and NGOs still sometimes encounter security force 
intimidation when they turn attention to their 
misdeeds. The murderers of leading human rights 
activist and military critic Munir Said Thalib in 2004 
have yet to be identified with strong indications of 
involvement by senior retired military officials in the 
state intelligence agency.  

US backers of closer ties to the Indonesian 
military, including US corporations with significant 
interests in Indonesia, have also utilized the 2005 
agreement ending decades of conflict in the province 
of Aceh as a basis to contend that the TNI is 
sufficiently under control of the civilian government 
to press forward with full military assistance.   

Repression and Colonialist Policies Persist 

Notwithstanding democratic progress in the rest 
of the Indonesian archipelago, West Papua remains 
much as it was during the decades of Suharto's 
military dictatorship, the scene of racial and religious 
discrimination, security force brutality and 
destructive exploitation of the natural resources on 
which the increasingly marginalized Papuan 
population depends for sustenance. 

Jakarta's annexation of West Papua in 1969, 
under guise of a UN-organized "Act of Free Choice" 
widely acknowledged to have been fraudulent, set the 
stage for what has emerged as a colonial policy 
entailing the marginalization and displacement of the 
Papuan population and the destructive extraction 
of Papuan natural resources. For decades, West 
Papua, along with several lesser populated islands in 
under Jakarta's rule, have been inundated by 

government organized "transmigrant" settlers from 
Java and other densely populated regions. These 
settlers, with Jakarta government backing, have 
forced Papuans off of native lands, displaced Papuan 
businesses and assumed administrative control in 
what had been Papuan-controlled territories. 
Government provided health, education and other 
services go principally to settler "transmigrants" who 
tend to occupy towns and resource-rich areas.  

Jakarta, from the outset keenly aware of the 
natural resource wealth of West Papua (initially 
named Irian Jaya after annexation), partnered with 
major international corporations to install 
infrastructure that could successfully, if destructively, 
exploit those resources. The first major firm to be 
invited in was the New Orleans-based Freeport 
McMoran which established in the Tembagapura area 
what was to become the world's largest gold and 
copper mine. Freeport-McMoran early on struck a 
deal with the Indonesian military which was to serve 
as an example for subsequent international 
corporations, i.e., relying on the military to de-
populate and disinherit Papuans whose traditional 
rights to the land extended back millennia. The 
military, in a relationship which sometimes amounted 
to extortion, obtained millions of dollars from 
Freeport for its "services." On the rare occasions 
when the giant US firm sought to resist the military's 
extortion, it faced "security incidents" organized by 
the military. In 2002, a lethal attack on contract 
American school teachers followed a sharp cut in 
Freeport-McMoran payments to the military. Despite 
extensive reporting, including by the police, of 
military involvement in the incident, there has been 
no serious investigation of the likely military role. 

The US Government, in service of its special 
relationship with the Suharto dictatorship and now 
with the Indonesian military, has ignored the 
military's pressure tactics targeting Freeport 
McMoran and even failed to pursue leads in the 
2002 attack on US citizens. For its part, Freeport-
McMoran accepted periodic military pressure as the 
price to pay for its massive profits. Indeed, Freeport 
McMoran's relationship with the military generally 
has been close. Its complicity in the military's 
campaigns against Papuan people in the area of its 
mining concession has extended to provision of 
equipment and facilities, and the air transport of 
armed personnel aboard its airline. Freeport 
McMoran's collaborative relationship with the 
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military has also earned it a dispensation with regard 
to environmental devastation. Its disposal of waste 
tailings transformed an entire river system into a 
desert delta within what had been a pristine rainforest 
providing rich fishing and hunting land for the local 
Amungme and Kamoro peoples. The massive 
operation relied upon transmigrant labor, reducing 
local Papuans to a marginal existence – as one Papuan 
described it, "like dogs around a garbage dump."  

Cultural and racial condescension and blatant 
discrimination has been a constant. Papuan dress, 
culinary, religious and tribal traditions have been a 
constant target of Jakarta's "reform” policies. 
Pressure on the Papuan's largely Christian and 
animist faith includes attempts to link church leaders 
to militant freedom fighters. Traditional land rights 
have been ignored. At the same time, Jakarta 
has failed to extend modern health or education 
services or employment-creating policies to the 
Papuan population. As a result, West Papua, and 
particularly its Papuan population, endures by far the 
lowest living standards in the Indonesian archipelago. 
In recent years HIV-AIDS has exploded as a result in 
part of military-run brothels. The absence of even a 
semblance of a health infrastructure in the area 
presents the prospect of an HIV-AIDS epidemic as 
severe as that afflicting parts of sub-Saharan Africa. 

