
Key to Local Development in Timor-Leste
Improving Rural Road Access:

Travelling along the 3,000 kilometers of rural roads in the predominantly 
mountainous country of Timor-Leste is a unique experience. This is 
unfortunately not only because of the beautiful sceneries but even more 
so because of the very bad condition of the rural road network. 

Over the last 15 years hardly any maintenance or improvement of the 
rural roads has been undertaken and many of the rural roads are not even 
passable for motorized traffic. The current state of the rural road network 
is considered as one of Timor-Leste’s key constraints to local economic 
and social development.
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The Roads for Development Programme (R4D) 
which started in March 2012 has been designed as the 
Government of Timor-Leste’s leading rural roads development 
programme and started with the rehabilitation of rural roads 
early 2013 with an overall budget of US$ 50 million which 
includes contributions from the Government of Australia and the 
Government of Timor-Leste. The programme is implemented by 
the Ministry of Public Works and receives implementation and 
capacity development support from the ILO.

Running for four years, until 2016, the main objectives of 
the Programme are to improve rural roads access and build 
capacities in the public and private sector for the planning 
and delivery of investments in rural roads. In addition, the 
Programme aims to provide social and economic benefits 
from improved road access to women and men in rural Timor-
Leste.

Road works are being executed by local contractors, 
who also receive capacity building support through 
R4D. Labour-based work methods are being 
used where appropriate for the rehabilitation and 
maintenance of the rural roads. In 2013 contracts were 
awarded to 65 contractors with a total value of US$ 13 
million, covering the rehabilitation of 92 km of rural 
roads and extensive maintenance on 145 km of rural 
roads.

A recent baseline survey shows that rural households 
in Timor-Leste spend about 1/3rd of  their productive 
time  in traveling to and from economic and social 
facilities and services. Because of the poor condition of 
the roads, there is hardly any public transport available 
and most of the time rural people have to walk to the 
various economic and social facilities. Two-way travel 
times to and from facilities such as markets, health 
centers and water sources take on average 3 to 4 hours 

in respectively the dry season and the rainy season. In case of 
very remote and isolated villages these travel times increase 
to up to 8 hours

Apart from the expected decrease in travel times and travel 
costs due to improved rural road access, the baseline survey 
also indicated that rural people expect benefits like increased 
access to public transport facilities, more income (through an 
increase in sales of agricultural products), improved access 
to health services (including ambulances) and increased job 
opportunities. 

Although R4D has only recently finished some of its 2013 
rural road rehabilitation works, initial benefits already start 
to emerge. An example is the 9.3 kilometers long Maliana – 
Saburai road. This rural road is located in Bobonaro district 
in the western part of Timor-Leste. Before the start of the 
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For the Government of Timor-
Leste the improvement of the 
rural roads is one of its key 

priorities. Opinion polls and studies 
show that the rural people consider 
the current poor condition of the 
rural roads as one of the most critical 
constraints to local economic and 
social development. R4D is therefore a 
very important program as it provides 
good rural roads access for local 
communities to markets, to health 
services and to education facilities

Gastão Francisco de Sousa,
Minister, Ministry of Public Works

fromUs

rehabilitation works the road was not passable during the 
rainy season whereas the rural people are now ensured year-
round access to local markets and other economic and social 
facilities and services. 

Moreover, with the rehabilitation of rural roads, many local 
communities witnessed for the first time in years, motorbikes, 
cars and trucks passing by their villages. “Before the road 
improvement we only saw people walking to town, but now 
there are trucks carrying construction materials to our town! 
I could never get heavy construction materials to my house, 
apart from what I could carry. Now I can finally repair my 
house,” Dominggos da Costa from Baucau District said with 
excitement. ]

The ILO started its operations 
in Timor-Leste in 2001. Since then, 
ILO has supported several national 
initiatives to promote sustainable 
employment opportunities for 
Timorese. We believe these efforts 
have contributed to the development 
of the economy and assisted ILO 
tripartite partners—government, 

employers, and workers organizations—to work 
collectively in promoting decent work for all.

This Newsletter is an attempt to capture some work 
that our partners with ILO assistance are undertaking 
in the country. It provides insights into our 
programmes, achievements and successes we have 
had, and tries to distill lessons that we are learning. 
We hope this Newsletter will not only provide 
information about our programmes, it will be a source 
for knowledge sharing. 

