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Volunteering, Reaching Out for Reconciliation and Peace 
by 

His Excellency Mr. Xanana Gusmao 

Keynote Address to the 17th IAVE World Volunteer Conference 

It is a great honor to be here, representing 
the people ofTimor-Leste, at the 17th IAVE 
World Volunteer Conference. I warmly thank 
the organizers of this Conference, namely Dr. 
Kang and Madam Liz Burns, for giving me 
this opportunity and for challenging me to 
further reflect upon this important theme and 
its implications. 

A reconciliation process compels one to 
reflect upon the universality of pain, suffer­
ing, and forgiveness. These feelings know no 
boundaries - they are the human condition. 
Sometimes the pain is so overwhelming that 
talk of forgiveness seems like another insult 
- people who talk to perpetrators of injus­
tice are accused of insulting the victims. Initi­
ating dialogue with a recent foe is a difficult 
process. In this sense, I come today from the 
field of sorrows where the sea of sadness 
washed our shores for so many years that we 
even lost names of those for whom we seek 
justice. I have heard the same words from our 
brothers and sisters in other places in the 
world. We know from our knowledge of his­
tory that civilization evolved from brutality, 
but also that peace followed great wars. 

What then does a tolerant society in the 
21st century do to speed up the healing 
process? Truth and Reconciliation are impor­
tant elements but the parties must become 
engaged- dialogue is the primary objective 
and conditions for an effective exchange of 
views a basic requirement. Getting the oppo­
site sides to the table sounds like a simple 

negotiation but reality is very complex. 
People have different perceptions. 

Let me explain the situation in Timor­
Leste in more detail. In 2000 we strove to 
revive dialogue and many meetings were held 
starting with Jakarta and including gatherings 
in Singapore, Tokyo, Denpasar and Baucau, 
Timor-Leste. These meetings were largely 
aimed at promoting dialogue with the pro­
autonomy leadership. 

It must be acknowledged that the people 
did not agree with these meetings and we 
were accused of distorting the spirit of recon­
ciliation. We reflected deeply on this message 
from the people and resolved to identify 
another mechanism. On the other hand, rec­
onciliation could not be strictly limited to 
this period of our history. The reconciliation 
process is one that has been ongoing, even 
during the armed struggle stage, and covers a 
period of over two decades. 

Our process of reconciliation began in the 
aftermath of events before the invasion of 
Timor-Leste by Indonesian military, in 
August 1975, when the two main parties 
engaged in a brief but violent clash whose 
effects are still felt today. To this, we must 
add the process arising from the violence in 
September 1999 perpetrated by militia 
groups organized, structured and funded by 
some sectors of the Indonesian military deter­
mined to block the self-determination and 
independence process ofTimor-Leste. 

The need for us to formulate a National 
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Reconcili ation Policy becam e clear as well as 
rhe need for all the parries involved, govern­
ment , judiciary, and civil society to be gu ided 
by a single Code of Co ndu ct without which 
our effort s at reconciliation were bound to 

fail. 
All of rhe governm ent bodies agreed char 

reconciliation should offer a means wh ereby 
th e perpetrator s of hum an rights violation s 
can sit together with rhe victim s and commu­
nity leaders. From here comm enced the sec­
ond phase of the reconciliation process most­
ly con centr ated on the Septe mber 1999 
violence. W ith the ann ouncement of the 
unqu alified support of the Ind onesian 
auth oriti es, we pro ceeded to organi ze meet­
ings at various localities along rhe border in 
both the north and south of the countr y, 
includin g in the enclave of O ecusse-Amb eno , 
as well as in Bali and West Tim or. 

Throu ghout thi s process I have witnessed 
tense encount ers, which ended with tears 
being shed and embr aces of forgiveness 
exchanged between former foes. Such meet­
ings allowed us to dispel many of the con­
cerns regardin g perso nal revenge, which 
persisted. 

suspected of serious crimes is necessary to 
facilitate the reconciliation pro cess. 

A good deal is spoken outside Tim or-Leste 
on rhe subject of trauma. In East Tim or's case 
I believe traum a is experienced at a person al 
level, bu r it is nor a generalized phe nomenon. 
Personally I believe char we mu st view trauma 
from another angle, char is, as it may be expe­
rienced by the family members and parti cu­
larly the child ren of chose facing prison sen­
tences of 10, 15, or even 20 years. 

