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Elections, Independence, Democracy: The 
2012 Timorese Electoral Cycle in Context 
Rui Graça Feijó 

Abstract: Timor-Leste rose to independence following a path that included 
three electoral processes organized under the auspices of the UN and has 
thus got elections imprinted on its own genetic code. After independence, 
the responsibility for electoral processes – a key aspect of the sovereignty of 
the Timorese people – was passed to the nation’s authorities, who organized 
two full rounds of presidential and legislative elections in 2007 and 2012 
with the assistance of the international community. This effort constitutes a 
major element in the process of granting the new regime internal and exter-
nal legitimacy and at the same time is a response both to citizens’ perception 
of the political game in order to secure their empowerment and to the call 
for transparent, internationally acknowledged procedures. Initially, this essay 
analyses the legal and administrative framework for Timorese elections, 
bearing these competing requirements in mind. It then focuses on the 2012 
elections: first, on the two rounds of presidential elections, including the 
intricate relationship between presidential candidacies and political parties, 
and then on the results of the legislative poll, which had a major impact on 
the political landscape. The final section deals with the challenges that lie 
ahead for the coming political cycle (2012–2017). 
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1 Elections, Independence, Democracy 
In the first half of 2012, Timor-Leste organized the second series of national 
elections since its independence ten years earlier.1 Elections have been a vital 
part of this nation’s recent history since the UN-sponsored referendum of 
30 August 1999 – the first election in the land to be held in accordance to 
internationally accepted standards2 – in which the overwhelming majority of 
its people (officially 78.5 per cent, with a turnout of 98.6 per cent of all reg-
istered electors) voted in favour of ending its 24-year-long incorporation 
into Indonesia, thus paving the way for independence (Martin 2001; Pereira 
Gomes 2001; Cardoso Gomes 2010a).3 Two years later, on 30 August 2001, 
a new vote was organized to install a Constituent Assembly (Sousa 2001; 
Fox 2003; King 2003; Smith 2004). Fretilin, a historical party associated with 
the Resistance, comfortably won 55 of the 88 seats and dominated the As-

1  In addition to presidential and legislative elections, Timor-Leste also held elections 
for local ‘suku’ and village leaders in 2004–2005 and 2009, which will not be con-
sidered in this essay. However, it should be noticed that the UN administration 
opted to start the electoral process with national polls despite some proposals that 
sustained the idea of holding local elections first (Hohe 2001; Hohe and Ospina 
2002). 

2  In the last year of Portuguese administration (1975), genuinely democratic elections 
were prepared, but these were only actually organized in a few districts (Real forth-
coming). Under Indonesian rule, several elections were organized, the last one a 
few months before the 1999 referendum, but none can be regarded as having the 
basic features of free and fair elections (Saldanha 2008: 70; Shoesmith 2011: 7). 

3  Acknowledgements: This essay is part of an ongoing research project called ‘The 
Birth of a Democratic Nation: Timor-Leste after 1999’ sponsored by FCT (the Por-
tuguese agency for science and technology) through grant SFRH/BPD/71238/ 
2010, which I am conducting at CES/Coimbra together with Boaventura de Sousa 
Santos, whom I thank for his intellectual generosity. Several visits of mine to Dili 
(2009, 2011, 2012) benefitted from the hospitality of Fundação Oriente and the 
kind support of its local manager Alvaro Antunes, both of whom I gratefully thank 
on this occasion. I have benefitted from long interviews with Xanana Gusmão, José 
Ramos-Horta and Mari Alkatiri, as well as frequent conversations with Dionisio 
Babo (CNRT), João Gonçalves (PSD), João Saldanha (PR), Jose Teixeira (Fretilin), 
Lurdes Bessa (PD), Virgilio Smith (CNRT) and Roque Rodrigues (Presidential ad-
visor). Carla Duarte (STAE), Filipa Carvalho (Office of the President), José Carlos 
Aragão (Office of the Prime Minister), José H. Meirelles (Office of the President), 
Maria Amado, Michael Leach, Michael Maley, Nuno Vasco Oliveira (Office of the 
Secretary of State for Culture), Paulo Vieira (ministerial advisor), Peter Carey, Rui 
Correia (STAE) and Sónia Neto (former aide to Ramos-Horta) also helped in dif-
ferent ways to sharpen my understanding of the Timorese and their political behav-
iour. Faustino Cardoso Gomes provided valuable insights into the workings of the 
National Electoral Commission (CNE). David Goldey taught me all I know about 
elections. I bear full responsibility for any errors that may exist in this paper. 
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sembly, which voted to extend its mandate to become the first Parliament 
for the ensuing five years, thus granting that party a sound basis for stable 
government.  

On 14 April 2002, following the dispositions of the new Constitution 
yet to be implemented and still under UN administration (UNTAET Regu-
lation 2002/1), Xanana Gusmão, the Resistance leader running as an ‘inde-
pendent’ candidate supported by a large number of smaller parties, albeit not 
the ruling one, Fretilin, won a landslide victory (83 per cent vs 17 per cent) 
over Xavier do Amaral, who had briefly been President of Timor in 1975 
(Cardoso Gomes 2010a). Both of these elections were completely organized 
by the UN Mission in Timor-Leste. Thus, when the flag of the first new 
nation of the 21st century was raised at midnight on 20 May 2002 and the 
independence of the Democratic Republic of Timor-Leste was proclaimed, 
the country had an elected President of the Republic, a National Parliament 
that resulted from the transformation of the elected Constituent Assembly 
into a legislative body and was the source of legitimacy for the country’s 
government, and also the memory of a decisive vote that had opened up the 
route to make that possible. Free and fair elections with an enlarged fran-
chise and overwhelming popular participation are thus inscribed in the ge-
netic code of this country, and its independence was achieved through dem-
ocratic electoral procedures. 

In 2007, the country organized a round of elections for the presidency 
followed by legislative ones under the auspices of national electoral institu-
tions supported by international aid. In the wake of the severe crisis that 
rocked the country in 2006, and in a difficult security situation illustrated by 
the existence of 150,000 internally displaced people, those elections were 
mostly peaceful and generally considered as free and fair (Feijó 2009, 2010; 
Jolliffe 2007; Leach 2009). The presidential elections required a second bal-
lot for the Timorese to choose between the ‘independent’ candidate Jose 
Ramos-Horta and Fretilin’s Lu Olo, in which the former obtained a com-
fortable majority of 69 per cent of the vote (Cabasset Semedo and Durand 
2007). His ability to bridge different sides of the political spectrum and 
maintain an inclusive attitude during the crisis gained him the respect of the 
electors. The legislative elections of late June returned a new Parliament in 
which no single party commanded a majority, so a coalition was necessary to 
form a government. The President took the controversial but realistic step 
of inviting the leader of a post-electoral coalition to form the fourth consti-
tutional government instead of the leader of the largest party, and Xanana 
Gusmão was sworn in as Prime Minister. This move generated a serious 
wave of discontent fuelled by Fretilin, but eventually this party stopped the 
escalation and returned to parliamentary tactics of opposition. The first 
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change of government was thus achieved successfully, albeit in a climate of 
tension. 

National elections held in 2007 and more recently in 2012 respected the 
constitutional schedule. These elections, however, required the elaboration 
of new legislation in line with constitutional provisions and the creation of 
national institutions to oversee and organize the electoral process as part of 
the sovereign function of the independent state. The extent to which the 
Timorese authorities managed to assume responsibility for organizing the 
expression of popular sovereignty in ways that were both transparent to 
their citizens and in accordance with internationally established standards of 
freedom and fairness is a critical element in the process of legitimation of 
the new regime, both internally and externally. As Robert Pastor has pointed 
out,  

[t]he question is whether a country’s institutions – both governmental 
and non-governmental – are sturdy and impartial enough to give peo-
ple confidence that the instances of fraud are the exception rather 
than the rule, and that they can be corrected.  

He added: ‘The character, competence, and composition of Electoral Man-
agement Bodies can determine whether an election is a source of peaceful 
change or cause for serious instability’ given that ‘[t]he fair and effective 
administration of the rules is often as important as the rules themselves’ 
(Pastor 1999: 5–6). 

