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Foreword

The 2010 Timor-Leste Population and Housing Census with the theme “Our Census, Our Future: Be 
part of it” was conducted in July 2010 on a de facto basis by the National Statistics Directorate. The 
2010 census is the second after the one conducted in 2004 (post independent Timor-Leste) and 
fourth after the 1980 and 1990, both taken under the Indonesian forced occupation. This census 
was undertaken within the provision of the Statistics Decree Law No. 17/2003 and the 2010 Population 
and Housing Census Law of April 2010.

The main objective of the census was to collect, analyze and effectively disseminate demographic 
and socio-economic information required for policy and programme formulation, decision making 
in planning and administrative processes, and research. The census preliminary results were 
published in Volume 1 and launched by His Excellency the President of the Republic of Timor-Leste 
in October 2010. The main results were published in Volumes 2, 3 and 4 and launched by the 
Vice-Prime Minister in July 2011. After that an ambitious “Sensus Fo Fila Fali” project was 
undertaken by the MDG Secretariat (Ministry of Finance) in partnership with the Census Project 
Of�ice that culminated in a Census report for each of the 442 sucos in the country. These reports 
were launched by the Prime Minister in November 2011, followed by a series of nationwide 
dissemination workshops held at national, district level and in each of the 442 sucos. 

This fourth phase comprises of twelve analytical reports covering census thematic topics: Fertility 
and Nuptiality, Mortality, Migration and Urbanization, Population Projections, Education, Labour 
Force, Housing, Disability, Agriculture, Gender, Youth and the Atlas. The preparation of these 
reports was a collaborative effort by the Government and United Nations Population Fund 
(UNFPA); it involved local and international experts. The reports were authored under the 
supervision and guidance of the Chief Technical Adviser from UNFPA. The authors were recruited 
on competitive basis, ensuring that they had adequate knowledge of the topic they were to 
analyse. 

The Government of Timor-Leste wishes to extend its sincere gratitude  and thanks to UNFPA for 
providing technical, �inancial and administrative support throughout the census process. Further 
gratitude is extended to the authors of the analytical reports, the Director of NSD and his team, the 
Chief Technical Advisor – Census Project, technical staff for their commitment and tireless efforts 
to successfully undertake the thematic analysis exercise.

Last but not least, all Timorese deserve special praise for their patience and willingness to provide 
the requisite information which forms the basis of these reports and hence benchmark information 
for development. We in the Ministry of Finance and Government as a whole hope that the data 
contained in these twelve monographs will be fully utilized in national development planning process 
by all stakeholders for the welfare of the Timorese people.

Ms. Emilia Pires,
Minister of Finance

The Democratic Republic of Timor-Leste  (RDTL) 

Ms. Emilia Pires,
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Executive summary

In a rapidly changing and urbanising world, the provision of adequate and affordable housing remains 
a priority for all governments. However, the concept of housing requires a new understanding to 
effectively address the pressing issues of slums prevention, the urban divide, economic and human 
development and climate change (UN-habitat 2012). Housing is no longer regarded simply as a roof 
over one’s head due to the crucial role it plays in achieving sustainable development.  

Housing Censuses are a source of vital benchmark housing statistics essential for tracking 
demographic trends, social and economic development, assessing conditions in human settlements, 
and for use in policy making, planning and research purposes. However because of the dynamism 
and multifaceted nature of housing as well as some limitations of censuses, specialized surveys are 
necessary to supplement data generated from censuses.

Timor-Leste has regularly undertaken censuses from its immediate pre-independence and post-
independence periods. The 2010 Census was the second in post-independence. The Timorese Censuses 
have largely abided by the guidelines of censuses as per the Principles of and Recommendations for 
Population and Housing Censuses Revision 2(UN 2008). However there is still need to cover some 
critical topics that have not been exhausted such as those that obtain the number of dwelling units 
and habitable rooms among others.

The term housing is often either misunderstood or viewed in a mono-dimensional manner. Housing 
in its comprehensive meaning, refers to the processes and outcomes of the production (construction) 
and consumption (use) of residential (living) shelters. It also involves the process of analysing the 
shelter needs of society, organizing the resources and facilitating society to access shelter that is 
adequate, affordable, functional and environmentally sustainable.

Timorese housing policies and programmes are largely hinged on the National Housing Policy 
gazetted in August 2007 which aims at contributing to “poverty reduction, social inclusion and 
economic equity at the overall national level through raising living standards and generally 
improving the quality of life, with particular reference to the most disadvantaged urban and rural 
communities”. In addition, through the Strategic Development Plan 2011, the Government targets 
to build houses for vulnerable people as a key component of the Millennium Development Goals 
Suco Program (MDGSP).

In view of the objectives for the 2010 Population and Housing Census within the context of 
housing and in order to address housing policy targets, this  Monograph covers three broad areas: 
household characteristics (only to the extent that these characteristics interact with housing 
dynamics), housing characteristics, quality and amenities and household assets. The analysis 
has been anchored on the elements of adequate housing as enumerated by the Habitat Agenda, 
applying a combination of elements of cross-sectional analytic approach in which differences in 
household composition are contrasted between physical housing attributes and level of services as 
well as other relevant components such as economic status and ownership of household assets and 
some features of longitudinal measurement.
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The results of analysis presented in this report should therefore be interpreted within the 
limitations of any census and particularly the 2010 Timor-Leste Census recognising the fact that 
the census did not include questions on number of dwelling units and habitable rooms that would 
enable generation of indicators on housing stock and crowding.

In conclusion, there is need for interventions to improve on the quality of living environment for 
Timorese households in regard to wall and floor materials, cleaner cooking fuels and access to 
improved sanitation. There is also need to improve on the  coverage of UN recommended housing 
topics for future censuses.
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Census Background (History and overview of 2010 Census)
Population and housing censuses are principal means of collecting basic population and housing 
statistics as part of an integrated program of data collection and compilation. The censuses provide 
a comprehensive source of statistics required for tracking demographic trends, social and economic 
development, for assessing conditions in human settlements, and for use in policy making, planning 
and for research purposes. The collected data also facilitates inter and intra national comparisons 
over time and to monitor and evaluate progress made in policy interventions.