Recon ciliat ion mu st be meanin gful. I am 
of the view that reconciliation succeeds on ly 
when East T imorese society stops being 
haunt ed by the ghosts of conflicts of the past. 
We have already proud ly show n to rhe wo rld 
that, in spire of 24 years of violence and suf­
fering wh ich culmina ted in Septem ber 1999, 
rhe East Timo rese people desire to live in har­
mony and to atta in tru e peace of mind. T he 
two elect ions, whi ch too k place within the 
space of 7 month s, were carr ied our peaceful­
ly and with an excepti onally high level of 
pop ular participat ion . 

We agree with the need for justice. After 
all, thi s is a po litical process and nor merely a 
ju dicial one. Th at is why, in my progra ms 

(and I was elected President In each of these meet ings, 
we emph asized rhe imp or­
tan ce of justice being done. 
Whil st we recognize char 
many intern ational organiza­
tions take exception to our 
appro ach, our pos ition con­
tinu es to be that we must 
allow the perpetrator s of 
crimes to meet with vict ims 

We advocate a reconciliation on the basis of my programs) 

process whereby justice is I defende d strong ly the need 
for am nesty for th ose already 
indict ed and serving prison 
terms. 

meted out to perpetrators 

but which eschews revenge, 
I have already mentioned 

tha t rhe process requires a 
balancing of int erests. I wish 
to includ e here the nationa l 

resentment and hatred. 

before they decide to ret urn to Tim or-Leste 
and to face trial there. 

We advocate a reconciliation process 
whereby justice is meted our to perpetrato rs 
bu t whi ch eschews revenge, resentm ent , and 
hatred. 

Thi s is a very compl ex issue. To start a rec­
onciliation pro cess requir es a balan cing of 
intere sts. O n on e hand the inte rests of just ice 
and on the ocher hand the int erests of a suf­
fering communi ty who follow a leader who is 
unwilling to return for fear of punish me nt . 

As I said earlier, a good kn owledge of the 
laws of Tim or-Leste and attitud es co tho se 
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int erest of guaranteeing political and social 
stabili ty. T his mu st inclu de stabili ty along the 
bord er and streng th enin g our cooperat ion 
with Indon esia, in parti cular its eastern 
region. Onl y thu s can we furth er our devel­
opm ent pro cess and attain its main goals. 

We mu st see our reconciliation efforts as a 
means of consolidating national stabi lity and 
of contributin g co world peace. 

In chis so-called globalizat ion era we all 
hop ed the world wo uld enjoy a type of eco­
nomic order with a high level of techn ologi­
cal developm ent that would enable us to find 
solut ion s and seek ways to eradicate poverty, 



hun ger, disease and ignor ance from che 
world. 

Bue afte r all, we now live an era of mis­
tru st , an era whe re feelings of violent hat red 
and revenge are gainin g ground almost every­
where. 

basis of fundamental prin ciples of indi vid uals. 
H owever, there is sti ll into lerance, wh ichever 
its character o r natu re and wh ichever form it 
cakes to be expressed , in already establi shed 
and stable demo cratic societies. 

Diff erence has man y dim ensions to it and 
should no t be perceived merely in its politi cal 
cont ent , in the form of freedo m of speech , be 

l e is very sad to note chat at the same time 
values of freedom an d democracy and princi ­
ples o f to lerance and mutual respect are 
becomin g a conscious pare of 
individu als, we also have to People's attitudes and the 

it in develope d societies o r in 
developing and poor er one s, 
such as ours still und ergoing a 
pose-con flict situat ion. regret the rise of int o lerance 

and the systemat ic use of ter-
behavior of individuals 

ror, which hind ers constru e- should be understood in the 
The compl exity arising 

from d ifference is the result of 
rive dia logue. 

Given chis face now chat 
context of spontaneous reac- repressed feelings, of accumu­

we have ent ered che new mi l- tions, which become irra-
lated feelings of frustration 
and aspirat ion s. 

lennium , it is urgent chat all 
peop les of the wo rld uni te 
aro und the sacred goal of 
bui ldin g peace. 

tional because they are not Th erefore, the peace of 
mind we envisage mu st be the 

self-controlled, or as residues outcome of a long bu t perma­

Peace cannot be the privi­
lege of a few and an "offer" 

of hatred and revenge. 
nent effort towards reconc ilia-

to all others. Peace is th e mo st funda mental 
asset of every hum an being. Peace is not the 
mere absence of conflict nor is it the mere 
agreement between countri es to avoid war. 

Peace mu st derive from the peace of mind 
wit hin each hum an being , betwee n individu ­
als exp ressed in the solidarity between com­
muniti es, expressed by tolerance within soci­
eties until it reaches the level of mutu al 
respect between countri es. 