The relationship between the Indonesian military 
and police and the Papuan people constitutes the 
most egregious aspect of Jakarta's long rule in West 
Papua. Indonesian military and police abuses of 
Papuan human rights are rarely prosecuted, and if 
prosecuted (usually as a result of infrequent 
international pressure), human rights violation 
perpetrators nearly always either escape justice 
through appeal or are assessed minimal sentences. 
Military special force thugs responsible for what the 
presiding judge in the trial described as the "torture-
murder" of leading Papuan political leader Theyes 
Eluay in 2001, received sentences of three and one 
half years in prison. Subsequently, the chief of the 
Indonesian armed forces lamented publicly that the 
four murderers were in fact "Indonesian heroes." 
Other crimes typically go unprosecuted. Indonesian 
officials confidentially explained to one non-Papuan 
human rights defender, that rape charges against 
Indonesian military personnel involving Papuan 
women were never prosecuted because "our soldiers 
would never have relations with these dark people." 
Police beating of over 100 students in Abepura in 

2000, that led to the death of several of them, took 
five years to prosecute and ultimately resulted in the 
acquittal of the (only) two police officials charged. 

Papuans Respond to Four Decades of Repression 

Despite severe intimidation by the Indonesian 
military and police, and with limited international 
support, Papuans have resisted repression from its 
onset. For six years Prior to the 1969 fraudulent "Act 
of Free Choice," in which 1,022 Jakarta-selected 
Papuans, under severe intimidation, voted 
"unanimously" for annexation by Jakarta, Jakarta had 
faced peaceful and militant opposition to its UN-
mandated administration of West Papua. Declassified 
US Government reports demonstrate that the US (and 
UN) were fully aware of the growing opposition to 
Jakarta's administration and its brutal treatment 
of Papuans demanding their rights, but for cold-war 
geopolitical considerations ignored the courageous 
but doomed Papuan struggle for their rights and their 
future. Subsequently, in the 1970's, the Indonesian 
military utilized US-provided aircraft to attack 
Papuan villages, in the same way and at the same 
time as it used US aircraft to strafe Timorese villages. 

Today, international attention to and support for 
the Papuan struggle for their rights is constrained by 
a tight cordon first drawn around West Papua by the 
Suharto dictatorship, and maintained by successor 
democratic governments in Jakarta since. That 
cordon strictly limits access to West Papua and travel 
within it by UN personnel, international journalists 
and researchers, as well as international NGO 
personnel. Even Jakarta-based diplomats must seek 
special permission to visit West Papua. Those few 
international visitors who manage to get into West 
Papua face travel limitations once inside and are 
invariably surveiled by Jakarta intelligence officials.  

With international solidarity hobbled by travel 
restrictions that effectively conceal Jakarta's brutal 
and exploitative rule, Papuans themselves have 
evolved a remarkably resilient human rights defender 
network involving local NGOs such as the widely 
respected ELS-HAM, youth groups, and a vocal 
Papuan clergy that unites Catholic, Protestant and 
Islamic religious leaders. Papuan civil society has 
also developed a coherent and widely-supported non 
violent strategy aimed at securing Papuan 
fundamental human rights. They are pressing 
demands for a de-militarization of West Papua, 
creation of a "Papua Zone of Peace concept," local 
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control over such issues as emigration, and Papuan 
control of policy regarding resource development.  

Papuans broadly have rejected Jakarta's 1999 
"special autonomy" plan which was to have increased 
Papuan self-rule but in fact has only entrenched the 
power of the largely non-Papuan economic and 
political elite. Under "special autonomy," an 
augmented flow of national assets was intended to 
address the broad unmet social service needs 
of Papuans. Instead, those funds have been channeled 
to the colonial-style administrative elite or, in some 
instances, to the military to support its "security" 
functions. In addition, notwithstanding provisions 
with the "special autonomy" law which require that 
any division of West Papua be first approved by a 
special Papuan council, Jakarta, absent consultations 
with Papuans, has created new provinces and districts 
within West Papua. These new provinces, which 
have generated significant Papuan protest, create a 
basis for expanded military presence and facilitate the 
flow of assets to an expanded pro-Jakarta, migrant-
controlled administrative elite. Moreover and perhaps 
most importantly, "special autonomy" has utterly 
failed to improve justice mechanisms so as to address 
the unaccountability of security forces for their 
routine violation of Papuan human rights. 