The history of census taking in Timor-Leste spans three eras of the country’s history. This includes 
the Portuguese colonisation from the mid of the 16th century but more particularly between 1945 and 
1975, the Indonesian occupation between 1975 and 2002 and the post-independence era from 2002. 
Population censuses undertaken during the Portuguese colonization were mainly undertaken for 
administrative and taxation purposes (GTL 2010). Under the Indonesian occupation, two censuses 
were conducted in 1980 and 1990 which enumerated a national population of 555,350 and 747,557 
respectively. Two censuses have now been undertaken in the post-independence era the first one 
being in 2004 which netted a population 923,198 while the second one was the 2010 Census.

The 2010 Timor-Leste Population and Housing Census (Census 2010) was conducted pursuant to 
the Statistics Decree Law No. 17/2003 and a special enactment by The National Parliament of the 
2010 Population and Housing Census Law. 

The main objectives in preparing this Monograph were to:-

Review literature in the context of emerging issues and methodological fields•	

Assess data quality and limitations•	

Compile results in the context of levels and where possible trends within the country, at •	
district levels and where applicable at sub-district level

Interpret the findings in the context of polices which have impacted on housing and where •	
appropriate make recommendations

Prepare an analytical report based on an agreed outline•	

1.2 Overview of Housing (relevance and meaning of housing, policies and programmes)

1.2.1 Housing, context and meaning

A house is a shelter for any living activities of human beings. These activities could  include cooking, 
eating, sleeping and tending children among others. However there are different nuances to housing. 
It is a physical and enviromental good, socio-economic good and a political object.
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Housing as a physical and environmental good; shelters human beings from hostilities emanating 
from the environment. It is a modified (man-made) condition of the human habitat that is intended 
to protect the human being from the vagaries of weather, from preditors and other dangers. As 
a physical good, it can be broken down into a fixed structure plus services that include water, 
sewerage, electricity and other utilities.

Housing is also an economic good as well as a political object in the sense that it can be bought and 
sold in the market in a complete status or in its constituent parts. As an economic good, housing is 
nevertheless expensive. It may require the expense of a whole lifetime income of a household and 
in most cases quite a number of households cannot afford decent housing. In this context housing 
becomes an important indicator of the economic well-being of households, social groups, regions 
and nations. In analysing the development of a housing policy, it is important to note that it cannot 
be divorced from economic, political and social processes (Agus et al 2002 pg 3).

The functions of housing as a physical and environmental good and the economic burden of its 
procurement, consequently brings with it serious implications for public health and public interest. 
Inadequate income may force households to consume housing which is inadequate either in terms 
of physical attributes or due to location factors. Consumption of inadequate housing on the other 
hand may result in the following consequences outbreak of diseases, intense dissatisfaction on the 
part of the citizens and hopelessness. These consequences therefore make housing a political object 
particularly when the citizens feel uncertain and attribute their predicament to failed or misdirected 
policies from local and central government concerning the production and consumption of housing. 
Such policies could include the building regulations, housing policies and programmes. 

To improve the housing situation of the urban poor it is necessary to think in terms of a two level 
prolonged approach. The first is at the macro level and involves dealing with such factors as land 
and tax reform, income redistribution, and full employment as part of a coherent urbanization 
strategy. The second is at the micro level and encompasses addressing housing and a turf oriented 
set of policies of which, on-sight upgrading of sites and services are major components. The fact 
that public housing has failed to solve the housing problem of the urban poor in many countries 
does not mean that it has no place in any country’s housing policy (Yeh 1982). Appropriate policy 
approaches to public housing should therefore be adopted, continuously reviewed and evaluated, 
based on empirical data and information from housing censuses and surveys, for countries to adopt 
the most workable urban housing solutions. 

1.3  Levels, trends and spatial differentials of housing in the world
The majority of more than six billion people on earth now live in cities (UN habitat report 2012). 
There are more than 500 city regions of more than one million inhabitants in the world. Cities become 
megacities, megalopolitan city regions and even galaxies of more than 60 million inhabitants. The 
Yangtze Delta-Greater Shanghai region now surpasses 80 million. Tokyo-Yokohoma adjacent to 
Osaka-Kobe-Kyoto have a combined population of 100 million. Rapid population growth leads to 
increased need for affordable housing in most cities.

The availability of affordable housing in proximity of mass transit and linked to job distribution, 
has become severely imbalanced in this period of rapid regional urbanization and growing density 
convergence. In addition to the distress it causes families who cannot find a place to live, lack of 
affordable housing is considered by many urban planners to have negative effects on a community’s 
overall health.

 Affordable housing challenges in inner cities range from the homeless who are forced to live on the 
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streets, to the relative deprivation of vital workers like civil servants, police officers, fire-fighters, 
teachers and nurses unable to find affordable accommodation near their places of work. These 
workers are forced to live in suburbs commuting up to two hours or more each way to work. Lack of 
affordable housing can make low-cost labour scarcer (as workers travel longer distances) (Pollard 
and Stanley 2007).

1.4  Housing Conditions, Policies and Programmes in Timor-Leste
The housing conditions in Timor-Leste can largely be described within the complex situation in 
the context of the 1999 post-disaster situation during which over 70 percent of the housing stock 
especially in Dili was substantially or partially destroyed or burnt in September – October 1999((Hill 
and Saldanha, 2001, p. 3). In rural areas, houses are often made with traditional materials such as 
bamboo, wood and thatch. After every few years, residents have to spend time making repairs in 
order to keep their homes habitable (Habitat for Humanity1). 

As a result of this historical development, the Government of Timor-Leste requested support for 
the preparation of a National Housing Policy as a priority activity under the National Development 
Plan. This was in recognition of the fact that, housing is a serious problem in East Timor, particularly 
for the urban poor, and requires urgent intervention. The process for preparation of a National 
Housing Policy for Timor-Leste was brought about by the reality that a sound housing policy is 
a prerequisite for targeted and appropriate interventions in the housing sector. The complex 
situation in a post-disaster situation of Timor-Leste required an appropriate housing policy and 
urban housing strategy.

