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SECTOR ASSESSMENT (SUMMARY): WATER AND AIR TRANSPORT1 
 

Sector Road Map 
 
 1. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities 
 

a. Water Transport 

1. The water transport subsector plays an important role in international cargo traffic. The 
Port of Dili is an international gateway that is used mainly for transporting cargo and, to a lesser 
extent, passengers. The maritime sector plays an important role in promoting national cohesion 
because it links the enclave of Oecussi and Atauro Island to the rest of Timor-Leste through the 
port. Maritime transport faces competition from land transportation via the port at Kupang, 
Indonesia, which is mainly used for merchandise originating from Indonesia. Because imports 
are larger than exports, ships arrive in Dili full but leave empty so importers are charged a return 
fare for each shipment. Maritime transport along the south coast of the country is complicated 
by rough seas and is largely limited to the use of landing barges. 
 
2. The port is used to handle both container and break-bulk cargo. The container traffic is 
loaded inbound and primarily empty outbound. While coffee and some other exports are 
containerized, these are very small in volume. The current volume of containerized imports is 
about 14,000 twenty-foot equivalent units (TEU) per year. Nearly all is transported in 20-foot 
boxes because of limited handling capacity of both the vessels and the road network. Over half 
of these are multiple containers carrying a single consignment of homogenous goods such as 
bottled water, rice noodles, bagged rice, and canned soda.  
 
3. The port is a small facility originally designed for break-bulk operations. It has a wharf 
length of 285 meters, which is nominally divided into three berths, and an alongside depth of 
about 7 meters. The port has a relatively short approach channel, and the bay is protected from 
waves by reefs. The available depth limits the size of vessels calling at the port to 500 TEU. 
Only one berth was operational for much of 2010, with the other two only entering into operation 
at the end of the year. Currently, there are three to four vessel calls a week by feeder vessels 
operating out of Darwin, Singapore, and Surabaya. These are typically in port less than a day. 
Three shipping lines provide most of the container services using vessels in the range of 
120–240 TEU. The government also operates a shipping service between Dili and Oecussi. 
 
4. At present, three private stevedoring companies handle specific shipping services. The 
port authority has adopted the role of landlord, but with minimal involvement in coordinating 
operations. One result is an excess of equipment but none of it is designed to maximize the 
throughput of the storage area. 
 
5. Delays in berthing at the port already occur when there is bunching of arrivals (e.g., five 
per week). The frequency of such problems is increasing. Port capacity is limited on the 
landside. If the volumes continue to increase, congestion will become a severe problem. 
Addressing this would require converting the port to a modern configuration. This would involve 
block stacking containers in designated slots, investment in yard gantries, major physical 
modifications, and revised arrangements for managing containers. A unified management of the 
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  This summary is based on World Bank. 2010. Expanding Timor-Leste’s Near-Term Non-Oil Exports. Diagnostic 

Trade Integration Study. Washington, DC (August); project assessments prepared jointly by ADB and the 
International Finance Corporation for the Ministry of Finance. 
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yard with a computerized system for controlling yard inventory would also be required. Such 
changes would allow the port to increase its capacity by as much as 100%. 
 
6. Given a continuation of cargo growth rates of 20% per annum on average since 2006, 
even an upgraded port would be unable to cope with the traffic volumes within 5 years time. To 
avoid serious congestion, steps need to be taken now to begin preparation for a new facility. 
Tibar Bay (around 10 kilometers from Dili) shows promise as a likely location, but this needs 
further detailed geotechnical survey work to confirm that it is a feasible site. 
 

b. Air Transport 

7. Timor-Leste operates one international airport (Nicolao Lobato Airport in Dili) that 
connects to Indonesia via Denpasar (two carriers as of June 2011), to Australia via Darwin (one 
carrier as of June 2011), and to Singapore (one carrier as of June 2011). The number of arriving 
and departing passengers has grown rapidly as the quality of air transport services has 
improved and as the expanding economy and public sector activity increased demand. Arriving 
and departing passenger numbers reached approximately 75,000 in 2010, and further increases 
are likely. The air tickets are relatively expensive (on a per kilometer basis) with the exception of 
the Dili–Denpasar link, which has benefited from the competition provided by two medium-sized 
carriers. Private operators provide all international and domestic air services. 
 
8. The Dili airport is a low-volume airport that receives only a few flights per day. As of June 
2011, traffic included a daily and twice-weekly flight to Denpasar (B-737, Airbus 313), daily 
flights to Darwin 5 days per week (Embraer 170), and a thrice-weekly flight to Singapore (Airbus 
319). The airport is also used by the United Nations, the military, and helicopters that service 
the petroleum industry. The length of the runway (1,850 meters) limits the size of the 
commercial aircraft to B-737-300 and equivalent. The runway is only 30 meters wide and has no 
parallel taxiway. Options for lengthening the runway to accommodate larger aircraft are limited 
to an additional 150 meters since it is bounded on the east by a riverbed and on the west by the 
seafront. However, B-737-400 and similar aircrafts could use the runway if lengthening were 
combined with widening (around 15 meters). The runway has problems with rutting and pooling 
of water and requires resurfacing.  
 
