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This has been a significant year for Timor-Leste. The 30th of  August 2019 marked 
20 years since the Popular Consultation, the countrywide vote that eventually led 
to the restoration of  the country’s independence in 2002. The two decades that 
followed this momentous day have had their challenges, but have seen Timor-
Leste achieve many milestones. The proportion of  Timorese living in poverty 
reduced from 50 per cent in 2007 to 42 per cent in 2014.  However, 49 per cent  
of  children between the ages of  0 and 14 live below the national poverty line as  
of  2014. 

Undoubtedly, there is much work that still needs to be done.

Towards this goal, UNICEF has worked closely with the Government of  Timor-
Leste, partners and donors to accelerate progress for children in the country: 
through the provision of  technical and policy advice; advocacy; and supporting 
modeling initiatives or larger nationwide actions that draw attention to issues 
children face, drive change, and support actions that can catalyze progress.

This Journal of  Change is a way of  showcasing some of the extensive actions 
we have been engaged in during 2019, helping to draw attention to some of the 
issues, and also showcasing progress made. 

In this edition, we also focus on the 30th anniversary of  the Convention on the 
Rights of  the Child, ratified by Timor-Leste in 2003. It shines a light, not just on 
the illumination of  the iconic Cristo Rei monument, but also on progress made for 
children in the country, draws attention to the challenges they still face, and helps 
to identify and prioritize actions that help improve the situation where children 
can realize every right.  It also highlights popular artist, Marvi, becoming UNICEF 
Timor-Leste’s first-ever Youth Advocate, flagship UNICEF Cafe events and, in 
another first, beginning to implement the Generation Unlimited initiative. Each of  
these are presented in the following pages of  this year’s Journal of  Change. 

Of course, we couldn’t have achieved any of  this alone. Putting together the 
Journal of  Change allows us to reflect on the year that was, and also presents 
an opportunity for us to thank the partners who have supported the work of  
UNICEF through donations, fundraising efforts and technical expertise. We 

THREE DECADES OF CHILD RIGHTS

extend our deepest thanks and gratitude to the European Union, the New Zealand 
Government via UNICEF New Zealand, GAVI the Vaccine Alliance, and the UNICEF 
National Committees of  Japan, Australia, and the Republic of  Korea. Without 
these partnerships, it would not be possible for UNICEF to continue its work for the 
children of  Timor-Leste. Thank you.

Our focus has always been on the child. Every child – especially the most vulnerable 
and excluded – has the right to survive, thrive and fulfill their potential, all to the 
benefit of  a better world. And we will work towards that goal with the Government 
of  Timor-Leste and all our partners.

For every child, every right.

Valérie Taton
Representative
UNICEF Timor-Leste
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We believe that every child 
has leadership potential. In 
fact, many of them are already 
leaders in some form or 
another, be it in playgroups, 
schools or communities. In 
2019, we built on progress 
made the previous year in 
establishing Student Councils in 
66 schools, providing members 
with the opportunity to learn 
about teamwork and develop 
leadership and decision-making 
skills. This showcases the 
impact of key interventions 
that help propel children into 
leadership and decision-making 
roles, or be heard in their 
families, communities and the 
wider population.

January

Children take part in a sports day organised by the Student Council. 

© UNICEF Timor-Leste/2019/Galvin
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Why Student Councils? 

© UNICEF Timor-Leste/2019/Galvin

• They provide opportunities for students to participate in elections 
and democratic processes, organise and manage school activities, 
and to work closely with teachers and other students.

• They allow members to practice communicating, decision-making 
and leadership, so students may take an active role in their life  
at school, home and in their communities, and allow them to find  
a voice. 

• They support the country’s future leaders with citizenship 
education.

Student Councils go from strength to strength
 
After supporting the establishment of  Student Councils in 66 basic 
schools in three municipalities in 2018, UNICEF continued to support 
Student Councils throughout 2019, with activities taking place in 
46 schools and support being given to the remaining schools by the 
Ministry of  Education, Youth and Sport. Almost 1,000 students in the 
46 schools participated in various sports and WASH-related activities, 
and   guidelines for the Student Councils were developed and approved 
by the Ministry of  Education, Youth and Sport with UNICEF support for 
national roll-out.

2016 2017 2018

“The Student Council prepares students to take part in 
school activities, to support the school when needed, 

and to become our country’s future leaders. These 
students are able to make decisions and are good 

examples for others. They’re more polite; they don’t 
insult others like students sometimes can”

Geraldo Ribeiro Soares, 
Director of  Cycles 1, 2 and 3, 

EBC Casait school

Taking charge and making changes

Ana Paula Soares, 16, is in Grade 8 and is the President of  the Student 
Council at EBC Casait, in Liquica Municipality. It is a position she has 
held since March 2018. Among other responsibilities, Ana helped to 
decorate the school grounds for a Sports Day held in October and 
was central to the school’s recent Green School certification from the 
Ministry of  Economic Affairs’ Secretary of  State for the Environment. 
“During the preparations for the Secretary’s visit, I met a lot of  people,” 
Ana said. “Before Student Council, I would have been afraid to do that, 
but the council has helped me to gain confidence and experience. I 
meet different people all the time now.” According to Geraldo Ribeiro 
Soares, a director at the school, his Student Council members “are 
more confident to pursue their dreams and fulfill their potential”.

