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PART II: OPPORTUNITIES AND CONSTRAINTS TO DRR PROGRAMMING 
 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Disaster context: Timor-Leste is highly vulnerable to both natural disasters and 
climate change-related impacts.  The implications of an increasingly frequent and 
intense cycle of weather-related disasters for eroding the gains of poverty reduction 
programs and achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) are significant.  
While events such as earthquakes have been less frequent, and far less deadly to date 
than in some nearby countries, the potential for a major disaster with high loss of life 
and property also remains.   
 
Institutional environment: The Government of Timor-Leste (GoTL) has already 
developed broad policy, strategic and planning frameworks for disaster risk 
management (DRM) and climate change adaptation (CCA) but the political commitment 
and capacity to implement them is limited.  Disaster risk reduction (DRR)/DRM was not 
included in the country’s recent overall Strategic Plan for 2011-2030, and less than one 
percent of the national budget is spent on DRR. The strongest commitments are found 
in the area of disaster response.  The National Disaster Management Directorate 
(NDMD) has struggled to get strategic engagement from other line ministries to 
implement the 2008 National Disaster Risk Management (NDRM) Policy; the legal 
status of the NDRM Policy is also not clear, as it has not been published.  
 
Different laws and policies have created confusion and overlap between the roles and 
mandates of various ministries involved in disaster risk management, as well as the 
mechanisms for coordination between these bodies. The NDMD's status as a third tier 
directorate within the Ministry of Social Solidarity (MSS) does not give it adequate 
political authority to ensure coordination and coherence between national and sectoral 
policies and to ensure mainstreaming of DRM/DRR across ministries. The UN Mission in 
Timor-Leste (UNMIT)  has been working with the GoTL to develop options to clarify 
and strengthen national institutional arrangements and to increase the profile of DRM 
within government.  
 
The District Disaster Management (DDMC) structures, though embryonic and under-
resourced, have been developing a basic capacity in disaster response.  However, the 
contribution of members from different line ministries is voluntary, as there is no 
agreement to engage in inter-sectoral activities or to provide budgetary contributions 
to this work. Some districts have amalgamated their DDMCs and food security 
committees, as both deal with similar issues and include many of the same members. 
There are good potential cost-efficiency and cost-effectiveness gains that could be 
achieved by better harmonising DRR/DRM, food security and CCA programming.  
 
It is unclear how the decentralisation process, 2012 national elections and planned 
2013 draw down of UNMIT will affect the DRR institutional environment. 

 
Capacity development: The NDMD is still building its basic technical, managerial and 
administrative capacity. Given this challenging context, the modest achievements of 
NDMD in disaster database development, relief and recovery policy and programming, 
development of DDMCs and general office administration are significant. To date, 
capacity building in NDMD has largely focused on training and systems and procedures 
development.  Notable gaps are: the need for effective senior leadership, the creation 
of an enabling environment for change, and the availability of adequate resources to 
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implement the systems/procedures.  A more comprehensive capacity development 
strategy is needed, as is greater attention to gender and social analysis at all levels. 
 
Overall, the capacity within the GoTL to implement both DRR/CCA are constrained by: 
critical staff capacity at the middle operating levels, limited acknowledgement of the 
needs for DRR/CCA application, and limited capacity to deliver services within all 
government departments. This issue is compounded by an apparent shortage of 
adequately skilled and experienced national and international DRR 
practitioners/advisors in country to provide appropriate guidance.  
 
Early warning and response systems: A modest capacity in disaster response has 
been built at the national and district levels and meteorological services also are slowly 
developing, both with donor assistance. At the same time, the overall capacity of all 
levels of government in early warning and response is not strong and can be expected 
to take several years to develop. Most key response agencies are still putting in place 
their own basic core functions (e.g. police, military, etc), and DRM adds another layer 
of complexity to this work.    
 
The operational capacity for disaster emergency response coordination and disaster 
emergency response is limited. The roles of different agencies and the two-way 
channels of communication between the national and sub-national levels in an 
emergency response need to be clarified and streamlined.  At the sub-national level, 
the ‘command and control’ structure in a disaster emergency has greater clarity than at 
the national level but still needs considerable development.  Implementation of disaster 
response is hindered at all levels by transport, communication, and administrative and 
logistical issues. The disaster response assistance system is under-developed and at 
risk of inadvertently encouraging aid dependencies.  The districts, in particular, would 
benefit from systematic analysis of these bottlenecks and the identification of 
mechanisms and actions to unblock them. 
 
Timor-Leste will continue to need the support of countries with more advanced 
scientific and technological capacity in this area, and in the provision of meteorological 
services, for the foreseeable future.  Greater coordination between the GoTL agencies 
and the donors working in this area would be merited, as would more systematic 
analysis and longer-term planning for the gradual development of Timor-Leste’s early 
warning systems; this includes the two-way information dissemination system between 
national and sub-national levels and linking government agencies with the 
NGOs/INGOs working at the local levels. It will take some years for the GoTL to fully 
develop its response systems for larger-scale disasters.  It should consider exploring 
formal bilateral and regional support arrangements for the short-to-medium run. 
 
Prevention and mitigation: Progress on the more developmental side of DRR within 
the GoTL has been very limited, though some line ministry activities are DRR-related 
(e.g. reforestation, food security, etc).  The added value of integrating DRR/DRM 
approaches into sectoral work is not widely recognised in government.  Sub-district 
level understanding is greater, but many community leaders lack the means to act, 
although synergies certainly exist and should further be exploited.  
 
However, awareness-raising alone is unlikely to produce results. Crosscutting agendas 
require strong leadership from senior government leaders to demonstrate the 
importance of the investment and hold the ministries to account for their performance. 
A more strategic and creative approach to advocacy with key decision-makers is 
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needed, including inputs from specialists in change management.  Dialogue with the 
State Secretariat for Environment would also be merited to bring together the common 
elements of the DRM/DRR and CCA agendas in order to create a more persuasive 
agenda, avoid unhealthy competition and create a more cost-effective harmonisation in 
relevant inter-related areas of work. 
 
Local and international NGOs are playing a key role in building the capacity of sub-
national DMCs and vulnerable communities in disaster preparedness, response, 
mitigation and prevention.  However, all could benefit from further capacity 
development, knowledge sharing and programme harmonisation, as well as 
strengthening the relationship between national government and NGOs. A common 
strategic framework for community based disaster risk management (CBDRM) is 
needed to guide this work, as is some lateral thinking on effective approaches to assist 
very remote communities to better protect themselves against disaster impacts.  The 
potential of the private sector and churches to participate in the DRM is largely 
untapped and also could be usefully explored. 
 
While there is a desire in the GoTL for community based disaster risk reduction 
(CBDRR)/CBDRM programs to expand coverage, the NGOs involved need to 
consolidate their current activities and address sustainability issues first before 
replicating some current models of assistance.  There is a limited number of NGOs to 
carry out this work, but there remains room for expansion of the current partnerships.   
 
Possible Future Options for AusAID Support to GoTL: As Timor-Leste's 
vulnerability to disasters and climate change impacts is high, and AusAID is the only 
bilateral donor working in DRR/DRM (i.e. a 'do nothing' option is not viable on 
humanitarian grounds), the Government of Australia should continue to provide 
assistance in this area, including a focus on CCA. However, given the challenging 
political and institutional context for DRM/DRR and CCA programming in Timor-Leste, 
any support provided by AusAID for the medium to longer term should be shaped by 
key decisions made by the political leadership and senior managers in the GoTL on 
DRM in the coming months.  Within this context, a focus on improving basic capacity in 
disaster preparedness and response, with a complementary focus on strengthening 
early warning systems, is appropriate over the next five to ten years.   
 
In the short term (next 12-18 months), the IOM-managed project should be continued 
and modestly expanded.  The DRR education initiative of the SCF and the Ministry of 
Education could possibly be further developed and the CBDRM Working Group assisted 
to revitalise and expand its mandate to incorporate a broader coordination, advocacy 
and technical support role – including between the GoTL and NGOs.   
 
AusAID could also play a leadership role in coordinating with NDMD and relevant line 
ministries to undertake systematic analysis of how to ensure DRR/CCA considerations 
have been mainstreamed in its own program portfolio, in line with AusAID's own 
corporate DRR policy. The modalities and partners for this assistance would need to be 
considered, based on the most feasible programming priorities identified. 
 
Australian government support in the provision of meteorological services and analysis 
of meteorological data and trends should be continued for the foreseeable future. The 
GoTL could also pursue the possibility of developing formalised agreements with other 
governments for support in the event of a larger-scale natural disaster while domestic 
capacity is being developed. 
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1. Purpose 
 
This paper has been prepared as a component of a joint evaluation of the Support to 
Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) in Timor-Leste project (‘the Project’), funded by the 
Australian Agency for International Development (AusAID) and managed by the 
International Organisation for Migration (IOM).  Its purpose, as stated in the terms of 
reference (ToR) for the evaluation, is: 
 
To identify the key factors affecting the DRR sector which present 
challenges and opportunities for improving DRR in Timor-Leste by 
Government and communities and that should be considered in decisions 
regarding future programs. 
 