Peace of mind means that people feel tru ly 
free; free from psychological or politi cal pres­
sure, free from economi c pr essure or social 
tension, free from past trauma , free from the 
da ily shortcomings, and free from the fear of 
what tomorrow may brin g. 

Peace is the out come of the needed int er­
action of behavio rs within a society whi ch , 
then, breeds po licies by the governmental 
bodi es. In chis sense, peace mu st be an ace of 
sovereignty by the people. If each citizen lives 
at peace with ocher cit izens, every people and 
every countr y will live at peace wit h ocher 
countn es. 

Towa rds chis nob le obj ect ive, the reconcili­
at ion of spirit and mind s gain s even greater 
imp orta nce. 

In a democrat ic society, difference is the 

non. 
Peop le's atti tud es and the 

behavior of ind ividuals should be und ersto od 
in th e context of spont aneous reactions, 
which become irrat ional because they are not 
self-contro lled, or as residu es of hatred and 
revenge. 

T he shift towards acceptin g com promi se 
can only be made if it arises from the con­
sciou s acceptance of the norm s of to lerance 
and mutual respect, wh ich , in turn , will 
encourage the values of fraternity and solid ar­
ity. 

But this will not be possible without the 
reconciliation of mind s. 

Reconciliation is a proc ess with a personal 
and a social d imension. It mu st matur e with ­
in each individual so that society may unit e 
around the values of tolerance and mutu al 
respect. 

Recon ciliation is not a simpl e pro cess and 
th erefore it is not an easy one, but it is also 
not impo ssible to achieve. 

And, w ithout reconciliation there is no 
peace. 

We have established a Co mmi ssion for 
Receptio n , Truth and Reconciliat ion in 
Timor-Leste . Effons are being und ertaken ro 
orga nize its presence in every distri ct and sub­
d istrict to ensure greater efficiency in seekin g 
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solut ions amid st the local 
communities at village and 
haml et level. 

The spirit of volunteering, become any easier. 
In the case of Timor­

Leste, the best-known aspect 
of reconciliation is the effort 
mad e regardi ng perpetrator s 
and vict ims of the 1999 vio­
lence. 

amidst a society or a commu-

Th e Comm ission has a 
mandat e that covers all forms 
of non -p hysical violence, such 
as thr eats, persecution, burn ­
ing of hou ses, plund er, killing 
of live stock and so on , but all 
blood crimes mu st be chan ­
neled to the judiciary system . 

nity, is a nobler way of work-

ing for it does not demand for 

benefits but rather a sense of 
How ever, there are prob­

lems emergi ng regardin g 
conflicts am idst local com­

munities because of events that occurred 
before 1999 and which are demandi ng due 
attent ion from the authori ties in the cou nt ry. 
At the same time , the pop ulat ion is demand­
ing that th e po litical parties involved in the 
vio lent events of 1975 take respon sibility of 
their acts and ask the peo ple for forgiveness . 
To date, this has not been possib le to achieve. 

responsibility. 

In som e areas of the country the Com mis­
sion has successfu lly initi ated its work by pro­
motin g dialogue among confl icting part ies. 
Th is has led co a com mitment to join hand s 
co forget the past and reject violence, which is 
th e most common price paid for "doin g ju s­
tice with one's own hand s". 

Th ere is st ill mu ch co be don e. Above all, 
th ere is a need for a collective awareness co 
seek the truth and demand for ju stice but in 
th e context of reconci liatio n so that future 
generat ions may live without memories of the 
horrors of war. 

Thi s will also be a way co give due value co 
th e sacrifices mad e co free our Homel and . 
Such sacrifices will only be honor ed when we 
reach an equitabl e level of developm ent based 
on a steadfast determin ation co eradi cate 
poverty. 

We will be able co say that tho se sacrifices 
were worthwh ile when we reduce infant mor ­
tality, when every Timor ese family has a 
hou se to live in , drinking water and food, 
when every child attend s schoo l and the pop­
ulati on has access to health care. 

If thi s do es not happen , the grief lived in 
the past will not be healed and the reconcilia­
tion will be a lot harder co achieve. Stability 
will continue to be an aspiration. 

If the reconciliat ion process is co be com­
prehensi ve and deeply rooted in society it is 
most important that , at po litical level, there is 
a collective awareness on the need of such a 
proces s. 

I am also referrin g to a Na tional Policy 
wh ereby state in stitution s are the first ones co 
recognize the magnitud e of the proc ess. How ­
ever, just because there is such recognition , in 
terms of commitm ent and support, it does 
not mean that the road to reconci liation has 
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From chis you can see chat chis is no t a 
mere politic al issue, a qu estion of rheto ric or 
that it is enou gh co have the agreement of 
government and parliam ent on th e recon cilia­
non pro cess. 