The National Housing Policy gazetted in August 2007 aims at contributing to “poverty reduction, 
social inclusion and economic equity at the overall national level through raising living standards 
and generally improving the quality of life, with particular reference to the most disadvantaged 
urban and rural communities”

A review of Timor-Leste’s policies on housing are a manifestation, that within most towns and 
cities, housing has the dominant role in the use of floor space of buildings, the use of land, the 
consumption of water supply and electricity and the management of waste-water and solid-waste.  
A UNDP report of 2007 asserts that Dili is no different with over 82 percent of its physical structure 
dedicated to housing and about 75 percent of those houses located in the unplanned and poorer 
areas of the city.

While the National Housing Policy is comprehensive enough, its implementation should be 
preceded by a land administration and regulation body because as cited by Hill and Saldanha 
(2001), Land titles in Timor-Leste provide the largest hurdle in the success of this policy as “land 
ownership disputes are rife”. In many cases, Portuguese and Indonesian titles overlap, and many 
people occupying property since 1999 lack any formal claim. The Government is already aware of 
this need and in 2003 the first Property Law was established to recognize individual titles and to 
‘clean up’ this historical fact. The Office of Land and Property is now facilitating the preparation of 
cadastral mapping and procedures for land-titling (Kingsbury, 2007, p. 165)

The Strategic Development Plan 2011 recognizes the challenges of the Timorese housing sector 
and aptly affirms that “while many young people will naturally be attracted to cities, Dili is already 
experiencing rapid population growth – from 175,730 people in 2004 to 234,026 in 2010 – and housing 
and other infrastructure have not been able to keep up with the demand”. 

1   Accessed from http://www.habitat.org/intl/pdf/east_timor_pdf.pdf on 23rd October 2010
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To address the acute shortage of housing, the government targets in the SDP 2011 to build houses 
for vulnerable people as a key component of the Millennium Development Goals Suco Program 
(MDGSP). Under the Program, five houses will be built in each of the 2,228 Aldeias every year, 
resulting in more than 55,000 houses being built by 2015. The government will also progressively 
increase expenditure levels and spending in the areas of education, health, housing, food security 
and core infrastructure throughout Timor-Leste( SDP 2011 pg. 203) and particularly use public 
investment to build housing complex in Kamanasa(SDP pg.138).

As the government implements these initiatives aimed at improving the housing situation in 
Timor-Leste, there is still a challenge of land tenure, ownership and administration which has 
impacted negatively on planning and quality of housing both in rural and urban areas. As depicted 
by the results of the Demographic and Health Survey of 2009/2010, a significant majority i.e. 60.2 
percent of households in Timor-Leste have houses with earth/sand floor depicting a generally poor 
state of the housing they live in. The situation is not any better in rural areas where 70 percent of 
households live in houses with earth/sand floor finish. In the urban areas, a sizable 27 percent of 
households live in houses with earth/sand finish.

1.5  Preview of the Housing Monograph
The Monograph basically covers three broad areas that is: household characteristics (only to the 
extent that these characteristics interact with housing dynamics), housing characteristics and 
quality and housing amenities and household assets. The Monograph also enumerates key factors 
of housing in its comprehensive definition, the policy paradigms and international policy platform 
addressing housing and human settlement issues. Elements of housing have also been teased out in 
so far as the data could allow. A brief recommendation based on comparison of the structure of the 
housing section of the questionnaire of census 2010 and the UN recommendations on Population 
and Housing Censuses Rev 2 of 2008 has been proposed.

1.6  Summary of key findings
There was a strong relationship between household size and consumption of housing as an 
economic commodity. The census results revealed a fairly higher national average household size 
of 5.8 compared to other Asian countries. For instance, according to Ramesh and Asher (2000 
pg. 72), the average household size in Philippines, Indonesia and Malaysia was 5.3, 4.5 and 4.9 
respectively between 1990 and 2000. The districts posted a range of average household sizes from 
a minimum of 4.6 in Oecusse to a maximum of 6.6 in Dili. At the national level, most households 
were almost uniformly spread between 3 person households through to 7 person households. This 
is also appropriate compared to the results of the DHS 2009 and also with Census 20042 .

Changes in the age distribution of a population often lead to shifts in average household sizes as 
different age groups had different propensities to form households. The results depict a uniform 
trend in headship through all the age groups, with age group 35 – 39 being the peak as reflected. On 
the overall, majority (over 48%) of household heads at the national level and also in urban and rural 
areas fall within the age range 30 to 50. While the mean age of heads of households stands at 47, 
42 and 48 at National, Urban and Rural jurisdictions respectively, 14.2 percent of households are 
female-headed. Most of the districts have between 12 and 15 percent of female headed households. 
The only exception is Lautem district whose percentage of female headed households is at 20.3 
percent, way above the national figure.

2   Comparison with Census 2004 should be interpreted with caution because the definition of household 
applied was slightly divergent from the definition applied in Census 2010
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3   Slum profile indicators - http://www.unesco.org/water/wwap/wwdr/indicators/pdf/C3_Slum_profile_in_
human_settlements.pdf

Considering the socio-economic characteristics of heads of households, the results divulge that on 
one hand, majority (90.8 percent) of the male heads of households were married while only 39.9 
percent of the female heads of households were married. On the other hand, a significant 47 percent 
of female heads of households were widowed compared to only 3.6 percent of the male heads of 
households who were widowed. Again, fewer (28.5 percent) of the female heads of households had 
formal education (primary to university) compared to 53.1 percent of the male heads with formal 
education.

The majority of female heads were own account workers while a significant percentage i.e. 19 
percent are engaged in house work. Only 12.4 percent of the female heads are employees compared 
to 28.6 percent of the male heads who are employed.

Housing tenure describes the legal status under which household or particularly the people have the 
right to occupy their own accommodation. The census results reflect a fairly high ownership rate of 
95.7 percent at the national level and 87.1 and 98.6 percent in urban and rural areas respectively. 
However, while there is no direct relationship between the tenure status and sex of the head of 
household, there is a relationship between tenure and age of head of household as reflected by the 
fact that, out of the households who own their dwellings, only 3.4% were headed by people aged 15 
to 24 while 52.1% were headed by people aged 45 and above.

