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Executive summary 
 

Following a review of previous policies and the current status of the sector as well as the experiences of the 

Regional Fisheries Livelihoods Programme (RFLP) in Timor-Leste, it can be deduced that the state oriented, 

foreign-influenced, top down approach has largely failed to effectively regulate and stimulate the development 

of the fishery sector.  

In the recently released Strategic Development Plan (2010-2030) (RDTL, 2011), the government of Timor-

Leste has expressed its aim of promoting the development of the fisheries sector. Consequently, this will 

require the development of a new policy for the sector as well as the revision of the current legal framework.  

A new state like Timor-Leste has the opportunity to learn from the experiences of other countries. In this 

regard a best practice would be to produce original policies and legal frameworks adapted to the structural 

conditions of the sector. These should effectively include fishers and local authorities in the sustainable 

management and development of the Timor-Leste’s fisheries. 

Any policy developed in the near future should also be based on lessons learned, primary data and facts. In 

this regard the RFLP-developed National Fisheries Statistics System provides a powerful tool that can be 

used to help ensure that the policy and legal framework reflect the needs and characteristics of the fishery 

sector.  

This document synthesizes and presents a number of policy and practical recommendations arising from the 

work, experiences and lessons learned of RFLP in Timor-Leste. The document aims to provide forward 

looking guidance for the National Directorate of Fisheries and Aquaculture (NDFA), of the Ministry of 

Agriculture and Fisheries (MAF), as well as other donors or fisheries organisations and serves as part of the 

broader RFLP exit strategy in Timor-Leste. 

The paper is organized under the same set of thematic areas addressed by previous fisheries policies, namely: 

sustainable development, informed decision making, community participation, capacity building, gender 

mainstreaming, private sector development, efficient provision of government services, cost recovery and 

transparency. In addition, two more areas that are considered priorities for the sector in Timor-Leste have 

been added, namely food security and safety at sea. Each section includes recent developments, current status 

and policy/practical recommendations.  

Summary of recommendations 
 

Policy development  

a) Any policy developed should be fully aligned with the Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries 

(CCRF) and follow an Ecosystems Approach to Fisheries Management (EAFM) as promoted by the 

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 

b) Imported policies and legal frameworks should be avoided. New policies should be based on in 

depth knowledge of the fisheries sector in country and on current data. 
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c) Timor-Leste’s small-scale fisheries sector today employs all of the nation’s fishers. New policies 

should be oriented to the development of this subsector, avoiding the entrance in the fishery of new 

actors. 

Approach to fisheries sector development  

d) Rapid development of an industrial fleet will likely raise sustainability management issues as it would 

require the rapid and comprehensive development of management mechanisms by the National 

Directorate of Fisheries and Aquaculture. 

e) The development of the sector should focus less on increasing fishing production and more on 

developing market chains and raising the consumption of aquatic products. Emphasis should be 

placed primarily on internal markets to address food security issues.  

f) There should be regular investment in maintaining and expanding the ice distribution system 

implemented by RFLP. 

g) Recognizing current sustainability issues is of primary importance. Down playing environmental 

issues or placing too much attention on potential future threats can lead to the establishment of 

inappropriate goals. 

h) The implementation of Marine Protected Areas and other common resource management methods 

should be reconsidered. Creative solutions which forge pragmatic partnerships between the 

government and fishers should be promoted instead; among them, some of the services set up with 

RFLP support (e.g. IUU reporting system, Mobile Law Dissemination Service, Mobile Licensing Service, etc.) 

i) Fishers and their communities should not be considered passive recipients of aid, but active and 

responsible actors in the sustainable development of the sector. In this vein, the provision of 

equipment is strongly discouraged. 

j) Local traditional systems of resource management (such as the Tara Bandu) should be formally 

recognized and local authorities should be involved in resource management.  

k) The establishment of three programmes, namely a Programme for the sustainable development of the fisheries 

sector, a Programme for the renovation of the fleet and an Accident at sea recovery programme could constitute 

three lines of action under the umbrella of the Fund for the promotion of the fisheries sector, regulated under 

current law, that would increase fishing capacity, safety at sea and resilience among fishing 

communities respectively. 

Capacity building  

l) NDFA service delivery would improve notably if a system of incentives for the staff was in place and 

internal and external NDFA communications improved. Investments should take place in 

communications and internet devices and in establishing clear reporting lines and procedures. 

m) A long term capacity building plan is needed for NDFA officials. Planning, and budgeting, together 

with results based monitoring and evaluation, as well as knowledge of the fisheries legal framework 

are priority areas. 

n) On the job mentoring has proven the best strategy to implement national level capacity building. 

This type of support should be undertaken both by the NDFA and donors.  



RFLP POLICY PAPER-TIM #2 
Recommendations for Sustainable Fisheries Development in Timor-Leste 

7 

 
 
 

o) Efficiency of NDFA operations would improve with the creation of a Management support and 

communications unit (which includes communications, human resources, monitoring and evaluation as 

well as international partners’ coordination) under the direct supervision of the National Director.  

p) The full establishment of the Academy of Fisheries should be pursued as it will be the most 

appropriate platform to address capacity building issues for fisheries managers and planners, middle-

traders and fishers alike. 

Gender 

q) Efforts should be made to document and make visible women´s contribution to the sector. These 

should be followed by strategies to enhance professionalization of women´s work. 

r) Women should be encouraged to engage in fisheries education programmes as well as related 

positions within the sector. 

Role and approach of NDFA 

s) The National Fisheries Statistical System should be maintained. Sufficient budget should be 

committed annually for maintenance, increasing the number and geographical sources of information 

as well as expanding data gathering to new thematic areas. NDFA officer work should be focused on 

data gathering and policy making, not on data analyses and interpretation. Data analyses should be 

outsourced. 

t) Past practices of providing hand-outs to fishers should be substituted for micro-finance services 

provision schemes that could be co-funded by the state under the Fund for the promotion of the fisheries 

sector. 

u) The NDFA should enhance its coordination role instead of being a passive recipient of aid, research 

and reports from international partners. The operation of the National Consultative Council will help 

in the materialization of this role, both with foreign partners and national actors involved in the 

sector. 

v) Fees for the operation of foreign industrial fishing boats within Timorese waters should be revised. 

Safety at sea 

w) Further study is required before specific measures for the development of a plan for the management 

of crocodiles can be undertaken, given that they are the main cause of accidents at sea. Any measure 

should be culturally sensitive and integrate local and ritual authorities as crocodiles are considered 

lulik (sacred, taboo). 

x) Training and safety at sea awareness campaigns initiated under the RFLP should be continued. 
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Background 
The Spanish funded, and Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) executed, Regional Fisheries Livelihoods 
Programme for South and Southeast Asia (RFLP), which has the primary goal of “strengthening capacity among 
participating small-scale fishing communities and their supporting institutions towards improved livelihoods and sustainable 
fisheries resources management”, commenced in September 2009 and conducts activities in six countries of the 
Asia Pacific region (namely Cambodia, Indonesia, the Philippines, Sri Lanka, Timor-Leste and Viet Nam). To 
help achieve its objectives, the programme framework was designed to become a platform for the 
dissemination of knowledge through lessons learned on policy development, advocacy, technical knowledge 
sharing, skills development and programme management.  
 
This policy paper builds upon RFLP implementation experience in Timor-Leste, which has been mostly 
focused on the promotion of co-management mechanisms, safety at sea and the improvement of post-harvest 
practices. This paper presents the lessons learned in the form of policy recommendations. It was not the aim 
of this paper to discuss in-depth theoretical background of the recommended measures, nor to describe the 
practical obstacles to the development of the fisheries sector within the country. This paper was intended to 
be a technical document that builds upon practical RFLP experience, while also highlighting some gaps that 
the project was not designed to address. This policy brief is also intended to provide guidance for the 
National Directorate of Fisheries and Aquaculture (NDFA), of the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries 
(MAF) and to serve as part of the broader RFLP exit strategy in Timor-Leste. 

The context and the challenges 
Timor-Leste, the newest nation in the Asia Pacific region, currently has a total population of around 1 million 
inhabitants, who live for the most part in rural parts of the country. During the first ten years of 
independence, the foundations of governance have been established and the country has achieved some 
outstanding accomplishments. After an initial period of political instability culminating in the 2006 crisis, and 
the attempted assassination of the president in 2008, the country has entered into a new phase of peaceful 
consolidation and development of governance structures. However, many challenges still face Timor-Leste 
particularly with regards to food security and economic development. 
 
Based on the most recent census data (NDS, 2010a), 785,000 of the total population of the country (71%) 
live in rural areas, with the majority engaged in some form of farming activity (70%). However, it is worth 
noting that the population of the capital Dili increased 33% between 2004 and 2010. Currently available data 
places Timor-Leste as one of the poorest countries in Asia; data from 2008 indicates that about half of the 
Timorese population lived below the basic needs poverty line of US$ 0.88 per person per day (NDS, 2008) 
and approximately 73% lived on less than US$ 2 per day, the majority of whom live in the mountains of the 
central region (NDS, 2008). Although the last census presented a slight decrease in the population growth 
rate, the level of growth was still high (2.4% per year). A large portion of the population (54%) was less 19 
years of age and the level of unemployment remained considerable. 
 
Along with poverty, malnutrition is one of the main challenges in the country. The 2010 Demographic and 

Health Survey (NDS, 2010b) draws attention to the nutritional status of children and adults with special 

emphasis on women’s health, reporting on the risks that current and future populations may face in their 

physical development and overall health status.  

These issues have been emphasized in several policy documents and strategic plans of successive 

governments. The 2010 Comoro Declaration against hunger and malnutrition, which recognized food 

security as a fundamental right, emphasized the need for a joint action plan in order to address this primary 

issue. In 2011, the government launched the Timor-Leste Strategic Development Plan (SDP) (2011-2030) 
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(RDTL, 2011), which contains the main areas of action for the country’s development until 2030. The 

document envisages three main sectors upon which economic development will be based: agriculture, oil and 

tourism; pointing out the crucial role of the agricultural sector (which includes food crops, cash crops, 

livestock, forestry and fisheries) for food and nutritional security, reduction of poverty and economic growth.  

The Timor-Leste fisheries sector 
Despite being surrounded by sea and contrary to archaeological evidence reporting a long fishing tradition 

(O’Connor, Ono, & Clarkson, 2011), the people of Timor-Leste seem to have maintained an inward, land-

based orientation (McWilliam, 2002). The sea is regarded by many as unknown wild space and despite the 

cultural importance of mythology, few traditional Timorese mythical narratives are tied to the sea (Schulte 

Nordholt, 1980). In support of this it is not uncommon to hear Timorese fishers recounting stories of how 

they or their fathers were taught to fish by migrant people from neighbouring Indonesian islands (Flores, 

Sulawesi or others) as result of forced population movements by the former Indonesian rule. 

Little is known about the fisheries sector before or during Portuguese and Indonesian occupation. According 

to village elders, during the Portuguese period the main fishing techniques were typically a cast net or locally 

named diha and hand-line fishing used to catch larger fish, which were highly valued by Portuguese officials. 

During Indonesian occupation, the fisheries sector received greater attention and there were a number of new 

developments. Cooperatives were formed and boat engines were introduced along with new fishing 

techniques; from trawls and beach draggers to different types of gillnets. Based on informant feedback some 

of the net types introduced by the Indonesians are no longer in use today, either because they are unavailable, 

expensive, or because local fishers are unskilled in their use. The Indonesian government promoted the 

establishment and development of fisheries cooperatives in order to channel state aid, e.g. boats, nets, and 

engines which were provided to the newly established organizations. In addition, they promoted fishing for 

small pelagic species, which were in higher demand. However, it has also been reported that because of civil 

unrest, the Timorese did not benefit from the fisheries programmes as much as they might have, because they 

were not authorized to operate large inboard powered vessels and were restricted to using their smaller 

dugout canoes (MAF, 2001). During the period when the Indonesian government turned over governance to 

the newly formed Timorese government there was widespread destruction of fishing vessels, gear and 

infrastructure. Based on the data available, only about 200–300 paddle canoes and around 100 motorized 

canoes remained operational at the time of independence.  This was a similar figure to that reported by 

Figueiredo in publications dating back more than 30 years before independence, in which he reported on the 

number of licensed vessels in the overseas Portuguese colony of Timor (Figueiredo, 1966, 1968). 

