Volunteering, Reaching Out for Reconciliation and Peace

His Excellency Mr. Xanana Gusmio
Keynote Address to the 17th IAVE World Volunteer Conference

It is a great honor to be here, representing
the people of Timor-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 of Timor-Leste.

The need for us to formulate a National
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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 Timor, I visited Kupang and
Atambua to address the remaining East Tim-
orese refugees in West Timor 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 of Timor-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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