The paper complements, and draws from, the report prepared on the evaluation of the 
Project and should be read in conjunction with it.   
 

2. Background 
 
AusAID and IOM have been providing support to DRR initiatives in Timor-Leste since 
2008 through two phases of the A$ 4.1 million DRR Project, with the aim of taking a 
comprehensive approach to strengthening the ability of the national Government, 
district authorities and local actors to better prevent, mitigate and manage disasters.  
The second phase of the Project will end on 31 October 2011.  
 
Australia is currently the only remaining bilateral government donor to DRR activities in 
Timor-Leste. Support from the European Union (EU) of a UNDP project was recently 
completed, and the EU has no plans to continue working in the area of DRR in Timor-
Leste.  AusAID has indicated to the Government of Timor-Leste (GoTL) that it 'is 
favourably disposed to continue support in this sector' but would like to review the 
experiences and lessons learned from its current assistance, as well as to consider the 
broader DRR programming context, before making any decisions.  This includes 
attention to the linkages between DRR and climate change adaptation (CCA). 
 
A project evaluation and DRR thematic analysis1 was carried out over July-August 
2011. The evaluation report provides further details of the Project, as well as of the 
team members and methodology used to conduct the project evaluation and DRR 
thematic analysis.  It should be noted that it was not possible for a small team to do a 
detailed and comprehensive review or evaluation of the DRR theme in the limited time 
available.  The focus was placed on highlighting key issues in deciding on future 
directions in DRR programming. 
 
The GoTL, IOM and five NGO partners involved in the implementation of the current 
project also intend to draw from the evaluation/theme analysis to inform their future 
DRR activities and priorities.   
 
 
 
 
                                                 
1 While the TOR use the word ´sector analysis´, the evaluation team prefers to use the word ´theme´ as 
DRR is not a sector in itself but a theme which cuts across a number of sectors (health, nutrition, 
agriculture, water and sanitation, education, infrastructure/public works, etc.).  
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3. Key Definitions 
 

The terms disaster risk reduction and disaster risk management (DRM) are used 
frequently in reference to disaster-related policies and activities in Timor-Leste, 
including a change in the Project's title from DRM to DRR for its second phase.  The 
concepts and elements of DRM and DRR overlap, but there are some important 
distinctions.  While both are concerned with reducing the risks of hazard impacts, DRM 
approaches tend to incorporate a greater focus on emergency response and recovery 
than DRR.  DRR approaches seek not only to limit and manage risks, but also to avoid 
or prevent the risks of hazard impacts and are usually framed within broader 
developmental processes.  In practice, however, DRM programming has become 
increasingly developmental in its approach to strengthening the ability of governments 
and communities across the disaster management cycle.   
 
Community based disaster risk management (CBDRM), a form of programming in 
widespread use in Timor-Leste and internationally, recognises the central roles played 
by communities in reducing and managing their own risks, with the support of their 
government. CBDRM was renamed CBDRR in phase 2 of the AusAID-IOM project to 
acknowledge the wider scope of the definition of DRR than DRM.  
 

Table 1: Definitions from Timor-Leste's NDRM Policy 
 
Disaster risk 
management 

The systematic process of using administrative decisions, 
organisation, operational skills and capacities to implement 
policies, strategies and coping capacities of the society and 
communities to lessen the impacts of natural hazards and related 
environmental and technological disasters. 

Disaster risk 
reduction 

The conceptual framework of elements considered with the 
possibilities to minimise vulnerabilities and disaster risks 
throughout a society, to avoid (prevention) or to limit (mitigation 
and preparedness) the adverse impacts of hazards, within the 
broad context of sustainable development. 

Community 
Based Disaster 
Risk 
Management 

A process of disaster risk management in which at-risk 
communities are actively engaged in the identification, analysis, 
treatment, monitoring and evaluation of disaster risks in order to 
reduce their vulnerabilities and enhance their capacities. This 
means the people are at the heart of decision-making and 
implementation of DRM activities. The involvement of the most 
vulnerable is paramount and the support of the least vulnerable is 
necessary. In CBDRM, local and national governments are 
involved and supportive. 

 
 
 4.  Disaster and Climate Change Context 
 
Natural Hazards 
 
Timor-Leste is highly vulnerable to both natural disasters and climate change-related 
impacts.  The country is prone to floods, landslides and erosion resulting from the 
combination of heavy monsoonal rain, steep topography and widespread deforestation. 
For example, Covalima District is especially flood-prone and parts of Lautem District 
are highly susceptible to landslides. 
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Timor-Leste experiences the region's Southern Oscillation (ENSO)-related weather 
anomalies. These are associated with droughts that occur in cycles of around every 
four-seven years (El Niño) and, less frequently, with unusually heavy wet periods (La 
Niña). Many north and south coastal areas are also particularly prone to drought. 
Cyclones have a low probability of occurrence (around one per decade), but frequent 
tropical rainstorms and windstorms cause a great deal of damage to homes and crops. 
Some other more common types of natural hazards include rural fires and pest 
infestations (e.g. rats, locusts).   
 
Most of Timor-Leste's more populated settlements, including the two main coastal 
population centres of Dili and Baucau, are located some distance from these high 
hazard risk areas. However, the northern and southern coasts of the country are 
considered to be high-risk areas for earthquake hazards and - especially on the south 
coast - associated tsunamis due to their proximity (100 km) to an active subduction 
(seismic/tectonic) zone between the Australian and Eurasian Plates. Timor-Leste, has 
already been affected by a number of tsunami events, although not with the 
destructive power of the 2004 Asian tsunamis or 2011 Japan tsunami. Volcanic hazards 
are not present, although the country could be affected by volcanic ash from eruptions 
in neighbouring countries.2 
 
Climate change 
 
Timor-Leste's draft National Adaptation Program of Action on Climate Change (October 
2010) suggests that the impact of climate change on Timor-Leste over the next 20-50 
years is likely to include:3 
 
Temperature • overall increase without significant variability across the seasons 

• extreme temperature events are expected to increase in intensity 
and length 

Rainfall • expect an increase in mean rainfall values 
• dry season expected to become drier 
• extreme rainfall events expected to increase in intensity and 

decline in frequency 
Sea level 
rise 

• increase in line with global projections 

Tropical 
cyclones 

• expected to decrease in frequency and length of event, but 
expected to be more intense in their nature 

Ocean 
acidification 

• expected to become more acidic 

 
However, the level of uncertainty in the current projections is high given a lack of 
baseline climatic data for Timor-Leste.  The Pacific Climate Change Science program of 
Australia's Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO) and 
the Australian Bureau of Meteorology are developing  a more detailed model for Timor-
Leste, with inputs from the DCCEE, with the next report expected to be released in 
September 2011.  

                                                 
2 Information compiled from GoTL (2008),  National Disaster Risk Management Policy, pp 19-20 &  
NDMD/UNDP (2009),  Capacity Assessment of the National Disaster Management Directorate, pp 1,8. 
3  The assessment utilises data and analysis produced by the Government of Australia's Department for 
Climate Change and Energy Efficiency (DCCEE) in 2010.  Table appears in NAPA on p 25. 
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The main anticipated impacts of these changes are: more frequent and extreme 
weather/climate-related events, such as floods and droughts, and gradual long-term 
shifts to Timor-Leste's current ecosystems as temperatures, sea levels and ocean 
acidification rise.  The probable developmental impacts are wide-ranging, among 
others: increased deaths and injuries; increased damage to public infrastructure: 
decreased livelihoods, food security and health, especially in agricultural areas; loss of 
biodiversity; and more soil erosion, fires and landslides (NAPA, 2010, pp 30-31). 
 
Other factors 
 
The vulnerability of Timor-Leste to natural disaster and climate change impacts is or 
will be further influenced by other factors such as: 
 
• Weak environmental management, poor land use practices, a lack of urban 

planning/building codes, and high poverty levels increase the risk of more severe 
disaster impacts 

• A relatively small population (around 1.13 million) that is highly dispersed over 13 
districts and 65 sub-districts that are a combination of rugged and isolated 
mountain terrain, floodplains and poor transport infrastructure   

• One of the highest population growth rates in the world (5.7); the population in 
2015 is expected to be 36 per cent more than in 2005 (AusAID, 2009, p 3) 

• Projections of increasing urbanisation over the next 30 years.  
 
Most of the natural disaster impacts faced by Timor-Leste are localised, recurring and 
weather-related.  While solid data is not available, they generally appear not to result 
in high numbers of deaths and injuries; the main impacts instead take the form of 
damage to homes and productive assets and income losses, primarily in more rural 
communities.  The impact of these kinds of disasters, combined with other economic 
shocks, can slowly erode the resilience of households and communities.  
 
Timor-Leste is one of the poorest countries in the world, ranking 162nd out of 182 
countries in the United Nations Human Development Index.  Poverty has increased 
since 2001, and around half the population lives below the poverty line of USD 0.88 
per day. Three-quarters of those living below the poverty line reside in rural areas, 
with 80 per cent of the poor dependent on the agricultural sector for their livelihood 
(AusAID, 2009, p 3).  Food security is already an issue in vulnerable communities, 
exacerbated by frequent droughts, floods and landslides. On average, rural households 
go without enough rice or maize to eat for 3.8 months each year, while urban 
households experience food shortages for two months each year (GoTL, 2011, p 109).  
Recurrent food security issues need to be addressed through both risk reduction 
measures and contingency planning (NDRM Policy, 2008, p 36). 
 