Currently, the vast majority of fishing vessels are small wooden dugout canoes. Based on the data of the first 

census of fishers and boats produced with RFLP support, Timor-Leste has 4,723 registered sea fishers who 

operate in 3,016 boats. This data does not consider fish traders and other fish workers; such as fish 

processors, inshore fishers and reef gleaners. Most of the fishing fleet (62.4%) is comprised of small non-

motorized wooden canoes powered by sail and paddles. Motorized boats comprise the remainder, most of 

which are dugout canoes powered by an outboard engine.  While most motorized canoes are equipped with 

drifting gillnets for small pelagic fish species, hand-lines and bottom long lines, the smaller paddle canoes are 

equipped with hand-lines and smaller gillnets for the capture of sardines and other small pelagic fish caught 

within a few hundred meters of the shoreline. Divers, who catch fish, shellfish and cephalopods in the reef 

areas, also use small canoes to move between reefs. A large number of reef gleaners (primarily women), and 

shellfish gatherers as well as people who fish using nets from the shore are still not recorded in any statistical 

data. Other forms of fishing comprise the use of the traditional traps (Bubur) in Makili, Atauro, the gathering 

of balisaun (juvenile prawns) in the monsoon season and sea worms locally referred to locally as meci twice a 



RFLP POLICY PAPER-TIM #2 
Recommendations for Sustainable Fisheries Development in Timor-Leste 

10 

 
 
 
year on the most eastern side of the island. In addition a large, but unrecorded number of people harvest 

shrimp from river mouths. 

Within the country, on a small island to the north (Atauro), the village of Makili in the southeast of the island 

stands out for its long fishing tradition and for having a fleet formed by longer-than-average canoes. Bikeli 

however, in the northeast of the island, has the largest fleet in the country, formed by several 12 to 15 meter 

boats that operate along the coast of Timor-Leste as well as transporting people and commodities to and 

from the island. These are probably the only communities in Timor-Leste where the main income source and 

occupation is from fishing and seafaring. For other coastal communities, the most common economic mode 

of production is household level small-scale agriculture, and livestock production combined with fishing and 

any other income source available in the local area. 

Box 1. Distribution of the fishing fleet by boat and engine type 

 

Taking into account the total number of sea fishers and the number of boats, the average number of crew per 

boat is 1.6. Despite the apparent uniformity, there are big differences between the modes of production in the 

small-scale fisheries sector in country (Alonso, 2009), as well as in the levels of investment in equipment 

among small-scale operators (Tsujimura, Alonso, Amaral, & Rodrigues, 2012). Fishing alone in a small non-

motorized canoe with small gillnets and hand-lines requires minimal investment, and if the cost of the fishing 

trip is kept low, can lead to good net profits for the unit (Alonso, 2009, 2011), so this has been until now one 

of the preferred fishing production modes in Timor-Leste. 

Box 2. Basic facts 

However, what has been called the co-adventurer 

model (Andersen & Wadel (Eds.), 1972), 

provides employment to larger numbers of 

people. In this system, where fishing is typically 

done in small-motorized canoes, the profits are 

distributed according to shares. While non-

motorized canoes employ less than 2,000 sea 

fishers, motorized boats employ almost 3,000 

sea workers; an average of around 2.5 crew per 

unit. It should be noted that motorized boats 

are for the most part also dugout canoes. With 

the exception of the above mentioned fleet of 

NE Atauro, which fishes for up to one week at a time, differences between the fishing capacity and the 

  

 
 

Source: National Fisheries Statistics. National Directorate of Fisheries and Aquaculture, Timor-Leste.  
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duration of fishing trips for different boat types is very limited. This practice provides a preliminary 

explanation for the preference for inshore fishing, low investment operations using small canoes, and 

deploying nets from the shore. The simplest mode of production is that used by reef gleaners and shellfish 

gatherers, and shore based divers.  These people fish mostly for household consumption and local markets. 

The above mentioned modes of production and their combination, the co-adventurer mode and the atomized 

mode (fishing alone in a small canoe or from the shore), which are both characterized by low investment, 

have evolved as the most effective economic fishing strategies and consequently have been resistant to the 

passage of time. Greater investment in boats and engines has mostly been made by operators who combine 

both fishing with transporting commodities to and from Atauro Island.  In addition there is a set of new 

entrepreneurs who see the economic potential of the fishing sector in the country.  

Along these same lines, development agencies and state institutions have attempted to promote the creation 

of fishing cooperatives; however their scope of operation and sustainability has been very limited.  Among 

the reasons for this limited success were that most were created for the narrow objective of receiving donated 

state aid.  In addition, the decision and management structures of the newly established institutions were in 

contradiction with the local traditional structures for decision making which were strongly rooted in social 

relations framed by the lineage system. 

The marketing of fishery products has been described as stuck in a vicious circle marked by low investment, a 

lack of distribution networks and too few traders leading to unstable prices (Hartmann, 2010). The low level 

of investment and the use of inefficient techniques, together with poor infrastructure and market constraints 

cause high prices in the market and subsequent low levels of aquatic product availability. 

Box 3. Estimated annual per capita fishery protein consumption 

 

 

 
 
Average annual per capita fish 
consumption in Timor-Leste has been 
estimated as 6.1 kg. The world 
average annual per capita consumption 
is estimated as 16.4 kg and the Asian 
average as 17.8 kg. Although not 
directly comparable (Timor-Leste 
estimates are based on a field survey, 
while the Asian and World averages 
are based on supply estimates), they 
indicate the very low levels of fish 
availability and consumption in the 
country. 

  
Source: AMSAT 2011b  
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However a full understanding of the constraints including availability, prices and market mechanisms is 

necessary before the government and development projects can influence culturally entrenched food 

consumption patterns in Timor-Leste (Alonso, 2011), where fish is not regarded as a staple food item. Even 

among fishers, who have regular access to fresh fish, consumption levels are not particularly high. This fact 

ultimately influences the productive sector and has to be considered as part of the context which fully 

explains the current status-quo.  

Fisheries policies since independence 
The re-construction of a new nation, with apparently healthy coastal and marine resources and without a 

commercial fishing fleet presented a ‘blank slate’ situation offering opportunities to try new ways of doing 

things that would lead to the development of a sustainably managed fishing sector. Within this context 

Timor-Leste was viewed by the foreign donor development actors as a setting where the mistakes made by 

other nations in the past when exploiting natural resources could be avoided. 

‘Fish for the Future’ (MAF, 2001) was the first national policy developed during the transitional period to 

specifically govern the Timorese fishing sector in 2001. The paper focuses primarily on the priority issues for 

the new state. From a clear development-oriented perspective its main focus was on basic management and 

industry development needs. For example, the assertion of jurisdiction, development of legislation, 

enhancement of the marine administration and capacity building of the staff were combined with the 

development of a profitable industry involving capture, recreational fishing and aquaculture. 

As a subsequent step, a new fisheries strategy was drafted in 2005. It solicited comments from stakeholders at 

a workshop held on 21 December 2005, and then again on 5 December 2006. After final review it was 

released in September 2007 as a “Policy and Strategy for the Fisheries Development in Timor-Leste” (MAF, 

2007). This policy was intended as an update of the previous 2001 strategic plan incorporating a review of the 

progress by that time. The title of this second policy document “Fish for Sustainability. Our Strategic Plan for 

Fisheries, 2006 – 2011” (MAFF, 2005) was a reflection of the new focus pursued; from the development 

orientation of the first policy to an approach more oriented towards fisheries sustainability. This plan took as 

a necessary point of departure the precautionary approach of “do no harm”.  Consequently this strategy had 

more emphasis on co-management of coastal and marine resources and conservation of habitats, and less 

reliance on industry development and top-down regulation. Unfortunately, in practice, these policies were 

only marginally considered as guidance by the National Directorate of Fisheries and Aquaculture and were 

not approved by the Council of Ministers, nor were they legally endorsed as the official policy of the 

government for the sector. Instead, the more urgent management objectives of the 2001 policy were 

addressed, namely the establishment of a legal framework for the fisheries sector and the provisional assertion 

of jurisdiction and control over living marine resources in the seas surrounding Timor-Leste. Very few of the 

second policy document objectives have been achieved and those only recently so. Among them: 

development of a vessel licensing system and census of fishers and boats, which is maintained by the 

Department of General Fisheries Inspection, as well as the newly introduced community based IUU 

reporting system for monitoring, control and surveillance (MCS) and the development of an appropriate 

framework for a viable aquaculture industry (MAF, 2012a). All the latter developments were achieved with 

RFLP technical assistance and funding support. 

While the 2001 and 2005 policies have very different goals and strategic aims they are both committed to the 

same set of principles, namely sustainable development, informed decision making, community participation, 

capacity building, gender mainstreaming, private sector development, efficient provision of government 

services, cost recovery and transparency. The larger development goals, namely the development of a 

sustainable and profitable fishery, as well as a viable aquaculture industry, have yet to be met. It is apparent 
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that some unwarranted assumptions were taken during the development of the first two strategic documents 

which lead to reference to unattainable targets. The following section analyses the current status and 

challenges facing the sector as well as provides recommendations based on the same aforementioned 

principles to which the previous fisheries policy papers were committed. In addition, two more principles that 

are considered priorities for the sector in Timor-Leste have been added: food security and vulnerability 

reduction. 
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Policy notes and recommendations  
 

Food security 
 

Context and challenges 

The 2010 Timor-Leste Demographic and Health Survey called attention to the nutritional status of the most 

vulnerable groups, women and children, and revealed that, “The most common forms of malnutrition in the 

country are protein energy malnutrition (PEM) and micronutrient deficiencies” (NDS, 2010b). 

Several different reports and documents have attempted to delineate some of the causes leading to food 

insecurity in the country. A number of these provided analyses focused on the lack of investment and 

infrastructure, transportation and poor market chains, the limited purchasing power of consumers and the 

lack of employment and income generating activities. In summary, food insecurity in Timor-Leste was 

attributed to high post-harvest losses, low crop yields and limited production. As a consequence, much of the 

attention from development organizations was put on diversification and primarily on intensification of 

agricultural production, as well as post-harvest loss reduction. Until recently, the shortage and low availability 

of fishery products was barely examined and little attention was focused on the sector. Similarly, little 

attention was given to local food consumption patterns. 

Fish is a source of animal protein, but also contains important micronutrients: fatty acids, iron, zinc, calcium 

and vitamins, which are vital for a balanced diet. In the particular case of Timor-Leste, the abundance of fish 

during what has been called the “hungry season” (Seeds of Life, 2007) (1-3 months before the new rice 

harvest in March) would contribute to mitigate its effects. The above-mentioned Fish and Animal 

Consumption and Availability Survey conducted by RFLP Timor-Leste in five districts of Timor-Leste, 

indicated that fish consumption was still below desirable levels. Household livelihoods in rural areas, where 

70% of the population lives (NDS, 2010a) are based on mixed crop-livestock farming6.  In this type of 

situation food security cannot be addressed by only increasing production and reducing post-harvest 

agricultural product losses, but requires a combined approach with significant investment in infrastructure 

like roads, electricity and storage and processing facilities in order to increase the availability of both fresh and 

processed animal and fishery products, particularly in isolated and difficult to access interior areas of Timor-

Leste. Furthermore, efforts should focus less on production only and work towards a change in the patterns 

of food consumption through the execution of information campaigns on nutrition.  

 

Recommendations  

The contribution of small-scale fisheries to food security needs to be better understood  

I. More attention should be given to the fisheries sector by state institutions and development agencies. 

Since independence, Timor-Leste has invested significantly in agricultural infrastructure, machinery, 

provision of subsidized seeds and fertilizer, as well as human resources (extension workers). While 

the main development focus in the development goals of the Timorese government is the agriculture 

                                                      
6According to the 2010 Census of Population and Housing, about 80% of households in Timor-Leste rear livestock 
(NDS, 2010a). 
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sector, increasing agricultural production of products such as cereals, vegetables, livestock and eggs 

alone, cannot address the national level food security challenge.  

II. Most of the fish available in Timor-Leste is derived from the small-scale fishing sector. Therefore any 

policy aimed at increasing fish consumption should take this fact into account. Recognizing the 

importance of the small-scale fisheries sector in the country should be the first step for a realistic 

strategic policy for the fisheries sector of Timor-Leste. 

III. Shellfish gathering and reef gleaning provides food, nutritional benefits and income for a large 

number of families in coastal areas and provides an occupation and income to some of the most 

vulnerable groups (women, children, the elderly). Currently there is no data on the economic and 

social value of these activities. A crucial step would be to begin an appropriately designed data 

gathering exercise to learn more about the characteristics of this sub-sector and its current mode of 

operation (access rights, conflicts, techniques, seasons, etc.). This process and the resulting data 

should be incorporated as an integral part of the National Fisheries Statistics System. Any new 

fisheries sector policy should consider the importance of this sub-sector and include specific actions 

for these producer groups. 

IV. Specific measures should be taken to increase efficiency of the small-scale fishing sector. The 

promotion of small investments in basic technology would greatly contribute towards the duel 

objective of increasing fishing production, as well as making it possible for fishers to move to new 

fishing grounds, thereby reducing fishing pressure on over-fished areas, like inshore coral reefs. 