The broad range of our initiatives in Timor-Leste 
address both the policy and the practical dimensions 
of decent work. Our primary focus has been to create 
employment for young Timorese women and men, 
improve access to remote areas through rehabilitation 
and maintenance of rural roads, and enhance the 
capacity of a nascent private sector to seize business 
opportunities and generate sustainable jobs. Similar 
attention has been given to support employment 
growth through the development and delivery of 
demand driven skills training as well as the expansion 
of training services.

Besides programmes to promote growth of the local 
economy and jobs, ILO has supported Timor-Leste to 
adopt international labour conventions and standards. 
In this regard, Timor-Leste has already reached an 
important milestone by establishing the National 
Commission Against Child Labour which underlines 
strong national commitment to prevent and combat 
forced and child labour in the country.

Many have contributed to our programmes. We are 
all proud to have been part of a successful endeavour. 
We would like to take this opportunity to extend 
our gratitude and appreciation to our Timorese 
partners, donors, and ILO colleagues who have been 
supporting us.

We trust you will find the first edition of this 
Newsletter useful, and we welcome your comments 
and feedback. ]

Peter van Rooij
Director of ILO for Indonesia and Timor-Leste 



In a country where 75 per cent of the population live 
in rural areas and 40 per cent are below the poverty line, 
improving a short stretch of road can mean more jobs and a 
better quality of life for rural workers and their families.

47-year-old Adriano Ximenes Trindade lives in Hatugau 
Village, Ermera, a land-locked district in the western-central 
part of Timor Leste. He and his wife Pasquela have seven 
children, which is not unusual for a family in this country.

They are getting by as subsistence farmers and their little 
income comes from selling agricultural products, such as corn 
and sweet potatoes. Coffee growing activities bring them an 
additional US$ 400 per season. But the journey to the market 
is long and difficult, and the money they make is not enough 
to pay for school items or medicine.

In early 2013, Trindade was recruited by a local construction 
company, under the Enhancing Rural Access Project (ERA), 
initiated by the ILO, to work on the Letefoho Vila-Leimea 
Sorinbalu road. The construction company, using the labour-

When a short road makes a huge difference

At a Glance – Enhancing Rural 
Access Project (ERA)

The ILO-ERA Project builds on the experiences gained in 
applying integrated capacity building and construction 
approaches focusing upon labour-based road rehabilitation 
and private sector development. Financed under the 10th 
European Development Fund as component two of the 4th 
EU Rural Development Programme in Timor-Leste (RDPIV), 
the ERA Project seeks to improve the access to rural areas 
through the rehabilitation and maintenance of around 140 
km of priority rural roads in selected districts of Timor-Leste, 
where the road work is carried out by local contractors, who 
have been trained through the ERA Project in contracts 
management and labour-based technology for rural road 
rehabilitation and maintenance.

The ILO-ERA Project works with the Secretariat of State 
for Support and Promotion of Private Sector (SEAPRI) and 
in close collaboration with the Ministry of Public Works for 
coordination of the road works. The Project also collaborates 
with Don Bosco Training Centre for the technical training 
component of the Project and with the Institute for Business 
Development Support (IADE) for the training of contract 
managers. ]

based technology (LBT), hire members of the community to 
work on the road upgrading programme. This is a 10.5 km 
stretch that connects villages to the market in Letefoho Vila 
and beyond. All in all, some 1,500 households will benefit 
from the new road.

The short-term employment on the road brings precious 
extra cash to the family and for Trindade and his family the 
construction of the new road has been a win-win situation. 
“Before, we had no job opportunities. Then the road project 
came and we are really happy to get involved. The work can 
be hard at times, but we are happy to have it. An improved 
road makes transport easier and now we feel that we can 
better support ourselves,” said Trindade.

Graciano Soares, chief of Hatugau Village, said that an 
improved road means more business and a better quality of 
life.

The rehabilitation of the rural roads not only benefits local 
communities, but also local construction companies such as 
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Proniamor, a local startup company, which was assigned to 
rehabilitate two kilometres of the 10.5 km Letefoho Vila-
Leimea Sorinbalu road. The company was trained in labour-
based techniques, including how to maximize the use of local 
resources and how to organize and manage a large workforce 
while ensuring cost effective operations and good quality 
work. 