The relationship between tenure and construction  materials  presents some variance in the 
dominant wall materials, when comparing households who live in houses owned by either the 
family or the individual head and those who live in houses owned by other agencies. For instance 
out of the households captured in rural areas, 69.6 percent compared to 16.7 percent of those who 
do not own and those who own respectively had their dwelling outer walls in concrete and/or 
brick.

From the census data, durability may be derived from the materials for wall, roof and floor. UNESCO3 
proffers that a house is considered as durable if it is built on a non-hazardous location and has a 
structure permanent and adequate enough to protect its inhabitants from the extremes of climatic 
conditions such as rain, heat, cold or humidity. The census and other surveys so far conducted reveal 
that over the years particularly between 2001 and 2010, majority (over 60 percent) of Timorese 
households still occupy houses with walls made from traditional materials. Analysis of the floor 
materials revealed that the most common floor finish for urban households were cement, concrete, 
tiles and earth which posted 52.2, 19.9 and 21.1 percent respectively, while  rural households with 
cement, concrete and earth floor finish were 17.3 and 71.8 percent respectively. At the national 
level a significant majority (over 65 percent) of the households had modern roofing materials.

Water and sanitation are critical elements that determine safe and healthy living environments. 
The census results presented a double edged picture on the state of water and sanitation; in that 
while a decent 65.9 percent of households use safe and improved water sources for drinking, a 
staggering 60.8 percent did not have access to improved sanitation facilities. 

Household energy consumption for lighting, warmth, cooling, water heating, electronic 
entertainment was integral part of housing dynamics. It was striking to note that, nationally 
majority (89.9 percent) of households in Timor-Leste used wood as their cooking fuel. 40.5 percent, 
51 percent and 8.5 percent of households used clean, improved and unimproved fuels respectively 
for lighting. Comparing rural and urban areas, results indicated that a significant majority (87.9 %) 
of urban households derived their lighting fuel from clean sources while a paltry 3.2 percent of the 
urban households derived their lighting fuel from unimproved sources of lighting fuel.
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Housing quality is a comprehensive concept that outlines whether or not housing is sufficient 
to meet recognized housing quality standards as well as specific household needs (Conley and 
McCray 1997 pg. 5). It takes into account, type of construction, materials used, and amount of space, 
services and facilities, condition of facilities within and outside dwellings, function and aesthetics 
among many others (Jiboye 2010 pg. 79). Based on this and applying a consolidated housing quality 
index, the results showed that 0.2, 10.4, 23.8, 46.8, 18.8 percent of households lived in housing of 
quality ranks 1, 2,3,4 and 5 respectively where rank 1 is best and 5 worse. Overall, 54 percent of 
households in Timor-Leste lived in deficient housing.

1.7  Organisation of the Housing Monograph
This monograph consists of ten chapters. The background of the in-depth analysis on housing 
in Timor-Leste is presented in Chapter 1. In Chapter 2 the assessment of data quality, definition 
and concepts as well as the methods used for the in-depth analysis are discussed. The analysis of 
housing levels, trends and differentials in Timor-Leste are conveyed in the proceeding chapters. 
The monograph is closed with the conclusions, recommendations, references and appendices.
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CHAPTER 2 

CONCEPTS, DEFINITIONS AND METHODOLOGY

2.1  Housing in the 2010 Census: an assessment of data quality
The topics of decennial census in the world over are selected from a list of topics recommended by 
the United Nations for investigation in housing censuses. The current UN recommended housing 
census topics are contained in the Principles of and Recommendations for Population and Housing 
Censuses Revision 2(UN 2008). 

The post-independence Timor-Leste Population and Housing Censuses included the housing 
component in line with the UN recommendations. However, an assessment on the topics included 
in the 2010 Census revealed that while an attempt was made to include some of the recommended 
topics for instance, those on wall, floor and roof materials and access to services such as water, 
sanitation and lighting (due to resource limitations);  not all the core topics that would provide a 
count on the number of dwelling units and habitable rooms were included.

This is not unique to Timor-Leste. The trend is that, most national governments carry out censuses 
of housing in different years; they often collect different variables from one another, which are 
defined in ways that differ from those of other governments and, occasionally, differ from their own 
practices in earlier years. Thus, for statistical purposes, what is counted as a room may depend on 
its size (rooms below specified floor areas may be excluded) and function (kitchens and bathrooms 
may be excluded) (Vliet 1990; Doling 1997 as cited in Agus et al 2002). As a result, comparison of 
housing census data over the years, within and between countries has been a major challenge.

Most countries, especially in the advanced economies also undertake surveys to complement 
census data in measuring aspects of their economic, demographic and social dynamics including 
housing. Such data is invaluable in understanding the main characteristics of an individual 
country but more so in comparison between countries. However, there are considerable 
difficulties in the interpretation of the data. Whereas there is a consensus developed about 
the definition of many economic variables – such as GDP and unemployment – that allows a 
fairly solid empirical foundation to comparisons of national economies, this is not the case  
with respect to measures of housing stocks and housing policy (Agus et al 2002 pg. 1)

2.2  Concepts and definitions
Housing: the process and outcomes of the production and consumption of residential shelters. 
It includes the physical product, the process that yields the product and the socio-cultural and 
environmental circumstances in which the product is developed, delivered and used. It also involves 
the process of analysing the shelter needs of society, organizing the resources and facilitating 
society to access shelter that is adequate, affordable, functional and environmentally sustainable.

Housing need: refers to households who lack their own housing or live in unsuitable housing and 
who cannot afford to meet their housing needs in the market. It can be described as the extent to 
which the quantity and quality of the existing stock falls short of that required to provide each 
household with accommodation of a prescribed standard (Tym and Jordan 2006)
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Urban: For purpose of the 2010 Timor-Leste Population and Housing Census manual for mapping, 
an urban area was classified as district headquarters with built up areas. Areas which did not fall 
under the above classification but posed the following characteristics were classified as urban

Have a population of about 2,000 people or more;1. 

Have less than 50 percent of its population employed in agricultural/fisheries activities 2. 
majority being employed in modern sector.

Have paved roads, electricity and piped water.3. 

Have access to schools, medical facilities and recreational facilities. 4. 