Elections are a sine qua non condition for a polity to claim democratic 
status and should not be regarded as an ethnocentric diversion from genuine 
democracy, no matter what amount of ‘political translation’ is involved in 
the process. However, they are not a sufficient condition on their own, as 
has been argued consistently in political literature: ‘Elections are meaningful 
exercises of democratic governance only if voters are able to endow elected 
officials with real power’ (Schedler 2002: 45). Otherwise, they may indeed be 
part of what has been termed ‘electoral authoritarianism’ (Levitsky and Way 
2002) or ‘hybrid regimes’ that fall short of being democratic. Among other 
features, they must be free and fair according to well-established parameters. 
Electoral freedom requires the legal barriers to entry into the political arena 
to be low, substantial freedom to exist for candidates and supporters of 
different political forces so they are able to campaign and solicit votes, and 
that voters experience little or no coercion in exercising their choices. Elec-
tions are fair when they are administered by a neutral authority which is 
sufficiently competent and resourceful to take precautions against fraud in 
voting and vote counting, when the police, armed forces and courts treat 
competing candidates with impartiality, when the opposition is not system-
atically disadvantaged by electoral rules and procedures, when access to the 
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media is granted to all competitors on fair grounds, when independent mon-
itoring of electoral operations is allowed at all locations, when virtually all 
adults can vote, when procedures for organizing and counting the vote are 
transparent, and when clear and impartial procedures for resolving com-
plaints and disputes are in place (Diamond 2002: 28–29).  

According to Przeworski and his colleagues, democratic elections also 
entail contestation, that is, the cumulation of three factors: (a) ex ante uncer-
tainty, or the actual possibility of competing actors securing a victory that is 
not previously determined; (b) ex post irreversibility, that is to say, abidance 
by the results of the polls in terms of the actual political outcome, or, if we 
revert to Schumpeter’s classic definition, that the principal positions of 
power should actually be filled in accordance with the results of a competi-
tive struggle for the people’s vote; and (c) repeatability, a feature that only 
longitudinal analysis over time can ascertain (Przeworski et al. 2000: 16). Or 
one might take Schedler’s seven-step ‘chain of democratic choice’ that re-
quires a polity to uphold the following features simultaneously in their elec-
toral processes: empowerment, free supply, free demand, inclusion, insula-
tion, integrity and irreversibility (Schedler 2002: 39–41). These considera-
tions constitute the background against which the performance of Timor-
Leste will be matched. 

The aim of the present essay is to address the general question of the 
relationship between the organization of free, fair and regular elections and 
the process of democratic consolidation, using the case of Timor-Leste as an 
example. Has Timor-Leste upheld the positive expectations derived from its 
recent history? Have elections helped to increase the system’s responsive-
ness to changes in public opinion? Have those changes meant more instabil-
ity? How do elections contribute to a balance of power between the Presi-
dent and the Government that responds before Parliament? How do politi-
cal parties react to different electoral challenges within a few months? What 
is the present situation after the second full round of national elections? 

The essay is primarily based on first-hand, long-term observations of 
Timorese society made between 2004 and 2012.4 Recent working visits to 
the country allowed me to conduct extensive interviews with political actors 

4  My first visit took place in 2004 and has been followed by several other trips since 
then. In 2005–06, I was a UN advisor to the Presidency of the Republic, and in that 
capacity I was involved in the preparation of an important presidential initiative to 
debate electoral issues with all the political parties and civil-society organizations 
(February–March 2006). Later on, I was an accredited international electoral ob-
server (2007, 2012), which allowed me to follow events from a medium-term per-
spective and observe the electoral process both in Dili and in some districts, with 
open access to various sources of information. 
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in Dili and in several districts, members of the electoral administration (both 
the CNE and STAE), senior advisors and local and international journalists 
(see the acknowledgements below) and also to attend official briefings for 
electoral observers. I was then able to combine the extensive knowledge I 
gained from my professional involvement at an earlier date with insights 
obtained from significant periods spent as an observateur engagé. This piece 
reviews the main features of the 2012 round of elections, starting with an 
analysis of the legal and institutional framework in which they took place 
and then moving on to address the results of the presidential and legislative 
elections. In the final section, some implications of these elections on the 
next cycle of Timorese political life (2012–2017) will be discussed. 

2 The Legal and Institutional Electoral  
Framework

Benjamin Reilly has noted that  

[w]hile constitutional and electoral reforms have attracted a volumi-
nous academic literature, issues of electoral administration remain un-
der-studied by scholars and under-rated in general in terms of their ef-
fect (Reilly 2008: 175).  

This section examines the Timorese options both in terms of electoral su-
pervision institutions and in matters pertaining to the main legal framework. 

During the first political cycle after independence (2002–2007), the 
constitutional provisions regarding electoral matters had to be converted 
into ordinary law and institutions created to carry out the functions that 
elections require. This task was performed rather late (ICG 2007: 2–3): the 
relevant legislation was only published at the very end of 2006 (28 Decem-
ber). Comments were often heard in Dili that the ruling party, which com-
manded a comfortable majority in Parliament, but had a difficult relation-
ship with the head of state, believed that without the proper legislation being 
passed, the President’s capacity to call early elections was in fact curtailed, 
and thus deliberately delayed passing the bills to secure its own stability. 

2.1 The Electoral Administration 
Among the critical decisions to be made regarding the electoral process, the 
definition of the composition of the body (or bodies) managing the election 
and the status it has rates very highly since it plays a considerable role in 
creating sound legitimacy bases for the whole process. 
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As defined in specific legislation (the Bill on the Organs of Electoral 
Administration – Law 5/2006), the Timorese electoral administration is 
composed of two main permanent institutions, the CNE (Comissão 
Nacional de Eleições – National Electoral Commission) and the STAE 
(Secretariado Tecnico dos Assuntos Eleitorais – Technical Secretariat for 
Electoral Affairs), as well as the logistic apparatus created for each electoral 
act (polling stations and vote-counting ‘assemblies’) in addition to the judi-
cial system (which is called on to perform confirmation duties, settle dis-
putes regarding contested elections and proclaim results).5 This has existed 
ever since the early days. Timor-Leste chose a mixed system, unlike most 
countries that either opt for an independent body – which Reilly considers 
to be ‘demonstrably preferable to party-based models for established and 
emerging democracies alike’ (2008: 32) and which, by and large, has been the 
dominant model since World War II (Pastor 1999) – or that choose to place 
electoral matters under the government of the day. 

The STAE is a government agency under the auspices of the Ministry 
for Home Affairs and has existed ever since the early days of independence. 
It is defined as a ‘technical secretariat’, but also as an ‘executive organ in 
electoral administration’ (section 12-1). In practice, it was the sole legal enti-
ty to intervene in the preparation of national elections up to the end of De-
cember 2006 and thus played a role in the drafting process of the electoral 
legislation published at that time. It also took the updating of the national 
electoral register upon itself. 

The key problem with this organ in a young democracy struggling to 
develop accountability procedures in Parliament, as Shoesmith has pointed 
out (Shoesmith 2008a, 2008b), resides in the possibility that it will not per-
form its duties according to neutrality criteria, but favour the governmental 
side instead. Criticism along these lines was heard in the period leading up to 
the 2007 elections, but the chairman of the STAE, Tomas Cabral, has man-
aged to build up a reputation for showing integrity and survived the political 
changes of 2007 to remain in his post with the new administration. 

The CNE is the body which is supposed to ‘exercise jurisdiction over 
all the electoral processes for elected organs of sovereignty, local power and 
the referendum, as well as over the mandatory, official, universal and unique 
voters registration to be used in those elections’ (from the preface to Law 

5  This dual model may be considered a legacy of the Portuguese co-operation on 
electoral matters after independence (Feijó 2011). A similar system was adopted in 
Portugal after the 1974 Revolution and was only abandoned recently. In the 2006 
bill, the vote-counting ‘assemblies’ and the polling stations were considered to be 
organs of electoral administration, although they were actually no more than in-
struments of the voting process at the time. 
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5/2006). Efforts were made to ensure this would be an independent body: 
[The] ‘CNE is independent from any organs of political power, central or 
local, and possesses financial, administrative and organizational independ-
ence’ (section 4-2): appointees receive a six-year mandate, extendable only 
once, and are not subject to dismissal (section 6-1); the institution has its 
own budget and permanent personnel (section 11); its members are nomi-
nated by a variety of institutions: the President of the Republic (3), the Na-
tional Parliament (3), the Government (3), judicial institutions (3), religious 
organizations (2) and women’s organizations (1) (section 5); and members 
cannot be party leaders, stand for election or have any role in the organiza-
tion of candidatures for election (section 5-4). 

