HOW DID EAST TIMOR TAKE THE FIRST STEPS TO DEMOCRACY?

Introducing democracy -
the role of the AEC in East Timor

‘An election is actually the most complex logistical operation which a country ever faces in peacetime because
you are taking the entire adult population in the country and putting them through the process (of voting) in

a single day.’

Michael Maley, AEC and also UN-appointed Commissioner of the Independent Electoral Commission, East Timor,
established by UNTAET.

Michael Maley, UN-appointed Commissioner of the
Independent Electoral Commission, East Timor, 2001
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East Timorese being trained to administer elections
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In East Timor, the Australian Electoral Commission (AEC) provided
massive support for the United Nations (UN) organisation of the
1999 ‘popular consultation’, including facilitating the vote for
East Timorese resident in Australia and organising participation in
elections in Melbourne, Sydney, Perth and Darwin. In 2001 and
2002, they supported the elections held for the new national
assembly and the presidential election.

A significant challenge for East Timor, a country with no experience of
democracy, was addressed by the AEC - that of providing local people
with the knowledge, skills and resources in the area of electoral
administration. This would allow East Timorese to organise and
conduct free and fair elections so that democracy could be sustained
in the absence of international assistance.

As part of its role in the Independent Electoral Commission, the

AEC developed and delivered electoral education including the East
Timor Electoral Administrators Course in the weeks leading up to the
30 August 2001 Constituent Assembly elections. The course provided
a comprehensive introduction to every aspect of the electoral process
that the East Timorese would be involved in and was instrumental in
ensuring the success of those elections.

In 2002 the East Timorese adopted a Constitution for the new
government mandating the importance of democratic elections.

The voice of a vote in a world of change
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Extract from East Timor
Constitution

Section 65

(Elections)

1 Elected organs of sovereignty and of
local government shall be chosen by
free, direct, secret, personal and
regular universal suffrage.

2 Registration of voters shall be
compulsory and officially initiated,
single and universal, to be updated
for each election.

3 Electoral campaigns shall be
governed in accordance with the
following principles:

Singing the registration song. Participants in the Electoral Administrators Course,
in East Timor, demonstrate their learning through song

a Freedom to canvass;

b Equality of opportunity and
treatment for all candidacies;

¢ Impartiality towards candidacies
on the part of public bodies;
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d Transparency and supervision
of electoral expenses.
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4 Conversion of the votes into
mandates shall observe the
principle of proportional
representation.
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5 The electoral process shall be
regulated by law.

East Timorese election posters

6 Supervision of voters’ registration
and electoral acts shall be
incumbent upon an independent
organ, the competences,
composition, organisation and
functioning of which shall be
established by law.

(Source: East Timor Constitution,
decreed 22 March 2002)
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