“We definitely gain benefits from the training programme 
given. The programme has provided technical training to 
my engineer and my supervisors, while I have participated 
in contracts and business management training. Not only 
that, during the field work, the ILO staff continue to provide 
guidance to make sure everything goes smoothly,” said 
Eugenia Monteiro Turquel, the head of the Proniamor, adding 
that her company has recruited 90 members of the local 
community and paid them with minimum wages of US$4.50.

To date, more than 100 local companies have been trained 
in the same way through the ERA Project and are now 
working their way through the country’s rural road network. 
Commenting on the empowerment of local companies, the 
State Secretary for SEAPRI, Veneranda Lemos, who is working 
closely with the ERA Project, says “The empowerment of the 
national entrepreneurs and their subsequent achievements 
are the aim of SEAPRI and the ERA Project is greatly assisting 
and developing the private sector of Timor-Leste.” ]
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Easier access to move goods 
in and out of communities 
has resulted in direct and 

immediate economic benefits for 
our village. Because of the improved 
condition of the road, the cost of 
transportation has gone down by 
almost half and now we have access 
to ambulance transport as well.

Graciano Soares,
chief of Hatugau Village

employment



At 1500 metres above sea level, the mountains of 

Timor-Leste have a cool climate, high rainfall levels and 

rich fertile soil for vegetable production. However, despite 

generations of horticulture farming, farmers in the district 

of Ainaro have struggled to provide for their families due to 

limited market access, use of traditional farming practices 

and a lack of agricultural supplies.

To help the local farmers building better jobs and 

generating more decent income, the ILO through its 

Business Opportunities and Support Services (BOSS) 

Project, in collaboration with the Institute for Business 

Support (IADE), have partnered with local horticulture 

company called Josephina Farms to pilot contract 

vegetable farming with farmers from Brigada, Maubisse (a 

subdistrict of Ainaro) and sell their produce in the capital, 

Dili. 

The pilot farming started in May 2012, with Josephina 

Director, Guido Ximenes Sequeira, leading training for 

farmers around new cultivation techniques, especially for 

organic horticulture products. Josephine Farms teaches the 

farmers outdoor and indoor organic production techniques 

for a range of vegetables, how to produce organic fertilizers 

From the farm to the plate building income through
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organic horticulture farming in Timor-Leste

At a Glance – the Business Opportunities and Support Services (BOSS) Project

The BOSS project is an ILO initiative aiming to contribute 
to the generation of economic development for poor 
communities and quality employment for women and 
men, and indirectly to peace consolidation and conflict 
prevention. BOSS works in partnership with a key government 
department, building its capacity to respond to the needs and 
constraints of Timorese enterprises.  

IADE (The Institute for Business Support) provides local 
businesses with a range of services from training, to business 
counselling, business matchmaking between buyers and 
sellers and access to information such as tenders, in order to 
support small and medium sized businesses to develop, grow 
and provide employment and income for the women and men 
of this small post-conflict nation.

Jointly funded by Irish Aid and NZAID, the BOSS project 
promotes private sector development in Timor-Leste, 
supporting enterprises to build sustainable jobs and income 

in this small, post-conflict nation.  ILO takes a systemic 
approach to enterprise development, tackling the underlying 
needs and constraints of Timorese enterprises head-on, 
such as limited market access for products and services, 
ineffective use of local resources and opportunities and weak 
managerial and entrepreneurial knowledge. 

ILO ensures that women entrepreneurs are catered for and 
promotes a gender sensitive approach within private sector 
development.  BOSS is embedded with its counterpart 
agency, the IADE of the Secretary of State for the Promotion 
and Support of the Private Sector (SEAPRI). IADE, supported 
by ILO, delivers business development services to Micro and 
Small Enterprises (MSMEs) including contractors, unlocks 
business opportunities by developing functional value chains 
in the horticulture, cattle and tourism sectors and promotes 
better coordination and alignment of private sector 
initiatives. ]

employment



The support of the BOSS 
project enables our company 
to develop an agribusiness 

here, and by working alongside the 
farmers, we empower them. We are 
proud to be part of this life-changing 
partnership.
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Guido Ximenes Sequeira,
Director of Josephina Farms

and pesticides and also provide much needed inputs such as 

quality seeds and new varieties.  