The law also stipulates that there is a general ‘duty of co-operation’ with 
the CNE extended to ‘all organs and agents of the public administration’, 
expressly including the STAE (section 10), whose chairman has the right to 
sit in on CNE meetings, but not to vote in them (section 9-5). This seems to 
give the CNE a prominent role and extended capacity in electoral matters. 

In the course of the years, the CNE seems to have managed to estab-
lish itself as a reliable, independent body commanding ample support under 
its chairman, Faustino Cardoso Gomes, a highly respected figure. A large, 
new ceremonial building is currently under construction in Dili which is 
destined to become its new permanent headquarters and mirrors the im-
portance accorded to this institution. 

This law was revised in 2011. In Parliament, one member of the Oppo-
sition (Fernanda Borges, PUN) proposed that the STAE should be integrat-
ed into the CNE rather than being dependent on the Government, arguing 
that such a solution would clarify the leading role of the independent institu-
tion and offer guarantees of non-governamentalisation of sensitive issues 
regarding the electoral process. Her views reflected the basic stance of an 
International Electoral Certification Team (IECT) which made several pro-
posals after the 2007 elections. However, this view was rejected and only 
adjustments were made that keep the dual-institution model (Law 6/2011). 
The most relevant novelty was the inclusion of a new responsibility for the 
CNE (‘to verify the single database of the electoral register’ – section 8-k), 
whereas the STAE was entrusted with keeping that database (section 12-4 
and 5). In a way, this clarification reinforces the dual model. 

On the whole, the dual system is operating to general satisfaction, alt-
hough some friction often occurs due in part to the strong personalities of 
the leaders of the electoral administration bodies and mostly to inaccurate or 
blurred legal specifications (as observed by Michael Maley of the IECT). 
Competition between the bodies does create tension, but on the whole, it 
also affects the accuracy of their performance positively since both feel 
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under pressure to perform correctly. Both organs are duly staffed (the STAE 
has 100 people at its headquarters and a further 200 around the country) and 
they benefit from the assistance of a sizeable (200-strong) United Nations 
Electoral Support Team. They are entitled to use helicopters to facilitate the 
transportation of people and material to remote areas of the country. This 
has enabled the electoral administration to build up a dense grass-roots 
network: they have gradually set up 850 polling stations in 442 villages (i.e. 
one station for every 735 electors), with a combined force of 9,130 paid and 
uniformed electoral officers. Multi-level training has been administered, 
including a novel post-graduate course on electoral administration and man-
agement at the National University for middle- and top-ranking officials 
from the STAE and CNE.  

2.2 Legislation on Electoral Matters 
The task that faced Timorese law-makers confronted with the need to create 
electoral bills in line with broad constitutional provisions was considerably 
greater in the case of legislative elections than for presidential ones. 

The Timorese Constitution spells out the main features of presidential 
elections: a two-ballot election fought by candidates aged over 35, proposed 
by a group of no less than 5,000 registered electors, with a secondary provi-
sion that all 13 districts must be represented by at least 100 electors. The 
Presidential Elections Bill (Law 7/2006) did not cause much debate in Par-
liament or the rest of the country. However, an amendment put forward in 
early 2007 at a time when the electoral process was underway regarding a 
detail about the ballot that the electors were to use to cast their vote was 
criticized by many people and was not signed by the President before he had 
consulted with the Court of Appeals in its capacity as the country’s constitu-
tional court (Law 5/2007; Court of Appeals, Constitutional Section, File 
1/2007). 

The Timorese authorities sought to improve their legislation, starting 
soon after the 2007 elections, but only in the period of preparation for the 
2012 elections was the main bill revised – no less than three times, in fact. 
First, Law 8/2011 mainly addressed technicalities regarding counting proce-
dures and assurances given to observers. It also fine-tuned the electoral 
calendar and stipulated that presidential elections must be held no later than 
two months before the end of presidential mandates (section 12-3). Two 
significant alterations were introduced: the enlargement of the franchise to 
include Timorese citizens living outside their country (section 39-A), and the 
requirement that electors should only be able to cast their vote (with a few 
specific exceptions) in the places where they had originally registered and no 
longer in a polling station of their choice upon presentation of their voter’s 



��� 38 Rui Graça Feijó ���

card (section 40). Again, the President expressed his reservations about 
these matters, arguing that the diplomatic network would have difficulty 
securing equal rights for all those who fell in the same category in the first 
case and emphasizing the likely increase in the level of abstention, given the 
augmented difficulties for voters obliged to travel to their respective polling 
stations – mainly urban dwellers who still count in their village of origin. 
The political implications of the President’s public reservations about the 
first issue led to a later amendment postponing the effective granting of 
voting rights to the Timorese diaspora until a later, unspecified date (Law 
1/2012). The President commented positively on this decision in his public 
address on the day of the elections (PR, press release, 13 Jan. 2012). Once 
the electoral campaign had started, a new amendment was introduced 
through Law 7/2012, which abolished the need for the whole process to 
start over again and a new date to be found within sixty days in case any of 
the candidates died or were permanently impaired (section 26 of Law 
7/2006, revised). 

Hence, the 2012 presidential elections took place under a legal frame-
work mostly unchanged from the one that governed the two previous elec-
tions. As far as the legislative elections are concerned, the Constitution was 
less specific and granted Parliament a wider margin for its choices (Feijó 
2010). Five issues were central in this debate: 

1. The number of MPs, which the Constitution framed as between 55 and 
65 (CDRTL, section 93.2). Parliament chose the upper limit of 65 MPs 
(Electoral Bill, section 10). 

2. The definition of constituencies, which could either be a single national 
unit or one constituency for each of the thirteen districts (CDRTL sec-
tion 93.3). Parliament chose a single national constituency (EB, section 
9), as had been the case when 75 members of the Constituent Assem-
bly had needed to be elected, 13 others having been elected on a ‘first 
past the post’ basis in each district (UNTAET Regulations 2001/2, 
2001/3 and 2001/11). 

3. The choice of a method of proportional representation (CRDTL, sec-
tion 65.4). Disregarding the Sainte-Lague method used in the ‘founding 
elections’ held in 2001 (King, 2003), Parliament chose to adopt the 
D’Hondt method (EB, section 13-1). 

4. The decision to impose a threshold of three per cent in order to secure 
access to Parliament, which was also absent in the 2001 elections (EB, 
section 13-2). 

5. The application of quotas. Parliament chose to impose a 25 per cent 
quota for women (EB, section 12-3). 
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As one might expect, the Parliamentary Elections Bill (Law 6/2006) caused 
a heated debate, but was ultimately approved by a Fretilin majority in Par-
liament without the help of opposition parties, who raised objections about 
several aspects of its provisions. It also marked a shift away from the rules 
governing the previous election. However, in the preparation for the 2012 
elections, the new majority (formed by many of those who had criticized the 
bill severely back in 2006) saw no reason to alter the provisions of this bill 
substantially, just in those cases already mentioned in relation to the presi-
dential elections (technicalities regarding vote counting and enlargement of 
the franchise to include the diaspora, and the obligation to vote in the area 
where electors had first registered). It did, however, increase the gender 
quota to one woman in every three candidates. A strong line of continuity 
thus marks the legal framework under which the 2007 and the 2012 legisla-
tive elections were both fought (which contrasts with the shifts that marked 
the transition from 2001 to 2007). 

2.3 Voters’ Registration 
Before elections were called, the electoral administration updated the elec-
toral register, which revealed an increase in the number of citizens entitled 
to vote. Table 1 summarizes this growth in the number of registered voters. 

Table 1:  The Evolution of Registered Voters 

Year No. of Electors
2004/5 448,652
2006/7 535,934
2008/9 589,610
2010 599,465
2012 626,503

Note:  This is the figure for the presidential first round, which has been updated twice: first 
for the presidential run-off ballot (627,295) and then for the legislative elections, 
which reached 645,624 votes. 

Source:  STAE. 

