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East Timor secured independence from 

Indonesia in 2002 and has since been heralded 

as the ‘strongest democracy in Asia’, although 

whether this is comparable with the innocence 

of youth remains to be seen. Regardless, the 

country has big plans for its future, although 

as a young and largely untested nation still 

blighted by poverty, East Timor must walk a 

careful tightrope between diving head-first into 

major projects that could inevitably lead to 

fraud and corruption and being too passive in its dealings and letting bad actors (both political 

and economic) take root.  

 

Although China tends to be the biggest bugbear for Pacific nations, curiously East Timor’s bete noire as 

things stand is Australia, which is not generally thought of as such. There has been bad blood between 

the two ever since 1999 when Australia sent troops into East Timor, officially as ‘peacekeepers’ against 

Indonesian militias but in reality perceived as the first steps of extending Australian hegemony over the 

resource-rich territory before anyone else. There then followed a scandal whereby the Australian 

Intelligence Service bugged Timorese Cabinet meetings post-independence and passed on the 

intelligence to friendly corporations so that they stood a better chance of securing major deals. This does 

not bode well for transparency in East Timor’s business climate – even before one considers China’s 

undoubted efforts to expand its influence in long-term infrastructural deals and the incorporation of East 

Timor onto the Belt and Road Initiative. And given that the country is estimated to have at least 25m barrels 

of oil and 1.3 billion cubic feet of gas, as yet untouched, influence operations from both sides – as well as 

the exploitation of the relevant companies and individuals themselves by criminals purely looking for a 

profit – is expected to increase. 

 

It is to be hoped therefore that East Timor’s governance and legislative platforms are rigorous enough to 

face the considerable challenges. It is a paradox that the country may be the strongest democracy in 

Southeast Asia, it is also by far the poorest. Much of the infrastructure was destroyed in the 1999 conflict 

and so far, tourism has not proven to be the solution, much as the current oil revenues will continue to 

dwindle until new licences are awarded (which brings its own aforementioned problems).  



 
  

 

However, multiple free-and-fair transitions of power have taken place, democratic engagement is strong, 

and civil society & the media alike are broadly left to their own devices. There is no institutionalising of 

corruption, and few serious incidents of violent, organised or corporate crime – not to say that East Timor 

is perfect, but that compared to its neighbours it is positively angelic. The problems are envisioned to come 

when East Timor reaches the limit of what it can do solo and requires help – whether from Australia, or 

China, or elsewhere is ultimately immaterial. Either the country puts itself on the map to a greater extent, 

in which case it becomes more attractive to criminal networks looking to traffick, defraud or otherwise 

compromise within the Timorese market, or those domestic politicians and business leaders in charge of 

making the deals start to realise that they can manipulate and exploit the key industries and thus see East 

Timor fall into the corruption trap.  

 

It is important to stress that this has not happened yet: but with a young and untested country beset by 

poverty and ‘enemies’ on all sides, such matters tend only to end one way.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

KCS Group Europe - Strategic Intelligence & Corporate Security 
 
A leading provider of security and intelligence services, we operate discreetly in some of the world’s most difficult environments on complex cases 
of fraud, theft, corruption, or market dynamics. We gather intelligence through the discreet use of human sources to level the playing field and 
help our clients identify and deal with any risks, weaknesses and threats which could impact on their business, financially or reputationally.  
 
Our key areas of expertise include: 

Corporate Intelligence Services - New market or sector entry research - Know your customer screening 
 
In addition, through our specialist team at KCS IS, we offer a unique service in the areas of Cyber Security and Cyber Risk. This covers penetration 
testing, vulnerability assessments, intelligence gathering and cyber security audits - providing unparalleled analysis, contingency planning, and 
implementation. 
 
To find out more or to arrange a meeting to discuss your business needs, please email the team at info@kcsgroupeurope.com or               
call (00 44) 2072451191 