The implications of an unbroken - and increasingly frequent and intense - cycle of 
weather-related disasters for eroding the gains of poverty reduction programs and 
achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) are significant.  
 
While events such as earthquakes have been less frequent and far less deadly to date 
than in some  nearby countries, the potential for a major disaster with high loss of life 
and property also remains.   
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 5.  Donor Support to DRR/DRM  
 
Apart from AusAID and IOM, there are only a small number of international 
organisations directly active in DRR/DRM in Timor-Leste, comprised mainly of the 
United Nations (UN) system and NGOs.  Much of the UN assistance is tied to the 
response and follow-up to the 2006 IDP crisis. However, useful direct DRM/DRR 
experience has been built since 2002 through European Commission DIPECHO funding 
for NGOs like Concern (which undertook comprehensive work in watershed 
management in Lautem).  
 
Despite the small number of actors, there does not seem to be a well coordinated and 
harmonised approach and strategy towards DRR/DRM among these development 
partners, including AusAID.  A 2009 joint NDMD/UNDP capacity assessment study 
noted that this 'has implications for overall DRM efficiency outcomes in the country’ 
(NDMD/UNDP, 2009, p 10).  
 
At the same time, a number of organisations are active in closely related activities in 
food security, climate change adaptation (CCA) and environmental management.  The 
mission did not have the time and mandate to identify the latter activities but would 
note that there appears to be limited coordination to identify the synergies between 
these activities among the various donors/implementing organisations.  
 
A number of more recent analyses of DRR/DRM and CCA in Timor-Leste have noted 
the need for improved coordination and harmonisation and for more long-term 
programmatic approaches to work in these areas (i.e. 5-10 years).4  This view is 
shared by the AusAID-IOM project evaluation team, as outlined in the Project 
evaluation report.  It is also important to note that the CBDRM FF partners developed 
efforts to harmonise their interventions as indicated during the validation workshop: 
“FF partners were using different community planning tools but since August 2010 
partners have been harmonising the tools”. 
 
United Nations and World Bank 
 
UNDP has supported crisis management and recovery in Timor-Leste since 2002. 
UNDP’s most recently completed DRM project (financed by the EU DIPECHO 
programme over a 15 months period) focused on the development of institutional and 

                                                 
4 Eg NDMD/UNDP (April 2009),  Capacity Assessment of the National Disaster Management 
Directorate, World Bank/SOPAC (2009), Reducing the risks of disasters and climate variability in the 
Pacific Islands. Timor-Leste Country Assessment  and J Mocellin (2010), Assessment of Response 
Capacity to Complex Emergencies in Timor-Leste (funded by the European Union's Instrument for 
Stability through the Security Sector Review Capacity Development Project). 

Earthquake Risk 
 
Timor-Leste is located in the most seismic-tectonic active group in its region. For example, there was 
quite active regional seismicity in late 2004 and early 2005. Two earthquakes occurred on 11-12 
November 2004 just 40 km from the capital of Dili, one of Richter magnitude 6.4 and the other of 7.3. 
Kepulaun Alor in Indonesia, which is only 90 km from Dili, experienced destruction due to the 
closeness of the epicentre to habitable areas; such a scenario could also occur in Dili.  Viqueque was 
also affected by the earthquake as a result of a soil liquefaction hazard.   
 
Source: NDRMP, 2005, p 20. 
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operational capacity development for the National Disaster Operations Centre (NDOC) 
and establishment of two District Disaster Operations Centres under the Ministry for 
Social Solidarity (MSS)/NDMD. NDMD has agreed with UNDP on a new three year 
program (2011-14) with four priorities: national risk assessment; mainstreaming of 
DRM/CCA in government planning and budgeting; institutional and operational 
development for the implementation of the DRM policy; and capacity development of 
communities in reducing risks of national disasters and climate change.  
 
The UN Integrated Mission in Timor-Leste (UNMIT) is also playing a key role in the 
identification and resolution of structural issues in the architecture of the GoTL's DRM 
system, and the 11 clusters established under the UN's Inter-Agency's Standing 
Committee (IASC) arrangements after the 2006 IDP crisis are trying to coordinate 
improvements in disaster contingency planning and other emergency response 
measures to a humanitarian crisis.  However, in the latter case, many of the clusters 
were described by several interviewees as struggling to build a meaningful relationship 
with government "since their terms of reference were developed outside of the GoTL."  
 
Some UN agencies have undertaken specific capacity development work with the GoTL 
as part of their humanitarian mandates, again linked to their presence in the country in 
response to the IDP crisis.  Some of these activities have included: training in logistics 
and warehouse management of relief supplies for NDMD by the World Food 
Programme (WFP); emergency health preparedness through the World Health 
Organisation (WHO); technical assistance to NDMD by UNOCHA in information 
management and coordination of response preparedness (ex. wet season contingency 
planning), and Transitional Strategy and Appeal 2008; support to the Ministry of 
Education (MoE) on a School Emergency Project, including setting up of minimum 
safety standards for the education sector, training of trainers on emergency scenarios, 
and developing an emergency plan for the education sector.  UNESCO has also 
assisted the MoE to develop DRR school educational materials, a form of assistance 
that goes beyond the emergency sphere. 
 
The World Bank has also provided modest support to DRR/DRM through its DRM and 
climate change adaptation program for Timor-Leste, Papua New Guinea and the Pacific 
Islands.  A disaster and climate change country assessment was carried out in 2009, in 
cooperation with the Applied Geosciences and Technology Division of the Secretariat of 
the Pacific Community (SOPAC) and DRM/CCA technical advisory support has been 
provided to NDMD in the past. 
 
NGOs 
 
A number of international (INGOs) and local NGOs have developed a strong presence 
at the sub-national level, with some encouraging progress made in the area of 
community based disaster risk Reduction (CBDRR) and basic capacity-building of 
District Disaster Management Committees (DDMCs), partly through the AusAID-IOM 
Project and partly through funds raised through various other channels.   
 
The Timor-Leste Red Cross (CVTL) has established a network of chapters and branches 
across the 13 districts of Timor-Leste and has a range of funding sources and 
partnerships generated through its membership in the Red Cross/Red Crescent 
Movement.  The CVTL engages with local government agencies on its programs as a 
part of its mandated auxiliary role to government, a role that has potential for further 
development on the part of both the NDMD and the CVTL in future.  
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6.  Programming Opportunities and Challenges  

 
The technical, political and socio-economic opportunities and challenges for 
undertaking DRR, DRM and CCA initiatives in Timor-Leste has been well documented in 
recent years, mainly through GoTL, UN and World Bank studies; most of these studies 
have come to similar conclusions, and many of these were echoed in the stakeholder 
interviews and district site visits conducted by the evaluation team.  This paper will not 
repeat the same analysis but instead highlight and further analyse the most relevant 
key current issues, in terms of their implications for future AusAID support to DRR in 
Timor-Leste. 
 
Institutional Context 
 
Policy, planning and budgeting 
 
The GoTL has already developed broad policy and planning frameworks for DRM and 
CCA, but the political commitment to DRM and the capacity to implement both 
DRM/CCA is limited.   
 
The National Disaster Risk Management Policy (NDRM Policy), first developed as a plan 
in 2005, was approved in March 2008.   A National Adaptation Program of Action on 
Climate Change (NAPA) was finalised in October 2010 and is currently waiting on 
government approval.  Both of these documents were prepared with the support of UN 
agencies and bilateral donors.   The NDRM Policy and the NAPA are commendable 
achievements; they provide a broad vision and direction for Timor-Leste in DRM/CCA, 
as well as meeting international commitments made by the GoTL in these areas. At the 
same time, given the early stage of development of government institutional capacity 
to meet the needs of its people at all levels and in all areas, the NDRMP and NAPA are 
ambitious and must be seen as long-term in nature. For instance, the GoTL is unlikely 
to make significant progress against all five areas of the Hyogo Framework for Action 
(HFA) over the next five-ten years.   
 
The recent MSS Long Term Plan, 2011-2030 recognises climate change and the 
environment as key drivers of change and identifies four key goals in disaster 
management over 2011-2020: 
 

1. Creation of a strong disaster management system  
2. Effective guidance for field operations during response and recovery stage 
3. Inter-ministerial, civil society and professional support to enhance community 

resilience to disasters and prevent environmental degradation 
4. Strengthening NDMD’s structure, roles, leadership skills and technical 

capacities, including advocacy and coordination with relevant line ministries. 
 
Similarly, the State Secretariat for Environment within the Ministry of Economy and 
Development has developed a long-term plan, which the NAPA describes as linking its 
environmental work with CCA (copy of plan not available to mission). In both cases, 
there is limited capacity for application.  
 