Student Council member Ana Paula Soares smiles at 
her school in Liquica Municipality.

2019: A Journal of Change in Timor-Leste
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As the global custodian for 
Sustainable Development Goal 
indicator 16.9.1, UNICEF’s aim 
is to achieve birth registration 
for every child by 2030. In Timor-
Leste, we have been working 
throughout 2019 to help to provide 
a birth certificate for every child; to 
empower and engage parents and 
communities with the information 
they need to register children’s 
births; and to invest in innovative 
technological solutions facilitating 
birth registration.

February

© UNICEF Timor-Leste/2019/Helin

Boys take part in the ‘Kick for Identity’ junior football event.



2018: A Journal of Change in Timor-Leste 5

Kicking goals for children’s identities
A name and a nationality provide the foundations for a child’s active participation in society 
as they move through life. Yet in Timor-Leste, the proportion of  unregistered children is high, 
despite the country ratifying the Convention on the Rights of  the Child – which enshrines 
every child’s right to an identity – in 2003. Only 60 per cent of  children under five have their 
births registered, and fewer than 30 per cent have a copy of  their birth certificate. 

This is why UNICEF is bringing birth registration to the forefront and working to ensure that 
no matter how marginalised or hard to reach a child may be, each and every one of  Timor-
Leste’s children and their parents know of  the right every child has to an identity – and 
ensure every child is registered at birth. 

To highlight the importance of  birth registration and a legal identity for each child, UNICEF 
and the Ministry of  Justice organized the ‘Kick for Identity’ junior football tournament in 
Manatuto Municipality. UNICEF and the Ministry of  Justice used the opportunity to highlight 
the importance of  children being officially visible to the state in order to demand and realise 
their rights, and be protected from exploitation, informal adoptions and sexual abuse, and 
also provide information through leaflets, videos, discussions and on the local radio, raising 
awareness and encouraging parents to get their children officially registered.

As 10-year-old Domingos da Masena said: “With our identity, children can become the 
strength of  the nation.”

© UNICEF Timor-Leste/2019

The students and radio stations will promote one 

of  the most important rights for children, that of  

getting a legal identity and to make them known to 

the government and its partners who work for the 

development of  children and communities. If  they 

are not registered, they do not exist on any official 

records, and are thereby at risk of  being excluded 

when social services like health, education and 

protection are being planned and provided 

Valérie Taton, UNICEF Representative in Timor -Leste,  
on the UNICEF-supported radio internship programme that  

promotes birth registration across the country

“

”

The how-to of birth registration 
 
To help improve birth registration in Timor-Leste, 
UNICEF trained more than 1,200 civil registrars, 
community leaders and midwives from 11 
municipalities during 2019. UNICEF also provided 
information and communication technology 
equipment, such as computers and printers, to 
the Ministry of  Justice to assist in their mission to 
achieve universal birth registration. We also work 
with a network of  17 community radio stations across 
the country to develop radio spots, programmes 
and outreach activities to provide communities with 
information and encourage parents and caregivers to 
register their children. We also support the National 
University’s internship programme where interns 
work with community radio to help spread the birth 
registration word.

UNICEF hands over equipment to support radio programming 
that promotes birth registration across all municipalities.

2019: A Journal of Change in Timor-Leste

Boys take part in the ‘Kick for Identity’ junior football event.
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Addressing gender inequalities 
and empowering girls and women 
are essential if  we are to build a 
sustainable and equal future for 
every child. In Timor-Leste, 2019 
proved to be a year of  progress 
on this front, not least with the 
confirmation that the global 
Spotlight Initiative would be 
implemented in the country starting 
in 2020, aimed at eliminating all 
forms of  violence against children, 
girls and women.

March

A female student attends a UNICEF-supported school inauguration.

© UNICEF Timor-Leste/2018/NSoares
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Improving the situation of  girls and women in Timor-Leste

Many girls and women across Timor-Leste face intersecting challenges in 
their daily lives. Early marriage, for example, is an issue at the forefront for the 
country’s young people and can have a lasting impact on the rights enjoyed 
by girls and women. To illustrate, 19 per cent of  women between the ages of  
20 and 24 report being married by age 18, and 3 per cent will marry by age 15. 
Further, the adolescent birth rate is 51 births per 1,000 among girls between 
the ages of  15 and 19 - more than twice the regional average of  22 births per 
1,000. By the age of  18, 9 per cent of  girls have given birth, while 24 per cent 
will have had a child by the age of  20, with rural girls being twice as likely to 
become mothers as their urban counterparts. 