Structure: A structure is a building used for the purposes of residential, business, religious, or 
any other activity.  For 2010 census purposes, a structure constitutes a building used for dwelling 
purposes (housing unit by the household).   A structure can contain one or more housing units. 

Housing Unit: This is a place of abode or residence occupied by one or more households with a 
private entrance. There can be many housing units within a structure. In Census 2010, the terms 
housing unit and dwelling unit have been used interchangeably. 

Private/Conventional Household: A private household consists of a person or a group of persons 
who live together in the same compound but not necessarily in the same dwelling unit and have 
common housekeeping/cooking arrangements. Members of a household are not necessarily related 
by blood or marriage.

2.3  Analytical Approach 
While the overall approach in this analysis has been anchored on the elements of adequate housing 
as enumerated by the Habitat Agenda (1996) the specific method employs a combination of elements 
of cross-sectional analytic approach in which differences in household composition are contrasted 
between physical housing attributes and level of services as well as other relevant components 
such as economic status and ownership of household assets and some features of longitudinal 
measurement. 

2.4  Limitations to the study
As is the case with most censuses, attributes that require measurement and monetary evaluation 
are never part of the instruments. This was the case with the 2010 Timor-Leste Population and 
Housing Census. As a result this analysis is limited to attributes that were covered in the census 
questionnaire and are only compared to results from surveys that are similar in structure. Therefore 
housing factors requiring measurements such as average size of room or monetary values such as 
amount of rents are beyond the scope of this analysis.

Toilet sharing: The data did not cover the rate of sharing for example if sharing, with how many 
other households does the household share its toilet facility. As a result it may not be feasible to 
gauge the extent of inadequacy of the facilities for those households that shared. 

Housing stock:  No question generated data for establishing the housing stock. 

Crowding: No question asked about the number of habitable rooms available for the households as 
such we could not derive the levels of crowding

2.5  Methodology
Housing census data usually involves facets that can be easily verifiable by observation even by 
non-technical field assistants. As a result housing data is therefore characteristically devoid of 
difficulties such as those that arise in population parameters for example those associated with 
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determining say the number of children a woman has ever born or age for that matter which are 
not easily verifiable. Nonetheless housing data has its share of conceptual difficulties that may 
affect data quality. As a result, the author reviewed data quality through the following steps.

As a first step in reviewing data quality  for the housing component of the 2010 Timor-Leste 
Population and Housing Census, the author assessed Data Quality Objectives (DQO) and outputs 
to ensure that they were applicable particularly in relation to the objectives set out in the United 
Nations Principles and recommendations for Population and Housing Censuses Revision 2 of 2008. 
The author was of the opinion that the housing module of the 2010 census largely complied with the 
requirements of the UN 2008 recommendations in terms of quality objectives although the housing 
component did not capture some of the key data regarding count on the number of dwellings and 
number of habitable rooms. This limited the application of the data in assessing some variables 
such as crowding which would have been a good basis for assessing overall quality. 

Secondly, the author conducted a preliminary data review and in so doing reviewed some quality 
assessment reports from the data processing team, calculated basic statistics, and generated 
graphs of the data. This information has been used to learn about the structure of the data and 
identify patterns, relationships, or potential anomalies. Alongside this, consistency checks were 
undertaken to identify and remedy any inconsistencies. Comparisons were made with previous 
censuses, surveys and international/regional trends which yielded very encouraging convergence 
as can be observed in the body of this analytical report.

From the processes enumerated above, except for any incidences of enumerator bias resulting from 
either conceptual difficulties or otherwise and/or definitional inadequacies, the data is satisfactorily 
good for policy and programmatic decisions and interventions.
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CHAPTER 3 

HOUSEHOLD CHARACTERISTICS

It is generally accepted that the household or the family is the primary unit of consumption of most 
commodities as well as housing. The household serves as a basic unit of housing demand since it 
is a unit of common dwelling (Park et al 2002). Movements between various types of dwellings, 
located in a system of spatial sub-markets are determined to a large extent by the (changes) in the 
composition of the household. Thus, to a large extent household dynamics is the basis of housing 
market dynamics (Hooimeijer & Linde, 1991).

In order to plan for appropriate and adequate housing it is necessary to assess the demographic 
factors that contribute to household structure and formation change in any country.  The need for 
new housing resulting from the demographic dynamics in a population is largely dictated upon 
by household structure and size. Elements of household dynamics included in this monograph are 
not exhaustive enough to capture the entirety of this emerging branch in demography but will be 
applied only to the extent necessary to explain and elaborate on housing conditions.

3.1  Household size
There is no doubt that there is a strong relationship between household size and consumption of 
housing as an economic commodity.  The Census results depicted fairly high average household 
sizes compared to other surveys. For instance, compared to the results of the DHS 2009, the average 
household size nationally (5.8 in both census and DHS) and in rural areas (5.6 in census and 5.8 in 
DHS) compared well. However, a slight departure emerged from the 2010 census where the average 
household size in urban areas stood at 6.6 which was slightly above what was reported in DHS. Of 
important revelation is the higher average household size in urban compared to rural areas.  The 
picture when comparing the districts was fairly consistent with the national figures with most 
of the districts posting a range average household sizes from a minimum of 4.6 in Oecusse to a 
maximum of 6.6 in Dili. The relatively higher average household size in Dili has greatly contributed 
to the higher average household size for urban areas at the national level.

Table 3.1: Mean Household sizes (Census 2004 and 2010)

Census 2010 DHS 2009-10

Timor-Leste 5.8 5.8

Urban 6.6 5.9

Rural 5.6 5.8
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A comparison with other countries of Southeast Asia revealed that the household sizes in 
Timor-Leste were slightly higher compared to other countries. For instance, Ramesh and Asher 
(2000 pg 72) showed that the average household size in Philippines, Indonesia and Malaysia was 
5.3, 4.5 and 4.9 respectively between 1990 and 2000.

The relatively high average household size in Timor-Leste may be attributed to several factors 
mainly demographic, socio-cultural, political and economic in nature. However, in cases of large 
average household sizes, it may be argued out that either the housing units are large enough 
allowing for larger families to co-reside, or, alternatively, that a shortage of housing units obliges 
more people to share a house. In the case of Timor-Leste, the number of dwelling units and habitable 
rooms were not captured in the Census which would have facilitated a conclusion linking the large 
average household size to housing adequacy.