DRR/DRM was not explicitly included as a thematic area or cross-cutting issue in the 
country’s recent overall Strategic Plan for 2011-2030, and less than one percent of the 
national budget is directly spent on DRR (HFA progress report, 2010).  The NDMD has 



 13

struggled to get strategic engagement from other line ministries to implement the 
NDRMP (i.e. programming and budgetary commitments), and its legal status is not 
clear, as the policy has not yet been officially published. The highest degree of 
awareness and support for current or future DRR/DRM activities among different 
government stakeholders interviewed at the national and district levels was primarily in 
relation to improving disaster response capacity.  
 
The strongest programmatic and budgetary commitments are also found in the area of 
disaster response, with budgetary commitments made primarily through the NDMD.  
The size of the staff, including permanent staff, has grown since its establishment 
post-independence and currently numbers 60; 5 13 district level focal points have been 
put in place, along with district disaster contingency funds.  However, the funds are 
limited ($10,000/year for each of 13 districts) and are reportedly difficult to manage6.   
 
The NDMD staff is preoccupied with relief, recovery and other activities not related to 
natural disasters and receive little in the way of budgets for prevention, preparedness 
or mitigation programming. The few district disaster action plans viewed focused 
mainly on disaster preparedness and contingency planning, and their funding support 
base was unclear or appeared to be very limited.  It is also important to note a shift in 
the focus of the NDMD from its earlier position within the Ministry of Interior. Under 
that Ministry, the focus was placed more on prevention and preparedness. Since 
moving the NDMD to the MSS, the emphasis has been on disaster/emergency relief, 
which in terms of the time-line also corresponded to the IDP crisis that only subsided 
at the end of 2010. 
 
The 2009 UNDP-supported capacity assessment of the NDMD reported a national level 
disaster/crisis contingency fund is available for all ministries, with at least USD$ 40 
million (UNDP/NDMD, April 2009, p 18).  NDMD was able to access USD$ two million 
from this fund in 2011 for some disaster recovery activities, but the facility is 
apparently difficult to access and few stakeholders interviewed by the evaluation team 
mentioned it.  
 
The GoTL's emphasis on response is unsurprising, as government interest in DRM has 
largely originated from public fears following major disasters in neighbouring countries, 
such as the 2004 Asian earthquake/tsunamis (NDRMP, 2008, p 16) and the recent 
2011 Japan earthquake/tsunami.  Some larger-scale local flooding events in Timor-
Leste have further reinforced this interest.   
 
In contrast, CCA does receive attention in the Strategic Plan for 2011-2030 under the 
environment section, including plans to create a National Climate Change Centre by 
2015 (GoTL, 2011, pp 55-58).  Within this context, there is specific use of NDMD maps 
on drought and flood hazards in Timor-Leste, and reference to the increasing risk of 
natural disasters.  The Strategic Plan outlines specific actions in relation to the 
environmental sustainability and conservation of natural resources, in areas such as 
forest management, biodiversity preservation and food security.  Land tenure issues 
also feature in the plan, and disasters get a brief mention under the security chapter (p 
165).  While not labelled as DRM/DRR, these elements of the plan have direct linkages 
to DRM/DRR strategies.  What is most starkly missing is attention to disaster 
preparedness and response, including EWS, particularly for large-scale and rapid-onset 
                                                 
5 UNDP (2011), Project Document - Strengthening Disaster Risk Management in Timor-Leste, p 4. 
6  See the DRR Project evaluation report for more information on DDMCs budget, point 4., Government 
structures 
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disasters (earthquakes, tsunamis) and an acknowledgement of the need for more and 
better hazard risk management by line ministries to protect a number of the 
development outcomes identified in the Strategic Plan.  The key linkages between food 
security and DRM also are not recognised. 
 
The lack of recognition of DRR/DRM as a key crosscutting issue in the Strategic Plan 
constitutes a major challenge for NDMD in terms of prioritisation in future 
programming and budget allocations.   
 
Legislative and institutional cohesion 
 
There is a need to clarify inter-agency mandates, operational coordination and roles 
and responsibilities in relation to DRM.  The main ministries directly involved in DRM 
include: MSS (NDMD, Social Assistance Directorate), Ministry of Security and Defence 
(PNTL, F-FDTL, Civil Defence Directorate) and the Ministry of State Administration and 
Territorial Management (district administration/DDMCs). Different legislation and 
policies have created confusion and overlap between these ministries, particularly: the 
NDRMP; the 2010 Laws on National Security, National Defence, and Internal Security; 
and the draft Civil Protection Law.  For example, several institutions are expected to 
contribute to crisis management, both for conflicts and natural disasters, but there is 
no official mechanism in place for coordination and communication among these 
entities at the national level. Nor is there a comprehensive legal framework to regulate 
the rules of engagement of military, police and civil protection personnel - leave aside 
the critical role of civilian oversight and monitoring of compliance with international 
humanitarian principles.7 
 
Even in the GoTL's priority area of disaster response and recovery, only a limited 
amount of support for improving the capacity of individual ministries in their individual 
roles can be provided until these leadership and coordination issues are resolved.   
 
DRM institutional structure 
 
National level: The NDMD's status as a third tier directorate within MSS does not give it 
adequate political authority to ensure coordination and coherence between national 
and sectoral policies and to ensure mainstreaming of DRM/DRR across ministries 
(Mocellin, 2011, p 7 and NDMD/UNDP, 2009, p 13), a view shared by a number of 
stakeholders interviewed.  The Inter-ministerial Commission for Disaster Management 
(CIGD), chaired by the Vice Prime Minister, is supposed to provide broad oversight on 
DRM but has not met regularly since its inception.  
 
The UNMIT has been working with the GoTL to develop options to clarify and 
strengthen institutional arrangements at the national level and to increase the political 
profile of DRM within government. A major test of whether there is a strong 
commitment to DRM/DRR at the leadership level will be the decision taken on the new 
institutional structure.  The NDMD will continue to exist and need support, regardless 
of whatever structure is decided, but its future degree of influence and 
human/financial resource capacity may be significantly affected. 
 
Sub-national level: The DDMC structures, though embryonic and under-resourced, 
have been developing a basic capacity in disaster response and, on a far more limited 

                                                 
7 eg, J Mocellin (2010), Assessment of Response Capacity to Complex Emergencies in Timor-Leste. 
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scale, disaster preparedness and public awareness raising. The lines of 'command-and-
control' in a disaster response generally operate well, as they build upon existing 
district and sub-district level roles and relationships. The presence of NGOs working on 
CBDRM under the AusAID-IOM project has proven to be catalytic in activating and 
institutionalising the DMCs in the districts where they are working and when the NGO's 
skills have extended to local government capacity development.  
 
One key issue raised by DDMC members during the district visits and by NGOs working 
with the DDMCs is that the terms of reference for the DDMCs have not been endorsed 
by the MSATA, which has a clear and established reporting relationship with the 
District Administration, or by line ministries.  Ultimately, this means that the 
contribution of individual members from different line ministries is voluntary and they 
must prioritise their responsibilities under their regular job roles.  There is no 
agreement or requirement to engage in inter-sectoral planning or activities or to 
provide budgetary contributions to this work.   
 
There also appears to have been an overlap or duplication of food security roles and 
responsibilities, despite the identification of food security as a key element of the 
NDRM Policy. For example, the Policy states (p 35): 'Contingency plans, which will 
include food security, are to be developed for use in the districts affected by food 
shortages as well as other disasters.'  However, a separate food security committee 
was established through the Ministry of Agriculture. Some districts have now 
amalgamated these structures as they deal with similar issues and include many of the 
same members. There are significant potential cost-efficiency and -effectiveness gains 
to be achieved by better harmonising DRR/DRM, food security and CCA programming.  
 
Decentralisation: It is unclear how the decentralisation process will roll out in the 
coming years or what its impact will be on the sub-national DMC structures. It is the 
intention of the GoTL that: 
 
'Existing administrative jurisdictions at the sub-district and district levels will be merged 
to form new consolidated and efficient administrative units with representative 
assemblies at the present district level. These units will be better placed to deliver 
appropriate services  ... This will, however, take time as we will need to develop and 
build our administration and management capability ... ' 
 - Timor-Leste Strategic Development Plan, 2011-30, p 114. 
 
Presumably, the composition of DMCs would have to be adjusted to include 
representation from the newly elected bodies, which would in turn determine local 
DRM budget allocations and priorities. Given that most disasters in Timor-Leste are 
localised and appear to impact hardest in more isolated rural areas - as well as the 
higher degree of awareness found by the evaluation team at this level of the need for 
building disaster self-resilience - decentralisation may offer an opportunity for 
community DRM/CCA priorities to move higher up the developmental agenda.  NDMD 
and other DRM/CCA stakeholders should monitor developments in this area; potential 
entry points or issues should be identified and pro-actively pursued at an early stage. 
 