Further actions are needed to enhance fish consumption and food safety 

V. The development of the fishing sector should focus less on production and more on the 

consumption of aquatic products. Specific awareness campaigns aimed at raising the consumption of 

fishery products should be continued beyond the RFLP awareness raising campaign (see viii). While 

the consumption of red meat is highly ritualized and consequently restricted to specific ceremonies in 

Timor-Leste, fish should be promoted as an animal protein source that should be consumed in the 

daily diet. Focusing on increasing aquatic product production alone will be insufficient to boost 

development of the sector. 

VI. Actions undertaken to raise the consumption of aquatic products should be conducted hand-in-hand 

with the promotion of specific measures to improve post-harvest processing and food safety. Regular 

government investment should be allocated to ensure the maintenance of the ice distribution system 

established with RFLP technical support and funding. Further investment should be made in 

infrastructure in order to increase the number of ice production and distribution locations for the 

small-scale sector. The introduction of ice should be accompanied by specific awareness raising 

campaigns targeting fish consumers as well as fish producers and traders on the food safety, health 

and potential economic benefits of improved post-harvest hygiene practices. 

VII. The training materials, developed by RFLP with international consultancy input, on food safety and 

basic hygiene practices should be used to continue and to roll out an expanded national training 

programme targeting post-harvest handlers of aquatic products (women for the most part) and 

middle-traders. The newly planned Academy of Fisheries could be a platform for the implementation 

of these curricula, aimed at enhancing the vocational professionalization of fish workers. A first step 

would be to complete the record of fish traders which was initiated by RFLP and which could later 

be used as a starting point for a training needs analysis. 
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VIII. RFLP conducted activities to promote basic hygiene practices (through training course delivery and 

awareness raising campaigns) and consumer awareness raising on the benefits of eating fish (through 

the publication of materials including the production of an advertisement, a promotional video, radio 

broadcasts, leaflets and others). This effort should be continued by the government in order to 

ensure impact. Hygiene practices are a priority in country and should be a key area of focus in a 

collaborative partnership between the NDFA and the Ministry of Health. 

 

Sustainable development of the fisheries sector 
 

Context and challenges 

Previous policies relating to the fisheries sector refer to sustainability as the principle of “meeting the needs of 

the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.”  This is linked 

to “environment and resources, but also to communities living in good health, social harmony and at an 

acceptable level of economic prosperity.”  

Timor-Leste faces a number of challenges to coastal and marine resource sustainability. Rhetoric on the status 

of coral reefs and the marine and coastal environment has changed over the last few years. Timorese coral 

reefs have been referred to by various authors as “promising” (Hodgson, 1999); “unspoiled” (Sandlund et al., 

2001); “unthreatened” (Alves, 2007); and “pristine” (L. Weber, 2008). Almost all authors have pointed out the 

potential threats, while others have represented them as highly threatened or “virtually” at high risk (Burke, 

Reytar, Spalding, & Allison, 2012). After suffering from an unusually strong El Nino in 1998 that caused coral 

bleaching in many parts of the central Indian Ocean (Sandlund et al., 2001), more rigorous environmental 

impact assessments have highlighted the impact that fishing pressure is already having on fish abundance and 

bio-diversity along the North Coast (Deutsch, 2003), where there was very low abundance of most 

commercially valuable species (like groupers, sweetlips, and snapper) and other species were absent (such as 

barramundi cod and bumphead parrotfish) in the northern reefs of Atauro (Wong & Chou, 2004). The north 

coast of Timor-Leste has only very limited coral reef, seagrass and mangrove forest cover (Boggs et al., 2009) 

and low densities of large predatory and commercially valuable fish species despite the high species diversity 

of the Jaco Island and eastern side of Timor-Leste (Edyvane, De Carvalho, et al., 2009). Unless fishing effort 

is limited, over-fishing will very likely occur and in fact seems to be already occurring in localized heavily 

fished inshore reef areas in particular. 

As expected, the data of the first census of fishers and boats7 reveals an over-representation of fishers in the 

inshore areas. There appears to be little selectivity among fishers for either fish size or target species. While a 

significant proportion of the fishing grounds within the Timorese EEZ are still under-exploited, the fishing 

pressure on inshore reef areas is very high. Producers using small canoes, spear gun divers and those fishing 

from the shore without boats get food and income from a narrow inshore water area adjacent to the coast. 

Moreover the exploitation and extraction of aquatic products from the intertidal areas is of primary 

importance, both economically and environmentally. Reef gleaning and shellfish gathering are often 

conducted by those community members with fewer resources. Additionally, reef coral is extracted for the 

production of lime, which is consumed with betel nuts and areca leaves throughout the country.  

                                                      
7 See www.peskador.org 
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Mangroves cover around 750 Ha with an important concentration around Metinaro (Boggs et al., 2009). 

Some mangrove areas have been converted into fish and shrimp ponds, they are also exploited for fuel wood 

(Daniel M. Alongi & De Carvalho, 2008; D. Alongi et al., 2012) and for the extraction of bivalves, snails and 

small fish which are harvested or captured with small mesh sized nets. A recent survey identified that 20 

different mangrove tree species were present in the region and estimated a ~40% loss in mangrove coverage 

between 2000-2008, and approximately an 80% loss of total mangrove habitat since 1940. This data, which 

requires cautionary interpretation, reveals key sustainability issues. These include on-going catchment-wide 

erosion and loss of the more fertile top soil (denudation) (D. Alongi et al., 2012), with an associated increase 

in sediment which is washed into coastal marine ecosystem environments. The likely negative consequences 

of this, include smothering of coral reef areas, increased suspended solid loads and reduced light penetration 

into the water column, although the ecosystem impact of this has yet to be assessed and quantified. 

Deforestation and agricultural practices are seen as the main causes of all these processes. 

Meanwhile, turtle eggs are gathered and turtle meat is locally consumed with the shells used for 

manufacturing bracelets and necklaces for locals and foreign tourists alike. Handicrafts are also made from 

mollusc shells. Illegal dynamite fishing is an issue in several coastal areas of the country, and mostly in Baucau 

district. In 2012 accidents and even a death were reported as a result of illegal handling of explosives for 

fishing. 

All the above negative issues of concern unfortunately receive less attention than the positive images of 

pristine reefs, healthy corals and discoveries of new species, which might stimulate expanded (eco)-tourism 

opportunities. However these present issues need to be addressed to ensure the sustainable use of natural 

resources. Enforcement by the state and the introduction of top down plans or the promotion of alien 

management and decision making structures have proven ineffective. Locally driven co-management systems 

have proven more effective, but they have not yet been formally recognized (see the following section). 

Some of the above issues have been addressed in the National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan of 
Timor-Leste (2011-2020), which stresses the need for specific actions for marine and coastal ecosystems and 
envisages the development and implementation of a comprehensive and integrated coastal and marine policy 
and fisheries management programme. 
 

Economic development will see the emergence of further environmental sustainability issues. These will 

include increased population concentrations in coastal areas, especially in Dili, unsustainable agricultural 

practices, threats from the expansion of shrimp farms, development of the tourist sector and sports fishing, 

oil and fuel spills from the transportation of petroleum, uncontrolled sewage and solid wastes from human 

settlements as well as water pollution caused by a lack of water management, as well as uncontrolled 

deforestation and forest degradation leading to increased suspended sediments in coastal waters. Impacts 

from climate change are also expected (Anderson and Deutsch, 2001; Barnett, Dessai, and Jones, 2003, 2007; 

Barnett, 2003; Kirono, 2010; Wasson, 2001). Meanwhile, rapid development of, and investment in the fishing 

sector and the planned operation of a large-scale fishing fleet (either foreign or national) pose a more 

immediate threat; albeit one that the country can avoid by learning from the lessons and experiences of other 

countries. 

Recommendations 

Policy needs to be better targeted and more informed  

IX. Any new policy has to be more specific in its definition of sustainability and should be linked to a 

clear notion of what kind of development is to be pursued. Taking available data into account it is 
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clear that the needs of the present, at least when it comes to food security and economic prosperity, 

have not been met. 

X. Playing down environmental problems and emphasizing marine environmental health (mostly 

targeting the foreign public and potential foreign exchange earnings) has resulted in the development 

of inappropriate measures and policies for the sector. Acknowledging current and actual 

sustainability issues is needed as a first step towards the development of appropriate mitigation 

measures. 

XI. More research based on primary data should be carried out in order to achieve the sustainable use of 

the marine and coastal resources of Timor-Leste. 

Development of small-scale fisheries should be emphasised over that of an industrial fishing sector  

XII. The Strategic Development Plan (SDP) (RDTL, 2011) envisages the development of a vibrant fishing 

sector. The type of development to be pursued should be clarified in a specific policy paper for the 

sector. As has already been demonstrated, the small-scale fishing sector ensures better redistribution 

of resources, creating comparatively more employment (one of the major concerns of the 

government) than the larger-scale industrial sector (P. Weber, 1994). Striving to develop an industrial 

fishing fleet would unnecessarily increase the dependency on foreign investors and technical support 

and would concentrate the benefits from the fishery under the control of a few individuals. Rapid 

development of a large-scale fishing sector is likely to raise new sustainability management issues, as 

the fisheries management institutions of Timor-Leste currently lack the capacity to control and 

manage their activities, because of funding, staffing and resource limitations. 

XIII. A gradual improvement of technologies used by small-scale fishers will enable the development of 

the necessary management systems and should lead to the development of a vibrant sector in the 

medium-term that will create more employment and income for fishing families, while 

simultaneously addressing issues of food security and food sovereignty. Limited investment in the 

current fishing fleet will facilitate transfer of fishing effort from over-exploited inshore reef areas in 

particular and will not contribute to the entry of fishery entrepreneurs whose economic rationalities 

may contribute to natural resource depletion. A massive entrance of new actors into the fishery 

should be avoided, while the main focus should be the current fishers (sea fishers, reef gleaners, 

traders, shellfish gatherers, etc.) and their communities. 

Shellfish, mangroves and reefs need special attention 

XIV. Shellfish gathering can become a profitable activity for producers through a process of 

professionalization. Improving selectivity, reducing coral damage and managing seasonality would 

enhance sector profitability and environmental sustainability. While this sub-sector presents many 

management challenges, it deserves priority attention because of its importance in ensuring food 

security for the most vulnerable. A specific policy for this sub-sector should be drafted and approved 

focused on these groups. 

XV. The National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan of Timor-Leste (2011-2020), was designed to 

protect mangrove areas and intensify reforestation when appropriate, to rehabilitate critical and 

damaged habitats and ecosystems, and degraded watersheds. Recognition of traditional Tara Bandu 

will be critical in the conservation of mangrove forests. Mangrove forests are however an important 

habitat for saltwater crocodiles, so monitoring of people and movement patterns will need to be 

considered before coastal forest rehabilitation is planned. 
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XVI. Reef extraction for the preparation of powdered lime for its consumption with betel nuts is a major 

challenge. In depth environmental impact assessments on potential actions should be conducted to 

address this issue. One option for consideration might be to limit extraction to areas where reef coral 

heads have been killed by bleaching.  

Joint enforcement measures to counter illegal fishing are effective 

XVII. Control of illegal nets and dynamite fishing should be enforced jointly by the local authorities and 

community members. State and local authorities have shown effective results by collaborating with 

fishers to seek solutions to combat illegal inshore fishing. For example, in 2011, an agreement was 

pursued and reached among all community members to withdraw a beach dragger in Oecussi district. 

The local agreement has resulted in much more effective results than any central enforcement. 

Continue to build capacity and awareness  

XVIII. Specific training courses should be delivered to increase fishing selectivity. The Academy of Fishers 

could be a platform for the development of short-term courses and events targeting small-scale 

fishers on sustainability issues, including gear selectivity, juvenile fish and turtle release and by-catch 

reduction. The RFLP experience has shown that fishers in many areas are receptive to receive further 

information and to improve their knowledge on sustainability issues. Sharing experiences among 

Timor-Leste communities and local leaders would lead to positive interactions and replication of 

beneficial experiences.  

 

Informed decision making 
 

Context and challenges 

Lack of data was one of the main constraints identified in reviews of past policies; however, no planned 

course of action was established to overcome this shortcoming, by for example establishing the practice of 

routine data collection, or the development and maintenance of a fisheries statistical or information system.  

The fisheries sector in Timor-Leste has long been ignored by researchers and analysts. Little is known about 

customary marine tenure practices, belief systems, working practices and economic strategies of fishing 

households in Timor-Leste, with very few articles and reports describing the aforementioned topics. Similarly, 

the state of fish stocks and the health and quality of reefs and other coastal and marine ecosystems remains 

largely unknown, despite the existence of some general reports with disparate information, much of which is 

based on little hard evidence. The lack of a systematic approach to data gathering presents many challenges 

and is ultimately down to the lack of political will. Before the 2006 civil crisis, efforts were made to establish a 

fish species database and gather aquatic catch and price information by using a logbook system (FAO-

NDFA, 2008). However during the civil crisis, most of the data collected was lost, so efforts have had to be 

made to repeat data collection and to inform policy makers of specific priority areas, including surveys on 

habitat mapping (Boggs et al., 2009), marine megafauna (Dethmers et al., 2012), river catchments (D. Alongi 

et al., 2012), and basic oceanographic information (Wirasantosa, Wagey, Nurhakim, and Nugroho, 2010). 