9. The airport is equipped with visual approach slope indicator lights. Operations are 
controlled from the tower during daylight, and pilot-controlled lighting (for approach and runway 
lighting) allows nighttime operations, if necessary. Two companies provide ground handling.  
 
10. Airfreight operations are limited by the size of the aircraft. The goods are carried as belly 
cargo. Capacity is limited to 1–3 tons by the size of the aircraft landing at Dili airport. These 
range from the Embraer E-170 to Boeing 737/300. The cargo load factors are relatively low. The 
majority of the air cargo is mail, courier shipments, and unaccompanied luggage. There is some 
resupply of spare parts from Singapore. While capacity is limited by the size of the aircraft and 
the frequency of flights, it is unlikely to limit the growth in airfreight. Load factors for flights to and 
from Singapore and Denpasar are relatively low. Airfreight reached 330 tons in 2010, with 
potential volumes insufficient to justify freighter operations. 
 
11. Domestic air services are provided between Baucau, Dili, and Oecussi by a light airplane 
on a charter basis. A scheduled service has also been proposed. 
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c. Customs 

12. Customs is in the process of modernizing procedures and developing staff capacity. 
Special challenges faced include a relatively new cadre of customs staff; a lack of reliable 
communications, which limits the effectiveness of ASYCUDA; a lack of clarity on the use of 
scanners in the airport and seaport; and a low customs presence in the airport and land border 
crossings. Customs is able to clear goods at the Dili port within 2–3 days. This would place it 
well ahead of most developing countries—except that it has been accomplished because 
certain procedures have not yet been introduced. While the air cargo volumes are small, 
suitable storage facilities need to be developed at the airport and the x-ray scanning unit needs 
to be integrated into the inspection process in the short term. The biggest challenge is to 
introduce a more rigorous system while maintaining the short clearance times. The government 
is already making efforts in this regard. 
 

d. Regulation 

13. Only basic regulation is in place for water transport, and more regulation is necessary 
with respect to tariffs and stevedoring charges. 
 
14. The Civil Aviation Department of the Ministry of Infrastructure is the regulatory authority 
as well as the operator of the airport. The department has a basic regulatory capacity, although 
it faces difficulties in sourcing, training and retaining adequate numbers of qualified staff. A law 
to separate regulatory and service provision functions of the Civil Aviation Department has been 
passed but has not been implemented.  
 
 2. Government’s Sector Strategy 
 
15. The Strategic Development Plan, 2011–2030 was released in July 2011. 2 
Implementation commenced with the 2011 budget. Air and water infrastructure development is 
prominent in the plan. It commits to substantial investment in air and water transport to support 
the growing economy and meet the future industry and freight demands. Key targets are the 
commencement of construction of a new seaport at Tibar near Dili by 2015; efficient operation 
of the new seaport at Tibar by 2020; ensuring the main international airport in Dili is managed 
by a commercially oriented airport authority by 2015 with a rebuilt terminal facility and an 
upgraded runway; and rehabilitation and establishment of air and water transport facilities in the 
districts, including a new seaport at Suai on the south coast. 
 
16. Substantial funds have been set aside in the 2011 budget for infrastructure, via the 
establishment of the Infrastructure Fund, and the government has committed to maintain 
funding for infrastructure at a high level to 2015. The government has also identified the 
potential role of the private sector in infrastructure provision. Work commenced in late 2010 on 
the preparation of a public–private partnership (PPP) policy statement and its operational 
framework. Air and water transport projects are among the candidate projects being assessed 
for development under the policy, with the assistance of the Asian Development Bank (ADB) 
and the International Finance Corporation. 

                                                
2
  Government of Timor-Leste. 2011.Timor-Leste Strategic Development Plan, 2011–2030. Dili (July). 
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 3. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program 
 
17. ADB’s initial support for the infrastructure sectors in Timor-Leste concentrated on 
emergency rehabilitation. This included support for rehabilitation works at Dili port and 
rehabilitation of a fishing port.3 The Infrastructure Project Management TA approved in 2007 to 
build the capacity of infrastructure agencies and their staff provided targeted support for air and 
water transport regulation and policy.4 
 
18. Airport and seaport projects structured as PPPs have been well established in many 
parts of the world. They offer the benefit of overcoming Timor-Leste’s capacity constraints by 
bringing in committed and accountable expertise to develop, operate, and maintain 
infrastructure facilities. A well-structured and implemented PPP can also make important 
inroads in ensuring the sustainable delivery of air and water transport services. 
 