Similarly, the impact of the 2012 national elections and the planned draw down of 
UNMIT in 2013 on institutional priorities, structures, and capacity are not known. The 
latter is important in the context of support that has been provided by UNMIT to 
various GoTL agencies in DRM.  The ISF, whose end date is not yet fixed, has also 
played a supportive role to the GoTL in dealing with some localised disaster responses.   
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7.  Capacity Development 

 
It takes time to build institutional capacity. Too often donors fall back on simplistic 
models of change that revolve around the use of international expertise. Capacity 
building is a long-term endeavour, demanding a range of approaches—few of which 
are purely technical.  
 - Lesson learned, Australia Timor-Leste Country Strategy 2009 - 2014, p 5 
 
Capacity development in DRR/DRM in Timor-Leste is not simply a matter of providing 
training and technical assistance to NDMD and line ministries, nor of developing 
guidelines and procedures, as experience over the past 10 years has shown.  The 
broader political and institutional context described in the preceding section has been a 
key determinant in the ability to turn such activities and outputs to changes and 
improvements in actual practice.  Given this challenging context, the modest 
achievements of NDMD in disaster database development, relief and recovery policy 
and programming, development of DDMCs and general office administration are 
actually more significant than they appear. 
 
UNDP carried out a comprehensive capacity assessment in 2009 of NDMD, including 
the district level DRM structures.  This provides a clear picture of their strengths and 
limitations, and the challenges they face in coordinating with other line ministries.  
NDMD and sub-national staff met by the evaluation team was also very open in 
describing and confirming their strengths, limitations and challenges.  It is further 
revealing that the capacity development strategies developed were slow to be 
implemented due to limitations of staff capacity, budget and competing priorities. 
 
To date, capacity building in NDMD seems to have been largely focused on the 
development of plans, guidelines and procedures and training of individuals/teams.  
The evaluation team could not find a strategic plan for systematically and incrementally 
developing NDMD/DDMC capacity in line with current competencies, and according to 
internationally recognised good practice principles.  The most notable gaps are: the 
need for effective senior leadership, the creation of an enabling environment for 
change, and the availability of adequate resources to implement the systems and 
procedures learned.   
 
In some cases, the expectations of basic foundation capacity in government - both 
technical and managerial - by various external actors seems to have been higher than 
what has been possible to build in such a short period of self-government, i.e. the 
capacity development activities designed require a higher level of institutional 
competence to master than actually exists. For example, the UNDP capacity 
assessment reported: 
 
'A quick inventory of trainings attended by NDMD staff members in the last three years 
showed that the most number of trainings were on disaster management, including 
early warning systems, community-based disaster risk management, maritime salvage 
and rescue, disaster relief, disaster operations, among others.  While NDMD staff 
members have certainly appreciated these domestic and international trainings, there 
seem to little follow-up or monitoring of the actual application of the knowledge gained 
from these trainings (NDMD/UNDP, 2009, p 21-check).' 
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The assessment identified a number of challenges faced by NDMD such as: 
coordinating DRM; human resources; DRM information management; and physical and 
financial resources.  These challenges were linked to functional and technical capacities 
issues, including: engaging stakeholders on DRM, including engaging international 
partners in English; DRM data analysis and formulation of DRM policies/strategies; 
budgeting, management and implementation of DRM activities; and monitoring, 
evaluation and reporting (NDMD/UNDP, 2009, p 6). 
 
These issues are compounded by an apparent shortage of adequately skilled and 
experienced national and international DRR practitioners/advisors in country to provide 
appropriate guidance. The GoTL is also not well connected to the knowledge-sharing 
and professional networks that exist in this field internationally, from which relevant 
experience, resources and practical ideas could be gained, e.g. international networks 
on cash-based programming, shelter, gender and disasters, protection, livestock 
protection, etc. Capacity development planning needs to take these constraints into 
account, including exploring alternative models to full-time advisers, facilitating access 
to professional networks and associations, budgeting for translation and interpretation 
services to provide access to key information, English language training, preparatory 
intensive Tetum training of international advisers, etc. 
 
The capacity assessment identified the shortcomings of international adviser-based 
capacity development approaches and the need for a greater emphasis on initiatives 
such as coaching and mentoring and south-south exchanges. Both the assessment and 
NGO approaches used in the AusAID-IOM project have recognised the need to adapt 
formal training/education to the educational level of recipients at the sub-national 
level. 
 
At the same time, it is not clear from the regional and bilateral UNDP project 
descriptions how these strategies will be carried out through the small staff numbers 
allocated for the UNDP bilateral project. Nor is it clear how the NDMD beneficiaries of 
training and standard operating procedure development in EWS/preparedness through 
the regional project will be able to put these into practice within Timor-Leste, given the 
considerable constraints of resources, local capacity and geography (even if testing is 
done in a pilot community as planned). 
 
Some of the NGOs implementing the AusAID-IOM project have also utilised approaches 
such as exchange visits between DDMCs from different districts and on-the-job 
learning.  A number of DDMC members stated they found this latter type of learning, 
conducted jointly with (I)NGO partners among the most useful.  Again, having the 
leadership/management support and resources to put skills and ideas learned into 
practice is important to getting the best return on the investment in capacity building 
of individuals and teams.  
 
These are not easy issues to resolve, but whatever form of professional or systems 
development that is planned needs to be underpinned by commitments and 
agreements from agencies, individuals and their managers for follow up support and 
application in practice (including budgetary allocations).  If such commitments are not 
made and formalised in capacity development plans, then the activities should be 
reconsidered or modified. The activities also need to be assessed for the feasibility of 
their implementation and/or supportive measures identified to facilitate 
implementation.  The plan should address all of the key pillars of capacity 
development, be based on a baseline assessment to which the activities realistically 
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correspond and have robust means to assess programs and outcomes (e.g. skills 
audits; knowledge, attitude and practice surveys; etc) 
 
The NAPA is not yet under implementation.  If approved by the GoTL, it could be 
expected to face similar capacity development and implementation challenges to the 
NDRMP, especially as the National Climate Change Centre has not yet been 
established.  However, unlike the NDRMP, the NAPA does identify specific investment 
projects in each sector, which provides a more specific direction for line ministry 
programming.  This may facilitate progress in cross-sectoral policy dialogue on CCA.   
 
Overall, it is clear that the technical and managerial capacity within the GoTL to 
implement two complex sets of crosscutting issues at the same time will be stretched. 
The 2009 World Bank/SOPAC study noted that the GoTL had taken positive steps in 
the creation of an enabling environment by developing an good understanding of the 
issues and making formal policy commitments to DRR/CCA. However, DRR/CCA 
activities remain constrained by: critical staff capacity at the middle operating levels, 
limited acknowledgement of the needs for DRR/CCA application, and limited capacity to 
deliver services within all government departments.  (World Bank/SOPAC, 2009, p 8) 
 
Social, gender and vulnerability analysis 
 
The capacity of the NDMD and some NGOs to undertake social and gender analysis is 
not yet well developed. As described in the AusAID-IOM Project evaluation report, the 
sensitivity to gender in the individual projects financed through the Flexible Fund 
varied significantly and was not evident in the MSS capacity building component.  This 
goes beyond the production of gender-disaggregated data on individual projects to an 
analysis of structural impediments to gender equity/equality and diversity in 
programming (policies, staff profiles and hiring practices, gender/diversity strategies 
and performance indicators, monitoring for differences during implementation, etc).  
This early period of development of NDMD's systems and procedures offers an 
opportunity for incorporating a gender analysis in disaster management.  
 
Many government officials and some NGO personnel could not describe the gender 
differences in disaster impacts and had not received any social or gender analysis 
training.  Some individuals confused vulnerability analysis with gender analysis.  There 
was also a tendency to stereotype vulnerability into categories: "women, widows, 
elderly, disabled."  While vulnerabilities are often found within these groups, the form 
that these vulnerabilities take and who they affect can vary significantly.  Assumptions 
about vulnerability can also miss groups, particularly migrants and minorities.  A 
number of the CBDRM vulnerability and capacity analysis methodologies currently in 
use, while collecting social and gender-disaggregated data, do not always analyse or 
apply it well to programming decisions. 
 
A sound understanding of gender and social differences is a key element of needs 
assessments and targeting in DRR/DRM and reducing the risk of the politicisation of 
decisions about the allocation of scarce development resources or emergency relief.  
The UNDP bilateral project intends to give special emphasis to addressing the needs of 
men and women and increasing women's participation in its CBDRM though the project 
design does not state how this will be done. 
 
The NDMD (and the Social Assistance Directorate) would benefit from conducting a full 
social and gender analysis of its operations, possibly through the UNDP project and in 
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consultation with the office of the Secretary of State for Social Equality.  Any future 
AusAID support - whether through the current IOM-managed Project or other forms - 
would require such an analysis, in conformity with Agency gender and disability 
policies. Additionally, there are a number of free tools and online training programs 
available on gender and social equality/equity in DRM/DRR that could be reviewed for 
their applicability to Timor-Leste and NDMD context.  A few examples include: 
 
• The IFRC's A Practical Guide to Gender-Sensitive Approaches for Disaster 

Management, comprised of a detailed manual, a series of case studies and 
planning and programming resources on gender and diversity;  

• A free three-hour, self-paced online IASC course on Different Needs-Equal 
Opportunities: Increasing Effectiveness of Humanitarian Action. 