The new register shows an increase of about 90,000 electors (17 per cent) 
compared to the last round of national elections in 2007. This is primarily 
due to the fact that the demography of the country is characterized by a very 
high proportion of young people, and thus as many as 100,000 people have 
reached the legal age to be entitled to vote (17 years). About 15 per cent of 
the registered electors had the chance to cast a vote for the first time in their 
lives, a circumstance that reveals the political weight of young people in the 
electorate of Timor-Leste. However, the death toll, which is likely to have 
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diminished the number of registered electors, but is obviously harder to 
verify does not seem to be reflected fully in the final count. Since the new 
register results from the previous ones being updated and does not corre-
spond to a fresh registration of the entire electorate, it suffers from specific 
shortcomings regarding the removal of deceased or migrant electors. Some 
of the figures from the STAE suggest that only 4,308 deceased electors were 
removed in the course of the updating process, which is only a fraction of 
the actual death toll in the population at large.6 As such, a bias has been 
introduced that it has not been possible to quantify and the results for offi-
cial abstention are higher than in reality. 

3 The 2012 Cycle of Elections 
The current state of affairs in which presidential and parliamentary elections 
are held separately constitutes a structural aspect of the semi-presidential 
system of government in Timor-Leste and calls for individual analyses of 
both contests. 

3.1 The Presidential Elections 
On 13 January, President Ramos-Horta called for presidential elections to be 
held on 17 March. In the days that followed, no fewer than 14 candidates 
declared their intention to run. The Court of Appeals exercised its function 
by analysing all the proposals and ruled that just one of them failed to meet 
the legal criteria of 5,000 proponents (at least 100 for each district); the oth-
er 13 candidates were accepted. This represents a highly significant increase 
in the number of candidates from 2007, when eight were present, and also a 
manifestation of keen interest on the part of citizens: the combined number 
of subscribers for the competing candidates was over 120,000, or about 20 

6  If a mortality rate of five per thousand is considered (lower than the national aver-
age of 5.9, but adjusted for the fact that infant mortality is substantially higher than 
the average mortality rate of the adult population) and this is applied to the 600,000 
electors registered in 2010, then at least 3,000 people should have been removed 
each year, adding up to 15,000. If those who migrated are taken into account as 
well, then the real figure may be estimated at more than 20,000. Extrapolating from 
the population census of 2010 reveals similar figures. By the end of that year, the 
number of people aged 17 and over (including non-Timorese residents) was about 
577,000, whereas the electoral register contemplates almost 600,000 voters, perhaps 
25,000 more than the true number of eligible citizens. These exercises suggest that 
there is an in-built bias towards over-representing actual abstention in official statis-
tics due to poor registration updating. Such a bias probably accounts for more than 
five percentage points. 
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per cent of those registered to vote (Centru Jornalista Investigativu Timor 
Leste). For comparative purposes, the six candidates in the Portuguese pres-
idential elections of 2011, where a similar procedure exists, managed to 
register their candidacies with the mobilization of less than one per cent of 
the electors. Effective candidates are entitled to USD 10,000 from state 
funds (which is repeated for those who get through to the second ballot), 
but no provision exists in the law regarding private donations (Government 
Resolution 7/2012). 

In the past, Timor-Leste had elected presidents who stood as ‘inde-
pendent’ candidates twice, the winners having defeated candidates presented 
as official representatives of their respective party both times. As such, the 
relationship between candidates and political parties, and the attitudes of 
different parties to the candidates, is a crucial factor in understanding the 
dynamics of presidential elections. In 2012, the relationship between presi-
dential candidates and political parties was relatively complex. 

The incumbent president, Ramos-Horta, and Major-General Taur 
Matan Ruak (formerly a guerrilla leader and commander-in-chief of the 
armed forces until September 2011) presented ‘independent’ candidatures, 
the former supported by a ‘petition’ signed by almost 120,000 Timorese 
citizens who appealed for his continuation as head of state. Some important 
political parties like Fretilin (the leader of the opposition and the party that 
won the plurality of votes in 2007) and PD, the second-largest party in the 
governmental coalition, filed official candidates – Francisco Guterres Lu 
Olo and Fernando Lasama Araujo respectively. But both men saw influen-
tial militants stand against the official nominee of their party as ‘independent’ 
candidates (Rogério Lobato, who managed to receive the support of the 
radical CPD-RDTL (Conselho Popular de Defesa da República Democráti-
ca de Timor-Leste – Popular Council of Defence of the Democratic Repub-
lic of Timor-Leste), and Lucas da Costa). The ASDT, another junior party in 
the governmental coalition, which was consumed by internal strife, saw its 
founder and main reference Francisco Xavier do Amaral – the ephemerous 
first president in 1975 – seek election with the support of ‘Bloku Proclama-
dor’ – a coalition of small parties without any parliamentary representation – 
and a breakaway formation present its leader, Francisco Gomes. Francisco 
Xavier do Amaral, however, passed away during the campaign, only a few 
days after the last amendment to the electoral law was approved in Parlia-
ment, signed by the President of the Republic and published in the official 
bulletin (all in three days!). His supporters subsequently called for a vote for 
Rogerio Lobato. 

A number of smaller parties also proposed their own candidates, either 
with parliamentary representation like PNT, which supported its leader, 
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Abilio de Araujo, or the monarchist KOTA, which also supported its leader, 
Manuel Tilman, albeit in the face of internal dissention, or without parlia-
mentary representation like Frenti-Mudança, a newly created party that sup-
ported its leader and Deputy Prime Minister José Luis Guterres. In the light 
of this, it seems clear that the presidential elections, apart from being genu-
ine attempts at securing their election on the part of certain candidates, 
offered ground for politicians to prepare for the next parliamentary elections 
and settle internal party disputes or test their popularity. Curiously, the rul-
ing alliance of parties (Aliança por uma Maioria Parlamentar – Alliance for a 
Parliamentary Majority, AMP) failed to present a single candidate who 
would represent an option in line with the incumbent government in the 
first round. 

Two of the 13 accepted candidates were women: Angelita Pires (a for-
mer companion of the rebel petitioner’s leader, the late Major Alfredo 
Reinado) and Maria do Céu Lopes (the leader of the well-known NGO 
Timor Aid), both claiming to be independent candidates (the candidate who 
was excluded was also a woman, Maria Angela Freitas, backed by PT). The 
claim to be independent extended to some of those mentioned above and 
emanated from party structures, which nevertheless saw it as a positive thing 
if they could secure such a status in the eyes of the electorate. 

The leading party in the governmental coalition (Xanana’s CNRT) and 
its popular leader, as well as its junior partner PSD – which had proposed a 
candidate in 2007 – first opted to announce they would not support either 
of their own militants or any of the candidates running directly and would 
grant their followers the freedom to vote as they saw fit. They suggested that 
‘independent’ candidates would be better suited for the job than party-based 
ones, just like CNRT had done in 2007 when they announced their support 
for ‘independent’ José Ramos-Horta. However, as the campaign started, 
CNRT and Xanana retracted on their initial position and issued an en-
dorsement of the ‘independent’ candidate Taur Matan Ruak (aka TMR), 
ostensibly on the grounds that the grass-roots members of the party were 
finding it difficult to choose between two candidates and the split was 
threatening the cohesion of the party and its perspectives for election in the 
future. 

This complex picture suggests that, apart from those with a real chance 
of winning or at least running in a second ballot, the presidential elections 
were a battleground for diverse strategies of political affirmation on the part 
of individuals and political parties, bearing in mind their preparation for the 
legislative elections later in the year, thus creating a second level of signifi-
cance for these elections. It also suggests that political parties felt their grass 
roots were being affected, notably by ‘independent’ candidates. 
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The results of the first ballot showed this to be a very competitive elec-
tion with a high voter turnout. International electoral observers converged 
on the view that these had been free and fair elections on the whole. Table 2 
summarizes the main results. 

The actual electoral participation was higher than the official figures for 
abstention indicate, for the reasons stated above. Nevertheless, the official 
figures reveal a high voter turnout, which is even more impressive if one 
bears in mind this year’s extended rainy season and the modification of the 
legislation that forced electors to cast their vote in their place of origin ra-
ther than in their current place of residence, which in some cases meant 
voters had to travel great distances at their own cost. 

The degree of competitiveness exhibited in these elections can be seen 
from the fact that the four leading candidates polled about 90 per cent of 
the vote, and those who managed to secure a place in the second ballot only 
polled a little over 54 per cent together. No doubt remains, however, about 
the fact that Lu Olo and TMR were chosen to fight in the second ballot, 
given the gap between them and the candidates who almost tied for third 
place. 