Domestic and intimate partner violence are also issues of  concern in Timor-
Leste. With the aim of  eliminating all forms of  violence against women and girls, 
Timor-Leste began work on its Spotlight Initiative in 2019. A joint partnership 
between the United Nations and the European Union, the initiative will be 
implemented over the next three years starting in 2020, with UNICEF focusing 
its expertise in the area of  social and behaviour change communications - 
essential in combating the scourge of  violence.

Healthy teens, healthy communities

In 2019, children, adolescents and teachers from 1,476 
schools and health workers from 442 healthcare facilities, and 
more than 700 children and adolescents who participated in 
the first national Health and Nutrition Quiz, were reached by 
communications materials that included specific information 
for adolescent girls. UNICEF also supported the MoH to bring 
together 267 adolescents from all 13 municipaities to discuss 
adolescent health and nutrition, with strong participation from 
adolescent girls, who made up 71 per cent of  the total group.

In its WASH programme, UNICEF has encouraged the participation and 
empowerment of  women in trainings to maintain systems: 

I am supporting the construction at the intake point and 

afterwards I will work on the pipes. After my training, I will 

be able to fix any problems in the water supply system. I am 

happy I was selected, because I want to learn all about the 

system. Men usually do things like this, but this time, I am

Marcelina dos Santos Soares, 18 
Bura Water Management Group member and her village’s first female pipe engineer

“

”

© UNICEF Timor-Leste/2018/Soares

Menstrual Hygiene Management in schools

UNICEF conducted menstrual hygiene management (MHM) 
sessions in two schools in 2019. The sessions included 
discussions on breaking taboos and cultural beliefs around 
menstruating; the importance of a healthy diet and exercise, 
including eating iron-rich foods while menstruating; 
demonstrations of how to use sanitary pads and how to dispose 
of them; and why maintaining personal hygiene is so important.  
UNICEF has also provided hygiene kits to these schools that 
have included booklets on healthy menstruation; disposable 
sanitary pads; underwear; soaps; rubbish bins with lids; 
clothes hangers; mirrors; and advice around having an 
adequate number of  safely located toilets with clear signage.

Students socialise at a school where UNICEF supports 
menstrual hygiene management initiatives.

2019: A Journal of Change in Timor-Leste

A female student attends a UNICEF-supported school inauguration.
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Nilton and Izaun say they want to be teachers when they grow up.

Quality pre-primary education 
is the foundation of  a child’s 
learning journey: every stage 
of  education that follows relies 
on its success. Yet, only 25 
per cent of  children between 
3 and 5 years are enrolled in 
pre-primary education. The 
Ministry of  Education, Youth and 
Sport’s target is to have at least 
50 per cent of  all pre-primary-
aged children accessing early 
childhood education by 2024.
UNICEF is supporting 
interventions that showcase 
practices that promote the 
enrolment of  children in pre-
primary school, with a special 
focus on supporting community-
based preschools. 

April
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Preparing children in remote areas for 
their best chance at schooling success

Supported by UNICEF and the Ministry of  Education, Youth and 
Sport, the School Readiness Project aims to prepare preschool-
aged students who are going into Grade 1, especially those who 
may not have had the opportunity to attend preschool and those 
who are repeating the grade. 

The project was piloted in 11 basic education schools and 15 
public and community preschools across Ermera and Liquica 
municipalities. One of  these schools is EBF No.680 Hatulailete, in 
the remote village of  Urahou 2, Ermera Municipality. In 2019, 20 
young facilitators and 25 family members were trained to support 
the school’s preschool-aged children as they transitioned into 
Grade 1, as well as current Grade 1 students. The young facilitators 
ranged in age from 11 to 13 years; Grade 5 and 6 students. 
They were taught how to teach the three-to-six-year-olds basic 
numeracy, literacy, colours, shapes and actions through play and
simple activities that facilitate learning but are not common in rural 
Timor-Leste. 

Nilton G. Leite, 12, was one of  the young facilitators taking part 
in the training. “I feel happy because I’m going to be teaching the 
younger kids,” he said. “It’s good to teach children, because it will 
make them better in school and help them to read and write, and to 
keep studying longer.” 

“Our trainer was good, and the teachers helped us, too,” said Izaun 
De Jesus Pinto, a Grade 5 student and another young facilitator 
who took part in the training. “I liked playing bingo, doing the 
puzzles and dancing. I think the younger kids will love these things, 
too.” 

Both Nilton and Izaun said they would like to be teachers when they 
grow up.

9

© UNICEF Timor-Leste/2019/BSoares

A true champion of  early years education 

In early 2019, Nicolau Goveia Leite (above), the School Coordinator 
of  Eskola Basica Filial (EBF) No.680 Hatulaitete in remote Ermera 
Municipality, organized discussions between the school and 
community members on the importance of  early learning. This led to 
the establishment of  a pre-school class in March 2019 that is linked to 
the already-successful community preschools initiative supported by 
UNICEF. 

Preschool is essential in ensuring students’ smooth transition into 
primary education as well as their lifelong learning. 

