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Fear still marks the trial of a former priest in Timor-
Leste enclave
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Pedophile former priest evades justice in Timor-Leste

Despite his crimes, American Richard Daschbhach enjoys celebrity status in the tiny Catholic-majority nation
Rock Ronald Rozario
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How UCA News recently reported the fall from grace of American ex-priest Richard Daschbach while still
enjoying "celebrity status" in the Catholic-majority Asia-Pacific nation. Image: UCA News screenshot APR

By Anténio Sampaio in Pante Macassar, Timor-Leste

The fear that has led for years to silence dozens of children, allegedly victims of sexual
abuse by a former priest who begins trial today in Timor-Leste’s western enclave, still
shrouds the case.

Witnesses, victims and others who knew about the abuse — including people involved in
the process — prefer not to speak, pointing in some cases to the feeling of deference to the
figure of the accused American Richard Daschbach, 84.

Even after being expelled from the priesthood and officially condemned by the Vatican,
Daschbach continues to be venerated by many who call him “master” and who minimise
or ignore the crimes he is accused of.
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Instead, they highlight his humanitarian action and even the support he gave during the
Indonesian occupation, in some cases, mixing truths with myths.

When he recently turned 84, for example, some of his supporters posted a photo of him in
traditional Timorese clothing on Facebook.

The publication had hundreds of congratulatory votes and even a “tag” on the page of one
of its alleged victims.

Even if the rumours circulated, the matter was rarely more than half conversations or
references in secret, a situation that would have continued if one of the victims had not
brought her abuse report to the congregation.

Punished by the Vatican

Richard Daschbach, detained in 2019, who has already been punished by the Vatican, is
accused of abusing at least two dozen children at the orphanage where he worked, Topu
Honis, located in Oecusse.

The prosecutor also charges Daschbach with the crimes of child pornography and
domestic violence.

Unprecedented in Timor-Leste, as it involved a former church member, the case has
sparked controversy and intense debate.

Current and past sources in the Timorese judicial sector, heard by Lusa, highlight the
importance of the process, admitting that the outcome, whatever it may be, can have a
significant impact, silencing or giving confidence to other victims.

Part of the debates focuses on the public perception that Daschbach has had support from
some individuals in Timor-Leste, namely two former Presidents of the Republic, Xanana
Gusmao and Taur Matan Ruak, the latter current prime minister.

Judicial sources indicated to Lusa that Xanana Gusmao was even listed as a defence
witness, among a range of people, most of whom were linked to the orphanage where the
crimes were committed.

In 2018, for example, after confessing his crimes to the congregation — the Vatican was
beginning the process that would end in his expulsion from the priesthood -, Daschbach
was visited by Taur Matan Ruak and his wife, Isabel Ferreira, at headquarters SVD in Dili.

Ex-priest’s return to Oecusse
A visit in which, explained Yohanes Suban Gapun, SVD regional supervisor, Taur Matan
Ruak had asked them to let the ex-priest return to Oecusse.

“Mr Taur Matan Ruak and his wife came to visit us and spoke to Daschbach. I was also
asked if I would please let him return to Oecusse because many people like him there and
still respect him a lot. Please let him go to Oecusse too because he is old and let him die
there in peace,” he said.
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Asked by Lusa in 2019 about the reason for this visit, Taur Matan Ruak said he did it out
of respect.

“I had no intention of passing the priest an immunity card. Just as a human being, out of
respect, we visited to find out what was going on and to express our concern about the
issues,” he said.

Even more evident has been the support given by former President Xanana Gusmao,
which began to be publicly noticed in October last year when Juu’s, which represents the
victims, introduced a precautionary measure against the Archdiocese of Dili, to stop the
publication of a controversial report on the case prepared by the then head of the Justice
and Peace Commission.

Xanana Gusmao, who was outside the Dili Court with an organised demonstration in
support of the diocese, was listed as a witness because a copy of the report had been given
to him and because he later sent a copy to Juu’s.

In his testimony, the Timorese leader ended up deviating several times from the
audience’s purpose, questioning the fact that there were accusations against the former
priest only recently, despite the fact that he had been in Timor-Leste for a long time.

Justice ‘has to be fair’

“There has to be justice, but justice has to be fair, obey procedures, criteria that dignify
justice itself. I realised that there was something in this case that was not in accordance
with the rules of investigation”, he told Lusa at the time.

More controversial was the recent visit that Xanana Gusmao made to the house in Dili

where Daschbach was under house arrest, at the time of the defendant’s birthday, and

about which he informed some East Timorese press, later distributing a statement that
was practically published in full in several newspapers .