Some baseline assessments have been produced (AMSAT International, 2011a; Andrew, Pheng, and Philips, 

2011; Baticados, 2005) and a number of compilations of secondary sources are available on socio-economics 

(Stacey et al., 2011), environmental (L. Weber, 2008), institutional (ATSEA, 2011) and bio-physical (D.M. 

Alongi et al., 2011) status. All these analyses have been produced by academic, research and development 
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institutions working together with the NDFA under the framework of different development projects. 

However, a common shared framework has been absent for research and data gathering. While some of the 

current materials available rely on scarce secondary data sources and on rapid analyses, little effort has been 

made to build a state-driven common or shared fisheries statistics framework. This could be used by 

researchers and all projects/institutions that are working in their separate research “niches”, which is a typical 

approach within academia.  

During 2011, the RFLP built the foundations for more effective and informed decision making by the NDFA 

and others, with the creation of the National Fisheries Statistics System. This single platform system enables 

fisheries staff to collect and publish updated data on fish prices, fish catch, accidents at sea and the National 

Census of Fishers and Boats. The system which is hosted at the online platform www.peskador.org, contains 

information that is useful for both planners and fishers, such as weather forecasts, precipitation maps, cyclone 

alerts, tide predictions, coral temperature, sea levels, wave direction and height, sea surface temperature and 

buoy data. It also allows the regular updating of news, and provides public access to relevant fisheries sector 

documentation. 

Simple charts with analyses of the available data are made available in the public area of the online system 

(that can be accessed directly through www.peskador.org), while from a private area the complete historical 

records for all databases, as well as other data can be downloaded. Only NDFA staff can access the private 

area. This allows the NDFA to set up agreements with research and academic institutions that can use the 

data for research purposes, while providing regular policy advice. 

In 2012 data gathering and entry was carried out in five of the six districts where the RFLP had programmes8. 

Currently, NDFA field staff is responsible for the data gathering and entry process. During the time of the 

RFLP, specific methodologies were developed to make it easier for the staff to collect rigorous data and at 

the same time to make it more difficult for staff to fabricate false data. For example, GPS cameras and rugged 

digital scales were distributed to staff.  During training they were taught to write down the local fish name, 

price/kg and to take a picture of the fish with this equipment. This provided an image which could be used to 

verify taxonomic identification, while also storing the date and location where the picture was taken in an 

image file.  Since each data point had to have an associated image, it was much more difficult for staff to 

fabricate data. However, operation of the system requires the commitment of the authorities to allocate 

sufficient budget annually to maintain inter office connectivity (district field sites and offices, with the 

national office in Dili) and to ensure its continuous operation. This requires an investment in internet access 

in the national office, internet devices and an associated budget for the field staff.  This also requires more 

GPS cameras9, and budget allocation for maintenance of the system and the data gathering devices, staff 

travel costs and other related expenditures. 

More needs to be known about the state of marine ecosystems in the waters surrounding Timor-Leste. From 

the development of the first National Census of Fishers and Boats it has been identified that the greatest 

fishing pressure is concentrated on and near coral reef areas and that coral reefs are already showing 

indications of over-exploitation, however in order to monitor the state of coral reef ecosystem health over 

time requires collaborative and shared effort by partner projects to contribute to the common statistical 

database. It also requires the commitment of the NDFA to continue funding the data gathering and to 

establish proper partnerships to accomplish regular analyses of collected data. 

  

                                                      
8Oecusse, Atauro (Dili District), Bobonaro, Liquiça and Vemasse in Baucau district. 
9 Currently 11 field staff and 2 national NDFA staff are using GPS cameras for data gathering.  

http://www.peskador.org/
http://peskador.org/tide_predict.php
http://peskador.org/coraltemp.php
http://www.peskador.org/
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Recommendations 

The data gathering process should be maintained, widened and deepened  

XIX. The National Fisheries Statistics System should be maintained. Keeping the statistical system alive 

and increasing the number of information sources (more field staff contributing data) will be crucial 

in order to ensure informed decision making and efficient, effective management for the 

sustainability of Timorese fisheries in the future. Furthermore, its operation will be key in addressing 

NDFA´s obligations for annual reporting to FAO. This will require further government investment 

over time. 

XX. Beyond continuing to maintain the system and increasing the number of data gathering sources 

(people and sites), effort should be made to increase the areas of coverage of the statistical system. 

The National Fisheries Statistical System could include regular input of reef monitoring information, 

as well as other data that would be of interest to coastal communities and which might stimulate eco-

tourism development activities, such as whale and dolphin watching (Dethmers et al., 2012) or sports 

fishing (Lloyd et al., 2012). Given the scarcity of government resources, strategies could focus on 

engaging cetacean watchers (order of marine mammals including whales, dolphins and porpoises), 

divers and sport fishers in data gathering and entry, and hence also involve them in resource 

management. 

XXI. Data from regular water quality monitoring surveys, and data on the state of the fish in markets and 

the use of chemicals (such as formaldehyde) by middle-traders and final vendors should also be 

uploaded into the National Fisheries Statistical System. Strengthening capacity of the NDFA to 

perform food safety monitoring tasks should be continued beyond the RFLP. 

NDFA should proactively guide partners on data gathering needs 

XXII. Instead of being a passive recipient of research, assessments and reports, the NDFA should take an 

active role in guiding its partners on what kind of knowledge is needed. A new policy should provide 

guidance not only to the NDFA, but also to its partners on what kind of knowledge is needed and 

can be realistically produced on a regular basis to ensure proper management. Research collaboration 

with outside institutions should be conducted in the form of joint research, in-country analysis and 

dialogue and learning, avoiding “extractive research”. 

XXIII. The promotion of further scientific research must also be prioritized. Donors, research projects and 

academic institutions should consider further investments in fisheries research. Research should 

integrate both biological and social sciences, as a holistic understanding of the Timorese fisheries 

sector cannot avoid its unique social and cultural perspectives and context. 

More data and analysis on traditional systems is needed 

XXIV. Although preliminary data is available, rigorous research should focus on how traditional resource 

management measures, local marine knowledge and social arrangements influence marine use and 

access, structures of decision and conflict resolution, fishing practices, conflicts and systems of 

beliefs. National databases and maps should be developed and made publicly available through the 

National Fisheries Statistics System to increase visibility and knowledge on these systems. Such a 

system will not only have potential for coastal and fisheries resource management, but may 

additionally facilitate the development of eco-tourism (Edyvane, McWilliam, et al., 2009) and would 

be a useful planning tool for integrated coastal zone planning and management. 
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Data analysis should be carried out by partners until NDFA has the capacity  

XXV. The National Fisheries Statistics System has been developed in a way that ensures that the main 

focus of NDFA staff effort is on maintaining the quality of gathered data, its regular entry, and its 

update. It is advisable that NDFA staff continue with this key role, and avoid conducting data 

analyses and interpretation. 

XXVI. The system allows the storage of the complete databases, which can only be accessed by key NDFA 

staff. Currently, the NDFA does not have the staff capacity to analyse and interpret these data and it 

is envisaged that this situation could only be addressed in the medium to longer term. However, the 

system allows the NDFA to engage national and/or foreign academic or research institutions that 

could provide on-the-job training and mentor key NDFA staff on data analysis. Agreements could be 

made with one or more institutions, such as WorldFish Centre or the Secretariat of the Pacific 

Community (SPC), to produce analyses of the datasets, interpret the data and to provide policy 

advice to the NDFA. Promotion of national students to engage in fisheries research would be also 

advisable.  

XXVII. While it is advisable to outsource research on the databases, the NDFA officers need to focus on 

policy and decision-making. Specific medium term courses and on the job mentoring on the use of 

data for policy making should be developed targeting current fisheries managers and planners, so that 

actual data is used for resource management. 

 

Community engagement 
 

Context and challenges 

The promotion of co-management10 was among the objectives of past policies relating to the fisheries sector. 

From the time of independence some projects have tried to promote a co-management approach for the 

fisheries sector in Timor-Leste. During its implementation, the co-management strategy of the RFLP in 

Timor-Leste was to promote co-management by performing co-management. This embodied a more equal 

relationship where communities, RFLP and government staff could teach and learn from each other at the 

same time. This pragmatic approach helped form a partnership based on mutual trust and respect, where 

parties worked together towards a common objective. 

For example, during a nationwide dissemination of fisheries legislation (Mobile Law Dissemination Service), 

NDFA officials were equipped for the first time with maps through which they could engage the 

communities to document information on customary arrangements, occurrences and traditions relating to 

fishing. This was the first time that any such dissemination/data gathering event had been conducted in the 

coastal areas. It also marked the first time that many of the NDFA officials had ever visited many of the 

coastal communities. . This exercise comprised two activities: in the first session officials explained the most 

relevant fisheries laws and responded to questions from fishers; in the second session the fishers took on the 

role of teacher and taught the officials about the characteristics of their local fisheries, and shared their 

knowledge and traditions of the different locales using maps. The primary result was the establishment of a 

                                                      
10 A partnership arrangement between government and the local community of resource users, sometimes also 
connected with agents such as NGOs and research institutions, and other resource stakeholders, to share the 
responsibility and authority for management of a resource” – (http://www.fao.org/fishery/topic/16625/en) 
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relationship of mutual recognition and communication that did not previously exist. A secondary result was 

that fishers were now more aware about the current fisheries legislation in the country and NDFA officials 

got first-hand knowledge on the diversity of contexts they have to manage. A tertiary result was the creation 

of maps that summarized all the basic information gathered. This partnership has positively impacted on 

many other data gathering activities conducted since. For example, RFLP engaged fishers to map their fishing 

grounds, to gather bathymetry data, surface temperature and information on fishing patterns by installing 

simple GPS sounders11 in their small-scale dugout canoes. As part of the agreement, the fishers who have the 

GPSs installed must submit the data to the NFDA field officers on a regular basis, who then send it on to the 

national office. The operation of a community based IUU reporting system12 also stands out as an example of 

actions set up on the same basis.  

Community participation and co-management was presented and framed in the 2007 policy document (MAF, 

2007) within the narrow confines of the creation and development of Locally Managed Marine Areas 

(LMMA) and Marine protected areas (MPAs), which were regarded as ‘Best Practice’ appropriate to ensuring 

fisheries sector sustainability. Embedded in the notion of MPAs lay Western ideas on the relationship 

between humanity and nature, and moral values which dictated how MPAs should be operated. From the 

decline of fisheries worldwide in the 1990’s and the subsequent development of strategies for improved 

management of aquatic resource systems, the shortcomings of transferring universal formula for fisheries 

resource management, such as MPAs, are today apparent. Despite long-term efforts to establish MPAs in 

country, there are currently no MPAs still operating. The debate should now focus on the suitability of the 

MPA formula as a resource management strategy in Timor-Leste, similar to the approach taken in other 

Southeast Asian countries. 

A number of papers and institutions however have emphasized the potential of traditional practices in Timor-

Leste such as the Tara Bandu as an appropriate mechanism for natural resource management (De Carvalho, 

2007, 2011; Haburas Foundation, 2001; Pompeia et al., 2003). These practices, that were previously residual 

and which were weakened during colonization (McWilliam, 2002), have recently experienced a resurgence 

given the ‘bureaucratic vacuum’ (De Carvalho, 2011) created by an incomplete legal framework and weak law 

enforcement (Palmer and De Carvalho, 2008). It has to be noted that Tara Bandu and MPAs are not the same: 

each builds upon its own category systems, ontologies, and beliefs and are legitimated by different sets of 

practices. The legitimacy and power of the Tara Bandu, which is essentially a temporary restriction or taboo 

that regulates access and the behaviour of individuals in certain domains, relies upon endorsement by family 

ancestors and the spirits through ritual practice. It is a conflict resolution mechanism and a governance 

measure that is applied to marine and coastal ecosystems (De Carvalho, Guterres, and Delimas, 2007; 

McWilliam, 2002), mangrove areas (Sandlund et al., 2001), interior waters such as Be-malai lake (Cinatti, 

1965), as well as forests (Yoder, 2007). While it is not free of issues and debates (De Carvalho, 2011), working 

through traditional authorities to implement a Tara Bandu and promoting traditional systems of access 

regulation has yielded very positive results in coastal and marine resource management, as was the case of 

Biacou, Bobonaro13.  Generally, local enforcement of regulations is much more effective when the rules are 

developed, promoted, enacted and controlled by community members. 