 
8.  Specific DRR/DRM Need Areas 

 
Early warning and response systems 
 
The overall capacity of all levels of government in early warning and response is not 
yet strong and can be expected to take several years to develop.  At the same time, 
the achievements to date - while modest - should not be under-estimated in the 
context of a country that is only beginning to put in place systems that have taken 
many years to develop in other countries.   
 
Early warning systems (EWS): The ability to disseminate timely and accurate early 
warnings is a critical element of any effective disaster response system.  Timor-Leste's 
EWS is at an early stage of developing the capacity to map and analyse various 
hazards. The capacity to monitor and forecast impending events, process and 
disseminate understandable warnings to political authorities and populations, and 
undertake appropriate and timely actions in response to the warnings still require 
considerable development. 
 
At present, the GoTL is highly dependent on weather data from other countries, due to 
a lack of or non-functional weather recording equipment in the districts and the 
systems to process/analyse it (NDMD/UNDP, 2009, p 33).  The NDMD and the 
Department of Meteorology have a rudimentary system for information dissemination, 
in cooperation with agencies such as the PNTL.  However, there are no formal 
protocols or procedures in place for sharing this information and analysis across 
departments or down to the community level (NDMD/UNDP, 2009, p 14).  At the 
community level, some NGOs have worked with communities to develop local EWS, 
such as flood markers and loudspeaker systems (e.g. Loiquero/Mehara in Los Palos), 
but these are not well linked into district and national EWS.   
 
The NDMD is responsible for receiving, analysing, coordinating and distributing national 
hazard, vulnerability and risk monitoring data (NDRMP, 2008, p 41). The NDMD has 
received past support from UNDP/DIPECHO to develop its basic data generation and 
analysis capabilities, including the establishment of a Disaster Management 
Information System (DMIS), which has a number of maps for Timor-Leste’s common 
natural hazards, and a database to recording key disaster events (Desinventar) by 
hazard type, damage caused and mortality and morbidity.  
 
Further assistance is planned through UNDP’s national and regional offices to develop 
the EWS; this includes linking the relevant government agencies with initiatives 
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planned under the Agreement on Disaster Management and Emergency Response of 
the ASEAN Committee for Disaster Management and the Regional Integrated Multi-
Hazard Early Warning System (RIMES).  Some progress can be expected to be made 
over the two-three years when these projects are implemented, though UNDP will 
need to be careful that the wide scope of activities does not overload NDMD's 
absorptive capacity. 
 
The Australian Government is also providing assistance. The GoTL receives severe 
weather warnings from the Australian Bureau of Meteorology (ABM) under a temporary 
arrangement. Timor-Leste is also a partner country in the Pacific Climate Change 
Science program of the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation 
(CSIRO)/ABM; a new country level report on climate change impact projections or 
modelling in Timor-Leste is expected to be released in September 2011.  The GoTL 
furthers receives tsunami warning information from the Japan Meteorological 
Association in coordination with the Pacific Warning Centre. 
 
The evaluation team was informed about emergency simulation exercises that were 
undertaken jointly with the US, Australia and Japan in 2010. While government sources 
considered the simulations largely as success, other key informants were critical of the 
results achieved and of methods used during the exercises, and therefore strongly 
recommended a focus on EWS as a priority .- This would provide added protection and 
preparedness for any large-scale disasters in future. 
 
The ongoing work on hazard mapping and climate modelling represents progress in 
generating basic information.  Timor-Leste will continue to need the support of 
countries with more advanced scientific and technological capacity in this area, and in 
the provision of meteorological services, for the foreseeable future.  Intensive 
assistance will also be needed for the relevant agencies in Timor-Leste to learn how to 
analyse the information and apply it to forward planning.  Greater coordination 
between the GoTL agencies and the donors working in this area would be merited, as 
would more systematic analysis and longer-term planning for the gradual development 
of Timor-Leste’s EWS; this includes the two-way information dissemination system 
between national and sub-national levels and linking government agencies with the 
NGOs/INGOs working at the local levels.  
 
More broadly, it has been established that local knowledge of hazards, vulnerabilities 
and coping capacities, combined with technical and scientific solutions, provide a good 
basis for lasting improvements (NDRMP, 2008, p 18-19). The evaluation team found 
little systematic documentation of traditional local DRM knowledge and practice.  The 
compilation of this documentation would enrich future DRM analysis and planning. 
 
Disaster response assistance and early recovery: A modest capacity in disaster 
response has also been built at the national and district levels, with donor and NGO 
assistance. In particular, the ability to undertake disaster emergency needs assessment 
and deliver relief has grown at both levels. 
 
However, the operational capacity for disaster emergency response coordination and 
disaster emergency response remains limited. The roles of different agencies and the 
two-way channels of communication between the national and sub-national levels in a 
disaster emergency response need to be clarified and streamlined. Some work has 
been done towards developing a common needs assessment and reporting structure, 
according to participants in the evaluation validation workshop, but this needs further 
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development.  At the sub-national level, the ‘command and control’ structure in a 
disaster emergency has greater clarity than at the national level but still needs 
considerable development.  Some key agencies are still developing their own basic 
core functions, and DRM adds another layer of complexity to this work (e.g. PNTL, F-
FDTL, etc). Implementation of disaster response is hindered at all levels by transport, 
communication, and administrative and logistical constraints.  Some key agencies have 
also specific responsibilities that add to their workload, such as traffic accidents 
affecting the response capacity of the PNTL and fire fighters. 
 
The one national and two district Disaster Operations Centres, established with UNDP 
support, do not yet function well.  The NDMD does not have the staff capacity to run 
the centre on a 24/7 basis and the national emergency phone number often does not 
work. At the district level, the two DDOCs are currently non-operational, as there is no 
dedicated staff to run them and DDMC members advised they did not know how to 
work the computers and equipment – some of which is not functional and requires 
repair.  They described the technical support they received as minimal and delivered in 
English, which most could not understand.  It is questionable whether the 
establishment of separate centres has been the most efficient approach in a resource 
and capacity constrained government.  For example, could DDOCs not be established 
within the existing PNTL district communication structures, while still under the 
direction of the DDC, and serve a dual purpose? 
 
The ‘early recovery’ (or disaster response assistance) system appears to need further 
development and may be at risk of inadvertently encouraging aid dependencies.  
Recovery guidelines have been developed, though they were not available to the team 
at the time of the mission.  Recovery assistance has largely focused on the provision of 
food, non-food items and materials for shelter. The evaluation team found that this 
assistance was generating an expectation of housing assistance for any localised event, 
no matter how small, even though local capacity to repair or replace a small number of 
houses existed. Also, the distribution system does not appear to be linked to the 
beneficiary relief registration/validation system used by the Social Assistance 
Directorate.  The reasons for this were not clear to the team but may be appropriate to 
the context.  More broadly, international experience has been that it is more efficient 
and effective to link relief and recovery assistance planning and programming.   
 
It will take some years for the GoTL to fully develop its response systems for larger-
scale disasters.  The government should consider exploring formal bilateral and 
regional support arrangements for the short-to-medium run for situations when local 
capacity is overwhelmed - for example, along the lines of the arrangements between 
the governments of Australia and New Zealand with some Pacific Islands Countries. 
 
Prevention and mitigation 
 
Progress on the more developmental side of DRR/DRM within the GoTL has been very 
limited, though some activities carried out by line ministries can be considered as DRR-
related (e.g. reforestation, food security, etc).  The value of applying a hazard analysis 
lens is not widely understood or accepted in many line ministries, as reported in 
previous studies and reiterated by several key stakeholders interviewed by the 
evaluation team.  Understanding at sub-district levels is greater, but many community 
leaders lack the means to fully act.  The NDMD largely attributes this to a need for 
greater awareness raising within the line ministries.  While there certainly is a need for 



 22

education on DRR/DRM, this is not the only contributing factor to the continued lack of 
attention to DRR/DRM within line ministries.  
 
Firstly, it must be noted that the challenges of inter-sectoral coordination and 'buy in' 
on crosscutting issues are not exclusive to the DRR/DRM area, or to Timor-Leste.  Line 
ministries understandably will give higher priority to their direct sectoral 
responsibilities, and apply the scarce resources and limited capacity to those activities 
for which they are directly accountable. The line ministry DRM focal points are often 
not in a position of influence, may not be well trained in DRM/DRR, and carry out these 
roles in addition to their regular duties (there was a similar experience with gender 
focal points shortly after Independence).  As gender equality and environmental sector 
experience has shown in Timor-Leste and other countries, cross-cutting agendas 
require strong leadership from senior government leaders to convince different 
ministries that it is a worthwhile investment of time and resources and - most 
importantly - that they will be held to account for their performance.  
 
Secondly and related to this, line ministries usually expect greater clarity on what 
results are expected of them than has been provided to date.  The NDRMP provides 
broad direction but a clear and specific plan with performance indicators for its 
implementation has not yet been developed.  Thirdly, NDMD does not have the 
capacity to provide technical support to the line ministries to design DRM strategies, 
even if they do become interested and may be seen more as a potential source of 
funding than technical guidance and support (e.g. NDMD/UNDP, 2009, p 24).  The 
NDMD-UNDP bilateral project has a component aimed at addressing the latter two 
areas but does not include influencing strategies for senior leaders. 
 