Table 2:  Electoral Results, First Round of the Presidential Elections (17 March 
2012) 

Registered electors 626,503 
100.00 
(in %) 

Total number of voters 489,933 78.20 
Francisco Guterres Lu Olo 133,635 28.76 
Taur Matan Ruak 119,462 25.71 
José Ramos Horta 81,231 17.48 
Fernando Lasama de Araujo 80,381 17.30 
Rogério Lobato 16,219 3.49 
José Luis Guterres 9,235 1.99 
Manuel Tilman 7,226 1.56 
Abílio de Araujo 6,294 1.35 
Lucas da Costa 3,862 0.83 
Francisco Gomes 3,531 0.76 
Maria do Céu Lopes da Silva 1,843 0.40 
Angelita Pires 1,742 0.37 
Blank votes 6,484 1.32 
Invalid votes 18,788 3.83 
Abstentions  136,570 21.80 

Source:  CNE. 
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In spite of the incumbent President having failed to secure the run-off, these 
results bear a striking resemblance to those of 2007: Lu Olo won the first 
ballot just short of the 30 per cent mark, sustaining the attacks on his politi-
cal base mounted by Rogério Lobato (3.6 per cent) and Jose Luis Guterres 
(2 per cent), and the ‘independent’ candidate supported by CNRT secured 
second place. Fernando Lasama and his PD fell short of the second round, 
but they fended off Lucas da Costa (0.9 per cent) in his attempt to dispute 
their electoral base and appeared as the third organized force with more 
room for negotiation. Ramos-Horta showed he had popular support of his 
own, cutting across party lines (including CNRT and Fretilin); the absence 
of two medium-sized, moderate parliamentary parties in the ballot (ASDT 
and PSD) helps explain the magnitude of his vote. 

Another feature of the political landscape revealed by these elections 
relates to the regional distribution of votes. The four leading candidates 
show some marked regional differences in their level of performance. Taur 
Matan Ruak ( much like CNRT had done in 2007) is the one whose electoral 
behaviour is less inclined to suffer from regional fluctuation, despite the fact 
that the standard deviation of his scores seems to be high: 9.10 for an aver-
age 25.71 per cent of the national vote (Lu Olo championed this measure at 
14.06 for a 28.76 per cent vote, whereas Ramos Horta won 17.48 per cent of 
the vote with a standard deviation of 10.88 and Fernando Lasama won 17.30 
per cent of it with a standard deviation of 9.95). 

The Central and Western districts of the country had very competitive 
races. Six out of 13 districts voted for candidates who were eliminated from 
the ballotage. The eastern block consisting of Lautem, Viqueque and Baucau 
dictated the outcome of these ballots, as Ramos-Horta and Lasama did very 
poorly there, whereas TMR and mainly Lu Olo – who both originate from 
this eastern area of the country – captured the bulk of those voters. Again, 
this mirrors the historical results, albeit with a progression of Taur Matan 
Ruak on his side of the political spectrum. Even if the ‘ethnic divide’ that 
separated lorosaes and loromonus in the severe crisis of 2006 has now all but 
disappeared from the political stage, these electoral results nonetheless re-
veal the persistence of deeply rooted regional differences. 

In brief, although the presidential elections are not fought directly by 
political parties, given the prominent role of ‘independent’ candidates, it is 
possible to say that the leaderships of the main parties were vindicated in 
their sometimes risky decisions as far as the presidential elections are con-
cerned (for instance, CNRT’s decision to back TMR instead of JRH or to 
give its followers the freedom to vote as they saw fit). 

Having ascertained the relative electoral might of the major actors, ne-
gotiations started right away for the presidential run-off: would Fretilin 
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manage to break the isolation cord around itself derived from its stint in 
government in the first few years after independence? Would TMR manage 
to reproduce the winning alliance that secured the victory of Jose Ramos-
Horta and was later embodied in the governmental coalition? How would 
Ramos-Horta handle the 80,000-odd votes that he received? 

There was much political negotiation in the days following the publica-
tion of the results, and rumours spread about the inclination of the eliminat-
ed candidates. Both Ramos-Horta (as President of the Republic) and Lasa-
ma (as Speaker of the House) held institutional positions, and they pledged 
to maintain a neutral stance. Lasama’s party, PD, decided officially to grant 
‘freedom of conscience’ to its followers, as did PSD, a junior partner of the 
ruling coalition. Arguably, they decided to keep all the doors open for future 
negotiations in the parliamentary contest, but it is also known that they 
could have faced a difficult task unifying their political support behind one 
candidate as the rank and file seem to have been divided between the two. 
Lu Olo secured the support of several minor candidates (Rogério Lobato, 
Manuel Tilman, Lucas da Costa, Abílio Araujo, Maria do Ceu Lopes da Silva 
and Angelita Pires), the official endorsement of certain political parties and 
organizations (Bloku Proklamador and factions of ASDT, PDN and PT) as 
well as some individual support from leaders of ‘non-committed’ parties 
(such as one vice-president of PD). In the other camp, the support of small-
er political contributors (José Luis Guterres, UNDERTIM, CPD-RDTL, 
PST and part of ASDT) was offset by the towering presence of Maun Boot 
Xanana Gusmão, whose participation was felt increasingly on the campaign 
trail. 

Before polling day, it was difficult to ascertain which of the two con-
tenders would receive the decisive votes that were cast in the first ballot on 
eliminated candidates, and so tension ran high. The President of the Repub-
lic endeavoured to get both candidates to appear on a common platform 
and had them sign an declaration to conduct a peaceful and respectful cam-
paign just before it started officially. On election day, however, Taur Matan 
Ruak succeeded in winning a sound 60/40 victory over Lu Olo, who never-
theless managed to improve on his 2007 score. 

Table 3 shows that the electoral participation decreased slightly from 
78.2 per cent to 73.1 per cent, some thirty thousand electors preferring to 
abstain this time. Lu Olo managed to capture the votes cast for smaller can-
didates in the first ballot, but could only receive about 20,000 of the 160,000 
votes cast for Ramos-Horta and Lasama in the first ballot. The vast majority 
of these (in excess of 100,000) were transferred to Taur Matan Ruak, an 
outcome revealed by his results in the districts where those candidates had 
won easily. This was the critical factor in the campaign. Fretilin’s strategy of 
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taking ‘small steps’ supported by contact with minor candidates, but failing 
to engage the electors of the two major losers of the first round was soundly 
defeated. 

Table 3:  Electoral Results, Second Round of the Presidential Elections (16 
April 2012) 

Registered electors 627,295 
100.00
(in %) 

Voters 458,703 73.12
Abstentions 168,592 26.88
Taur Matan Ruak 275,471 59.66
Lu Olo 174,408 38.39
Blank votes 1,850 0.43
Invalid votes 6,280 1.48

Source:  CNE. 

This form of behaviour reduced the appearance of regional cleavages. Taur 
Matan Ruak won in eleven out of thirteen districts, even in two districts 
where Lu Olo had obtained a plurality in the first ballot (Lautem and Man-
ufahi). But this was due in part to the nature of a run-off election, which 
entails ad hoc coalitions of sorts. Nevertheless, Lu Olo managed to perform 
particularly well in the eastern districts, winning in two of them (Baucau and 
Viqueque) and scoring above his average in the other two, suggesting that 
regional patterns do persist. His performance in the west is an improvement 
in relation to 2007, but still remains under 30 per cent in various districts. 

The outcome of the 2012 presidential election falls in line with what 
had happened on previous occasions. For a third consecutive time, an ‘inde-
pendent’ candidate defeated an opponent with sound party roots, thus sug-
gesting that the model role for the president favours this style of candidacy. 
Political parties other than the two major contenders had difficulty support-
ing either candidate openly, their bases supposedly being divided in their 
allegiances. Even CNRT changed course while the process was moving for 
reasons that pertain to the divergence of opinions in its support base. Presi-
dential elections seem thus to have a consistently disturbing effect on party 
politics. 

Both candidates share a common 24-year-long past of armed struggle 
in the mountains and belong to a generation that came of age in 1975, thus 
distancing themselves from the katuas (elders) of the regime (Xanana, Ra-
mos-Horta and Alkatiri, all born in the 1940s), who played active roles in the 
dramatic events of that year that sometimes still resonate in the present with 
disturbing effects. Together with the emergence of new political actors 
without any previous political experience at party level, mainly in TMR’s 
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campaign, this fact heralds one of the changes that the new president prom-
ised so amply: the beginning of a generational renewal. 