Given the NDFA budget and human resource limitations, working with communities for the management 

and control of illegal fishing presents the most reasonable and feasible option (as with the above mentioned 

                                                      
11http://www.rflp.org/sites/default/files/Community_based_bathymetric_survey.pdf 
12http://www.rflp.org/sites/default/files/Fishers_patrolling_Timor_Leste_waters.pdf 
13 In the aldeia (hamlet) of Beacou, Bobonaro district, RFLP assisted the community to write and map their Tara Bandu 
as well as in advocating for its formal recognition by the concerned state institutions. The final document and map can 
be accessed at www.pescador.org.  

http://www.pescador.org/
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community based IUU reporting system). However, co-management should not just be reduced to the 

implementation of textbook theory, but requires creatively crafted interventions adapted to meet local 

contexts and opportunities.  

One critical aspect to be taken into account when engaging communities in resource management and 

fisheries development is their needs and wants. This was described in the 2001 policy as a strategic goal. In 

doing this, it has to be remembered that the needs and aspirations of the community members are socio-

culturally constructed (Appadurai, 2004). The needs and aspirations of community members should not be 

taken literally, nor considered as desires within a vacuum or as literal objectives per se. Instead, historical 

context should be considered, including both cultural roots and the political and economic conditions 

wherein these needs and wants take place. As such, individuals articulate a limited range of possible desires 

and the existing range of examples available, conditions them to a very narrow set of options. In Timor-Leste 

when the conflict ended, support from state institutions and non-governmental organizations included the 

donation of boats to coastal families. While this measure gave benefits to producers and consumers in the 

immediate post-conflict period, this type of support has continued well beyond the emergency period and this 

has had counterproductive effects. The “Just giving” approach, which finds its roots in local kinship 

relationships, has ultimately impacted on the construction of the state and has resulted in increased 

dependency of fishers on external aid (Tsujimura et al., 2012). This common practice has also limited the 

repertoire of possible desires that are expressed in discourse with development workers and government 

officials. What can be expected from government and aid agencies, but a “just receiving” relationship? As a 

result there are community members that use development as a top-up livelihood, and living off received 

assets and/or training courses (which often include snacks and food and sometimes cash attendance 

allowances) becomes an objective in itself, without generating any sustainable development or long term 

benefits.  

Recommendations 

A new approach to co-management and development is needed  

XXVIII. Promotion of co-management should be done through practicing or performing co-management, i.e. 

including a co-management component in any action implemented. In this way, co-management will 

be understood more as an attitude or an approach to be mainstreamed, rather than as a set of 

standard measures ready to be implemented. 

XXIX. A new approach to fishing communities and the sector development is recommended. This should 

not consider fishers as mere recipients of aid, but rather as proactive actors with a responsible role 

not only in management but also in the sustainable development of the sector. In this vein, the 

simple “stop and drop” donation of boats, engines and nets should be strongly discouraged. 

XXX. Complicating the development of relationships between the authorities and fishers is the mechanism 

of governmental aid distribution. The success in the creation of producers associations, cooperatives 

and other alien structures has been uneven at best. Ethnographic evidence suggests that the 

successful operation of such cooperatives depends largely on their interconnections with social 

decision making structures. New cooperatives were formed in 2008, but their primary goal was to get 

state and development agency aid. While some of them continue to legally constitute organizations, 

many ceased to be functional following receipt of equipment. If their promotion is still regarded by 

the government as an appropriate strategy, giving them more assets is not an incentive to make them 

work; instead they should be provided with new functions beyond their role as passive aid recipients. 
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XXXI. When taking into account the desires and aspirations of community members the conditions of 

existence of those wants and the proceeding contexts should be studied and taken into consideration, 

so that fishery managers and planners see beyond requests for more boats and engines. Development 

actions should try to address the root causes of problems and not the symptoms. 

Traditional systems and local management authority need to be recognized   

XXXII. Effective engagement requires the active participation of the local authorities; however, often times 

this is also one of the greatest hurdles. Respecting traditional decision making structures has been 

shown to be crucial to the successful achievement of results and the challenge is to get the local 

government authorities to recognize that instead of using a typical authoritative, punitive approach 

that much more can be achieved through a co-management partnership.  

XXXIII. Critically important to the success of the creation of local management areas is the need to know 

more about existing customs and governance arrangements, systems of beliefs and social structures 

at the local level. Erroneously, it is common for development actors to conduct training courses or 

workshops to create plans, as the first step during the process of creating Locally Managed Marine 

Areas. Any management measure related with the creation of Locally Managed Marine Areas should 

be preceded by substantial phases of data gathering, analysis and discussion with local communities 

in order to get an in depth knowledge of the existing marine tenure systems. Rigorous research and 

informed knowledge should substitute anecdotic assessments and ad hoc workshops. 

XXXIV. In order to promote the capacity of communities to manage their own resources under these 

traditional systems, their authority should be recognized. First, by the development of an adequate 

legal framework that recognizes these customary practices as a legitimate source of governance. 

Second, its formalization through a commission that can assist communities to get formal 

recognition of Tara Bandu that implement coastal and marine resource management measures. Such a 

commission would a) be in charge of documenting traditional management and marine tenure 

systems and boundaries, b) work with communities on identifying environmental degradation 

problems, c) assist communities to document the regulations and ensure they are aligned with the 

fisheries provisions and d) assist communities to get formal recognition of their local Tara Bandu. 

XXXV. Beyond their promotion, local governance structures for marine management can be formally recognized 

under the article aimed at regulating the Co-management commissions (175) within Fisheries 

Government Decree 5/2004, which is currently being revised. 

Community-based activities are the basis for effective resource management  

XXXVI. Expand the type of encounters and interaction as described above between NDFA officials and fish 

producers, with all communities and make them a regular NDFA activity as this would keep 

information current, engage the communities and give them a sense of responsibility for active 

involvement in the sustainable management of their local coastal resources.  

XXXVII. The Mobile Law Dissemination Service operated by the NDFA with RFLP funding support in 2011 and 

2012, should be made a regular NDFA service. Greater awareness raising on current fisheries 

regulations should be carried out, while at the same time ensuring that the mobile services maintain 

their role as a discussion and communications forum. The dissemination of laws has proven to be a 

successful activity which opens a forum of communication and discussion between the NDFA and 

fishers. Any changes in the law should be preceded by specific consultations with the sector both 

through community consultations and through the National Fisheries Consultative Council 
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(regulated under the law – article 175 6/2004). Revisions to the law should be accompanied by 

awareness raising campaigns by the already established Mobile dissemination of fisheries laws. 

Dissemination of laws should be simple and adapted to the needs and capacity of the target audience. 

Communication campaigns should ensure that information flows are twofold, avoiding hierarchical 

relations.  

XXXVIII. Community based initiatives such as the Community-based bathymetric data gathering and the IUU reporting 

system where the communities perform an active role as fisheries co-managers should be maintained 

and expanded. This will require further investments by the NDFA. 

Community-based IUU reporting system should become included within national policy 

XXXIX. The introduction of the RFLP promoted Community-based IUU reporting system using personal locator 

beacons such as SPOT®17 should become regularized as a national policy on IUU. Contrary to the 

traditional VMS system, the community-based IUU reporting currently operative in Timor-Leste 

effectively engages fishers in the reporting of illegal activities. Current regulations provide an 

opportunity for its regularization by dispatch from the Minister.  

XL. The formalization of the Community-based IUU reporting system should be accompanied by the creation 

of a body to respond to calls for help and reports of illegal fishing activities sent by fishers using the 

reporting devices. A pre-agreement was made during a workshop held in 2012 with RFLP support, 

when representatives of relevant institutions agreed to create a National Maritime Security 

Committee. This Committee should be responsible for the establishment of the legal basis as well as 

the operation and administration of a common operations centre, and should be composed of 

representatives of the Naval Component, F-FDTL (army), Maritime Police and PNTL (National 

Police of Timor-Leste), Customs, the NDFA, Quarantine, Port Authority, Immigration and Fire 

services. The above mentioned pre-agreement was reached prior to the 2012 elections. It is desirable 

that the new government (V Constitutional Government) take steps to follow-up on the 

materialization of the agreement. 

The National Consultative Council for Fisheries should be activated  

XLI. To further enhance interaction between community representatives and state bodies, the NDFA 

should activate the National Consultative Council. Legally, the different representatives of the fisheries 

sector should meet every three months to provide advice and feedback to the NDFA on fisheries 

matters. This forum, should be a primary tool for policy making, but after eight years, this forum has 

not yet been convened. The Council should serve not only to enhance networking for fisher 

representatives, but also for projects working in partnership with the government. At least one fisher 

representative per district should be part of the permanent structure of the Council. The Council 

should be structured in a way that all voices from the sector are integrated in the NDFAs plans with 

a strong focus on small-scale producers; careful selection of these representatives would therefore be 

key. The Ministry should take a more active role in the coordination and guidance of the multiple 

projects working in the fisheries sector, ensuring greater synergy, less overlap, better outcomes and 

improved transparency.  
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Capacity building 
 

Context and challenges 

Today, as in 2001 when the policy paper Fish for the Future was drafted “leadership, motivation and 

commitment of the staff” (MAF, 2001), remains a major challenge. 

The 2007 Strategic Plan recommended the elaboration of a Human Resources Development Plan, but that 

was only developed in 2011 when RFLP funding support was made available (Fernández, Aguado, and 

Ramos, 2011). Enhancing the NDFA and MAF human resource capacity was correctly identified as a priority 

issue to be addressed in the first two strategic documents. The main identified constraints to institutional 

development were and still are, the lack of staff motivation and commitment, poor sense of team spirit, no 

shared common aim and goal, the shortage of equipment and resources (especially IT and communications), 

and the lack of suitable control and enforcement mechanisms to ensure performance and to limit 

inappropriate behaviour.  Without these safeguards generalized absenteeism, weak work performance and 

poor timekeeping are common. The NDFA needs as a priority, leaders capable of plotting a course and 

driving the organization towards the challenges it faces.  

However, beyond all these features, some socio-structural factors stand out: public officials are at the top of 

the socio-labour status. With limited accumulation of what has been called institutionalized cultural capital 

(Bourdieu, 1984), i.e. the accumulation of titles and diplomas, they have achieved a high status when 

compared with most of their peers. Working in NGOs or development organizations, which usually requires 

knowledge of foreign languages and better educational background, provides opportunities for economic capital 

improvement, while attaining higher positions within the government requires significant social capital14.  In 

Timor-Leste a key to professional success depends on the social relationship network of the individual, which 

is largely determined by the lineage system. A public servant with little chance to accumulate cultural (acquired 

for the most part) and social capital (ascribed for the most part) will see his/her possibilities to improve his/her 

social position highly restricted. It should be noted that the capacity to accumulate both capitals are closely 

tied. The only possible incentive or comparable improvement for many is limited to the accumulation of 

economic capital. There is a widespread perception among many public officers that there are unlikely to be 

additional career improvements in working conditions, responsibilities, salary or social status, which leads to 

low levels of staff motivation. In this vein the national government per-diem policy has not benefited the 

situation. The daily subsistence allowance (DSA) is paid at US$ 40 for each night outside Dili and US$ 20 per 

day in the field, which is much more than the actual cost of food in local restaurants. With many officers 

typically earning about US$ 225 per month, the DSA system actually encourages NDFA staff to work slowly 

and less efficiently in the field, thereby increasing time spent in the field and hence income. The DSA system 

makes travelling to the districts a goal in itself, leaving departments with scarce staff resources and giving 

minimal impact. It should be noted that the Ministry has made significant effort in the last few years to 

control the work of public officers. While improvements are visible, this effort should be accompanied by an 

incentive system to address the situation. 

Currently it is common to send staff to international forums, training courses, seminars or workshops on an 

ad-hoc basis (as they are offered and funded by international organizations), which gives minimal impact at the 

national level when the staff return. Knowledge of English (the language used in Asia Pacific regional events) 

is a constraint, as is the fact that attendance at these events is seen as an additional income from the per diems 

provided. Overseas trips are regarded as a resource to be shared among staff, during which time the 

                                                      
14 On the notions of social, cultural and symbolic capitals, see Bourdieu (Bourdieu, 1991). 
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institutional objective and functional distribution of tasks, roles and responsibilities, i.e. specialization are 

given secondary consideration. 

However the institution faces a further capacity building challenge. Once a staff member is skilled, he/she has 

a comparative advantage. However there are no institutional mechanisms in place to provide a professional 

incentive for the state officer to remain in his/her post (as no additional social capital or economic capital is 

gained). The more committed staff will remain and contribute to the institution either in post or joining 

positions in partner projects, but others will quickly move to international institutions offering significantly 

more salary, but where the technical skills gained will probably not be fully utilized. As a consequence, the 

fisheries sector is losing its most skilled staff, which also negatively affects sector development. Currently, 

there is no educational institution offering fisheries related studies in country.  Students interested in fisheries 

have to study in Indonesia. Vocational and technical skills related to the fishery sector are also needed, for 

example boat building, mechanical skills, etc. To address this, the NDFA developed a concept note in 2011 to 

establish the Timor-Leste Academy of Fisheries and there is currently a commitment to make it fully 

operational by 2014. 

