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ENVIRONMENT ASSESSMENT (SUMMARY)1 
 

1. Much of Timor-Leste’s natural assets—world-class coral reefs, untouched forests, and 
scenic vistas—remains relatively unspoiled and could be the basis of a thriving tourism sector. 
These are tremendous assets that could provide much-needed employment to a rapidly growing 
population.  

2. While many of the environmental problems today are the result of too little economic 
growth, the problems of tomorrow will increasingly become the problems of increased economic 
activity. Human capital with skills in environmental management is quite scarce, and a severe 
lack of data and insufficient public records makes promoting environmental awareness a 
formidable task. Hence, it is becoming a first-rate priority to build an appropriate legal and 
regulatory framework and a modest but adequate capacity for environmental management. 

3. Both the constitution and the current government have recognized the importance of 
environmental protection. However, the country lacks a comprehensive environmental 
management framework in terms of legislation, regulation, and adequately resourced 
institutions. The existing environmental legislation is a legacy of the past and is not well 
recognized today in Timor-Leste. The government made some progress in the development of 
two important draft environmental laws (on environmental impact assessment and pollution 
control) in 2006, but they were not approved. In the second part of 2008, the Ministry of 
Economy and Development, which is responsible for the environmental area, brought attention 
back to the issue. With support from the World Bank, a new draft law was prepared that 
integrated the two diplomas and created the current environmental license system.  

4. This assessment draws attention to indoor air pollution as an environmental priority. 
Many young children and women die prematurely or get sick because of breathing polluted air 
while cooking with firewood. Using statistics on related diseases and the associated income 
losses and medical costs, the economic cost of indoor air pollution is estimated to be 
approximately $13 million per year. This amounts to about 1.4% of Timor-Leste’s gross national 
income or 3.5% of its gross domestic product in 2006. This is a significant burden, but too little 
has been done to address it. The situation can be mitigated by a combination of simple 
measures, including improved stoves, better ventilation, cleaner fuels, and increased health 
awareness and basic education. Timor-Leste has significant oil and gas reserves, and the 
potential for a larger liquefied petroleum gas market in urban areas should be investigated. 
These measures have been shown to be cost-effective in other countries, but they do require 
collaboration across institutional boundaries and adaptation to local culture. 

5. This assessment also points out the lack of clean water, appropriate sanitation, and 
hygiene as an environmental priority. It is estimated that this imposes an economic cost of about 
$17 million per year by way of illness and premature death. This amounts to about 2% of Timor-
Leste’s gross national income or 5% of its gross domestic product in 2006. While the 
government is trying to address this problem, most of the efforts have been concentrated on 
water supply rather than on water treatment and sanitation. Interventions can be simple, 
effective, and low-cost (hygiene education, hand-washing with soap, building latrines, 
disinfecting water in households, etc.). All of these measures have been shown to strongly 
reduce the incidence of disease and mortality, particularly among children. 
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6. The assessment also looks at outdoor air pollution and at natural resource 
management for land, forestry, and coastal and marine resources. Outdoor air pollution is not 
yet a serious problem, but it could become one in the future if the economy grows rapidly, 
urbanization continues, heavy industry emerges, and motorization increases rapidly. This 
underlines the need for good territorial and development planning. 

7. Data are quite deficient when it comes to land degradation and forestry. A pioneering 
study on land management, soil conservation, and invasive alien species has been undertaken 
as part of  the assessment process. This survey of over 1,800 households indicates that fallow, 
residue management, and tree planting are widely practiced. Siam weed is a widespread 
nuisance, affecting about one-fifth of all cropland. Forestry data are being collected by the 
government through a development partner supported effort. This information will make a 
thorough assessment possible. Existing information indicates that deforestation due to fuelwood 
gathering is a local problem around Dili but not yet a national issue. However, slash-and-burn 
agriculture and a rapidly growing population put strong pressure on the forests. Finally, the 
marine environment is poorly documented, but informal evidence indicates that coral reefs and 
fisheries are in relatively good shape. Prudent management of these resources represents an 
important source of future income. 

8. In conclusion, much good work has already been done to enhance the quality of the 
environment in Timor-Leste. Efforts are under way to improve the database for environmental 
management. Meanwhile, several areas of importance call for urgent attention: (i) the gaps in 
environmental legislation and regulations and the very limited human resources available for 
effective implementation, (ii) the need to address indoor air pollution, and (iii) the need to 
address deficient water quality and sanitation. 