Other campaign promises like ‘a rich and strong Timor-Leste’ may 
prove more difficult to implement as TMR took positions that seem to go 
beyond the functions of the President of the Republic under the current 
Timorese constitution. One example can be seen in the latter’s position on 
the introduction of military conscription for all young adults, a move that 
can only be decided by Parliament and which has tremendous budgetary 
implications. This military commander, who did not have any previous polit-
ical experience before taking office, has claimed that a constitutional revi-
sion is not one of his priorities, but he would still like to see a strengthening 
of presidential powers. He faces an important test in the future. 

3.2 The Legislative Elections 
President Ramos-Horta called legislative elections for 7 July 2012. As many 
as 21 entrants fought in these elections, and the ballot was almost a metre 
long in order to accommodate all their names and symbols.7 The fact that 
each party receives a public subsidy worth USD 30,000 (USD 45,000 for 
coalitions) – which is considered a substantial sum – coupled with lenient 
legislation on party registration and the existence of a proportional system 
that facilitates access to well-paid positions in Parliament (which also dis-
tributes USD 3 million annually to the parties that have seats) contributes to 
this extreme fragmentation of the political competition (Shoesmith 2011: 9). 
Each political organization had to submit a list with 65 candidates plus 25 
extra names, and therefore the total number of individuals directly involved 
in the electoral process rose to 1,890, or roughly one candidate per 330 
registered voters. As McWilliam and Bexley noticed in earlier elections, this 
increases the likelihood that personal knowledge of candidates and their 
extended kinship ties may play a role in determining how significant num-
bers of electors vote (McWilliams and Bexley 2008: 67). It is also magnifi-
cent proof of the enthusiasm that elections generate here.  

In the absence of opinion polls, extrapolations from the presidential re-
sults were the best way of envisaging the course of the legislative elections. 
On the strength of their recent performance, CNRT and Fretilin entered 
what was seemingly a ‘two-horse race’, replicating the 2007 election. Ramos-

7  There were actually 18 individual parties plus three pre-electoral alliances, adding 
up to a total of 24 organizations fighting for seats. For a survey of Timorese politi-
cal parties and groupings, see Shoesmith (2011). An earlier attempt at classifying 
parties and situating them on a left–right scale (which is often hard to follow) can 
be found in Saldanha (2008). 
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Horta’s unusual decision to back both PD and ASDT (even though those 
parties and the former president had signed a memorandum of understand-
ing prior to the polls) raised the prospect that a third force could emerge 
with king-making powers and that a new majority could be possible with any 
two of these three blocks, thus excluding smaller parties from the govern-
ment arena. As such, a major evolution in the party system from the domi-
nant party model that emerged in 2001 and the polarized plurality stemming 
from 2007 was a real possibility in the parliamentary elections. 

The campaign ran smoothly without any undue pressure or breach of 
civility. Political platforms were presented, namely in a debate organized by 
the CNE, engaging all contenders, and broadcast live on national television 
for four hours. Apart from a few dissenting ideological proclamations (such 
as PST’s defence of collectivization in spite of its leader being a junior min-
ister in an AMP cabinet) and controversies on issues like the national lan-
guages, policies to prevent corruption and forms of support for the devel-
opment of the private sector, broad consensus seems to have marked the 
debates. Unsurprisingly, all political parties defended extensive public spend-
ing, taking advantage of the positive conditions provided by the growth of 
the Timorese oil fund , in order to address the crying needs of the country’s 
population. The tone of the campaign was set by the slogan ‘Hamutuk ita bele’ 
(‘Together we can do it’), repeated in this or a similar form by several parties. 
More open confrontation was based on personality histories, many opting to 
revert to images of individual leaders in military fatigues reminiscent of 
Resistance times, stressing the role of ‘suffering’ and ‘active combat’ against 
the invaders as their main form of political legitimization (Silva 2009). This 
was translated in the ballot by juxtaposing the party symbol and a photo of 
the leader – most noticeably, Xanana figured prominently in the CNRT 
ballot spot. 

The election saw a high amount of voter participation (the official 
turnout was 74.78 per cent, but it is very likely it was actually in the low 80s) 
and it returned a Parliament in which only four of the 21 competitors actual-
ly obtained seats (Table 4).8 CNRT increased its share from 24 per cent to 
over 36 per cent to become the largest party (with 30 seats). Fretilin also 
increased its share of the votes slightly compared with its 2007 level, polling 
just under 30 per cent and moving up from 21 to 25 seats. PD underper-
formed in relation to expectations and the result of its leader in the presi-
dential elections (losing almost half those votes), scoring only a little more 
than ten per cent and securing eight seats, as before. The fourth party, Fren-

8  For a review of Timorese political parties, see Saldanha (2008) and Shoesmith 
(2011). 
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ti-Mudança, is a newcomer, formally registered in 2011, that represents a 
split from Fretilin. Although it had no previous parliamentary representation, 
its leader was Deputy Prime Minister in the AMP Cabinet. It won just 3.1 
per cent of the vote and captured two seats.  

Table 4:  Parliamentary Election Results (7 July 2012) 

 Votes Per cent Seats 
Registered electors 645,624 100.00 – 
Voters 482,792 74.78 – 
Abstentions 162,832 25.22 – 
UDT 
União Democratica Timorense / 
Timorese Democratic Union 

5,332 1.13 0 

PR  
Partido Republicano / Republican Party 4,270 0.91 0 

PDN 
Partido do Desenvolvimento Nacional / 
National Development Party 

9,386 1.99 0 

AD  
Aliança Democratica / Democratic 
Alliance (KOTA – Klibur Oan Timor 
Asswain / Association of Timorese 
Heroes    + 
PT  
Partido Trabalhista / Labour Party) 

2,622 0.56 0 

PUN  
Partido de Unidade Nacional / National 
Unity Party 

3,191 0.68 0 

PD  
Partido Democratico / Democratic Party 48,579 10.30 8 

PTD  
Partido Timorense Democratico / 
Timorese Democratic Party 

2,561 0.54 0 

PSD  
Partido Social Democrata / Social De-
mocratic Party 

10,158 2.15 0 

Frenti-Mudança  
Frente para a Reconstrução Nacional de 
Timor-Leste – Mudança / Front for the 
National Reconstruction of Timor-Leste 
– Change  

14,648 3.11 2 

Khunto  
Kmanek Haburas Unidade Timor Oan / 
Strong Development of Timorese Unity 

13,882 2.93 0 
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 Votes Per cent Seats 
CNRT  
Congresso Nacional para a Reconstrução 
de Timor-Leste / National Congress for 
the Reconstruction of Timor-Leste 

172,908 36.68 30 

Fretilin  
Frente Revolucionaria de Timor-Leste 
Independente / Revolutionary Front of 
Independent Timor-Leste 

140,904 29.89 25 

PDP  
Partido do Desenvolvimento Popular / 
Popular Development Party  

1,904 0.40 0 

Bloku Proklamador / Proclamator Bloc 3,125 0.66 0 
ASDT  
Associação Social Democrata Timorense 
/ Social Democratic Association 

8,488 1.80 0 

PST  
Partido Socialista Timorense / Timorese 
Socialist Party 

11,379 2.41 0 

PDC  
Partido Democrata Cristão / Christian 
Democratic Party 

887 0.19 0 

PDL  
Partido Democratico Liberal / Liberal 
Democratic Party 

2,223 0.47 0 

APMT  
Associação Popular Monarquica Timo-
rense / Timorese Popular Monarchist 
Association 

3,978 0.84 0 

UNDERTIM  
Unidade Nacional Democratica de Resis-
tencia Timorense / National Democratic 
Union of the Timorese Resistance 

7,042 1.49 0 

PLPA/PDRT 
Partido Liberta Povo Aileba / Liberation 
Party of the Aileba People / Partido 
Democratico Republica Timorense / 
Democratic Party of the Timorese Re-
public 

4,011 0.85 0 

Blank 2,937 0.61 – 
Invalid 8,377 1.74 – 

Source:  Author’s own compilation from STAE figures. 