Recommendations 

Effective capacity building needs to be long-term and involve on-going mentoring 

XLII. RFLP implementation experience has shown that the impacts of short training courses can be very 

limited, and it is generally considered that short-term training courses are not the most appropriate 

method to address national level skills gaps. On-the-job mentoring, and learning by doing, proved to 

be the best way to implement national level capacity building. This however requires significant time, 

money and effort, and also requires a comprehensive plan15, inter-project coordination and strong 

staff commitment.  

NDFA requires on-going capacity building support in a variety of areas 

XLIII. The government system for staff performance evaluation should be improved and an incentive 

system established to maximise NDFA impact. Rewards should be based on the achievement of 

objectives and performance, rather than the current DSA system, which rewards field visits without 

delivering major impact. The promotion system within NDFA should be linked to the system of 

rewards.  

XLIV. Internal and external communications by the NDFA should be improved. Implementing the 

communications plan delineated in the 2011 developed Human Resources Development Plan is 

advised. This would require investments in internet and phone costs, but would substantially improve 

NDFA performance. 

XLV. Planning is a major challenge within the NDFA, together with results based monitoring and 

evaluation (for both staff objectives and institutional ones). IT and language skills need improvement 

and a functional division of staff tasks is needed. Better coordination and communication is required, 

both within the NDFA (including national, district, inter-departmental and decision levels) and with 

the general public, other state institutions and partner organizations. Of late there have been 

advances in coordination between projects, control of staff and significant steps have been made to 

better planning. However the NDFA requires a larger budgetary allocation to enable commencement 

                                                      
15 The Human Resources Development Plan (Fernández et al., 2011) delineates the main knowledge areas that should be 
addressed. 
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of several key strategic NDFA goals, which would occupy and motivate staff, and also provide a 

sense of working towards a common goal as part of a team. 

XLVI. With the current budget situation, the NDFA has limited resources for growth. This is partially 

because the department has suffered because of its planning, budgeting and accountability 

weaknesses.  Over the years the NDFA fisheries authority has been allocated less funds than other 

sectors, despite its potential to reduce poverty and mitigate food insecurity. An increase of the annual 

budget for the sector should be pursued; if not, it is unlikely that the Strategic Development Goals 

will be met, or if they are, it will be within the context of an un-regulated fishery, which will pose 

significant threats for marine and coastal environments and national food security.  

XLVII. Intensive-medium duration training courses or preferably long-term mentoring for NDFA officials 

on planning, budgeting and results based monitoring should be considered on a priority basis. These 

issues are currently among the most immediate needs of the NDFA (Fernández et al., 2011) 

XLVIII. The NDFA should approach donors in order to proactively set its goals for the sector in terms of 

capacity building, instead of remaining a passive recipient of donor designed projects and funds.  

XLIX. The strategic selection of NDFA participants for international events, as well as the prioritization of 

strategic areas and topics for training and workshops should be aligned with the NDFA Human 

Resource Development Plan and be included within the annual NDFA activity work plans and 

budgets to ensure positive outcomes for the organization. Selection of participants should also be 

linked to a system of rewards for good performance. 

L. The selection of participants for courses and events as well as the request for scholarships should 

follow the guidelines of a long-term educational plan, which is aligned with NDFA objectives. 

LI. The development of the Timor-Leste Academy of Fisheries will be highly beneficial for the 

development of the fisheries sector in Timor-Leste. 

 

Gender mainstreaming 
 

Context and challenges 

Gender and generational roles, tasks and responsibilities are poorly documented in the fisheries sector in 

Timor-Leste. Based on the results of the RFLP Baseline Livelihoods Survey, it was found that women 

perform primary productive roles in fisheries, such as managing household business finances and being active 

in processing and selling fishery products (AMSAT International, 2011a). They are reef gleaners and shellfish 

gatherers in many areas, and gather balisao (small prawns) and fish from the shore. Other than these 

preliminary findings little else is known about their specific activities and contributions within the sector. At 

the regional level, the need to produce gender disaggregated data has been identified as a major constraint to 

regional planning (Weeratunge and Snyder, 2009). In the development of the National Fisheries Statistical 

System a specific set of functions was developed to gather and make data available on gender roles in the 

fisheries sector. If any new policy is designed it should take into account three steps: promotion of 

knowledge, recognition and professionalization. 
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In Timor-Leste the NDFA is a male-dominated ministry. Few women work in the institution and most of 

them perform mostly clerical and administrative duties. It has been the focus of the RFLP to empower the 

most proactive women working in the partner departments by providing specific capacity building and by 

giving them new roles, for example those related with the maintenance of the National Fisheries Statistics 

System. This work should continue, as the results have been visible in the institution’s outcome.  

In response to an NDFA request, RFLP supported delivery of training courses on better fish handling 

practices, basic fish processing hygiene and basic processing skills. The lack of a business oriented view and 

the aforementioned aid oriented dependency are significant challenges to the development of a processed 

aquatic products sub-sector of small and medium enterprises.  Furthermore, there is currently weak demand 

among consumers for processed products (AMSAT International, 2011b) and the main processed 

commodity, dried fish, is usually sourced and imported from neighbouring Indonesia, so fishers prefer to sell 

all their catch as “fresh” because of their comparative advantage. Awareness raising on the benefits of eating 

fishery products will contribute in the medium term to increased demand for processed fishery products, 

which will ultimately benefit some of the already active women groups processing fish. 

Recommendations 

Greater emphasis should be placed on gathering and recording gender-related data  

LII. The NDFA should ensure that data gathering on gender and generational roles is continued within 

the framework of the National Fisheries Statistics System and is made publicly available. In order to 

develop longitudinal (time series) datasets, regular updating of the databases should be conducted. 

LIII. As in the case for other National Fisheries Statistics System datasets it is recommended that the 

NDFA engage an external academic or research institution to analyse the datasets. 

LIV. Documenting and making public women’s roles should be followed by a phase of formal recognition 

of their labour and their contribution to the sector. 

The capacity of women should be built and their opportunities enhanced 

LV. Following recognition, strategies should focus on enhancing the professionalization of women’s 

work. The Academy of Fisheries could be an appropriate platform, where specific curricula can be 

developed aimed at contributing to this professionalization. This can range from safety at work 

courses for shellfish gatherers and reef gleaners, to hygiene practices for fish processors and traders. 

LVI. Women should be encouraged to apply for new positions within the NDFA and to engage in 

fisheries education programmes.  
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Private sector development 
 

Context and challenges 

Despite efforts put in place to foster investment and modernization of the fisheries sector in Timor-Leste, it 

remains underdeveloped. The Strategic Development Plan 2011-2030 states the objective of creating a vibrant 

sustainable fishing industry which is focused in the short-term (2011 to 2015) on improving the management 

of coastal and inland fisheries by increasing the catch from traditional fishing activities and exploiting fishing 

grounds within its EEZ. In the medium term (2016 to 2020), actions will focus on ocean-based fishing 

orientated towards exports and the development of fishery centres along the southern coastline (RDTL, 

2011). Beyond the potential problems of environmental sustainability and social justice mentioned previously, 

a specific policy for the sector should specify what kind of fishing industry is to be pursued and what its 

objective will be, e.g. maximizing employment, fish for domestic consumption, foreign exchange earnings, 

etc.  

As previously stated, fibre-glass boats, nets and 15 horse power (HP) outboard engines were donated by a 

number of state institutions and aid agencies through different (mainly emergency) programs with the aim of 

promoting development of the fishing sector. The 2001 policy was designed to replace the equipment 

destroyed by the Indonesians during the conflict and envisaged closure of these initiatives by 2002. However, 

ten years later, the programme continues, and as was warned in 2001: “Continued distribution of fishing gear 

and equipment without charge will maintain a ‘hand-out’ mentality that could jeopardise the necessary 

transition away from aid-dependency towards economic self-reliance” (MAF, 2001).  

Beyond the aid dependency effect, fishers consider the boats and their repair costs are too expensive because 

of the low availability of fibre-glass. The cost of just repairing a fibre-glass boat, at around US$ 300, can equal 

the price of a brand new dugout canoe of similar length, while ten dugout canoes can be made for the cost of 

one fibre-glass canoe (around US$ 3,000). Many donated fibre-glass boats are therefore used by fishers until 

they require repair, and then the boats are simply abandoned. It should be acknowledged that the promotion 

of the construction of fibre-glass boats is in line with the restrictive forestry law, which limits the availability 

of wood to construct boats. However the cost/benefit relationship should be taken into account: fishers 

cannot afford to buy the expensive fibre-glass canoes that are being donated.  Even if they could, this extra 

investment impacts on the price of fish in the market.  Also, the fishing capacity of a fibre-glass boat is only 

the same as any medium sized dugout canoe. Fibre-glass boat repairs are expensive, as few vendors supply the 

materials needed for repair in country and most fishers lack the skills needed to repair fibre-glass boats. 

Similarly the engines that are donated by the state are also beyond the pocket of many fishers and additionally 

the cost of the fishing trips is higher (as they use more fuel), which again impacts on fish prices for the end 

consumer.  

One of the current challenges in Timor-Leste’s fisheries sector is the high level of control (near monopoly) 

that a few of the traders exert over the market and the sector as a whole. Most small rural traders only receive 

a small percentage of the final price of the fish sold (20 to 25%); whereas, the larger proportion of the profit 

goes to a few big traders typically located in Dili, where most demand and higher prices are concentrated. Big 

traders typically make more than double the initial price paid to fishers for aquatic products. To secure their 

position these intermediaries usually act as money-lenders (cash and kind or goods) to fishers.  They often 

supply ice to the production units, as well as advancing regular quantities of rice, tobacco and other basic 

products to skipper and crew households, which is later repaid with fish. While it is recognized that they 

provide a buffer in a sector which deals with an extremely perishable product and which is characterized by 

seasonality and irregularity of catch, fishers pay dearly for their services. Through cooperation and collusion 
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the big traders maintain control of the Dili market, and for only a small commission they employ people to 

sell fish in the streets of the capital.  

As part of the strategy to increase the supply of fishery products and to promote the development of the 

private sector, aquaculture production should be enhanced. In 2011, RFLP co-funded an analysis of the 

current status and potential for aquaculture development (MAF, 2012b) at the national level with the 

WorldFish Center and the CTSP, as well as the drafting and approval of a national aquaculture strategy plan 

(MAF, 2012a) in line with the 2011-2030 National Strategic Plan (RDTL, 2011). Previously, international 

development organizations and NGOs have been promoting aquaculture in unconnected, isolated projects, 

which contributed little or nothing to national level impact. A common vision and strategic goals for 

aquaculture development was not in place and so development initiatives lacked a common framework and 

guidance (on species, areas, actors, etc.). As a result of RFLP support there is now a strategic framework for 

the development of the aquaculture sector which can be followed by the government, donors and NGOs 

alike to achieve the common goal of food security. The implementation of the aquaculture strategy will 

involve many stakeholders from the public and private sectors; the NDFA will take the lead role on 

implementation, guidance and formal monitoring of the National Aquaculture Strategy. 

Recommendations 

The development of the small-scale fishing sector would be more beneficial than the industrial 
sector 

LVII. The rapid development of an industrial fleet typically results in entrepreneurs entering into the 

fishery.  The result of increased investment can lead to rapid over-investment in the sector with the 

subsequent risks of over-exploitation of the aquatic stocks, unless fishing effort can be strictly 

controlled by the Timorese government. The development of a more efficient small-scale fishing 

sector would provide employment for a comparatively higher number of people (P. Weber, 1994), 

with higher levels of redistribution of the resources from the fishery in terms of food which would 

contribute to food security and nutrition, and income which would contribute to improved well-

being of coastal households. 

Emphasis should be placed on stimulating the domestic market for aquatic products 

LVIII. Export of national fishery resources is currently unlikely to be feasible given the “upside-down” 

market situation where aquatic products are frequently more expensive in Timor-Leste than in 

neighbouring Indonesia.  In addition aquatic products have huge potential to contribute to reducing 

food insecurity, so supplying affordable aquatic products to internal domestic markets should be the 

first priority. 

LIX. It is crucial that the investment in infrastructure, planned in the Strategic Development Plan (SDP) 

goes ahead, including the renovation of Timor’s fishing ports (e.g. Com). However, to better serve 

the needs of the people priority focus should be maintained on ensuring a better supply of fishery 

products to domestic markets, improving food safety (ice made from potable water), raising national 

consumption of fishery products and the promotion of a small and medium scale national fisheries 

industry. 