A more pro-active, targeted, strategic and creative approach to change management 
with key line ministries and senior policy and decision-makers should be a high priority 
of NDMD in future.  This includes, but goes beyond, advocacy and awareness-raising 
through educational workshops and meetings.  NDMD/UNDP would benefit from the 
inputs of a change management specialist, and from experienced gender equality and 
environmental specialists to design an influencing strategy.  Some possible activities 
that may be included in a strategy would include: 
 
• Targeting more receptive members of the Council of Ministers to receive well 

designed, evidence-based briefings from peers in their field, as well as to 
undertake specially designed exchange visits to other comparable countries; 
cultivating some 'champions' of DRR/DRM integration; 

• Dialoguing with the State Secretariat for Environment to bring together the 
common elements of the DRM/DRR and CCA agendas in order to create a more 
persuasive agenda, avoid unhealthy competition and create a more cost-effective 
harmonisation in relevant inter-relate areas of work; 

• Analysing Timor-Leste's Strategic Plan to identify and document the key disaster-
related issues and actions that can positively or negatively affect the successful 
achievement of its planned outcomes; using this as a basis for the development of 
a work plan for NDRMP implementation; 

• Review and update and improve the NDRM policy incorporating the various lessons 
identified since the policy was established in 2008; 

• Carrying out some cost-effectiveness case studies of localised disaster 
events/impacts and investments made in prevention and mitigation to date; 
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• Engaging with AusAID to lead by example as a major donor to Timor-Leste in 
supporting NDMD to coordinate with the NDMD and line ministries on natural 
hazard risk analysis and planning in its key sectoral programmes.  

 
The pilot DRR partnership between the Save the Children Fund and the Ministry of 
Education in Ainaro and Manufahi - while not perfect - is a potential emerging example 
of how to progress DRR integration into sectoral work through ongoing policy dialogue 
involving both internal and external stakeholders, the identification of practical and 
tangible activities and the provision of technical support.  This activity would merit 
additional support and documentation as a longitudinal case study. 
 
The studies carried out by UNDP and the World Bank/SOPAC provide further useful 
detailed and specific documentation of the specific challenges facing Timor-Leste in 
DRR/DRM/CCA to inform future planning.  A few additional areas of possible focus not 
mentioned in these studies that could yield some concrete results over the short-to-
medium term include: 
 
• Coordination of social assistance public works programs with DRR initiatives; the 

MSS food and cash for work programs appear to be inadvertently undermining 
some CBDRM work and could be harmonised to support and reinforce this work 
instead; 

• Development of strategies for livestock protection against disaster impacts, drawing 
from recently developed international standards and training (Livestock Emergency 
Guidelines and Standards) 

• Combining the improvement of basic technical skills with hazard risk reduction skills 
of line ministry field extension staff 

• Protection of lifeline facilities and key public records in case of emergency 
(mentioned in reports but repeated for emphasis).  

 
CBDRM / CBDRR 
 
Local and international NGOs are playing a key role in building the capacity of sub-
national DMCs and vulnerable communities in disaster preparedness, response, 
mitigation and prevention.  These CBDRM/CBDRR activities should be consolidated and 
expanded over time, in line with NGO capacity to support this work. It should include 
systematic capacity-building of local NGOs by their INGO partners to carry out 
CBDRM/CBDRR programming independently. 
 
While there is a desire in many quarters of the GoTL for CBDRM/CBDRR programs to 
expand coverage, the NGOs involved need to consolidate their current activities and 
address sustainability issues first before replicating some current models of assistance.  
There is also a limited number of NGOs, with a limited capacity, to carry out this work.  
Several need specific technical support (e.g. in construction quality assurance, 
social/gender analysis, etc.), which should be built into CBDRM/CBDRR programming.   
 
There are good examples of cooperation between NGOs and between sub-national 
government and NGOs.  However, all could benefit from further capacity development, 
knowledge sharing and programme harmonisation, as well as strengthening the 
relationship between national government and NGOs. Civic education about climate-
related risks also appears to be reaching many districts, sucos and aldeias.  At the 
same time, the interpretation of this information is sometimes distorted and needs to 
be clarified.  
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A common strategic framework for CBDRM/CBDRR is needed to guide this work, as is 
some lateral thinking on effective approaches to assist very remote communities (i.e. 
on hilltops, far from roads, etc) to better protect themselves against disaster impacts 
and develop self-directed response to localised events.  The potential of the private 
sector and churches to participate in the DRR is largely untapped and also could be 
usefully explored.   
 
The AusAID-IOM project evaluation contains a more detailed recommendation of how 
the role of the CBDRM Working Group (Comprised of NDMD and NGOs) could be 
usefully expanded in both scope and membership to focus and guide CBDRM/CBDRR 
programming in Timor-Leste. 
 
Scaling up and financing CBDRR/CBDRM  
 
Much of the focus of the GoTL and the international community to date has been on 
issues surrounding the mainstreaming of DRR in national government line ministries.  
While this is an important goal, most evidence to date points to the importance of 
focusing on the local level to achieve meaningful practical DRR outcomes for 
communities at high risk.  As work progresses among many governments, NGOs and 
donors on the convergence of DRR and CCA, the same linkages have been emerging. 
 
As discussed in the evaluation report, the area of most encouraging progress has been 
the community level CBDRR/CBDRM activities and the collaboration by NGOs with the 
DDMCs to strengthen their preparedness for disaster response (though this work is yet 
to be consolidated and its contribution towards achieving sustainable results over time 
demonstrated).   This has been supported and reinforced by MSS/NDMD initiatives to 
provide emergency contingency funding, district disaster coordinator positions  and a 
modest number of guidelines and procedures.  The AusAID/IOM project design 
recognised the importance of the creation of these linkages, and the NDMD has 
demonstrated the political will to support them - to the extent of its limited human and 
financial resource capacity. 
 
At the same time, many disaster prevention and mitigation activities carried out by the 
Flexible Fund partners with specific  sucos and barangays do not appear to have 
connected well into the DDMC and broader district government systems, despite the 
presence of DMCs at these levels.  For example, the community-based early warning 
systems established are not part of an end-to-end EWS, even up to the district level, 
let alone the regional or national levels. Human, financial and technical resource 
constraints, both within government and local/international NGO partners, greatly 
restrict the possibilities at all levels.  The evaluation report discusses some of these 
important considerations in expanding CBDRM work geographically in a strategic and 
equitable manner, but does not explore the broader question of building up local 
capacity to do this over time. 
 
The next step, beyond the project, would be to identify specific ways to connect and 
scale up this work.  The 2009 review of the Flexible Fund made some useful 
recommendations in this direction, but these did not take into account broader external 
experience.  Assuming that the GoTL is moving towards increasingly decentralised 
governance structures and a focus on strengthened government service delivery to the 
districts (a key to effective CBDRM), future CBDRM initiatives could be effectively 
integrated into development planning at this level.  Government capacity development 
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and funding for this work could incorporate a CBDRR/CBDRM focus, logically combined 
with ongoing food security and future NAPA implementation at the local level - as is 
occurring in some other countries. 
 
For example, DFID and the EU are supporting the Government of Nepal to establish 
'Challenge Funds'  to directly support CBDRM work at the district level and below, 
together with specific district level capacity development.  Another program in 
Bangladesh is implementing a cohesive approach to CBDRM at the sub-district level 
across a large geographic area, which also includes direct funding for local activities.  
The funds act as an incentive to stimulate awareness-raising, prioritisation and 
investment in these areas.  Closer to Timor-Leste, Indonesia's National Community 
Empowerment Program (PNPM) finances local level investment in disaster prevention, 
mitigation and preparedness (eg slope stabilisation, flood prevention works, building 
emergency evacuation routes, etc).    
 
Given that vulnerability and capacity assessments can be applied to a wide range of 
local planning needs, there could be potential to 'join up' this work with broader local 
development plans.  The realisation of this potential will still depend on GoTL decisions 
and priorities in relation to the nature and timing of decentralisation and DRM 
structures and resourcing - and the possibilities are far more restricted than in 
countries with well established systems of local government - but it is worth factoring 
into the consideration of future longer-term priorities and directions for DRR.  
 
 

9.  Strategic and Practical Considerations for AusAID 
 
Australia's strategic interests 
 
The Australian government’s current support to DRR and humanitarian response 
initiatives aligns most closely with the Community Safety pillar (Objective Four) of the 
jointly agreed Australia Timor-Leste Country Strategy 2009 - 2014.  This support also 
corresponds well with outcome 2 of the 2009 DRR policy: Investing in a Safer Future: 
'The capacity of partner countries to reduce disaster risks is strengthened in line with 
the Hyogo Framework for Action.' 
 