The visit led the ex-president’s three children to write letters to the alleged victims,
regretting that their father visited Daschbach.

The news coverage of this visit drew criticism from the president of the Timorese Press
Council, Virgilio Guterres, who considered that the news in the national press tried to
“whiten” the former American priest.

Xanana Gusmao has so far not reacted to the controversy, but on Thursday he traveled
with an entourage to accompany Daschbach on the ferry that took him from Dili to
Oecusse.

Mateus Assuncao Mendes, chief superintendent and commander of the National Police of
Timor-Leste (PNTL), confirmed to Lusa that Xanana Gusmao, Daschbach and the rest of
the delegation are staying at the same hotel in Pante Macassar, capital of the enclave.

“Yes, they are in the same place,” he confirmed.

Lusa tried several times to talk to Xanana Gusmao, without success.
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Little Timorese media attention

Another factor that has conditioned the environment around the case has been the
reduced attention of almost all Timorese media, which, in some situations, has even been
accused by the Press Council of trying to “whiten” Daschbach.

Exceptions are the publication Tempo Timor, the first to report the case of the former
priest and who has already presented testimonies of victims and details of the case, and
Néon Metin, which has also written about the case, including recently publishing
testimonies of victims.

José Belo, the journalist for Tempo Timor who, with journalist Tjistske Lingsma, first
reported the case, tells Lusa that it has been difficult to convince people to talk about the
case.

“It is very difficult to convince people to speak. When planning interviews, everyone
prefers to remain silent. Some people look at this man as a god,” he told Lusa.

The trial, which takes place behind closed doors, begins today at the Oecusse Court in
Pante Macassar.

PNTL plans to install a security perimeter around the building.

This article has been translated by an Asia Pacific Report correspondent and is
published with permission.
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Medo ainda marca julgamento de
um ex-padre em Timor-Leste

O medo que levou, durante anos, ao siléncio de dezenas de criancgas
alegadamente vitimas de abuso sexual por um ex-padre que comeca na
segunda-feira a ser julgado em Timor-Leste, permanece em torno ao caso.

11:53 - 21/02/21 POR LUSA

Testemunhas, vitimas e outros que conheciam o abuso -- incluindo pessoas arroladas no
processo -, preferem nao falar, apontando em alguns casos o sentimento de deferéncia a figura

de Richard Daschbach, 84 anos.

Mesmo depois de ja ter sido expulso do sacerdocio e oficialmente condenado pelo Vaticano,
Daschbach continua a ser venerado por muitos que o chamam de 'amo’ e que minimizam ou
lgnoram os crimes de que € acusado.

Em vez disso, destacam a sua agao humanitaria e até o apoio que deu durante a ocupagao
indonésia, em alguns casos, misturando verdades com mitos.

Quando recentemente cumpriu 84 anos, por exemplo, alguns dos seus apoiantes divulgaram
no Facebook uma foto sua em roupa tradicional timorense.

A publicacao teve centenas de votos de parabéns e até um 'tag' a pagina de uma das suas
alegadas vitimas.

Mesmo que os rumores circulassem, o assunto raramente passou de melas conversas ou
referéncias em segredo, situacao que teria continuado se uma das vitimas néao tivesse feito
chegar a sua denuncia de abusos a congregacao.

Richard Daschbach, de 84 anos, detido em 2019, e que foi ja punido pelo Vaticano, é acusado de
abusar de pelo menos duas dezenas de criangas no orfanato onde trabalhava, o Topu Honis,
localizado em Oecusse.



O Ministério Publico acusa ainda Daschbach dos crimes de pornografia infantil e violéncia
domeéstica.

Sem precedentes em Timor-Leste, por envolver um antigo membro da Igreja, o caso tem
suscitado polémicas e intensos debates.

Fontes atuais e passadas do setor judicial timorense, ouvidas pela Lusa, destacam a
importancia do processo, admitindo que o resultado, seja ele qual for, pode ter um impacto
significativo, silenciando ou dando confianc¢a a outras vitimas.

Parte dos debates centra-se na percegao publica de que Daschbach tem tido apoio de algumas
individualidades em Timor-Leste, nomeadamente dois ex-Presidentes da Republica, Xanana
Gusmao e Taur Matan Ruak, este ultimo atual primeiro-ministro.

Fontes judiciais indicaram a Lusa que Xanana Gusmao foi mesmo arrolado como testemunha
da defesa, entre um leque de varias pessoas, a maioria ligada ao orfanato onde os crimes terao

Em 2018, por exemplo, ja depois de ter confessado os seus crimes a congregagao -- o Vaticano
estava a comecar o processo que acabaria na sua expulsao do sacerdocio -, Daschbach foi
visitado por Taur Matan Ruak e pela sua mulher, Isabel Ferreira, na sede da SVD, em Dili.