In 2019, a total of  3,581 children (1850 boys, 1388 girls) had access 
to education through community preschools in Ermera and Viqueque 
municipalities.Nilton and Izaun say they want to be teachers when they grow up.

School Coordinator, Nicolau Goveia Leite, in a classroom at a 
UNICEF-supported school in Ermera Municipality.

2019: A Journal of Change in Timor-Leste
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Advocacy is a key function for 
UNICEF. We advocate for actions 
that help children, adolescents and 
youth achieve their full potential, 
be it for increased investments 
by governments and others in 
education, healthcare, protection, 
or for children to enrol in school. 
In 2019, we signed UNICEF Timor-
Leste’s first-ever Youth Advocate, 
the popular singer Marvi, and 
worked with a range of  government 
and non-government partners in 
our advocacy work. 

May

Marvi performs at the ceremony where she officially signed on as 
UNICEF’s Youth Advocate.

© UNICEF Timor-Leste/2019/BSoares
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From humble beginnings, Marvi draws strength from her struggle
Popular singer Maria Vitoria, better known as Marvi, was signed 
on as UNICEF Timor-Leste’s Youth Advocate this year. She has 
long been an advocate for children and continued this during 
2019, working with UNICEF to support an event that focused 
on adolescent health, a UNICEF Café event that focused on the 
CRC@30 and Being Young in Timor-Leste, and taking part in a 
UNICEF regional call for action around child rights.

Marvi was just five years old when Timor-Leste’s 2006 political 
crisis hit. It was during this time that she was first introduced 
to the work of UNICEF while she was living with her family in 
an internally displaced persons (IDP) camp in the capital, Dili. 
Marvi spoke about this experience at UNICEF Café and said that 
period in her life brought her to where she is today - continuing 
to advocate for the rights of every child in Timor-Leste. 

“In 2006 I was in the IDP camp, and UNICEF was there helping 
vulnerable people. From our tent to our food, everything was 
provided by UNICEF,” Marvi said. “These are the experiences that 
really motivate me.”

© UNICEF Timor-Leste/2019/Ratnam

© UNICEF Timor-Leste/2019/NSoares

Advocating for child rights

Another key step forward in UNICEF’s advocacy efforts was the formation of  the multi-partner Civil Society 
Child Rights Advocacy Group, which is coordinated by the Commission on the Rights of  the Child. UNICEF’s 
role has included the appointment of  Marvi, as well as engagement with the Parliament’s Commission F, which 
is responsible for health, social security and gender equality. UNICEF also engaged with the Archbishop of  
Dili, various government officials and development partners to highlight the various issues faced by children, 
adolescents and young people. 
The more than 30 events coordinated by UNICEF and its partners during 2019 also pushed the child rights agenda 
in Timor-Leste. Events such as the SDG16+ showcase in November, which focused on creating safe public spaces, 
have resulted in increased conversations around issues such as early marriage, gender equality, online safety and 
child and adolescent health.

“I am proud to be a UNICEF 
Youth Advocate and a voice 

for the young people of  
Timor-Leste. Young people 

represent nearly half  of  
my country’s population – 
and its future. Investing in 
us today will not only help 
people like me realise our 
rights and our dreams, it 

will help Timor-Leste have  
a brighter tomorrow” 

Marvi,  
UNICEF Timor-Leste  

Youth AdvocateMarvi shares her story at a UNICEF Cafe event.

2019: A Journal of Change in Timor-Leste
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An infant receives a vaccine in Timor-Leste.

Immunizations and positive 
parenting are two essential 
components in ensuring every 
child has the best possible 
start to life. In 2019, UNICEF 
continued its work in supporting 
the Government of  Timor-
Leste to create a strong and 
reliable vaccine system and also 
celebrated the first-ever Parenting 
Month. In traditionally patriarchial 
Timor-Leste, making sure fathers 
had a significant seat at the table 
was a central goal for UNICEF.

June
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Parenting Month - a time for love and learning 

The month of  June is Parenting Month. It is a time to focus on 
raising awareness around the impact that protection, nutrition 
and stimulation have on brain development in the earliest 
years of  life. It also supports parents in pressing governments 
and businesses to invest in family-friendly policies, especially 
targeted towards working parents, and seeks to build an 
online community of  parents by meeting their demands for 

reliable, relatable, and practical content. 
In Timor-Leste, UNICEF’s Parenting Programme launched in 

two municipalities in 2019, with activities such as simple, two-
hour-long parenting sessions taking place in various communities 

to help parents fulfill their duties to provide children with love, care, 
nutrition, protection and education. 

“Before we started doing these sessions, people would use harsh words within 
their homes,” said Marcos da Silva,  a father from Viqueque Municipality. “It’s the 
way our grandparents used to talk. But now it’s starting to change, to be reduced.” 

