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POVERTY ANALYSIS (SUMMARY)1 
 
A. Poverty Trends 

1. The latest full poverty assessment was conducted in 2007. This assessment found that 
50% of the population was living in poverty, with one-third of the population afflicted by extreme 
poverty. The average poor person’s per capita consumption was estimated as 27% below the 
poverty line. The incidence of poverty in 2007 was a very large increase over the earlier 
estimate of 36% in 2001. The rise in poverty between 2001 and 2007 was a result of a decline 
in per capita consumption, which in turn was linked to weak economic performance during this 
period. Inequality declined from 2001 to 2007, with the Gini index for the country as a whole 
declining from 0.36 to 0.28. 
 
2. Estimates of the incidence of poverty in 2009 were prepared using a model of poverty 
prevalence and the results of the 2009–2010 Timor-Leste Demographic and Health Survey. The 
estimates indicated that 41% of the population was living in poverty in 2009—a marked 
improvement on the situation in 2007.2 The fall in poverty from 2007 to 2009 reflected (i) the 
passing of the surge in hardship resulting from the 2006 humanitarian, political, and security 
crisis; (ii) the rebound in the agriculture sector; (iii) the benefits of the high rate of economic 
growth achieved since 2007; and (iv) the wide social safety net put in place following the 2006 
crisis. 
 
3. Some alternative indicators of living standards also pointed to recent improvements. The 
incidence of wasting (i.e., a low weight for height), which is closely linked with poverty, declined 
from 25% in 2007 to 19% in 2009–2010, and the share of children that were underweight 
declined from 49% in 2007 to 45% in 2009–2010. Other indicators are, however, less 
encouraging. Notably, the incidence of stunting (i.e., a low height for age), which is indicative of 
long-term inadequacies in health or nutrition, increased from 54% in 2007 to 58% in 2009–2010, 
and the extent of severe malnutrition was broadly unchanged over the period. 
 
4. Turning to longer-term trends, the incidence of poverty remains above the estimate for 
2001 of 36% of the population. The incidence of wasting, stunting, and underweight children 
remains above 2003 levels, and the maternal mortality rate is close to the level of 2000.3 Some 
other key indicators (notably infant and child mortality rates and key education indicators) have, 
however, improved markedly since 2001. Overall, the nutritional status of women has improved, 
with the share of malnourished women declining from 38% in 2003 to 27% in 2009. Life 
expectancy at birth has increased, while the fertility rate (children per women) has fallen from 
7.8 in 2003 to 5.7 in 2009, and the annual population growth rate has declined from 3.2% in 
2004 to 2.4% in 2010. 

                                                
1
  This summary is based on: Ministry of Finance and World Bank. 2008. Timor-Leste: Poverty in a Young Nation. 

Washington DC (November); World Bank. 2010. A 2009 Update of Poverty Incidence in Timor-Leste using the 
Survey-to-Survey Imputation Method. Dili; National Statistics Directorate. 2010. Timor-Leste Demographic and 
Health Survey 2009-10. Ministry of Finance. Dili (November); National Statistics Directorate and United Nations 
Population Fund. 2011. Population and Housing Census 2010. Suco Report. Volume 4. Dili (July); Government of 
Timor-Leste. 2010. Millennium Development Goals 2010: Where are we now? Where do we want to be in 2015? 
Dili; World Bank. 2003. Timor-Leste: Poverty in a New Nation: Analysis for Action, Washington DC. 

2
  Application of the same methodology to the results of the 2010 population and housing census suggest a further 

reduction in the incidence of poverty in 2010. 
3 The latest estimate of the incidence of poverty is, however, substantially below the estimate for early 1999 of 56%, 

which was prepared using a broadly comparable methodology to the 2001 and 2007 poverty assessments. 
M. Pradham, A. Suryahadi, S. Sumarto, and L. Pritchett. 2000. Measurements of Poverty in Indonesia, 1996, 1999, 
and Beyond. Social Monitoring and Early Response Unit Working Paper. Jakarta (June). 
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5. The mixed results since 2001 between indicators of poverty and living standards appear 
to reflect relatively slow progress in lifting per capita consumption and more success in 
improving the delivery of key basic services. 
 