Uma visita em que, explicou na altura Yohanes Suban Gapun, supervisor regional da SVD, Taur
Matan Ruak pediu para que deixassem o ex-padre voltar para Oecusse.

'O senhor Taur Matan Ruak e a sua mulher vieram visitar-nos e falaram com Daschbach.
Também me pediram se por favor o deixava voltar a Oecusse porque muitas pessoas gostam
dele ali e ainda o respeitam muito. Por favor deixem-no ir para Oecusse também porque esta
velho e deixem que morra la em paz”, contou.

Questionado pela Lusa em 2019 sobre o motivo dessa visita, Taur Matan Ruak disse que o fez
por questoes de respeito.

"Eu nao tinha intencao de passar cartao de imunidade para o padre. Simplesmente, como ser
humano, por questao de respeito, visitamos para saber o que se passava e manifestar a nossa
preocupacao sobre as questoes’, disse.

Ainda mais evidente tem sido o apoio dado pelo ex-Presidente Xanana Gusmao, que comegou
a ser notado publicamente em outubro do ano passado quando a Juu's, que representa as
vitimas, apresentou uma providéncia cautelar contra a Arquidiocese de Dili, para travar a
publicacao de um polémico relatorio sobre o caso preparado pelo entao responsavel da



Comissao de Justica e Paz.

Xanana Gusmao, que esteve no exterior do Tribunal de Dili com uma manifestacao organizada
de apoio a diocese, foi arrolado como testemunha porque uma coépia do relatoério lhe tida sido
dada e porque posteriormente enviou uma copia a Juu's.

No seu depoimento, o lider timorense acabou por se desviar varias vezes do proposito da
audiéncia, questionando o facto de haver acusagdes contra o ex-padre sé recentemente,
apesar de ele estar ha muito tempo em Timor-Leste.

"Tem de haver justica, mas a justica tem de ser justa, obedecer a procedimentos, critérios que
dignifiquem a propria justiga. Percebl que havia neste caso alguma coisa que nao estava de
acordo com as regras de investigacao’, disse na altura a Lusa.

Mais polémica foi a recente visita que Xanana Gusmao fez a casa em Dili onde Daschbach
estava em prisao domiciliar, por altura do aniversario do arguido, e sobre a qual informou
alguma imprensa timorense, distribuindo depois um comunicado que foi praticamente
publicado na integra em varios jornais.

A visita levou trés filhos do ex-presidente a escreveram cartas as alegadas vitimas,
lamentando que o pal tenha visitado Daschbach.

A cobertura noticiosa dessa visita suscitou criticas do presidente do Conselho de Imprensa
timorense, Virgilio Guterres, que considerou que as noticias na imprensa nacional tentaram
"branquear” o ex-padre norte-americano.

Xanana Gusmao nao reagiu até agora a polémica, mas na quinta-feira viajou com uma
comitiva a acompanhar Daschbach no ferry que o transportou de Dili para Oecusse.

Mateus Assuncao Mendes, superintendente-chefe e comandante da Policia Nacional de
Timor-Leste (PNTL), confirmou a Lusa que Xanana Gusmao, Daschbach e o resto da comitiva
estao alojados no mesmo hotel em Pante Macassar, capital do enclave.

"Sim, estao no mesmo local", confirmou.

A Lusa tentou varias vezes falar com Xanana Gusmao, sem éxito.

Outro fator que tem condicionado o0 ambiente em torno ao caso tem sido a reduzida atencao da

quase totalidade da comunicagao social timorense que, em algumas situagoes, chegou mesmo
a ser acusada pelo Conselho de Imprensa de estar a tentar "branquear” Daschbach.



Excecao para a publicagao Tempo Timor, a primeira a noticiar o caso do ex-padre e que
apresentou ja testemunhos de vitimas e detalhes do caso, e a publicacao Néon Metin que
também tem escrito sobre o caso, incluindo publicando recentemente testemunhos de vitimas.

José Belo, o jornalista da Tempo Timor que, com a jornalista Tjistske Lingsma, primeiro
noticiaram caso, diz a Lusa que tem sido dificil convencer as pessoas a falar sobre o caso.

"E muito dificil convencer as pessoas a falar. Quando planeamos entrevistas, todos preferem
ficar calados. Algumas pessoas olham para este senhor como um deus”, disse a Lusa.

O julgamento, que decorre a porta fechada, comeca na sequnda-feira no Tribunal de Oecusse
em Pante Macassar.

A PNTL tem previsto instalar um perimetro de seguranca em torno ao edificio.