“Parents and guardians play a key role in the life of  the child, from providing the required care and 

protection, to education and emotional support. This is why parents and guardians are a focus in 

all our advocacy and programming”

Valérie Taton, UNICEF Representative in Timor-Leste

The importance of  fathers in the lives of  children
On June 1, known as the Global Day of  Parents, UNICEF’s Goodwill Ambassador, David Beckham, 
shared his fatherhood journey in a special video statement. As a father-of-four, he said he has learned 
some important lessons about raising healthy kids. “Being present with your child, that’s the greatest 
gift that you can give to any child, your attention,” he said. UNICEF Timor-Leste also paid particular 
attention to the role of  fathers during 2019, with initiatives such as the Fathers Network - a group of  
20 to 30 fathers who meet every three months to discuss topics covered in the Parenting Programme 
and encourage each other in their journeys to become more involved fathers and husbands.

For every child, immunization

Parents and guardians play a critical role in ensuring 
every child receives all routine vaccines. In addition 
to raising awareness, UNICEF also purchases or 
helps ship in all routine vaccines in Timor-Leste.

Vaccines save lives, and are essential in every 
child’s life. In Timor-Leste, diseases such as 
measles broke out in some communities during 
2019, endangering the lives of children and their 
families.  In order to counter such instances, and 
to protect and promote every child’s right to 
health, UNICEF supported the Ministry of Health 
to fully equip all 13 of the country’s municipalities 
and the central pharmacy (or SAMES) vaccine 
stores with remote temperature monitoring 
devices to enhance vaccine management and 
ensure children and their families are receiving 
quality vaccines when they need them. 

Forty healthcare workers were trained in the 
installation and basic maintenance of these 
devices, while 10 remote health facilities were 
equipped with cold chain equipment and 
SAMES was equipped with a refrigerated vehicle 
so vaccines can be successfully and safely 
transported across the country, even in the most 
hard to reach places. 

SAMES also successfully introduced the VIVA 
platform, which helps to ensure vaccine 
inventories are effectively managed and 
children do not have to wait on essential routine 
immunizations. The information provided by the 
platform has also been useful for procurement 
planning and helps to make sure vaccine stocks 
do not reach zero levels.

Vaccines play a central role in ending preventable 
child deaths.

An infant receives a vaccine in Timor-Leste.

2019: A Journal of Change in Timor-Leste
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Prevention and response 
to violence against girls 
and boys continued to be 
improved in 2019 through 
a strengthened child 
protection system. As part 
of  this, 222 state and non-
state social welfare workers 
in three municipalities 
received training to provide 
comprehensive, coordinated 
assistance to vulnerable 
children and families.

July

© UNICEF Timor-Leste/2018/BSoares

Members of  the Social Welfare Workforce.
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Welfare workers join forces to protect vulnerable children 

Supported by UNICEF and the Ministry of Social Solidarity and Inclusion (MSSI), the Social Welfare Workforce 
is comprised of healthcare workers, teachers, police officers, local leaders, gender focal points, representatives 
from various civil society organisations and formal MSSI child protection officers and social animators. Together, 
they are breaking down barriers and supporting vulnerable children, their families and communities. The Social 
Welfare Workforce is aimed at reducing violence by working in harmony with positive traditional beliefs and 
values while ensuring that the rights of the child are fulfilled. This has not always been the case. The Social 
Welfare Workforce training, part of the operationalization of the Child and Family Welfare Policy, has helped to 
strengthen and streamline the systems that are essential to protecting children.

©UNICEF Timor-Leste/2000/Helin

© UNICEF Timor-Leste/2018/Soares

“Before the Social 
Welfare Workforce 

training, when child 
abuse cases arose, 
it would be resolved 

within the suco 
(village). It would just 

stop there. But now we 
understand that acts of  
child abuse are crimes 

that must attract a 
system of  justice that 
extends beyond the 

village”

Joao da Silva Sarmento,
suco support person,  

Ossu administrative post

Every child has the right to live in a 
safe and stable home environment.

2019: A Journal of Change in Timor-Leste

Members of  the Social Welfare Workforce.
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UNICEF Timor-Leste has been
ramping up its focus on youth
and young people, aiming
to harness the energy and
expertise of  the country’s
large youthful population.
Tapping into their unique
perspectives has seen 2019
become a year of  innovation,
increased consultations with
adolescents, and partnerships
in this area forged with the UN
Development Programme and
Plan International.

August

©UNICEF Timor-Leste/2019/NSoares

Children take part in a consultation in Ainaro Municipality to
provide their insights on the situation of  children in Timor-Leste.
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Generation Unlimited      
arrives in Timor-Leste                                                   

       For the first time, the Generation 
Unlimited initiative is being implemented 
in Timor-Leste. It is a partnership between 
UNICEF, UNDP and Plan International. 

       The initiative is a global drive to forge 
public-private partnerships that create 
opportunities and encourage investment 
in outcomes for and with young 
people. It encompasses the Generation 
Unlimited Youth Challenge, which 
drew applications from 71 teams. They 
proposed solutions to challenges facing 
young people around employment, 
education, civic participation and 
entrepreneurship, with 16 of the teams 
being selected to take part in a bootcamp 
in early 2020 to refine their ideas and 
potentially win seed funding. Generation 
Unlimited is complemented by UNDP’s 
Youth Co:Lab initaitive, which prepares 
youth between 18 and 35 years for the 
world of work and entrepreneurship.