Led in particular by Papuan religious leaders, 
Papuans have rallied to a call to peaceful non-
violence in their struggle for their human rights in the 
face of massive provocations by the Indonesian 
military and police which have sought to infiltrate 
and manipulate the tiny armed Papuan resistance 
force, the OPM. Although the OPM has largely 
accepted Papuan civil society leaders' appeals for a 
ceasefire, the Indonesian military and police continue 
to stage provocations or manipulate isolated OPM 
units that lead to clashes. Security forces exploit and 
sometimes generate these incidents to "justify" their 
presence in the region. That presence, which 
facilitates the security forces' own exploitation of 
resources such as massive illegal logging, continues 
to inflict a particularly heavy burden on isolated rural 
Papuan populations. Periodic military "sweeps" 
displaced thousands of Papuans, forcing them into 
the forests where they lack food, medical support and 
shelter. Hundreds of Papuans have died in recent 
years due to such sweeps, including one in West 
Papua's central highlands as recently as December 
2006-January 2007. Typically, the military preclude 
even local Papuan humanitarian workers from 

transporting essential provisions to thesedisplaced 
populations.  

While victories are rare, Papuan unity and loyalty 
to a non-violent approach have been vindicated 
periodically. In April, a peaceful four-day strike by 
thousands of Papuan workers at Freeport-McMoran's 
Tembagapura mine forced that powerful corporation 
to accede to wage demands and to agree to consider 
policies that would correct anti-Papuan policies in 
hiring and promotion. This year, the Papuan 
Protestant Church has successfully separated itself 
from the Indonesian Synod, forming a Papuan Synod 
which has won court recognition. Notwithstanding 
that April 30 court decision, police in mid-May 2 
(just this month) intervened forcefully to deny the 
Papuan Church officials control of Church property 
in Jayapura. That police action, following an earlier 
assault on Papuan Church officials, has led to large 
demonstrations protesting the police action. And 
abroad, the plight of Papuans has begun to generate 
concern with demands for reform of Jakarta's policies 
coming from the US Congress and many other 
Parliaments. A petition calling upon the UN to 
review the "Act of Free Choice" received support 
from Parliamentarians around the world. 

But for Papuans the time is short. Although 
formal "transmigration" no longer exists, informal 
Jakarta government support for non-Papuan 
settlement of West Papua means that Papuans, like 
the Dayak of Kalimantan, might soon become a 
minority in their own land. Continued brutal 
repression by security forces and policies that 
marginalize Papuans could yet lead to a violent 
reaction by desperate Papuans with horrific 
communal bloodshed as seen elsewhere in the 
archipelago. The international community must 
demonstrate greater determination to compel Jakarta 
to end its Suharto-like repression in West Papua. 
Governments such as those in the United States and 
United Kingdom, which profess concern for human 
rights, must curtail support for an un-reformed, 
rogue Indonesian military which persists in 
terrorizing civilians in West Papua. Moreover, 
Papuan human rights, including the right to self-
determination, must be placed on the "action-now 
"agenda of the international community.���

Ed McWilliams is a former political counsellor with 
the US Embassy in Jakarta. He works with the West 
Papua Advocacy Team and the East Timor & 
Indonesia Action Network.. 
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2006). This it the title of Tariq Ali’s book.  It’s a 
good start to understand the Bolivarian revolution 
and the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela that 
challenges U.S. neoliberal foreign policy. Along with 
Chavez, also Evo Morales (Bolivia), Castro (Cuba) 
and Lula (Brasil) came to power campaigning against 
the IMF/CIA corporate war against the poor. Lula, 
sadly, is the least Bolivarian in his actions if not his 
words. Simón Bolivar, born rich in 1783, in Caracas, 
Venezuela, died poor in Colombia in 1830 in the 
company of few friends, after having led the 
liberation of Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, Panama, 
Peru and Venezuela. His life had been a constant 
battle with that epoch’s elite. He said: 

“The United States appears to be destined by 
Providence to plague Latin America with 
misery in the name of Liberty.” 