The extreme fragmentation of the candidates’ organizations coupled with 
the three per cent threshold to enter Parliament implied that the percentage 
of disenfranchised electors doubled and now represents more than 20 per 
cent. This is not a common feature of proportional representation systems 
when they are associated with a single national constituency, but mainly 
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results from the imposition of an electoral threshold. The conclusion 
emerges that the bipolar feature of the party system was increased (from 52 
per cent to 66 per cent of the vote and the control of 55 out of 65 seats), a 
third new party managed to establish firm roots by winning around ten per 
cent of the vote, and smaller parties lost their past importance in coalition-
building as a way of forming majority governments. Some of the ruling 
coalition parties disappeared, either due to internal strife (like ASDT after 
the death of its historical leader) or unfortunate political options (PSD pro-
posed the former Minister of Justice as a candidate, although she had been 
convicted of corruption). The same happened to small opposition parties 
like PUN and KOTA. The fate of newcomers was generally negative, alt-
hough Khunto (said to represent a close alliance with an influential local 
martial-arts group) was very close to the three per cent threshold. 

Without a single party majority, and with a long-established rivalry be-
tween the two largest parties, which did not anticipate forming a grand coali-
tion, the king-maker role was ascribed to PD, who could actually decide 
which side to align with, relegating the fourth party to a marginal status. The 
paradox of these elections is that the two larger parties increased their vote, 
but they also became more dependent upon a third party, which was barely 
able to maintain its earlier performance. This fact was nevertheless under-
played by the fact that Xanana is widely believed to exert influence on im-
portant sectors of PD, reducing the likelihood of any alternative arrange-
ment.  

Regional forms of support were evident for the major parties. As usual, 
Fretilin won in the three eastern districts plus Manufahi in the centre of the 
country and performed poorly in central-western areas (getting under 20 per 
cent in five districts). CNRT took the other nine districts. An estimation of 
the standard deviation for the results of the three leading parties reveals that 
CNRT was the most consistent throughout the country (with a standard 
deviation of 11.03 for a score of 36.66 per cent) and both Fretilin (14.51 for 
29.87 per cent) and PD (5.20 for 10.30 per cent) suffered from significant 
fluctuations in their support. However, a CNRT/PD coalition was able to 
count on the majority of votes in eight districts plus three others where they 
polled more than 40 per cent, thus reducing the risk of being perceived as a 
formation out of touch with much of the country. Adding Frenti-Mudança 
to the alliance slightly improves those figures. 

One week after the election, CNRT convened its leadership and an-
nounced an invitation to PD and Frenti-Mudança to form a new majority 
alliance. This news was received with intense dissatisfaction by Fretilin, 
which resented the fact that they were being denied access to executive 
power for yet another five years. This reaction was directly associated with 
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the fact that the CNRT convention – in which members expressed their 
views freely as if behind closed doors – was broadcast live, and Fretilin sup-
porters felt aggravated by the expressions used at that meeting. Unrest broke 
out in Dili and some of the traditional Fretilin strongholds (Baucau and 
Viqueque). No firm institutional response was made before one life had 
been lost and several dozen vehicles and a number of houses had been de-
stroyed. This could have been avoided by taking adequate action promptly. 

The coalition was formalized as Bloku Governu Koligasaun (BGK). The 
new National Parliament convened on 30 July with all its MPs taking up 
their seats. The Fifth Constitutional Government was sworn in in early Au-
gust with Xanana at the helm, supported by ministers from the three coali-
tion partners. The third political cycle of Timorese democracy is now in 
motion. 

4 Looking Ahead 
The closure of the 2012 electoral cycle allows us to return to the questions 
mentioned in the introductory section and conclude that, by and large, the 
country has lived up to the positive expectations placed on elections as a 
means of consulting the people and solving political disputes. Little doubt 
exists that Timor-Leste successfully organized a round of elections which 
were free and fair by international standards and through which its citizens 
expressed the choices they wanted to make in clear ways. Elections did have 
a real impact on those who held power, defeating an incumbent president 
and forcing significant changes to be made in the governmental coalition. 
Thus, these elections reveal that the system is responsive to changes in pub-
lic opinion and to renewed expressions of citizenship. Both in the context of 
South-east Asia and Melanesia and in spite of the events that took place in 
the aftermath of the legislative elections, this is an achievement that reveals 
the success of Timorese democracy and must be largely credited to 
Timorese efforts to root their democracy in their cultural habits, and to the 
establishment of a credible electoral administration.9  

The same cannot be said as unequivocally regarding the sustainability of 
the electoral apparatus that delivered such a good result, for a number of 
reasons. First, in spite of a huge effort to enhance the Timorese capacity to 
run the show themselves, support provided by the international community 
was still very generous. This led, in turn, to a policy that valued the attain-

9  The UN’s complacency with less than acceptable electoral practices in Cambodia 
shows that international assistance per se cannot be equated with successfully run-
ning democratic elections. 



��� The 2012 Timorese Electoral Cycle in Context 53 ���

ment of perfect results above all other considerations, including the cost-
effectiveness of many critical decisions. Unless the current situation can be 
replicated well in five years’ time, one can expect that international aid to the 
electoral process will be scaled down and the Timorese authorities will then 
have to carry the burden of running future elections themselves. It will be 
hard to justify sophisticated solutions and generous use of funds, ranging 
from the use of helicopters to ferry personnel and material across the coun-
try to recruiting polling officers who have only three days’ work but are paid 
for a period of several months . Most likely, the budget for the next round 
of elections will be reduced (at least the international aid funds will), and a 
test of the present system’s capacity to deliver under less favourable condi-
tions will ensue. Acute stress was clearly noticeable in the final stages of the 
electoral campaigns, namely at the STAE, and important procedures will 
require careful evaluation before they are put to the test again. 

The presidential elections showed beyond a doubt that changes can 
take place in the top echelons of the state without undue instability or turbu-
lence. They have also reinforced the tendency to elect ‘independent’ presi-
dents that appears as a limit to the realm of action of political parties, mostly 
confined to fighting for the position of Prime Minister and seats in Parlia-
ment. It is also noticeable that this tendency maintains a delicate balance 
between the head of state and the Government, the President retaining an 
individual, almost plebiscitary legitimacy not mediated by political parties. A 
strong narrative has asserted itself, stressing halerik (the ‘singing of suffer-
ing’). The metaphor of han maek (lit. ‘to eat the rough fruit’) constitutes a 
proclaimed basis for the legitimacy of the President. Both point to the im-
portance of internal resources and deep-rooted cultural perceptions of polit-
ical power that have been promoted to the forefront at a time when the 
international community prepares to leave its most ostentatious presence in 
the country later in the year. Targeting large numbers of UN vehicles in the 
July disturbances reflects this diffuse sentiment. President Taur Matan 
Ruak’s declaration that he would avoid travelling abroad in the first year of 
his term in office is an example of the new mood in a country that used to 
be an international cause célèbre and may be expressing some form of rejection 
of such a status. 

The parliamentary elections have also produced a negative outcome, 
however, namely a significant increase in the number of ‘disenfranchised’ 
voters. One in five electors voted for a party that did not manage to over-
come the three per cent hurdle for parliamentary representation. On the 
other hand, they have reinforced the bipolar nature of the party system and 
placed a great strain on the largest party. The challenge is for CNRT to de-
velop beyond a vehicle for articulating Xanana’s enormous popularity, and 
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from a party dependent on the control of central government (and the nep-
otism tendencies often associated with this sort of situation) to an organiza-
tion with a stable political platform rooted in Timorese society. In a strong 
position as they are, CNRT leaders may open the party to other political 
formations that did not perform well, but may still be able to make some 
important personal contributions. Personal rivalries have been more signifi-
cant than policy issues in determining the fragmentation of the political 
spectrum, and the consolidation of strong parties would certainly be a posi-
tive move. 

Fretilin faces the challenge of moving forward and allowing a new gen-
eration to join the leadership now that Mari Alkatiri has been defeated for 
the second time. They also need to break off the ‘sanitary cordon’ that was 
created around the party in the course of its rather sectarian period in gov-
ernment (2002–2006), which is still limiting their growth prospects. Like 
former President Ramos-Horta, who seems to have lost almost all his politi-
cal bets and has emerged from this electoral cycle in fragile circumstances, 
Alkatiri’s time seems to be running out.  

PD is confronted with the fact that its leader (now Deputy Prime Min-
ister) has an appeal that extends far beyond the party horizon, as his vote in 
the presidential elections clearly shows, and he will certainly look for oppor-
tunities to establish himself as a main contender for the next round of elec-
tions in five years’ time. His key position in the political arena offers a 
unique baseline from which to obtain a permanent position at the negotia-
tion table. For this to be possible, internal discipline – which is said to be a 
cause for concern in the parliamentary party – requires attention. The party’s 
position as ‘king-maker’ may prove to be as much of a blessing as a threat.  