UNICEF joins hands with 
UNDP in its global network  
of  Accelerator Labs

Timor-Leste was chosen to host one of 60 
Accelerator Labs serving 78 countries around the 
world. The Accelerator Lab, launched in August 2019, 
provides a platform for creativity, sensemaking, 
exploration, experimentation and solutions for 
sustainable development, and is an initiative of the 
UN Development Programme (UNDP). 

UNICEF partnered with UNDP for the launch of this 
initiative in Timor-Leste.

Welcome remarks at the opening event were 
delivered by UNICEF Representative Valérie Taton; 
H.E. Dr Jose Ramos Horta, former President of 
the Democratic Republic of Timor-Leste and 
Nobel Laureate; Tuya Altangerel, UNDP Resident 
Representative; and Roy Trivedy, the UN Resident 
Coordinator in Timor-Leste. More than 150 invitees 
representing government, development partners, 
donors and UN staff took part, turning out to see 
some of the work being done by young people. 

The initiative is run out of the UNDP youth hub known 
as Knua Juventude Fila-Liman in Dili, and will nurture 
untapped, innovative talent for the next three years 
through training and other specialised support.
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“Young people are our future. If  we are to realize the goals 
of  the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, we 

must ensure that their voices are amplified, and that their 
engagement is promoted every step along the way”

Valérie Taton,
UNICEF Timor-Leste Representative,

at the launch of  the Timor-Leste Accelerator Lab

Listening to the voices 
of  adolescents

      In 2019, UNICEF worked with the Youth 
Parliament Alumni Association to 
conduct discussions and listen to the 
opinions of more than 850 adolescents. 
The consultations took place in all 13 
municipalities as we gathered the ideas, 
aspirations and opinions of adolescents 
and children on their situation, needs and 
solutions they propose.

       UNICEF provided feedback to a number 
of these adolescents on the countrywide 
consultations, and discussed the 
preliminary findings with them to seek 
additional input, analysis and proposed 
solutions.  

 The findings of the discussions have been 
used to analyse the situation of children 
in Timor-Leste, and help us as we worked 
with the goverment to develop UNICEF’s 
new Country Programme of Cooperation 
2021-2025. 
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arrives in Timor-Leste                                                   
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initiative in Timor-Leste.

Welcome remarks at the opening event were 
delivered by UNICEF Representative Valérie Taton; 
H.E. Dr Jose Ramos Horta, former President of 
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Coordinator in Timor-Leste. More than 150 invitees 
representing government, development partners, 
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Students wash their hands at a UNICEF-supported school inauguration.

All children and their families 
have the right to clean and 
safe water. UNICEF’s diverse 
work in the water, sanitation 
and hygiene (WASH) sector 
seeks to enable this right to 
be realised. Notably, 2019 saw 
Timor-Leste’s commitment to 
the Sanitation and Water for All 
global platform re-established 
after three years, and a greater 
focus on the achievement of  
SDG6 (Ensure the Availability 
and Sustainable Management 
of  Water and Sanitation for All) 
after senior decision-makers 
were supported to take part 
in regional and global WASH 
forums.  

September

© UNICEF Timor-Leste/2019/NSoares
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  Having access to a good water source within a few 

minutes walk from every house in the village has had a huge 

positive impact on our lives. Each year, our community is 

getting bigger, so we have to make the effort now to ensure 

our health in the future 

Domingos Soares,
 School Coordinator, EBF No.1281

A few WASH highlights...
 
*  In 2019, UNICEF’s continuous support enabled 
both Bobonaro and Ainaro municipalities to fully 
achieve open defecation free (ODF) status, and 
more municipalities are targeted to reach the 
same status in 2020.

* UNICEF support for the Community Led Total 
Sanitation (CLTS) approach resulted in triggering 
in 211 aldeias (or sub villages), which are home to 
an additional 102,757 people. Out of these, 55,821 
people in 174 aldeias achieved ODF status in 2019, 
and now live in a more safe and hygienic environment.

* 135 people in hard-to-reach rural areas in Ermera 
Municipality now have access to a basic water 
supply through a piped water system. Children in 
these areas now do not have to spend hours every 
day walking long distances to collect water for 
their homes and schools.

* Five municipal health departments became 
capable of  verifying all of  the essential water 
quality parameters through mini laboratories 
provided by UNICEF.

* Four further water systems are under 
construction, which will enable even more 
communities in Timor-Leste to access clean water, 
and realise their right to safe water.

* UNICEF also supported 300 families who were 
affected by bushfires in two municiaplities, by 
providing them waith WASH supplies to help them 
regain the level of  their regular household water 
and sanitation situation.
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The village where water has arrived for the first time 

The small village of  Bura in the mountains of  Ermera Municipality was finally equipped 
with its first-ever supply of  piped water in 2019. Close to 400 people call Bura home, 
with 190 students attending its school, Eskola Basica Filial (EBF) 1281 Passa-Hei. 