The quote appears on page 85 of Charles Hardy’s 
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  (Curbstone Press, 2007). Hardy’s book 
is not about Chávez as much as it is about the process 
by which the Venezuelan people preserved their 
democracy and the missions that Chávez began in 
2003. Unlike Saint Serra, beatified in 1988 by Pope 
John Paul II, who founded missions from Mexico to 
San Francisco that solidified the Spanish hold over 
the native peoples, Chávez missions were: 

Misíon Robinson: An educational program to abolish 
illiteracy. 
Misíon Ribas: Offering youth and adults a chance to 
complete their highschool education. 
Misíon Sucre: Making college available and 
accessible to thousands who were previously 
excluded. 
Misíon Barrio Adentro: Sent medical doctors to live 
and work in the poor neighborhoods. 
Misíon Guacaipuro: Support for indigenous peoples. 

The biggest criticism by the (U.S. supported) 
opposition was that these “misionarios” were 
“Cubanizing” Venezuela. The literacy program had 

been developed in Cuba, and Chávez paid for a 
“Family Library of classics” using oil money. The 
box of paperbacks, measuring 10”x10”x20”, included 
such “commie” classics as Romeo and Juliet by W. 
Shakespeare, Call of the Wild by Jack London, 
Cinderella, and Sleeping Beauty.  

Venezuela’s participatory democracy is different 
from simple representation. It is an endogenous 
process of using economic, cultural and social 
models developed from native Venezuelan 
experience, rather than external pressure. 

Tariq Ali’s ����%�������%�������%�������%��� puts contemporary Bolivarian 
politics in the context of the 19th century struggle 
against Spanish imperialism. He suggests that the 
best Bolivar biography is Gabriel García Márquez’s 
!"�� 5�
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%"!"�� 5�
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%"  (Alfred A. Knopf, 
1990). “...Bolivar... carried the black banner of a 
privateer hoisted on a plainsman’s lance, the skull 
and crossbones superimposed on a motto in letters of 
blood: Liberty or Death.” 
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��*���  by Eva Golinger (Oliver 
Branch Press, 2006) documents in vivid detail how 
NGOs, Labor, and both the Republican and 
Democratic Institutes for Democracy assisted the 
anti-Chávez coups. Chapter Seven alone is worth the 
price of the paperback. The Office for a Transitional 
Government (OTI) was established by USAID in 
1994. Only former President Carter used USAID 
funds to actually promote democracy. 

To learn more about the Bolivarian Government 
of Venezuela visit: www.vensolidarity.org or 
www.PDVSA.com. 

Postscript: For why the United States needs 
Venezuela more than Venezuela needs the United 
States read +
%��
��� �	&$*�%�	
+
%��
��� �	&$*�%�	
+
%��
��� �	&$*�%�	
+
%��
��� �	&$*�%�	
  by Edwin Black 
(Jossey Bass, 2006) – the documented history of how 
efficient electric transportation (not only the car) was 
sabotaged by corporate/political corruption in the 
United States for 200 years.�  

Barbara Zepeda is a long-time Seattle activist 
and an avid reader. She was an interested recent 
visitor to Venezuela. 

Book Review: On Venezuela 



������������	
��	�
�����
	
�����������������������	
��	�
�����
	
�����������������������	
��	�
�����
	
�����������������������	
��	�
�����
	
������������������ �����������������������  

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 Non Profit Org 

US Postage Paid 
Seattle, WA 
Permit #2144 

Pacific Vision 
2850 32nd Avenue South 
Seattle WA 98144 

�������� ����	
�������� ����	
�������� ����	
�������� ����	
  is a publication of the Women’s 
International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF), 
Seattle Chapter. Founded in 1915, WILPF’s aims are to 
bring together women of different political and philosophical 
convictions to abolish the causes and concepts of war, to 
work for world peace, and for total and universal 
disarmament, the abolition of coercion in the settlement of 
conflicts, the total substitution of peace in each case of 
negotiation and conciliation, and the strengthening of the 
United Nations and of political equality. 

Submit Letters to the Editor by writing to: 
pacificvision@wilpf.org 

Subscribe by writing to: pacificvision@wilpf.org 

Website: http://wilpf.org/pacific_vision 
 