The company is then responsible for harvesting, paying the 

farmers onsite, transporting and selling the vegetables to 

buyers in Dili. Commenting on this successful partnership, 

Guido said,”The support of the BOSS project enables our 

company to 

develop an 

agribusiness 

here, and 

by working 

alongside 

the farmers, 

we empower 

them. We are 

proud to be 

part of this 

life-changing 

partnership”

Alongside 

this work, ILO 

and IADE 

provide basic 

enterprise 

training for 

the farmers, 

ensuring they 

have essential 

business 

knowledge to run their farming activities, such as calculating 

their costs to establish suitable pricing for products.  This 

experience has contributed to the development of an 

innovative new training course from IADE called “Start Your 

Business in Agriculture” which is going to be rolled out in 

2014.

IADE also provides important market linkages through its 

business matchmaking services between buyers and sellers. 

Business matchmaking is a new service that the BOSS project 

introduced to IADE, with Josephina Farms among the pilot 

cases. Through an event and individual meetings, IADE has 

connected Josephina Farms with restaurants, supermarkets 

and other buyers in Dili, guaranteeing a market for the 

farmers’ produce.  

Josephina Farms delivers the farmers’ produce to the door, 

in a refrigerated truck to make sure the freshness and the 

quality of the produces. “The product that is produced is 

very, very good. The quality is also excellent.  It is fresh, it 

is crispy and, you know, I am so happy that we can actually 

buy this product today here in Timor-Leste,” exclaimed one 

satisfied restauranteur in Dili who places regular orders. 

For further market expansion, Josephina Farms showcased 

the farmers’ organic produces at their stand at the Timor-

Leste International Food and Beverage (TIFOBE) Trade Fair. 

The first of its kinds, the Fair was organized by IADE in late 

2012 with support from the BOSS Project, creating further 

business relationships and sales for the Brigada farmers 

group.

Meanwhile, at the community level, the benefits for farmers 

and their families in Brigada are tangible. Through the work 

with Josephina Farms, the farmers no longer spend time 

waiting at market for sales but rather, focus on growing high 

quality organic vegetables. Waste has been significantly 

reduced through reliable sales from the company.  

The farmers also greatly appreciate the inputs and technical 

support provided by Guido and his employees. Yet, most 

importantly, they value the increase and regularity of income, 

through weekly sales of their organic produce in Dili. As a 

result, some farmers have experienced increases of cash 

income from as low as one hundred dollars a year to the 

same amount per month.  

Marcelina de Jesus Mendonca, a local farmer in Brigada, is 

now able to sell more vegetables and provide a better life for 

her family. “Before, we grew a lot of vegetables and brought 

them to the market.  However, when people didn’t buy them, 

we had to bring our vegetables back home,” said Marcelina, 

reflecting her family situation before working together with 

the Josephine Farms. 

employment



Now, the situation has changed and improved. “We grow 

vegetables and Josephina buys directly from our place. 

We are not only learning how to do business but we can 

also now provide for our families,” explained Marcelina as 

added by her husband,”We feel happy that we can now 

guarantee a good life for ourselves and our families.”

The good news of the support by Josephina Farms spread 

fast in the highlands of Maubisse. Many other farmers 

groups approached Josephine Farms to be included in 

the contract farming model. They also want to feel the 

employment
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benefits enjoyed by Marcelina and her family. Not only learn 

new and innovative farming techniques, but also have their 

sales of the harvests guaranteed so that the farmers can on 

producing high-quality vegetables. 

Responding to this, Josephina Farms started working with 

two new communities. Access to the one of the communities 

was unlocked through another ILO project focusing on the 

road rehabilitation, Enhancing Rural Access (ERA) Project, so 

that Guido’s truck can smoothly reach the farmers’ fields to 

pick up the produce. ]

The ILO works with the government and local training 
providers in Timor-Leste through the ERA Project to 
strengthen the capacity of domestic civil works contractors 
to carry out labour-based rural road works. The labour-based 
approach provides local communities the opportunity to 
participate and earn some money, and the improved roads 
facilitate access to markets and services.

In this clip we follow a Timorese contractor who has 
participated in the training at Don Bosco (training in road 
building and labour-based technology) and IADE (contracts 
and business management training). Following graduation 
from Don Bosco and IADE the companies are awarded a road 
works contract to practice what they have learnt.   