“Since being able to access water at school, our students feel healthy, and not many 
have gotten diarrhea,” said Domingos Soares, EBF. 1281’s School Coordinator.

But it has been a bumpy road to get here. The source that feeds the community’s 
gravity-fed water supply system is located some four kilometres from the village, 
up the side of  a steep and rugged mountain. Roads were built just to get there, but 
progress was slow due to access difficulties. As a result, construction took longer than 
expected, as supplies had to be carried up by hand. Without access to a reliable water 
supply, students and community members faced myriad challenges.

“For the school feeding programme, we had to get children to bring water from their 
home when they came to school. If  they did not bring water with them, we had to 
ask them to go to the coffee plantation to fetch water and bring it to school,” said 
Domingos. “They had to walk about 200 meters and spend about 30 minutes per 
student to collect their water.”

Now, however, children and their families have a reliable water supply that allows them 
to practice better hygiene, focus on school work and spend more time with their loved 
ones. “People in our village are now happy because they do not have to spend a lot of  
time travelling far to fetch water,” said Domingos. “They can cook whenever they want, 
children can take baths at least twice a day, they wash their hands before eating, and 
they have more time to play with their friends and classmates.”

“

”
© UNICEF Timor-Leste/2019/Galvin

Students wash their hands at a UNICEF-supported school inauguration.
2019: A Journal of Change in Timor-Leste



20

A child smiles shyly at his home in Timor-Leste.

October
The first 1,000 days of  a 
child’s life are essential to 
ensuring they grow into 
healthy, productive people. 
Breastfeeding is one critical 
component of  this. However, 
exclusive breastfeeding rates 
have been on the decline in 
Timor-Leste, so UNICEF has 
been working with mothers 
and healthcare workers to 
try to reverse this trend, and 
protect and promote the right 
of  every child to adequate 
nutrition.

© UNICEF Timor-Leste/2018/BSoares
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Ensuring every child’s best start to life
Breastfeeding is one of the best ways a mother can help to nurture and protect 
her baby. In Timor-Leste, UNICEF continued to support the Ministry of Health to 
protect, promote and support the right to nutrition for infants during the first two 
years of life through a series of advocacy events, such as the UNICEF Cafe event 
titled ‘Who’s the Chef at Home?’ where parents and nutrition advocates came 
together to discuss ways in which they ensure their children receive a healthy and 
balanced diet. The event also brought up interesting conversations around the 
fact that cooking is not only the domain of women and mothers, but men can and 
should take a proactive role in protecting their family’s health, both in and out of 
the kitchen.

UNICEF also continued to focus on promoting breastfeeding throughout the year, 
including the need to continue exclusively breastfeeding a baby for six months 
and continuing to breastfeed for up to two years and beyond if possible. UNICEF 
also supported the establishment of a Breastfeeding Cafe at the National Hospital 
to support mothers and families with information and advice to make their 
breastfeeding journeys as beneficial as possible.

% of  children 0-5 months who are exclusively breastfed

 2009/10: 51.5%     2013: 62.3%     2016: 50.2%

Source: TLDHS 2009/10; 2013; 2016© UNICEF Timor-Leste/2019/Galvin
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I’m really grateful that I got to take part 
in the Essential Newborn Care training. 

It provided me with additional knowledge 
and upgraded the skills I have so I can help 

mothers with newborn babies. I’m proud 
and happy when I can help mothers to 
successfully breastfeed their babies

Fernanda Ana Alves,
Midwife, Comoro Community Health Center,  

who received training during 2019 with support from UNICEF

“

”

Young mothers at the Comoro 
Community Health Centre in Dili.

A child smiles shyly at his home in Timor-Leste.
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World Children’s Day is 
celebrated on 20 November 
each year. UNICEF works with 
government and partners to 
use this occasion to celebrate 
progress for children, highlight 
issues they continue to face, and 
drive commitments and action for 
the advancement of  child rights.

November

© UNICEF Timor-Leste/2019/NSoares

Cristo Rei is seen illuminated in blue light for World Children’s Day 2019 
and the 30th Anniversary of  the Convention on the Rights of  the Child.
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The biggest World Children’s Day yet in Timor-Leste 

This year saw the biggest range of celebrations take place to mark World Children’s Day that has ever 
been seen before in Timor-Leste. Along with the nation’s most recognisable landmark - Cristo Rei - 
being illuminated in blue for a week were a number of other festivities organised to shine a light on the 
importance of child rights, and the need for us to all work together to ensure every child in Timor-Leste 
has each of their rights fulfilled.

A march organised by the Secretary of State for Youth and Sport (SSYS) and UNICEF took place in central 
Dili, winding its way along a stretch of the coastal road to highlight child rights issues. A large number of 
children, representatives of UNICEF, its partners and members of the public took part. It concluded with 
an event that included traditional dances, speeches by government officials and more.