LX. Before constructing any infrastructure facilities, rigorous site selection surveys should be conducted 

and include full environmental impact assessments and an investigation into the social consequences 

of the planned infrastructure development. 
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Investment is needed to create effective cold chain integrity  

LXI. The development of a sustainable internal market for aquatic products will be highly dependent on 

the maintenance of cold chain integrity. Towards this goal the RFLP supported the installation and 

commissioning of ice production plant facilities at four landing sites or Lotes de Pescas (LdP). 

However, regular government investment should be allocated to ensure that the facilities are 

maintained and that the ice distribution system continues to operate. There should be further 

investment in infrastructure in order to increase the number of ice production and distribution 

locations and the available quantities of ice. This cold chain system could be used to take aquatic 

products and possibly medicines like human and animal vaccines to interior locations of the country, 

and additionally to transport meat and vegetable products back. 

LXII. However, it is advised that no additional investment in Lotas de Pesca (landing sites) is made until the 

current ones are fully operative under the guidelines of an approved Management Plan. The LdP 

auction system as originally planned by the NDFA should be reconsidered, as it limits the capacity of 

producers to negotiate the final market prices of their products. A landing centre where producers 

and traders get ice, provide catch data and negotiate prices directly is preferred and this system was 

recommended in the RFLP draft Plan of Management for the LdPs. Any auction system which limits 

the capacity of fishers to negotiate the final price of the fish should be strongly discouraged.  

The provision of free boats or equipment to fishers should end  

LXIII. If the aim of the equipment delivery programme is to increase fishing capacity and to promote the 

private sector, the donation of equipment should be discontinued, as it has not produced the 

expected impacts and is negatively impacting on fish price and probably fish consumption. The free 

delivery of boats and equipment should be substituted by offering micro-finance schemes to small-

scale fishers to enable purchase of better equipment. This could possibly be co-funded by the state 

(under the Fund for the promotion of the fisheries sector which is regulated under the fisheries law). The 

newly established Banco National de Timor-Leste presents a good opportunity for the development 

of this micro-finance scheme. However loans should not be given without restrictions; 

environmental sustainability should be considered when setting upper limits on the numbers of 

fishing vessels and gear types, and they should target existing small-scale fishers, to prevent additional 

actors from entering the fishery. In this case the programme should be re-conceptualized as a specific 

Programme for the sustainable development of the fisheries sector. The provision of boats under a special loan 

scheme, instead of donating boats gratis will enhance engagement by the different stakeholders and 

particularly fishers. By offering better conditions than middle-traders and money-lenders, fishers will 

have more control over the results of their productive activities, and will be able to avoid over-

dependence on these intermediaries. Both, the promotion of favourable loan schemes for producers 

and the introduction of ice will benefit the producers and limit the control that a few large traders 

have over the markets.  

The local market context for fisheries products needs to be understood 

LXIV. Fish-processing for the domestic market does not appear to be a viable option in the short term as 

consumers prefer to eat fresh fish (AMSAT International, 2011b). Exporting aquatic products will 

also be unfeasible in the short-term (given the infrastructure constraints) and would not address the 

immediate priorities: the increased supply of animal protein, micronutrients and vitamins at the 

national level required to reduce malnutrition and child wasting. Currently inexpensive canned fish, 

imported from Indonesia and Portugal, is available in the main supermarkets and small shops. The 
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production of canned products would have to compete with cheap-imported products from 

neighbouring Indonesia, whose production costs are currently more competitive. Frozen fish is 

imported from Singapore. Since the installation and operation of the electricity power plant in 

November 2011, new possibilities in the area of frozen fish have opened up, however any further 

expansion will require complete installation of infrastructure and its regular operation. While dried 

fish is produced and consumed in Timor-Leste, smoked fish currently has little domestic appeal16. 

Unfortunately fish drying is not a popular option for Timorese fisher households as the sale price is 

considered too low for the effort involved. If locally caught fresh fish is dried, it then has to compete 

with the low price of fish imported from Indonesia (mostly West Timor and other surrounding 

islands).  

The National Aquaculture Development Strategy should be implemented  

LXV. The promotion of species or aquaculture options outside the recommendations contained within the 

National Aquaculture Strategy, which is guided by the principle of sustainability through the 

ecosystem approach, should be avoided.  It will be the role of the NDFA to ensure that NGOs, the 

private sector and development agencies comply with the approved goals and terms in the strategy.  

 

Efficient provision of government services, cost recovery and transparency 
 

Context and challenges 

Until recently, the system for granting fishing licenses was weak. Legal provisions made the process overly 

complicated and as a result very few fishing boats were licensed before 2010. Fishers had to fill in a complex 

document written in a foreign language (English/Portuguese), submit it to the NDFA’s Department of 

Inspection who then inspected the boat; the fishers then received a payment voucher, and they had to go to 

the bank to make the payment and return the invoice again to the NDFA’s Department of Industry, Licenses 

Section, where the license was signed by the National Director. Fishers incurred expenditures travelling from 

their district to the capital Dili17, food and other daily expenses and several days fishing (typically 3-4 days) 

and therefore income were lost.  

In 2011, RFLP provided financial and technical support to the NDFA-operated Mobile Licensing Service. A 

team composed of Department of Inspection and Industry staff went to all the fishing centres in Timor-Leste 

providing fishers with the possibility of obtaining a license in situ. The inspection of the boat, the assignment 

and painting on of a plate number, registration in the national census, the payment and the delivery of the 

final license was done at their own fishing centre, typically in under two hours. The activity resulted in the 

development of the first National Census of Fishers and Boats (see Box 2). This opens new possibilities not only 

for sector management, but also for safety at sea improvement18. While only motorized boats are required to 

have a license under the law, the strategy was designed to also include all small paddle canoes in the census. 

As a tertiary outcome by going to all the fishing villages, the officers of the Department of Inspection had 

face-to-face contact with fishers while facilitating the one-stop shop license provision and at the same time 

demonstrated a practical collaborative approach to relationships between the institution and its stakeholders. 

                                                      
16 Fishers in some areas smoke for their own household consumption. 
17 As a reference, coming from Suai to Dili takes between 10 and 12 hours by public bus. 
18http://www.rflp.org/peskador_in_action 
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Cost recovery is a complex goal to meet across the entire fisheries sector. The number of permanent 

employees presently working in the NDFA has increased in recent years (with currently a total of 113; 81 in 

Dili and 26 in the districts; of the total only 15 are women). In the last three years the NDFA has had 

insufficient budget to meet basic equipment needs: laptops, internet devices, infrastructure development and 

maintenance, etc. Beyond this, the cost of mobilizing staff to the districts with the high price of fuel, 

maintenance of cars and motorcycles and the earlier mentioned DSA rates, has severely limited the 

performance of the institution. A significant part of the limited NDFA annual budget allocation is committed 

as the NDFA´s regular payment contribution to international fora, including PEMSEA, the Coral Triangle 

Initiative and ATSEF, leaving a balance of funding which limits NDFA capacity to meet its own strategic 

goals. The cost of an annual fish license is US$ 5, an amount that most fishers can afford; however, the cost 

of maintaining the required management structures and services is high. On the other side, there is no 

capacity to levy taxes on fish catch, as there is insufficient staff and facilities to perform and oversee this task. 

Recommendations  

Continue the mobile licensing service 

LXVI. The Mobile Licensing Service operated by the NDFA with RFLP funding in 2011 and 2012, should 

become a regular NDFA service. Although the first census needed external funds for operation, 

further updates can be conducted on a cost recovery manner.  

NDFA management capacity and transparency needs continues enhancement   

LXVII. Communications, clear lines of reporting and a functional operation mechanism with clear roles 

among the staff remain a big challenge (Fernández et al., 2011). Increasing NDFA delivery efficiency 

requires an improvement in communications and an initial investment in communications and 

internet devices. Additionally, the commitment and full engagement of the district fisheries officers is 

essential and must be ensured to achieve maximum NDFA efficiency and effectiveness. 

LXVIII. The creation of a Management support and communications unit (see page 19 – Option B of the Human 

Resources Development Plan, (Fernández et al., 2011) under the direct supervision of the National 

Director is advisable. This unit, which would assist both the National Director and the Department 

Chiefs on issues of coordination, results based monitoring and evaluation, human resources as well 

as internal and external communications, would notably improve the efficiency of NDFA service 

delivery.  

LXIX. This unit could also integrate an international affairs section to ensure coordination and deal with all 

the bilateral and multilateral agreements in which the NDFA is engaged, as the current system of 

“focal points” dispersed among the departments is not producing the best outcomes in terms of 

coordination, efficiency and synergies.  

LXX. The development of a clear and simple system for monitoring and evaluation is key for the further 

development of the institution. The position of a monitoring and evaluation officer should be 

ensured.  

LXXI. A clear system for the use of NDFA public assets should be set up. Currently there is no record of 

the assets owned by the NDFA, including those donated by international partners. There is also a 

lack of control of the use of the assets by public servants, including cars or laptops. A policy to better 

control and manage their use should be developed, which makes specific officers responsible for the 

assets and their use. 
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Revenue sources need to be reviewed and developed 

LXXII. Cost recovery would require a critical examination and revision of the fees that industrial fishing 

boats pay for their licenses and quotas. Fiscalization of the catch for small-scale operators is currently 

unattainable. However, the operation of the ice distribution system can provide a source of income 

for the institution through a revenue share from the proceeds of ice which is sold or delivered to the 

state´s landing centres or Lotas de Pescas, where catch and price data are gathered. This revenue share 

system should be agreed under the final Plan of Management of the Lotas de Pescas. 

Fisheries planners require greater legal assistance and guidance  

LXXIII. The quality of the services delivered by the NDFA is limited because fisheries planners currently 

have to plan and initiate activities without any legal assistance or guidance. More emphasis should be 

given to enhance capacity, specifically of fisheries planners and managers, as well as on producing 

awareness raising and training and extension materials which incorporate a better understanding of 

the law. This emphasis should take into account language constraints.  

LXXIV. In addition to the need for capacity building on legal issues, input from a legal advisor is urgently 

needed to provide on-the-job support and mentoring for key NDFA staff on a daily basis. 

NDFA should play a greater coordination role between all sector stakeholders 

LXXV. Additionally, full efficiency will depend on the improved coordination between the actors involved in 

the sector. The NDFA should enhance its role as a coordinator of all fisheries initiatives in the 

country. Serving as an umbrella for all projects that work in partnership with the state institution will 

increase the quality and impact of project delivery, increase transparency and enhance the NDFA´s 

authority. The full operation of the above mentioned Consultative Council will be key to realizing 

these goals. 

 

Safety at sea enhancement 
 

Context and challenges 

Data available in the National Fisheries Statistics System on accidents at sea, show that 51% of the accidents 

reported by fishers in Timor-Leste were saltwater crocodile attacks, which are considered lulik (sacred, taboo). 

The majority of reported saltwater crocodile attacks were fatal (87 percent), and took place between 18.00 and 

20.00 hours. 

Box 4. Main causes of accidents at sea by type 

   
Source: Tsujimura et.al. 2012 
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While most crocodile attacks occurred in the southern sea, some crocodile attacks of fishers and non fishers 

engaged in activities in shallow waters or in areas near to the shore were also reported along the northern 

coast. 

The severity of this threat was unknown before the establishment of the data collection system. It should be 

further noted that it is likely that many saltwater crocodile attacks remain unreported. For most coastal 

communities, the crocodile is a lulik (sacred, taboo) animal.  So it is widely believed that those attacked or the 

members of their household must have ‘done something wrong’ or have offended their ancestors or spirits. 

As a consequence, in most cases when people are attacked, for fear of embarrassment they are seldom taken 

to hospital, but instead are usually treated by traditional healers (lulik nain).  

The second and third most common causes of accidents at sea based on the National Fisheries Statistics 

System data were sudden bad weather conditions while operating at sea which resulted in boats either sinking 

or being lost. This was probably due to engines breaking down and vessels being in bad condition/lacking 

maintenance, as well as 20 from vessels being overloaded. Additionally, some fishing modalities present their 

own specific risks, such as diving. 

Until now various government and NGO institutions have delivered (donated) and continue delivering 

(donating) fibre-glass boats. Beyond the aforementioned issues of the programme it has been identified by an 

international consultant funded by RFLP that the boats delivered have important design and construction 

shortcomings which are detailed in the RFLP report entitled “Safety at Sea Assessment in the Timor-Leste 

Small-Scale Fisheries Sector” (Tsujimura et al., 2012). Within the RFLP safety at sea program, the skills of 

NDFA officials on boat design assessment, repair calculations and boat and engine repair techniques have 

been enhanced through specific medium term training courses and on-the-job mentoring (mostly focused on 

the Technology Section, Department of Fishing Industry, NDFA). 

