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Gusmao is part of negotiations on the Timor Sea. Photo: AAP

Former East Timor leader Xanana Gusmao is a softly-spoken man, but is
firm when it comes to talking about Australian prime ministers, past and
present.
After starting out as a resistance commander against Indonesia, Gusmao
became the first president of the independent Timor-Leste and then
served as prime minister for about eight years until 2015.
He is now the chief negotiator in Timor’s David-and-Goliath struggle to
negotiate a maritime boundary with its far bigger neighbour, Australia,
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which includes rights to the oil under the seabed.
• Legal battle with East Timor over
• Nepal, Baltimore, Bali: spectacular pictures
• Kidman deal ‘contrary to national interest’
Speaking to The New Daily during a visit to Melbourne, Gusmao ran
through the various machinations between Timor, Australia and Indonesia
over maritime boundaries and oil over the last half-century.
Gusmao concedes that Timor again showed its inexperience in signing
the 2006 Treaty on Certain Maritime Arrangements in the Timor Sea
(CMATS).
The tiny nation argues that international law supports the maritime border
being on the median line between it and Australia, which would put
contested oil and gas reserves in Timorese waters.
As things stand, Timor gets 90 per cent of the output in a Joint Petroleum
Development Area and there is a proposed 50-50 split of Woodside
Petroleum’s undeveloped Greater Sunrise field.
When Gusmao was prime minister, he put the Timorese case to his
counterpart Julia Gillard, who insisted Australia had done no wrong.
“In the time of Julia Gillard, I tried then to tell her we’ve got a problem and
better to talk. We don’t want to blow up all of these issues, but she didn’t
listen to me.”

In 2013, Timor launched confidential proceedings in the Permanent Court
of Arbitration, arguing the treaties that divide the petroleum revenue are
invalid because Australia bugged the Timorese government offices during
the CMATS talks in 2004 and did not negotiate in good faith.
The arbitration became public after Australian Secret Intelligence Service
(ASIO) raided the home of a former spy, identified as Witness K, and the
offices of Canberra-based lawyer Bernard Collaery.
In 2014, Timor
agreed to a
request from
Australia to put
the
proceedings on
hold to allow
further talks.
Last year,
Australia
returned the
seized
information
Australia and Timor have struggled to agree on oil exploration in
without
the Timor Sea. Photo: Getty
acknowledging
it had violated
Timor’s sovereign rights.
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The Timorese can’t take their case to the International Court of Justice
under the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea because Australia
withdrew (in 2002) from a clause that allowed compulsory dispute
resolution.
Gusmao says that Timor agreed to suspend the initial legal action
because they thought it would lead to negotiations over the maritime
border.
“For eight months, it was a game. When we started to talk the people
sent to us said: ‘oh we are junior, we cannot say anything and we just
came to listen’.”

This year, the current Timor Prime Minister wrote to Australian PM
Malcolm Turnbull again asking for talks on a maritime boundary.
“His response was about all and about nothing,” Gusmao said.
“The same
language that
we
experienced for
years … that it
was better for
you than for us
because of
90-10 per cent
[split].”
Timor has now
sought
compulsory
Gusmao contacted Malcolm Turnbull to discuss the Timor Sea.
conciliation
Photo: AAP
under the
United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCOS), which included a meeting in
New York last month between Gusmao and UN Secretary General Ban
Ki-Moon.
Gusmao is quietly indignant that Australia has fixed its maritime
boundaries with all other nations, but has refused to do the same with the
two per cent of its border shared with Timor.
“Look, when we understood this, we said no way, it is not very fair from a
big country, a developed country, to a teeny country and an
underdeveloped country,” he said.
“We hope in this that the national interest will be the national honour, to
right the wrong.”
Labor has agreed to negotiate a maritime boundary, but the LiberalNational Coalition has yet to budge.
Still, Gusmao and the Timorese live in hope.
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7 Comments

1

Jam Jar

•

It's hypocritical of Turnbull to "discuss the South China Sea issue with the
Chinese leaders at every opportunity" during his recent visit there.
•

•

Christine Sturgess

•

Australia isn't showing much integrity in its dealings with Timor. Sounds like
bullying tactics. It needs to be sorted out.
•

RGG

•

•

The coalition government under John Howard, tricked a poor country of its
rights.
•

Geoff Edwards

•

•

Xanana is correct. Australia's bad faith in these negotiations is a national
disgrace.
•

Malcolm

•

•

Australia has acted as a pack of greedy bastards and bullies rather than the
honest and caring big brother that we should be to our neighbor that has
suffered for us in the last war and suffered under the brutal reign of terror
imposed by an unaccountable Indonesian military. We all have to live
together on this planet and the last thing we should be doing is creating ill
will over fossil fuels. We are a country of people. Not bankers and heartless
corporations.
•

Ian

•

•

Oil from Australia's continental shelf belongs to Australia. Oil from Timor's
continental shelf belongs to Timor.
•

SimonP

•

•

Timor should blockade the rigs with fishing boats
When Australia tries to remove them by force the world will finally take
notice
Everyone remembers the lone protester who stopped a line of tanks in
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