B. Poverty Profile 

6. Poverty is higher in rural areas than in urban areas. In 2007, 52% of the rural population 
was estimated as poor compared to 45% of the urban population, and measures of the depth 
and severity of poverty were higher for rural areas. Poverty was also higher in rural areas in 
2001, and the rural–urban gap was much wider (the incidence of poverty was estimated as 40% 
in rural areas compared to 25% in urban areas).4 
 
7. The eastern region of the country was found to be the least poor in 2007 (27% of the 
population living in poverty), with the central (58%) and western (55%) regions found to be 
substantially poorer.5 A similar regional pattern was evident in measures of the depth and 
severity of poverty in 2007 and in all measures in 2001. In line with the national trend, inequality 
declined in all regions from 2001 to 2007.  
 
8. District poverty estimates are available for 2007. The incidence of poverty in districts 
broadly follows regional results. The main exceptions are a much lower incidence of poverty in 
the Dili (43%) and Liquica (45%) districts than in the central region (58%), and a much higher 
incidence of poverty in the Viqueque district (43%) than in the eastern region (27%). The 
incidence of poverty varies considerably across districts, ranging from 21% (Lautem) and 22% 
(Baucau) to 80% (Ainaro) and 85% (Manufahi). 
 
9. In 2007, children in poor households accounted for 49% of the poor population, while the 
youth accounted for 18% of the poor, and the elderly accounted for only 3% of the poor. The 
large share of the poor accounted for by children mainly reflects the young age structure of the 
population (children under age 15 accounted for 43% of the population in 2007) and the 
tendency of poorer households to be larger with more children. The elderly account for a 
relatively low share of the poor because they tend to be part of households with working 
members, many of which are not poor. The incidence of poverty among households with an 
elderly head (25%) was below the nationwide incidence.  
 
10. For any given household size, the incidence of poverty is higher for households headed 
by women (which account for 10% of the population) than for households headed by men. 
 
11. In 2007, about 59% of the working age population was employed, with about 4% 
unemployed and the remaining 37% outside the labor force. This implied a labor force 
participation rate of 63% and an unemployment rate of 6.7%.6 Findings showed that the poor 
participated in the workforce as much as the nonpoor and rates of unemployment were similar 
between the poor and nonpoor. In 2007, nearly 80% of the poor nationally and 90% of the poor 
in rural areas were estimated to depend on the agriculture sector for their livelihood.  
 

                                                
4
  The rural poverty rate was estimated as 59% in 1999, compared to 23% in urban areas. 

5
  The eastern region comprises the districts of Baucau, Lautem, and Viqueque, the central region comprises the 

districts of Aileu, Ainaro, Dili, Ermera, Liquica, Maufahi, and Manatuto, and the western region comprises the 
districts of Bobonaro, Cova Lima, and Oecussi. 

6
  The 2010 population and housing census reported a substantially lower labor force participation rate of 54.7% 

among the population aged 15–64 years and a higher unemployment rate of 9.8%. 
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12. The key difference between the employment situation faced by the poor and the nonpoor 
is in the quality and productivity of their employment. The poor are not necessarily more 
unemployed, but they are more underemployed. In the absence of more productive employment 
opportunities, the vast majority of them fall back on agriculture to earn a meager living. For the 
country as a whole, nearly 80% of the poor live in households where agriculture is the main 
sector of employment for the household head or for the working age members who participate in 
the labor force. 
 
13. Timor-Leste shares the international pattern of a strong link between the level of 
education and poverty. The incidence of poverty declines rapidly with the level of educational 
attainment of the household. In 2007, the poverty rate of adults (and their dependents) with no 
education was about 58%. The poverty rate declined to 50% for those with primary education, 
39% for those with pre-secondary education, 34% for those with secondary education, and 18% 
for those with tertiary education. The pattern is similar in rural and urban areas, except at the 
tertiary education level. The poverty incidence was found to be relatively high at 26% among the 
tertiary education of urban areas. 
 
14. Those with no or only low educational attainment account for the bulk of the poor; those 
with less than primary education accounted for nearly two-thirds of the poor in 2007 (69% of the 
rural poor and 50% of the urban poor), and those with less than secondary education account 
for 90% of the poor (93% of the rural poor and 81% of the urban poor). The enrollment rates for 
the poor lag behind those for the nonpoor, nationally and within rural and urban areas.  
 
15. Food dominates the consumption pattern of the population, accounting for two-thirds of 
total consumption. The food share in rural areas is significantly higher than those for the urban 
population (69% compared to 59%), and food accounts for 70% of the total consumption of the 
poor. If rent, which is mostly imputed in nature (since very few Timorese rent the dwellings they 
live in), is excluded, food accounts for 81% of the consumption of the poor. 
 