At the national level, most households were almost uniformly spread between 3 person households 
through to 7 person households. This is also appropriate compared to the results of the DHS 2009 
and also with Census 2004 as presented in the Figure 3.1 below:

Figure 3.1: Percentage households by size Census 2010, 2004 and DHS 2009

3.2  Household structure 

3.2.1  Household classification and type

According to UN (2008 pg 132), households should be classified according to the number of nuclear 
family its contains and the relationship if any or between the nuclear family and the other members 
of the household. Classification of households by relationship to the head provides an intricate 
structure of the households especially as it relates to familial dynamics which are useful in assessing 
housing requirements in any community. For instance due to socio-cultural and economic factors, a 
household consisting of a couple and their children should ideally have at least two rooms; one for 
the parents and another for the children. 
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The UN classification was modified for application in the 2010 Timor-Leste Census but remained 
largely congruent to the UN classification. This classification is reflected in the Table 3.2 below:

Table 3.2: Household Classification

COUPLE NON COUPLE

COUPLE
COUPLE + 

CHILDREN

COUPLE + 

CHILDREN 

AND OTHER 

RELATIVES

COUPLE + 

CHILDREN + 

NON-RELA-

TIVES

COUPLE + 

CHILDREN 

+ OTHER 

RELATIVES 

+ NON-

RELATIVES

COUPLE + 

RELATIVES 

OR NON-

RELATIVES

SINGLE 

PERSON

SINGLE + 

CHILDREN 

SINGLE + 

CHILDREN 

+ OTHER 

RELATIVES

SINGLE + 

CHIL-

DREN + 

NON-REL-

ATIVES

SINGLE + 

CHILDREN 

+ OTHER 

RELATIVES 

+ NON-

RELATIVES

SINGLE + 

RELATIVES 

OR NON-

RELATIVES

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

With the classification demonstrated above, it emerges from the census data that, majority of 
Timorese households are composed of either a spouse living with their children or a couple living 
with their children and relatives as depicted further in the Table 3.3. As illustrated in the Table 3.3, 
the highest concentration of types of households is observed in categories 2 and 3 in both years. Of 
importance to note is that while on average, the overall percentage number of households that are 
composed of the nuclear (i.e. categories 1,2,7 and 8) family is generally significant at 52.8 percent, 
the percentage of nuclear families dropped from 66 percent in 2004 to 52.8 percent in 2010. This 
trend is contrary to the tendency in most countries even in Southeast Asia where nucleation has 
been the common trend following increased industrialization and urbanization in the recent 
years. 

In fact, it is generally acknowledged that urbanization processes tend to stabilize the nucleation 
of the family system. In some Asian countries because urban congestion and housing patterns, 
particularly of the low income groups, large households are discouraged. However, this does not 
hold for Timor, which could be attributed to the existing strong religious, cultural and societal 
affection. Also there was a short resurgence of instability after the 2004(2005/2006) Census which 
may have re-shaped the composition of households and encouraged flocking, hence reducing the 
match towards nucleation.

Overall, about 74.4 percent of households in 2010 were composed of couples (i.e. category 1 to 6) 
in 2010 compared to 71 percent in 2004.The two dominant types of households (category 2 and 
3) were mainly composed of households of size 3 to 9. More particularly, 83 percent of households 
composed of a couple and their children which comprised of about 3 to 7 people, while 68.1 percent 
of households composed of a couple, their children and relatives constituted between 5 and 9 
people.
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Table 3.3: Percentage households by classification of households

Household Classification

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

Census 2010 4.1 36.5 29.2 0.2 0.3 4.1 5.3 6.9 6.5 0.0 0.1 6.9

Census 2004 6.1 43.2 16.8 0.2 0.2 4.7 7.3 9.0 4.1 0.0 0.0 8.5

A further scrutiny reveals that the structure of most Timorese households has generally remained 
the same over the years between the 2004 and 2010 censuses (see figure 3.2).

Figure 3.2: Percentage households by household classification

With a standard of at least a room each for parents and children on the one side and one more 
for relative and non-relatives, it would mean that the appropriate accomodation for Timorese 
household would be a minimum of three habitable rooms for 30 percent of the households and a 
minimum of two rooms for at least 40 percent of households. Only 10 percent of households that 
are either couples without children or single persons without children may be accomodated in 
one room dwellings. These necesities would have been evaluated against the actual accomodation 
available for the households if the census had collected information on the number of dwelling 
units and habitable rooms. Due to this limitation, this analysis is unable to make this evaluation.

3.2.2 Household Heads by age and sex
Changes in the age distribution of a population often lead to shifts in average household sizes as 
different age groups have different propensities to form households. This effectively affects housing 
consumption parameters. Analysis of household heads by ages indicated that at the national level 
and when contrasting the rural and urban dichotomy, the results depicted a uniform trend in 
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headship through all the age groups, with age group 35-39 being the peak as reflected in the figure 
3.3 below. On the overall,  majority (over 48 %) of household heads at the national level and also in 
urban and rural areas were aged between 30 and 50 years.

Figure 3.3: Percentage households by age of head – census 2010

Figure 3.4: Percentage Households by age of head – National (Census 2004 & 2010)
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An evaluation of the household heads and age group in the districts depicts a similar trend observed 
at the national level. The only slight deviation being that in some districts the peak was at 35 to 39 
while in others, the peak was at 40 to 44. The peak for each district is highlighted in the table 3.4 
below.