The ERA Project is fully financed by the European Union, with 
the ultimate objective of improving the quality of life for the 

rural population in Timor-Leste. ]

Video documentaries
‘Money finds us!’ - Enriching the vegetable 
harvest in Timor-Leste

ERA Labour-based rural road works and 
contractor training in Timor-Leste

How an ILO supported project helped a local community 
to improve their farming practices, develop their market 
access, create jobs and support the development of 
small and medium-sized enterprises.

Fully aware of the hardship the vegetable farmers 
were experiencing, the ILO built a partnership with the 
Government-run Institute for Business Support (IADE) 
and initiated the Business Opportunities and Support 
Services (BOSS) project, funded by Irish Aid and New 

Zealand Aid Programme. ]
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Many young people in Timor-Leste do not complete nine years of basic education, with young 
women being often the most disadvantaged. The ILO in Timor-Leste  has been working with  the 
Secretary of State for Vocational Training and Employment Policy (SEPFOPE), previously through 
the Youth Employment Promotion Programme (YEPP) and currently through the Training and 
Employment Support Programme (TESP), funded by Australian Government, to support the 
growth of the National market driven training  System in Timor Leste and to expand employment 
services and opportunities. The training system aims to provide access to further education and 
training for all and in particular provides opportunities for young unemployed men and women 
and those living with a disability. 

The two stories below reflect the importance of Foundation certificates as a means to a future 
for many young women in Timor -Leste.

for young women of Timor-Leste
Creating better employment opportunities

employment



Gaining Skills for a New Life: Beatriz de Santos

I am so grateful for this 
opportunity. I pray to God 
every evening and thank Him 

for all He does for me.

As the oldest girl in a large, poor, farming family in 
rural Ermera of Timor-Leste, Beatriz de Santos thought 
her education was permanently disrupted when she 
dropped out of school to help support her seven siblings.  
Like many girls in Timor-Leste, de Santos was expected 
to look after her siblings ahead of trying to finish her 
schooling.

However when she left Ermera for the city lights of Dili 
in search of work, de Santos decided she wanted to 
gain some skills which would equip her for work other 
than cooking or housekeeping; standard professions for 
girls arriving in Dili from rural areas. Through a friend 
she heard that the government was offering a range 
of courses for young people just like de Santos, who 
had low education levels. Having already completed a 
free English course with an NGO, she enrolled in the 
Foundation course, as a precursor to the Tourism and 
hospitality course provided by the Secretariat of State for 
Vocational Training and Employment Policy (SEPFOPE). 

Foundation Courses are designed as an entry level 
certificate to provide a gateway to higher level vocational 
training with the ultimate aim of gaining employment 
for those without high school graduation. These 
courses combine language and numeracy learning 
with employment skills with basic functional skills in 
various industry areas such as construction, automotive, 
agriculture, administration and finance, tourism and small 
business.

Typical of many Timorese girls trying to gain employment 
skills, De Santos has faced steep obstacles in trying 
to complete the certificate in hospitality. Nevertheless 
these challenges have only hardened her resolve to 
complete the course, and find work. On top of doing a 
full day of training, de Santos also spends several hours 
a day on housework and cooking, in order to pay for her 
board in Dili, causing considerable stress in her rented 
accommodation.

“My landlady is angry with me all the time. She does not 
want me to attend the training. She wants me to work for 
her the whole time.” However, she refuses to give up as 
she is optimistic she will find a better house-cleaning job, 
and be able to complete her Certificate in Hospitality and 
Tourism and then find a much needed job.

The Hospitality Certificate I is one of the first formal 
hospitality courses available in Timor Leste. Prior to this 
course hotel and restaurant staff were either trained on 
the job, or sometimes trained overseas. Some colleges 

offered short training courses in English language skills, or 
hospitality  however there was no national accreditation 
system, or means of verifying the quality of such courses.

The aim of these courses is to provide young Timorese, 
especially young women, with training and employment 
possibilities, they would otherwise struggle to access.  
Women such as de Santos are far less likely to be employed 
in skilled jobs, due to expectations that they fulfill traditional 
gender roles of looking after children, or getting married 
and having a family; women comprised less than one third 
of the labour market.