C. Access to Services 

16. In 2007, nearly three-quarters of the population lived in households that made use of 
primary schools; the average distance to a primary school was just over 1 kilometer and the 
average travel time (one-way) to a primary school was about a half hour. The access of the poor 
to primary schools was broadly comparable to that for the nonpoor, and access in urban and 
rural areas was similar.  
 
17. The reach of other key facilities is varied. Notably, access to secondary schools is much 
lower in rural areas. In 2007, a little more than a quarter of the rural population regularly used a 
secondary school, while 50% of the urban population regularly used a secondary school. The 
average travel time to a secondary school in rural areas (70 minutes) was twice that in urban 
areas (34 minutes). Less than 1% of the population was found to make use of vocational 
centers, with negligible use among the poor. Access to clinics is also much better in urban areas 
than in rural areas. The utilization of clinics, however, was found to be higher among the poor, 
especially in urban areas (despite a little longer travel time). Access to bus terminals, banks, 
and post offices remained very limited as of 2007. The limited use of these facilities is mostly 
concentrated in urban areas, and there is almost no use of these facilities by the poor.  
 
18. Both the poor and the nonpoor were found to make equally frequent use of roads in 
2007 (around 25–26 times per month). The poor tend, however, to be farther away from the 
nearest vehicle-passable road than the nonpoor, with average walking times to the nearest road 
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being 19 minutes (for the poor) and 13 minutes (for the nonpoor). This pattern is evident in both 
rural and urban areas. Also, the roads serving the poor tend to be of relatively inferior quality. 
For example, the nearest road is accessible during the rainy season for two-thirds of the poor 
(58% in rural areas), compared to around 75% for the nonpoor (68% in rural areas). 
 
D. Outlook 

19. The shortfall in the growth in per capita consumption levels from 2001 to 2007 is now 
being corrected through economic expansion; the nonpetroleum economy expanded by 9.5% in 
2010, and a high rate of economic growth is projected to 2015. Provided an inclusive pattern of 
economic growth is achieved, and the delivery of basic services continues to improve, progress 
in reducing the incidence of poverty is likely.7 
 
20. Nonetheless, the challenges remain daunting. The rising offshore income lifted Timor-
Leste to lower-middle-income country status in 2007, and Timor-Leste is now ranked as a 
medium human development country. But many of the key non-income indicators of 
development remain closer to those of a typical least developed country than a typical medium 
human development country (Table 1), and the government has assessed Timor-Leste as 
offtrack in achieving its Millennium Development Goal targets in relation to poverty alleviation.8 
Lifting living standards will thus remain a priority development issue over 2011–2015. 
 

Table 1: International Comparisons 

 Latest estimate
a
 

Indicator 
Timor-
Leste 

Least 
developed 
countries 

Low human 
development 

countries 

Medium human 
development 

countries 

Population growth (annual % change)  2.4 2.2 2.2 1.1 

Maternal mortality ratio (per 100,000 live births) 557.0 786.0 822.0 242.0 

Births attended by skilled health personnel (%) 30.0 36.0 39.0 74.0 

Antenatal coverage of at least one visit (%) 88.0 63.0 66.0 84.0 

Contraceptive prevalence rate (%) 22.0 30.0 28.0 68.0 

Infant mortality rate (0–1 year/per 1,000 live births)  45.0 82.0 83.0 38.0 

Life expectancy at birth (years) 62.0 57.7 56.0 69.3 

Adult literacy (%)  53.4 59.9 61.2 80.7 

Primary school gross enrollment (%)  104.6 101.6 99.9 110.2 

Human development index 0.52 0.39 0.39 0.59 
a
 Estimates are for 2010, or when not available, for 2009 or 2008. 

Sources: National Statistics Directorate. 2010. Timor-Leste Demographic and Health Survey 2009-10. Ministry of 
Finance. Dili (November), United Nations Development Programme. 2010. Human Development Report 2010. The 
Real Wealth of Nations: Pathways to Human Development. New York (November); National Statistics Directorate 

and United Nations Population Fund. 2011. Population and Housing Census 2010. Suco Report. Volume 4. Dili 
(July). 

                                                
7
  The predicted rate of poverty in 2009 was consistent with results using an alternative methodology based on the 

growth in average incomes. Application of this alternative methodology to the latest medium term projections 
suggests there will be a substantial decline in the incidence of poverty by 2015. 

8
  Government of Timor-Leste. 2010. Millennium Development Goals 2010: Where are we now? Where do we want 

to be in 2015? Dili.  