Recommendations  

Behaviour of crocodiles and beliefs relating to them must be better understood   

LXXVI. Inter-disciplinary research should be done both on the behaviour of saltwater crocodiles and on the 

traditional beliefs and practices associated with them. This case can serve as an example of the fact 

that any fisheries policy should be culturally sensitive and respectful of traditional systems of beliefs; 

if not, it will encounter social rejection. An appropriate national level saltwater crocodile management 

plan should be developed. 

LXXVII. Any action to mitigate against saltwater crocodile attack should be culturally sensitive and take into 

account not only the social structure and traditional authorities (lulik nain, lafaek nain, etc.), but also 

the complex system of ritual practices in Timor-Leste. The effective involvement of these traditional 

authorities of the realm of the lulik (taboo, sacred) will be key in getting any success in the 

management of saltwater crocodiles. 

LXXVIII. Any kind of coastal livelihoods likely to stimulate relocation of people to areas near lakes, mangroves 

or other areas where saltwater crocodiles are more abundant (for example like mangrove crab 

culture) should be strongly discouraged, at least until mitigation measures can be implemented to 

reduce the number of fatalities from crocodile attack. A national awareness raising campaign should 

be conducted to make key fishery sector stakeholders fully aware of all relevant information available 

on (1) safety equipment and communication tools, (2) safe operation and maintenance of equipment, 

and (3) weather forecast and locations prone to accidents. Information should be communicated at 

the community level through educational seminars/technical training as well as being posted at 
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community centres in coastal fishing villages such as Lotas de Pescas, as is currently done by the RFLP 

Field Managers. The District Fishery Officer or Extension Officer should be involved in the regular 

updating and disseminating of this information. Innovative ways to spread information on weather 

forecasts and sea conditions (e.g. via SMS messages to all fishers with a mobile phone) should be 

explored. 

The capacity and standards of authorities, boat builders and fishers relating to safety should be 
enhanced  

LXXIX. Specific training courses should be designed for boat builders, who should be obliged to provide 

information on the loading capacity of each boat they construct. This can be done by providing them 

with simple templates that can be used to paint on the boat the maximum number of people or 

weight which the boat can carry. 

LXXX. Specific awareness raising should be conducted for fishers to encourage boat owners to practice 

regular maintenance of their fishing boats. 

LXXXI. Specific awareness raising campaigns on diving related risks should be continued.  

LXXXII. Training courses on engine maintenance and repair (level 1 – basic) for fishers should be continued 

beyond the RFLP period. Specific programs for level 2 – advanced knowledge on boat engines repair 

should also be undertaken. The proposed Fisheries Academy provides an appropriate and opportune 

platform for their development. 

LXXXIII. Appropriate vocational training courses should be delivered for skippers and boat operators to 

improve safety at sea. The establishment of the Academy of Fisheries will provide the proper 

platform for this.   

LXXXIV. To date, no ship building company in Timor-Leste meets the requirements of the International 

Organization for Standardization (ISO). Moreover, Timor-Leste has no assessment/inspection body 

for ship building. This should be established under the umbrella of an inter-ministerial body which 

should include both the Port Authority and the Directorate of Fisheries as members as a minimum. 

Coordination between the NDFA and the Port Authority should also be ensured.  

LXXXV. Inspection of fishing boats should continue to be the responsibility of the Department of Fishing 

Inspection of the NDFA. In this regard, specific capacity building should be provided in the near 

future to increase the capacity of Department of Fishing Inspection staff to conduct inspection of 

semi industrial and industrial boats.  

LXXXVI. Minimum technical requirements for the issuance of certificates as well as for the development of 

designs should be established and approved. At the same time institutions or companies should be 

established which are capable of providing specific training and certificates that are currently required 

by existing law. Currently there are no such institutions in the country capable of doing this. The 

Timor-Leste Fisheries Academy project should address these issues and integrate them into their 

curriculum.  

Legal provisions relating to safety for small-scale fishers need to be reviewed  

LXXXVII. Although there are specific regulations on safety at sea, they do not target the small-scale fishing 

sector, which employs all fishers in Timor-Leste. From the RFLP assessment undertaken (Tsujimura 
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et al., 2012) it is apparent that the implementation of the current fishing-related legal provisions on 

safety cannot easily be met by small-scale fishers or enforced by the NDFA staff. Beyond the 

limitations of human capital and resources for enforcement, the imported nature of the legal 

framework hinders implementation in the country. 

LXXXVIII. Specific equipment should be required for the operation of small-scale vessels. If specific legislation 

on safety at sea for small-scale fishing vessels is developed, the infrastructure and budget limitations 

of the NDFA, the constraints of fishers to purchase equipment and other characteristics such as boat 

capacity should be taken into account. As an example, RFLP provided special water-tight bags 

(®Aquapac) to fishers participating in safety at sea activities, so that they can take their mobile 

phones with them when going fishing. As the majority of fishing areas are located near the coast 

where there is usually telephone coverage during most of the working time, the majority of fishers 

can have a measure of communication. This strategy has already proven successful in reducing 

casualties. 

LXXXIX. While awareness raising should be conducted for divers on safety measures to avoid the highest risks 

during fishing, specific regulations such as the setting up of the minimum distance between divers 

during operations should be withdrawn. Resources, number of staff and budget available make the 

enforcement of this kind of provision almost impossible. In addition this type of regulation can be 

used as a means of abuse and ‘rent seeking’ by the authorities against resource users.  

Legal criteria for vessel licensing and classification need to be simplified 

XC. The procedures established by law for the issuance of fishing licenses should be revised and 

simplified, adapted to the structural characteristics of the sector and the limitations in mobility and 

resources of fishers.  

XCI. The classification of the fleet should be simplified to ensure that all vessel types within the fleet are 

defined. Simple criteria should serve to categorize boats, such as semi industrial or artisanal, so that 

specific safety at sea requirements can then apply to them. In addition fishing zones should be 

simplified taking into account the limitations on controlling the operation of fishing vessels, and 

specifically the industrial fleet (both domestic and international).  

Any fleet renewal efforts need to have a clear strategy, be transparent and of a high standard 

XCII. Any policy aimed at renewing/upgrading the fishing fleet should involve all the government and 

non-government institutions which are currently donating boats and fishing equipment, so that a 

harmonized joint strategy is implemented with the NDFA, of the Ministry of Agriculture and 

Fisheries as the lead agency.  

XCIII. If the aim of the institutions that donate boats is to improve the working conditions of fishers and to 

improve their safety at sea, and to reduce their vulnerability it should be re-conceptualized as a 

Programme for the renovation of the fleet. The objective of the Programme should be to replace the oldest 

and most unsafe boats that are currently operative in country. If this is done, the following criteria 

for the donation of boats are recommended: i. The fisher should have a valid fishing license and be 

registered on the national fisher census. ii. The beneficiary should have a boat similar to the one that 

is to be donated. Length of the boat can be used as a parameter. For example, if 7 metre fibre-glass 

boats (Tuna model) are to be donated, owners with mechanized boats between 5 and 8 meters can 

apply. iii. Year of construction of the boat. Only the oldest boats active should be replaced. This will 
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require verification by NDFA staff (Department of Inspection) before any boat is handed over, to 

confirm that the old boat is still in use and operative.  

XCIV. If the aim of the institutions that donate boats is to increase the resilience of fishing communities, 

the programme should be re-conceptualised as an Accident at sea recovery programme, and as a 

continuation of the RFLP-NDFA pilot programme on small grants after accidents at sea. The pilot 

program was developed with a small investment (maximum of US$ 500 per accident; each grant cost 

was 1/6 of the cost of each fibre-glass boat currently being donated by various government 

institutions to fishers – Tuna model); the scheme gives clear criteria for the receipt of the grant (valid 

fishing license, accident duly reported, letter of acknowledgment of the accident by the local 

authorities) as well as the equipment provided. Benefits from the programme have been already 

reported by beneficiaries.  

XCV. The three programme schemes mentioned above, namely the Programme for the sustainable development of 

the fisheries sector, the Programme for the renovation of the fleet and the Accident at sea recovery programme could 

constitute three lines of action under the umbrella of the Fund for the promotion of fisheries sector, 

regulated under the current law. 

XCVI. If fishing boats are to be supplied under any of the above mentioned programme schemes that are 

developed by appropriate relevant institutions, the following issues should be considered and 

addressed: i. One primary item during the assessment of bids/quotes from different boat suppliers 

should be the design, as well as the details of the materials to be used for boat construction and the 

background and experience of the boat builders. In order to do this it is specifically recommended 

that a technical body is established which includes the officers of the Department of Fisheries 

Industry (Fishing technology) and Fishing Inspection who were trained by the RFLP safety at sea 

international consultant, who should assess the different boat designs and quality offered by the boat 

building companies as well as the quality of the equipment. Only safe boats should be promoted. ii. 

Specific beneficiary selection criteria should be established and agreed. The newly developed first 

National Census of Fishers and Boats provides all the necessary data for this purpose. iii. 

Beneficiaries should sign a contract by which s/he commits to contribute data on fish catch and 

other information as required by the NDFA.  

Forestry policy should be reviewed to allow the use of local wood for boat building  

XCVII. In developing more programmes aimed at the introduction of fibre-glass, it should be noted that 

currently fishers cannot afford to purchase fibre-glass boats. In this regard: i. The forestry policy 

should be reconsidered in order to accommodate the needs and possibilities of fishing families. 

There may be an opportunity to develop a long-term sustainable forestry project to supply hard 

wood timber for fishing boat construction and repair. ii. As procuring boat construction materials 

other than wood is unfeasible for fishers in Timor-Leste, it is recommended that support is given to 

the regular maintenance of wooden fishing vessels, instead of the promotion of fibre-glass. This can 

be in the form of subsidizing re-painting of vessels, and the provision of vessel design expertise, etc.  

Timor-Leste should be supported to set up its own Flag State 

XCVIII. Further assistance is needed in order for Timor-Leste to set up its own Flag State with the 

International Maritime Organization (IMO); this should be done as soon as possible. Timor-Leste 

also needs to further enhance the capacity of its quality inspection bodies.  One step forward might 

be to enrol the country as a member of the International Association of Classification Societies 

(IACS) or the European Maritime Safety Agency (EMSA) and to develop its own safety standards.  
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Conclusions 
 

The revision of previous policies, the current status of the sector and the experiences of RFLP in Timor-

Leste have produced a set of lessons learned and insights that can assist in the development of future fisheries 

policies. Generally, it can be said that the state oriented, top down approach of previous policies has not 

resulted in effective regulation or stimulated the development of the fishery sector. 

In the recently released Strategic Development Plan (2010-2030) (RDTL, 2011), the government of Timor-

Leste expressed its aim of promoting the development of the fisheries sector. This will require a sincere effort 

to ensure that fleet capacity and fishing effort is based on the ability of aquatic stocks to support sustainable 

harvesting. This should be undertaken through the implementation of an appropriate resource management 

system that takes into account the customs and traditions of Timor-Leste as well as the capacity and resources 

of the NDFA. Consequently, this will require the development of a new policy for the fisheries sector as well 

as the revision of the current legal framework. The current fisheries laws are for the most part copied from 

other nations and do not take into account NDFA human resources and budget limitations or the 

characteristics of the Timorese fisheries sector. Furthermore the approach to fisheries resource management 

has been punitive and top down in its implementation. It is aimed at catching and punishing fishers and pays 

little attention to involving them and their organizations in the sustainable co-management of fisheries. A 

wide range of documentation from developed and developing countries has shown that any legal framework 

aimed at ensuring sustainability of resource use should take into account the views and needs of stakeholders 

and involve them in the decision making processes.  

Fisheries in Timor-Leste are regulated by an important number of laws and regulations, however the 

development of new laws and or the revision of the legal framework must not be considered an aim in itself, 

but as part of a larger process. Imported policy measures and legal provisions should be modified to fit local 

conditions and a specific legal framework in line with the needs and structure of the small-scale sector should 

be developed. Any new policy should consider that currently the small-scale sector employs all fishers in 

Timor-Leste, and that any development should be centred on them. Rapid development and the promotion 

of an industrial fishery sector will bring along new issues of sustainability and social justice. 

Knowledge should be the foundation of effective decision-making and should be a priority for any policy 

developed in the near future. The RFLP-developed National Fisheries Statistics System provides a powerful 

tool that can be used to adapt the current legal framework to the needs and characteristics of the fishery. The 

new policy should be based on lessons learned and recently available data and facts; it should be results 

oriented, with a clear timeframe and realistic objectives and indicators.  A new state like Timor-Leste has the 

opportunity to learn from the experiences of other countries, and in this process a best practice would be to 

produce original policies and legal frameworks adapted to the structural conditions of the sector and which 

effectively includes fishers and local authorities in the sustainable management and development of the 

sector.  
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