19. The rationale for a PPP is especially strong for water transport, given the strong 
economic and financial business case and the growing constraint to the economy posed by 
congestion at Dili port. A range of PPP structures are possible, but the most appropriate would 
likely be one under which the government develops the channel and wharves and then offers a 
build–own–operate–transfer project for a first-stage development. Through a competitive bid 
process, the private operator would buy a concession, lease the terminal land, develop it, 
operate the terminal, and then, at the end of the concession, sell the improvements back to the 
government. Development of a new port PPP at Tibar Bay is a large-scale and relatively 
complex project in the context of Timor-Leste. It will require substantial up-front work planning 
and design and environmental assessment. 
 
20. A PPP to reseal, widen, and extend the runway at Dili airport is also potentially feasible. 
An attractive structure is for the competitive award of a long-term concession to upgrade the 
terminal and operate the airport. The terminal upgrade could take the form of improvements to 
the existing structure or a new international terminal building. 
 
21. The main source of complexity in these potential PPPs arises from the need to establish 
a structure that is appealing to the market, given the small size of the operations by regional 
standards. The capacity and readiness for effective regulation of a PPP also needs to be 
considered. Master plans would be needed as precursors to any PPP. 
 
22. ADB is supporting the preparation of a PPP policy and implementation arrangements.5 
This provides a solid basis for the engagement of the private sector in air and water transport 
infrastructure. ADB’s contribution to the air and water transport subsectors during 2011–2015 
will focus on facilitating this engagement. Support will be provided in close collaboration with the 
International Finance Corporation. ADB support is expected to encompass policy development 
and the regulatory reforms required to meet operational, safety, and security requirements. 

                                                
3
  ADB. 2000. Report on a Project Grant from the Trust Fund for East Timor to the United Nations Transitional 

Administration in East Timor for the Emergency Infrastructure Rehabilitation Project. Manila (Grant 8181-TIM); 
ADB. 2002. Report on Supplementary Funding from the Trust Fund for East Timor for the Emergency Infrastructure 
Rehabilitation Project (Phase 2). Manila (Grant 8198-TIM); ADB. 2001. Report on a Project Grant from the Trust 
Fund for East Timor to East Timor for the Hera Port Fisheries Facilities Rehabilitation Project. Manila (Grant 
8190-TIM); ADB. 2001. Report on a Project Grant from the Trust Fund for East Timor to East Timor for the Water 
Supply and Sanitation Rehabilitation Project Phase II. Manila (Grant 8189-TIM). 

4
  ADB. 2007. Technical Assistance to the Democratic Republic of Timor-Leste for Infrastructure Project 

Management. Manila (TA 4942-TIM, May). 
5
  ADB. 2009. Technical Assistance for Pacific Private Sector Development Initiative (Phase II). Manila 

(TA 7430-REG, in coordination with the International Finance Corporation and the World Bank). 
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Problem Tree for Water and Air Transport  
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Source: Asian Development Bank. 
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Sector Results Framework (Water and Air Transport, 2011–2015) 
 

Country Sector Outcomes Country Sector Outputs ADB Sector Operations 

Sector Outcomes 
with  
ADB Contribution 

Indicators with 
Targets and 
Baselines 

Sector Outputs 
with ADB 

Contribution 
Indicators with Incremental 

Targets  
Planned and Ongoing ADB 

Interventions 
Main Outputs Expected from 

ADB Interventions 

Increased and 
more efficient 
movement of 
people and goods 

 

Sea freight traffic 
increased by at least 
50% by 2015 (2010 
baseline: 58,000 
twenty-foot 
equivalent units) 

Inward international 
air transport 
passengers and 
freight increased by 
at least 25% by 
2015 (2010 
baseline: 
75,000 persons and 
330 tons) 

Water and air 
transport systems 
expanded, 
improved, and 
maintained 

Effective capacity of Dili 
seaport and airport expanded 
by at least 50% by 2015 

New seaport near Dili on 
track for operation by 2020 

Seaports and airports meet 
international safety standards 

Public–private partnerships in 
place for the operation of 
most major new seaport and 
airport facilities 

Planned key activity areas 

National seaport and airport 
development (50% of funds) 

Sector policy and capacity 
development (50% of funds) 

Pipeline projects with 
estimated amounts 

Infrastructure Asset 
Management Cluster TA 
($1.5 million) 

Ongoing projects with 
approved amounts 

Infrastructure Project 
Management TA ($15 million) 

Planned key activity areas 

Seaport and airport 
construction and rehabilitation 
and private sector participation 

Improved policy and 
operational frameworks 

Pipeline projects  

Seaport and airport 
construction and rehabilitation 
and private sector participation 

Ongoing projects  

Improved policy and 
operational frameworks 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, TA = technical assistance.  
a
 Population in subdistricts with rehabilitated or upgraded roads. 

Source: Government of Timor-Leste. 2011. Timor-Leste Strategic Development Plan, 2011–2030. Dili (July); Asian Development Bank. 