The previous day saw the illumination of the Cristo Rei monument, a historic moment for Timor-Leste. 
The Child Rights Commission, UNICEF Representative and the Dili Municipality illuminated it to highlight 
child rights and take part in the global #GoBlue campaign. There were remarks by the Child Rights 
Commissioner, UNICEF and a representative of a Parliamentary Committee that focuses on gender and 
child rights. A special event at the Cristo Rei amphitheatre accompanied the ceremony, where UNICEF’s 
Youth Advocate, Marvi, performed and a children’s art showcase was on display. The artworks depicted 
scenarios children had drawn to talk about child rights, their lives, and their hopes and dreams.  

©UNICEF Timor-Leste/2019/Ratnam

UNICEF Cafe: ‘My Voice,  
My Rights: Being Young  
in Timor-Leste’  
One of the events held to mark World Children’s Day,  
co-organized by UNICEF and the Child Rights 
Commission, centered on giving young people in 
Timor-Leste an opportunity to speak out about what 
child rights mean to them. 

To do this, for the fourth instalment of our UNICEF Cafe 
series, we brought together a panel of young people 
from all walks of life - a young mother, a young religious 
leader, a young person from a rural background, 
another who has a disability, a primary school student, 
and a representative from the LGBTQ community. 
They each spoke about issues important to them. This 
included teenage pregnancy, child protection, and the 
need for access to education to an audience comprised 
of government, development partners, children and 
youth, and members of the wider public. It was the first 
time a UNICEF Cafe was held in a public space. 

© UNICEF Timor-Leste/2019/Ratnam
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Some of  the young people who support the Hamutuk Ita 
Rezolve collective, which helps coordinate youth initiatives.

December
Since 2018, UNICEF has 
supported a youth collective 
known as Hamutuk  
Ita Rezolve, or ‘Together We 
Solve’. The focus of  the group 
is on coordinating youth-
led initiatives and providing 
a platform for information 
sharing. It primarily focuses on 
supporting actions related to 
three key areas of  concern for 
young people - online safety, 
positive climate action, and 
reproductive health. 

© UNICEF Timor-Leste/2019/Galvin
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   For youth, online safety first
 

In recent years, Timor-Leste has seen a rapid rise in 
internet access following a long period defined by 

limited infrastructure, slow speeds and high prices. 
Now, increased competition and cheaper devices 
have brought the internet and social media to a 
growing middle class for the first time. But as the 
youngest nation in Asia, Timor-Leste is experiencing 
some unique challenges in keeping its young people 
safe online. These include fake accounts being set 

up to harrass others, often in a sexualised manner. 
The UNICEF-supported youth-led collective known as 

Hamutuk Ita Rezolve reports these accounts to Facebook 
for removal, as they can often slip through the cracks 

because the platform does not recognise the Tetun language 
and therefore cannot verify its authenticity.

However, Maria do Ceu Gusmao, 23, who coordinates Hamutuk Ita 
Rezolve, or ‘Together We Solve’, is optimistic about the role young people can play in creating safe 
online spaces. “In other countries people are really concerned about internet safety, but it’s not really 
a [widespread] concern in Timor-Leste yet. So, we’re trying to do what we can to be a part of the 
solution before it becomes a major societal problem.” 
Facebook was identified at a youth consultation for the formation of Hamutuk Ita Rezolve as the 
priority platform to deliver a solution to problems faced by Timor-Leste’s young people. The group 
creates simple videos, images and written content to share with their audience and provide advice 
based on the experiences of their peers. In addition to online safety, the group also addresses issues 
around positive, community-based environmental action and reproductive health.

Access to information, and a coordinated 
approach for youth action

With its eight core members and more than 50 volunteers, the youth 
collective Hamutuk Ita Rezolve serves as a platform for idea generation, 
coordination amongst numerous youth groups, and helping bring synergies 
between youth groups.  The platform serves as a way of helping youth 
have access to information on a wide range of issues and engage with the 
government, UN system and others on fully realizing their rights. 

© UNICEF Timor-Leste/2018/Helin
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“As a young person, I must act to 
preserve our natural environment 

because I believe it is my 
responsibility to do so. It is so 

important that my generation fights 
for a healthy country, because its 

future and sustainable development 
depend on it”

Ernestina Barros de Andrade,
a volunteer who supports Hamutuk Ita Rezolve

© UNICEF Timor-Leste/2019/Galvin
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UNICEF was established in the 
aftermath of  World War II to help 
children whose lives and futures 
were at risk – no matter what country 
they were from.

The same holds true today. We work 
day-in and day-out, in some of  the 
world’s toughest places, to reach the 
children and young people who are 
most at risk and most in need. We 
work to save their lives. To protect 
their rights. To keep them safe from 
harm. To give them a childhood in 
which they are protected, healthy  
and educated. To give them a fair 
chance to fulfill their potential.

We are UNICEF. We stand for every 
child, everywhere. And we never  
give up.

©UNICEF Timor-Leste/2019/NSoares
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