The generous political party legislation and campaign funding may be 
revised in the future, and the likelihood of small parties surviving as inde-
pendent organizations rather than seeking to move closer to the main estab-
lished ones is questionable. Outside parliamentary representation, a fifth of 
the electorate is waiting for the established parties to evolve further in order 
to re-evaluate their allegiances. Regional tensions may persist, but possible 
developments in the creation of a decentralized level of governance and the 
President’s desire to implement compulsory military service for all youths 
may also help to foster inclusive mechanisms of national solidarity. 

Democracy in Timor-Leste seems to have been reinforced by the fact 
that competitive and participative elections returned results that were by and 
large accepted by the whole political community. Dissent over the new coa-
lition created considerable tension, but a prompt institutional response kept 
the damage at a low level. The Timorese now have five years to consolidate 
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or modify their political organizations and to test their evolution in new 
democratic elections. 

References 
Cabasset-Semedo, Christine, and Frédéric Durand (2007), Les elections presi-

dentielles de 2007 à Timor-Leste, online: <www.echogeo.revues.org/1164> 
(18 October 2012). 

Diamond, Larry Jay (2002) Elections without Democracy – Thinking about 
Hybrid Regimes, in: Journal of Democracy, 13, 2, 21–35. 

Feijó, Rui Graça (2011), Weaving new institutions, translating political 
grammars: a critical view on Timorese political institutions and the 
“Portuguese legacy”, in: Paulo Castro Seixas (ed.), Translation, Society and 
Politics in Timor-Leste, Porto: Universidade Fernando Pessoa, 157–171. 

Feijó, Rui Graça (2010), Counting Votes that Count. A systemic analysis of 
the Timorese elections of 2007 and the performance of the electoral in-
stitutions, in: Mehdi Pervizi Amineh (ed.), State, Society and International 
Relations in Asia, Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 105–117. 

Feijó, Rui Graça (2009), Elections and the social dimension of Democracy. 
Lessons from Timor-Leste, in: Christine Cabasset-Semedo and Frédéric 
Durand (eds), How to Build a New Nation in the 21st Century, Bangkok: 
IRASEC, 123–138. 

Fox, James J. (2003), A district analysis of the East Timor Constituent As-
sembly and Presidential elections, 2001-2002, in: Dionisio Babo Soares 
et al. (eds), Elections and Constitution Making in East Timor, Canberra: The 
Australian National University Press, 15–23. 

Gomes, Faustino Cardoso (2010a), Atlas Eleitoral. Eleisaun Presidecial Sira, 
Dili: CNE. 

Gomes, Faustino Cardoso (2010b), Atlas Eleitoral. Eleisaun Parlamentar Sira, 
Dili: CNE. 

Gomes, José Julio Pereira (2001), O Referendo de 30 de Agosto de 1999 em Ti-
mor-Leste. O preço da liberdade (The Referendum of 30 August 1999 in 
Timor-Leste. The price of liberty), Lisboa: Gradiva. 

Hohe, Tanja (2002), The Clash of Paradigms. International Administration 
and Local Political Legitimacy, in: Contemporary Southeast Asia, 24, 3, 
569–589. 

Hohe, Tanja, and Sofi Ospina (2001), Traditional Power Structures and the Com-
munity Empowerment Local Governance Project, Final Report presented to 
CEP/PMU, ETTA/UNTAET and the World Bank. 

International Crisis Group (2012), Timor-Leste’s Elections: Leaving Behind a 
Violent Past?, Asia Briefing 134, International Crisis Group. 



��� 56 Rui Graça Feijó ���

International Crisis Group (2007), Timor Leste’s Parliamentary Elections, Asia 
Briefing 65, June, International Crisis Group. 

Jolliffe, Jill (2007), East Timor Imperfect Election, in: Far Eastern Economic 
Review, May, online: <www.etan.org/et2007/may/19/17etimpe.htm> 
(18 October 2012). 

King, Dwight Y. (2003), Timor’s Founding Elections and the Emerging 
Party System, in: Asian Survey, 43, 5, 745–757. 

Leach, Michael (2012), Timor-Leste: the Parliamentary Campaign Begins, in: 
Inside Story, online: <http://inside.org.au/timor-leste-the-parliamentary-
campaign-begins/> (18 October 2012). 

Leach, Michael (2009), The 2007 Presidential and Parliamentary Elections in 
Timor-Leste, in: Australian Journal of Politics and History, 55, 2, 219–232. 

Levitsky, Steven, and Lucan Way (2002), The Rise of Competitive Authori-
tarianism, in: Journal of Democracy, 13, 2, 51–65. 

McWilliam, Andrew, and Angie Bexley (2008), Performing Politics: the 2007 
Parliamentary elections in Timor-Leste, in: The Asia Pacific Journal of An-
thropology, 9, 1, 66–82. 

Martin, Ian (2001), Autodeterminação em Timor-Leste. As Nações Unidas, o voto e a 
intervenção internacional (Self-determination in East Timor: the United Na-
tions, the ballot, and the international community), Lisboa: Quetzal; 
Boulder: Lynne Rienner. 

Pastor, Robert A. (1999), The Role of Electoral Administration in Demo-
cratic Transition: Implications for Policy and Research, in: Democratiza-
tion, 6, 4, 1–27. 

Przeworski, Adam, Michael Alvarez, José António Cheibub, and Fernando 
Limongi (eds) (2000), Democracy and Development. Political Institutions and 
Wellbeing in the World, 1950-1990, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press. 

Real, Manuel Luis (forthcoming), As eleições de 1975 em Lospalos (The 
elections of 1975 in Lospalos), in: Rui Graça Feijó (ed.), Timor-Leste: Co-
lonialismo, Descolonização, Lusotopia (Timor-Leste: Colonialism, decoloni-
zation, lusotopia), Coimbra: CES/Almedina. 

Reilly, Benjamin (2008), Post-Conflict Elections: Uncertain Points of Transi-
tion, in: Anna Jarstad and Timothy D. Sisk (eds), From War to Democracy, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 157–181. 

Saldanha, João Mariano (2008), Anatomy of Political Parties in Timor-Leste, 
in: Roland Rich, Luke Hambly, and Michael G. Morgan (eds), Political 
Parties in the Pacific Islands, Canberra: Australia National University Press, 
69–81. 

Schedler, Andreas (2002), The Menu of Manipulation, in: Journal of Democra-
cy, 13, 2, 36–50. 



��� The 2012 Timorese Electoral Cycle in Context 57 ���

Shoesmith, Dennis (2012), Political Parties, in: Michael Leach and Damien 
Kingsbury (eds), The Politics of Timor-Leste, Ithaca, NY: Cornell South-
east Asia Program.  

Shoesmith, Dennis (2011), Political Parties and Groupings of Timor-Leste, Aus-
tralian Labor Party International Projects. 

Shoesmith, Dennis (2008a), Remaking the State in Timor-Leste: the case for consti-
tutional reform, paper presented to the 17th Biennial Conference of the 
Asian Studies Association of Australia in Melbourne 1–3 July, online: 
<www.cdu.edu.au/creativeartshumanities/profiles/documents/confer 
ence_paper_july_2008.pdf> (18 October 2012). 

Shoesmith, Dennis (2008b), Legislative-Executive Relations in Timor-Leste: 
the case for building a stronger Parliament, in: Davis Mearns (ed.), 
Democratic Governance in Timor-Leste: Reconciling the Local and the National, 
Darwin: Charles Darwin University Press, 71–84. 

Silva, Kelly C. (2009), Reciprocity, Recognition and Suffering. Political Mo-
bilizers in Independent East Timor, in: VIBRANT – Virtual Brazilian 
Anthropology, 5, 2, 256–278. 

Smith, Anthony L. (2004), East Timor: Elections in the World’s Newest 
Nation, in: Journal of Democracy, 16, 2, 145–159. 

Sousa, Lurdes Silva-Carneiro de (2001), Some Facts and Comments on East 
Timor 2001 Constitutional Assembly Elections, Lisboa: CEPESA. 

USAID (2008), Elections and Political Processes Program in Timor-Leste, Evalua-
tion Report, USAID. 