However, the impacts of the current recurring and likely increasing number of smaller-
scale disasters or a large-scale disaster threaten development gains in all priority areas 
in which AusAID works: basic health, employment (agriculture, infrastructure) and 
governance. At a minimum, AusAID should consider ways to systematically support the 
GoTL's DRR/DRM cross-sectoral integration objective in its planned and ongoing 
sectoral programming and in line with outcome 1 of its DRR policy: ' Disaster risk 
reduction is integrated into the Australian aid program.'  For example, could work on 
strengthening police communication systems from national to district levels incorporate 
a focus on their role in disaster early warning and response systems? Could rural 
infrastructure and food security initiatives be better harmonised with sub-national level 
NGO-supported CBDRM education and mitigation activities (e.g. improving drainage 
systems for flood resilience, training extension workers in DRR/CCA analysis, etc)? 
 
The Australian Government also should consider a more coordinated and strategic 
whole-of-government role to assist Timor-Leste to improve its systems for early 
warning and preparedness for response, given A) Timor-Leste's high vulnerability to 
disaster impacts B) the very limited capacity of the GoTL to respond to major disaster 



 26

events over the short-to-medium run C) the planned draw down of the International 
Stabilisation Force (ISF) in 2013, along with its existing support capacity in times of 
crisis and D) the link being established through international research of disaster 
vulnerability and susceptibility to conflict.8 Some of the basic capacity required for 
disaster EWS and response is the same or similar to that required for complex civil 
emergencies9 and potential synergies could be identified - especially in a context of 
very limited human and financial resources and technical competencies. 
 
The Australian Government is already a key partner of the GoTL in this area.  In 
addition to AusAID's DRR and emergency response programming, various government 
agencies are assisting the GoTL to strengthen its meteorological and climate change 
analysis and forecasting ability. The Australian Federal Police and the Australian 
Defence Force (ADF) have long established capacity development linkages with the 
Ministry of Security and the F-FDTL, key players in a major disaster response.  
Australian troops in the ISF have also supported the GoTL in relief and recovery 
activities,10 and a 2009 joint NDMD/UNDP capacity assessment of NDMD reported that 
'local preparedness plans are being developed in small scale as part of the existing 
relationship between the F-FDTL and the ADF.' (NDMD/UNDP, 2009, p 32)   
 
There is a high degree of awareness of the strengths, limitations and needs of Timor-
Leste among the different agencies.  AusAID could potentially further tap into this 
knowledge and experience. 
 
Programming Partnerships and Modes of Implementation 
 
A major challenge for AusAID in future DRR programming in Timor-Leste is to find an 
implementation mode that is not administratively intensive for the agency, given the 
ongoing expansion of the Australian government's global aid programme. As the 
number of organisations working in this area is small, there are not a large number of 
options. 
 
Over the shorter term, IOM is the least administratively intensive option for AusAID for 
a short extension of the current project (i.e. 18 months) though it is more 
administratively intensive for flexible fund partners. If a new DRR programme were to 
be developed, IOM would need to demonstrate the value-added it brings both in terms 
of the efficiency and effectiveness of program management and DRR/DRM/CCA 
technical assistance. 
 
UNDP has demonstrated that it is a longer-term partner of the GoTL in DRR/DRM and 
undertakes systematic analysis to guide its programming decisions.  At the same time, 
both the projects of the regional and country office do not appear to reflect well the 
organisation's lessons learned.  The regional project focuses primarily on delivering 
training courses and developing standard operating procedures, an approach which 
UNDP's own capacity analysis of NDMD and the GoTL more broadly has been shown to 
be  less effective on its own at bringing about changed ways of doing business.    
 
The bilateral project of the country office with the GoTL is conceptually sound, i.e. it 
focuses on supporting the GoTL to build capacity in only two pillars of the HFA and 
                                                 
8 see, for example, R. Bhavnani (2006), Natural Disasters Conflicts, Harvard University 
9eg, J Mocellin (2010), Assessment of Response Capacity to Complex Emergencies in Timor-Leste. 
10 For example, the ISF worked with the Dili Fire Brigade to repair flood damage early in 2011 (ADF, 10 
February 2011, ' Aid: Troops in East Timor repair flood damage in Dili'). 
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recognises the need to engage with other ministries such as the MSATM.  However, 
despite a sound analysis of the contextual environment, the design focuses on 
technical solutions and does not appear to adequately reflect the operational realities 
(i.e. political support/leadership needs, absorptive capacity of NDMD, recurrent cost 
and capacity implications of creating new DDOCs when current DDOCs are not 
functional, the lack of capacity of DDMCs to directly support risk mapping and 
contingency planning at the community level without a significant expansion of human 
resources,11 etc).  The project is very ambitious for a three-year timeframe, with a 
national election in the middle, and is mainly output rather than outcome oriented.   
 
Nevertheless, given UNDP's experience in Timor-Leste, some form of partnership with 
them could be contemplated.  If considering support to the bilateral project, a full 
appraisal would be strongly advised and negotiation with the UNDP/GoTL over what 
outcomes in terms of strengthened/functional end-to-end EWS and preparedness for 
response could be realistically achieved in the timeframe available. 
 
The (I)NGOs have demonstrated their value as a partner, albeit with room for 
improvement, and - importantly - their ability to reach the community level and 
undertake modest capacity building.  AusAID has developed some new mechanisms for 
working with groups of NGOs in recent years; these emphasise more harmonised and 
strategic approaches to planning, implementation, monitoring and learning processes 
for individual projects.  Capacity building is a key feature of some of these models, as 
well as shared decision-making processes and the development of a collective vision.  
One example is the Solomon Islands NGO Partnership; there are others. 
 
Any of these models would need to be adapted to the context of Timor-Leste, and to 
further reduce administrative workloads associated with some, but have the potential 
to be expanded to incorporate a joint government-NGO approach, including district 
level participation.  Cooperation through the Indonesia program's DRR mechanisms 
also could possibly be explored in future.  
 

10.  Possible Future Directions for AusAID Support to GoTL  
 
Fragile states can only accommodate a limited number of reforms at any one time. The 
reform agenda therefore needs to be prioritised, incremental and realistic.  
           - Lesson learned, Australia Timor-Leste Country Strategy 2009 - 2014, p 5 
 
As Timor-Leste's vulnerability to disasters and climate change impacts is high, and 
AusAID is the only bilateral donor working in DRR/DRM, the Government of Australia 
should continue to provide assistance in this area, including a focus on CCA.  
 
The political and institutional context for DRM/DRR programming in Timor-Leste - and 
also for CCA programming to a lesser extent - is challenging at present, though not 
impossible. An embryonic, evolving and uncertain political and institutional 
environment indicates that any support provided by AusAID in the short-term (i.e. next 
18 months) should be modest and focused on areas of DRM/DRR not likely to be 
heavily affected by changes as a result of the forthcoming national election and 
decisions on future institutional arrangements. In the medium to longer term, the form 
and scale of DRM/DRR programming, and its links to CCA, should be shaped by key 
decisions made by the political leadership and senior managers in the GoTL.   

                                                 
11 As well documented in the AusAID-IOM project's 2009 Review of the CBDRM Flexible Fund report  
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Within this context, and given the extremely limited absorptive capacity and other 
important competing priorities of the GoTL, a narrower focus on improving basic 
capacity in disaster preparedness and response, with a complementary focus on 
strengthening EWS, is appropriate over the next five to ten years.  This focus reflects, 
and can build upon, both existing GoTL priorities in DRM and assistance provided by 
various Australian government agencies and UNDP to date.   
 
In order not to loose the momentum and progress made through the current IOM-
managed project, the Project should be continued and modestly expanded over the 
next 18 months.  In particular, current CBDRM programming should be consolidated 
and modestly extended to new locations - under appropriate conditions.   The DRR 
education initiative of the SCF and the Ministry of Education could possibly be further 
developed, with a view to developing it into a potential model of the benefits of 
DRR/CCA integration into line ministry programs.  The Project could also provide 
assistance to the CBDRM Working Group to revitalise and expand its mandate to 
incorporate a broader coordination, advocacy and technical support role – including 
between government and NGOs.   
 
Australian government support in the provision of meteorological services and analysis 
of meteorological data and trends should de continued for the foreseeable future, with 
greater emphasis given to building local capacity in data interpretation (to the extent 
feasible). The GoTL could also pursue the possibility of developing formalised 
agreements with other governments for support in the event of a larger-scale natural 
disaster while domestic capacity is being developed. 
 
Further complementary support to GoTL capacity building over this period could also 
be provided through the UNDP-GoTL bilateral project. However, given the current 
political and institutional environment, this should be limited to support to national risk 
and vulnerability assessment and possibly the facilitation of mainstreaming in DRR.  
The latter project component would need further technical input from a change 
management specialist to identify influencing strategies to build political support and 
identify 'champions of change' among key GoTL decision-makers.  Once NDMD has 
developed its plan for NDRMP implementation through the project, AusAID could 
consider further possible future support. 
 
AusAID could further support and reinforce this work by playing a leadership role in 
coordinating with NDMD and relevant line ministries to undertake systematic analysis 
of how to ensure DRR/CCA considerations have been mainstreamed in its own program 
portfolio, in line with AusAID's own corporate DRR policy. 
 
The appropriate modalities and partners for any future assistance would need to be 
considered, based on the most feasible programming priorities identified. This should 
be done as part of a formal feasibility study and update of progress in DRR/CCA in 
Timor-Leste.   
 
 