To forgive is usually an easy thin g to do . 
But the act of being humble, mean ing co rec­
ognize mistakes and to apo log ize or ask for 
forgiveness is a very har d thin g co do. It 
demand s great courage - political cou rage if 
it refers co politi cians, moral cou rage if it 
refers co citizens . 

Wh en people assume these atti tudes, in 
full humbl eness, then they will reveal a 
hum an dim ensio n that will deserve the appr e­
ciation of all. 

Th e part icipation of civil soc iety in this 
proc ess takes up great importan ce because of 
the complexity of the pro cess. 

C ivil soc iety is freer from certain interests 
and less submitt ed co politi cal or eco nomic 
pressure. The concept of civil society is coo 
oft en attached co NGOs [Non Government 
Organi zation s] . C ivil society should be per­
ceived as including more than NGOs, wh ich 
are often coo professionali sed and link ed co 
po licies of governments that assist them. 

Civ il society sho uld be, first and foremo st, 
the social consci ence of du ty of those who 
have the means cowards the most vulnerab le, 
of chose who have access to know ledge 
cowards th ose who have non e, or less, access 
co information. 



The spirit of volunteering, amidst a society 
or a community, is a nobler way of working 
for it does not demand for benefits but rather 
a sense of responsibility. 

I do·not wish to state that NGOs are 
unnecessary; they certainly are necessary in 
developing and underdeveloped countries for 
they curtail corruption and the mismanage­
ment, which often exists in poorer countries. 

What I wish to state is that we must 
encourage the work and active participation 
of the best prepared segments of our society 
in such varied and relevant areas as peace, 
democracy, reconciliation, solidarity, toler­
ance, education, health and ignorance. 

In this standardized world of questionable 
values, volunteering is a movement worth 
pursuing. 

In Timor-Leste we are undergoing a state­
building process and our civil society is still 
experiencing its embryonic stage, as are many 
other sectors of our nation. 

As President, I called upon myself the 
responsibility not only to nurture civil society 
but also to assist it in gaining a greater under­
standing of its role in the state-building 
process. 

The State is its citizens and citizens must 
be better served in all aspects, so that the 
State itself may become sound and strong. 

In post-conflict processes, civil society has 
an extremely important role to play. In such 
processes, conflicts are no longer of an armed 
nature but often breed generalized violence. 

Such conflicts are often grounded on spe­
cific interests, which may range from political 
to psychological, from economic to social 
ones. 

Too often, state institutions are inoperative 
because their action is mostly addressed to 
solve problems through appeasement. It is up 
to civil society to progressively work towards 
changing mindsets, to change characters and 
to change attitudes. 

Civil society can take up the role of gener­
ating debate and dialogue. To accept debate 
and dialogue is the first step of reconciliation 
where there is respect for difference, where 
self-control is exercised and common values 
are identified as the common denominator 
leading to understanding and mutual respect. 

The value of tolerance will reinforce the 
yearning for peace every human being aspires. 
But peace must stop being an aspiration to 
become reality. 

One of the priorities of my term as Presi­
dent will be to continue to unite the Timo­
rese people in the fight to eradicate poverty. 
In this sense, reconciliation is an essential ele­
ment in the current process of national recon­
struction as in the process of national devel­
opment. 

Early this month and following a number 
of visits to West Timar, I visited Kupang and 
Atambua to address the remaining East Tim­
orese refugees in West Timar and the Indone­
sian authorities. 

The small size of our population and the 
strong sense of community and social solidar­
ity, which are a feature of many economically 
under-developed nations, have facilitated rec­
onciliation amongst East Timorese. In addi­
tion, our people's strong ancestral links to the 
land have been an important factor in bring­
ing refugees home in spite of fears of possible 
retribution. 

Only a wise policy of Reconciliation can 
promote harmony within Timorese society 
and guarantee broad participation as the basic 
condition for social justice and the improve­
ment of the living standards of the popula­
tion. 

Only then will independence have real 
meaning for a people who fought, suffered 
and finally won their right to live in freedom 
and independence. 

We continue to count on the support and 
exchange of experiences of the democratic 
governments and institutions, which have 
assisted us thus far. We share the success we 
have attained so far with all of you, and we 
hope and trust that the experience of the 
small nation ofTimor-Leste can contribute in 
a modest way to informing and enlightening 
your deliberations here at this conference and 
your work in the future. 

Thank you. 
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