Table 3.4: Percentage Households by district and age of head – census 2010

15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 65+

Timor-Leste 0.7 3.0 7.8 10.0 14.2 13.3 11.3 9.0 6.9 10.5 13.2
Ainaro 0.7 2.2 6.5 9.5 14.7 13.5 9.1 6.8 4.7 18.1 14.3
Aileu 0.9 2.1 6.2 6.1 11.7 14.7 12.8 11.6 8.1 12.8 13.0
Baucau 0.5 2.2 5.4 6.9 13.0 12.6 12.1 9.4 9.1 11.5 17.3
Bobonaro 0.8 2.4 6.8 8.5 11.7 12.5 12.3 9.3 6.8 11.8 17.0
Covalima 0.7 3.2 8.2 9.5 14.0 12.9 11.3 8.5 5.5 12.1 14.3
Dili 0.4 4.2 12.5 14.8 17.5 14.3 11.0 8.4 5.7 4.9 6.3
Ermera 0.8 2.9 6.8 9.1 13.9 15.0 11.8 10.3 7.7 9.9 11.7
Liquica 0.9 3.1 6.5 6.7 12.3 12.4 11.4 10.8 8.0 13.2 14.6
Lautem 0.9 2.2 4.9 10.0 14.5 13.9 12.0 8.9 7.8 8.6 16.2
Manufahi 0.4 2.2 7.2 8.5 13.2 13.7 10.7 9.4 8.1 11.8 14.8
Manatuto 0.5 2.5 6.3 7.8 12.7 12.4 12.6 9.8 7.3 12.2 15.8
Oecusse 0.8 3.8 9.4 11.8 13.3 12.5 11.1 8.1 6.3 11.8 11.0
Viqueque 0.8 3.0 6.8 11.5 15.7 11.4 9.1 7.4 5.9 11.6 16.9

The results in the Table 3.4 above are consistent with the overall mean age of heads of households 
which stands at 47, 42 and 48 at National, Urban and Rural jurisdictions respectively.  Of importance 
to note is that at the national level and in all the districts, the mean age of female heads of households 
is generally higher than the mean age of male household heads by an average of 4 years.

Table 3.5: Mean age of household heads

All Male Female

Timor-Leste 47 46 50
National-  Urban 42 42 46
National - Rural 49 48 52
Ainaro 48 48 52
Aileu 49 48 51
Baucau 50 49 54
Bobonaro 49 48 51
Covalima 47 47 50
Dili 42 41 46
Ermera 47 46 50
Liquiça 49 48 52
Lautem 49 47 50
Manufahi 48 48 50
Manatuto 49 48 51
Oecusse 46 45 49
Viqueque 48 47 52
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3.2.3  Female Headed Household

In terms of gender of the household head, the results showed that 14.2 percent of households were 
female-headed. The national figure does not deviate much from the percentage of female headed 
households in urban and rural areas which stands at 14 and 14.3 percent respectively. The results 
however deviate slightly from the outcome of the DHS 2009 which reported the percentage of 
female headed households at 12.3(DHS 2009 pg 13). The results of Census 2004 on the other hand 
showed that 18.9 percent of the households were female headed (Census 2004 Report pg 204). 
This significant variation may emanate from two factors; first the census 2004 was conducted 
close to the immediate post independence skirmishes which could have yielded some deaths of 
male heads of households or mass displacement of targeted males to other locations. Secondly, the 
structural difference in application of the households between census 2004 and 2010 may have 
also contributed to this variation.

The percentage of households which are female headed in most of the districts is fairly close to 
the national percentage of 14.2 percent. Most of the districts had between 12 and 15 percent of 
female headed households. The only exception being Lautem district whose percentage of female 
headed households was at 20.3 percent, way above the national figure. When comparing the 
percentage of female headed households and the variance between percentage of male and female 
headed households (see figure 3.5 below), one realizes that this variance equally peaks for Lautem. 
Therefore, education variance may be the plausible explanation to higher percentage of female 
headed households in Lautem. The overall picture is presented in the figure 3.6 below:

Figure 3.5: Percentage Female Headed Households by districts – census 2010
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Figure 3.6: Percentage households by sex of head and variance 
in education of head – census 2010

Global comparisons of the proportion of female headed households indicates that the percentage 
of female headed households in Timor-Leste is among the least in the world, with Belarus and 
Macedonia having the highest and lowest percentages at 53.9 and 7.6 respectively4. The percentage 
of female headed households in Timor-Leste when compared to Southeast Asian countries is 
average. For instance, the percentage of female headed households in Indonesia and Philippines is 
12.9 percent and 18.7 percent respectively. This can be explained by the fact that in many societies in 
Asia, the oldest male is designated as the head of household regardless of whether he is the primary 
source of economic support, the authority figure, or fulfills other tasks purportedly performed by 
household heads (Ayad et al., 19975). This may explain the generally lower rate of female headed 
households emanating from the census data of Timor-Leste

4   Source: http://www.nationsencyclopedia.com/WorldStats/Gender-female-headed-households.html
5   As sited in http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/family/Publications/mtdesilva.pdf
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3.4 Characteristics of female headed households

3.4.1 Female headed households and marital status

The census data made a comparison between female and male headed households. Majority (90.8 %) of the 
male heads of households were married while only 39.9 percent of the female heads of households 
were married. Another contrast was that a significant 47 percent of female heads of households 
were widowed compared to only 3.6 percent of the male heads of households who were widowed 
(Figure 3.7).

Figure 3.7: Percentage households by sex of head and marital status – census 2010

The situation in Figure 3.7 above is replicated in most of the districts where over 40 percent of 
the female heads of households were widowed. The highest rate of widowed female heads was 
recorded in Aileu at 57.3 percent while the lowest was in Dili at 34.1 percent.

3.4.2 Female headed households and education of head

A closer look at the education profile of the female heads of households exposes the fact that at 
the national level, fewer (28.5 %) of the female household heads had formal education (primary to 
university) as compared to 53.1 percent of the male heads with formal education.

The situation is replicated across all the districts with somewhat the same variance between 
the percentages of female heads with formal education vis-a-vis the male heads. Except that the 
variance is a little conspicuous in some districts such as Lautem with a variance in percentage of 
male versus female heads with formal education reaching a highest of 33.8 percent (Figure 3.8).
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Figure 3.8: Percentage households by formal education of head and districts–census 2010

Figure 3.9: Percentage households by sex of head and economic activity – census 2010

3.4.3 Female headed households and economic activity of head

At the national level, the data shows that majority of female heads were own-account workers while 
a significant percentage 19 percent were engaged in house work. Only 12.4 percent of the female 
heads are employees compared to 28.6 percent of the male heads (Figure 3.9).
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Overall, 66.6 percent of female heads were economically active compared to 91.4 percent of 
male headed households. In the districts, the percentages of female household heads who were 
economically active are generally close to the national figures with slight variations. Most districts 
had over 63 percent of female heads who were economically active, the exception being Dili with 
only 52.9 percent (Figure 3.10).