These courses are part of the training and employment 
service programmes conducted by the ILO in collaboration 
with SEFOPE through the Training and Employment Services 
(TESP) project. Funded by the Australian government, 
this two-year project provides provides nationally certified 
training courses, and develops labour force policies and 
strategies to promote a modern and diversified economy.

In addition to counter gender imbalance, the TESP 
programme has provided training and careers counseling for 
young women. In 2013, 2,067 young Timorese, or around 51 
per cent, participation in accredited training programmes in 
eight different industries were female.  ]

employment
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A future in Hospitality for Elisabeth da Silva

As soon as 24-year-old Elisabeth da Silva, saw 
an advertisement on TV for a hospitality and tourism 
course, she knew this is what she wanted to do. But 
convincing her parents that she should move from 
rural Ainaro to Dili, to study, was another matter. Her 
parents were reluctant to let their eldest daughter 
leave for Dili, as they needed her to look after her 
siblings and cousin while they worked on the farm.

“It took me a long time to convince my parents to let 
me go. At the beginning, they thought I will have to 
work in a bar that is why they did not like the idea at 
all.

As her parents did not have any money to support 
her, she asked to stay with a cousin, while attending 
the foundation course, which is a pre-requisite for 
taking a Hospitality and Tourism course. All students 
taking vocational course run by the SEPFOPE 
must take a foundation course which covers job 
preparations skills, basic literacy, and numeracy. Many 
youth in Timor have poor literacy and numeracy skills, 
due to irregular or interrupted schooling.

However after Da Silva’s cousin was married and 
moved into her husband’s family house, the cousin 
expected her to work fulltime. Da Silva then returned 
to Ainaro until she could find somewhere else to stay. 
Now whilst she waits for another foundation course 
to commence Da Silva is using this as an opportunity 
to gain on-the-job training experience as an intern for 
the Training Centre.

I cannot wait to finish my 
education and hope I will find 
a job as receptionist or waitress 

in one of the big hotels one day.

Da Silva is just one of 2,067 Timorese women who 
have received training across eight different industries 
in 2013, and one of 12, 815 clients provided with 
career counseling in Dili, as part of ILO’s Training and 
Employment Services (TESP) Programme. The programme 
works with SEPFOPE to provide nationally certified 
training courses, and supports SEPFOPE to conduct 
labour market surveys and develop labour market policies 
and strategies to meet the demands of a modern, rapidly 
developing economy. ]
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Child Labor is one of the biggest problems affecting 
children around the world and has been a widespread 
practice in Asia. Timor-Leste as one of the youngest nations 
of the world has seen cases of  child labour both in urban and 
rural areas. 

According to the latest results released by the Labor 
Inspection of Timor-Leste, in the capital city of Dili, more than 
233 children (179 boys and 54 girls) aged between 8 and 17 
years old were reported to be engaged in some kind of work, 
particularly in small businesses and street vending. In the rural 
areas, children tend to carry out a wide range of tasks and 
activities mainly performed in fields and on farms. 

As part of the immediate actions against child labour, the 
Government of Timor-Leste has formally established the 
National Commission against Child Labour. The National 
Commission aims to implement and monitor the ILO 
Convention No. 182 concerning the Elimination of the Worst 
Forms of Child Labour. The National Commission will also 
work closely with the labour inspection with support from the 
ILO.  

Under the National Commission, the tripartite commission 
(government, workers and employers’ organizations) will 
focus, among others, on the development of the national 

against Child Labour in Timor-Leste 
Established, the National Commission

Therefore, over the past three years, the ILO through its 
Global Action Programme on Child Labour Issues (ILO-
GAP) and the ILO’s South-South and Triangular Cooperation 
have been supporting the Government of Timor-Leste in 
combating and eradicating child labour in Timor-Leste. Under 
the coordination of Secretary of State for Vocational Training 
and Employment Policy (SEPFOPE) several activities have 
been undertaken in partnership with government agencies, 
employers and workers’ organizations and other civil society 
groups..

action plan against child labour and on the development of 
the list of hazardous work prohibited for children under the 
aged of 18.

In addition, the Government of Timor-Leste have also 
enacted national laws and regulations concerning education 
and special programmes, such as “bolsa mae”, aimed to 
reduce poverty, promote social integration and combat child 
labour. ]

childlabour
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