Figure 3.10: Percentage households by economic activity and district

3.4.4 Female headed households and household size

The data reveals that most female headed households both at the national level and in the districts 
were smaller compared to the male headed households. In actual fact, this is represented by the 
fact that out of the female headed households the greater percentage on average had 3 members 
compared to male headed households whose majority were on average of household size of 7 
members. This trend is maintained in the districts. The national patterns are reflected in the figure 
3.11 below.
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 Figure 3.11: Percentage households by sex of head and size (National)

3.5  Household Formation

3.5.1  Rate of Household Formation

The number of households that live in an area can increase through household 
formation or migration.  Household formation is mainly driven by three major forces:

Demographics•	
Social factors, such as marriage and divorce rates.•	
Economic factors such as the state of the economy, wages.•	

Demographics determine household formation to a significant extent, as new households are formed 
at different rates within the various age and income groups. Thus, an increase in the number of 
households within a jurisdiction can occur by simple aging of the existing population, that is to say, 
age groups with higher household-formation rates increase their percentage contribution to the 
area’s total population (assuming no loss of households due to deaths).

The percentage of a population in a given age group who are heads of households is the headship rate. 
Headship rate may be expressed in a methodological way through the following steps expressed by 
algebraic equation. Let P (I, i. t) be the population of sex i, age j and at time t, and let H (i, j, t) be the 
number of heads of households by sex i, age j and time t. Then the headship rate specific for sex and 
age at time t, h (i,j,t), is expressed by the following formula:

h(  i ,j, t)   =        H(i,j, t)
                           P(i, j, t)
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Data from the 2010 Census indicates that household formation (as measured by the percent of 
household heads in each age group) rose sharply from 0.7 percent at ages 15 - 19 to 57.8 percent by 
ages 55 – 59 (Table 3.6). Household formation rates then slightly declined to 48.6 percent by the age 
of 65 and over. Obviously, if by the dynamics of deaths, aging, and migration, the number of persons 
aged above 30 years captured in an area increases significantly, then, all factors remaining constant, 
the number of households and demand for housing in that market must increase significantly.

Table 3.6:  Headship Rates

Age-Group
Number of 
Heads of 

households

Percentage 
total 

households 

Households as 
percentage of population

Population

Total Male Female Total Male Female

15-19 1,274 0.7 1.1 1.4 0.9 114,304 57,397 56,907
20-24 5,455 3 5.9 9.7 2.2 91,997 45,720 46,277
25-29 14,458 7.8 19.2 34.4 4.3 75,312 37,263 38,049
30-34 18,554 10 36.4 66.3 7.2 50,940 25,180 25,760
35-39 26,218 14.2 46.4 81.9 8.2 56,502 29,285 27,217
40-44 24,587 13.3 51.6 88.6 11.2 47,605 24,873 22,732
45-49 20,921 11.3 54.8 92 14 38,195 19,956 18,239
50-54 16,622 9 56.1 92.6 17.5 29,628 15,243 14,385
55-59 12,764 6.9 57.8 93.3 18.4 22,079 11,621 10,458
60-64 19,439 10.5 52.3 88.7 20.5 37,142 17,312 19,830
65+ 24,359 13.2 48.6 76.8 21.2 50,078 24,725 25,353
Total 184,651 100 30.1 51.3 8.6 613,782 308,575 305,207

Figure 3.12 below even further illustrates that in the younger age groups of less than 29 years, 
the households as a percentage of the population is higher than the households as a percentage 
of the total households. The two graphs meet somewhere between ages 29 to 30. In figure 3.12 
below, the intersection between the two graphs (showing the percentage of total households and 
the percentage of population) falls between 29 and 30 years. This implies that by the age of 29 to 
30, virtually all individuals become heads of households. 

 Figure 3.12: households as percentage of total and population
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Linking demographic structures and changes in housing demand reveals interesting trends with 
respect to three critical age groups, which tend to represent the three major stages of a household’s 
life cycle:

The 25-34 age group mainly includes young, newly married households, with few or no children, 
demanding mostly rental housing and smaller, lower-priced, single-family units or apartments (this 
is referred to as the pre-nest stage of the life cycle). 

While the 35-54 age group encompasses launching and maturing (move-up) families, demanding 
mostly owner-occupied housing and larger, higher-quality, single-family units, depending on income 
(this is referred to as the full-nest stage).

Households headed by individuals aged 55 years and above are demanding mostly owner-occupied 
housing and smaller, single-family units, condominiums, or apartments, depending on income (this 
is referred to as the empty-nest stage)

It is noteworthy to appreciate that, based on the above peculiarities of these three groups; we can 
infer the following dynamics and prospects regarding increases in housing demand: 

Increased households whose heads fall in the group of 25-34 will trigger increase in demand •	
for smaller rental housing units and smaller low-priced single-family units 

While an Increase in households whose heads fall in the age group of 35-54 will •	
trigger  increase in demand for larger, higher-quality, owner-occupied, single-family housing 
units, 

Increase in the number of people over 55 should trigger increase in demand for smaller, •	
owner-occupied, single-family units, condominiums, and apartments.
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CHAPTER 4 

TENURE CONDITIONS

4.1  Tenure status
Housing tenure describes the legal status under which a household or particularly the people have 
the right to occupy their accommodation. The most common forms of tenure are home-ownership 
(including homes owned outright and mortgaged) and renting (including social rented housing and 
private rented housing). Legal status in tenure therefore does not imply that there must be strict 
legal documents for occupation but rather clarity of and predictability in terms of occupation.  In 
the case of the 2010 Timor-Leste Population and Housing Census, tenure is categorized into owned 
(either individually through construction, outright purchase or loan) and not owned(in this case 
the house is provided either by the government. 

Overall, the census results reflect a fairly high ownership rate of 95.7 percent at the national level 
and 87.1 and 98.6 percent in urban and rural areas respectively. The results at the district level 
generally portray the picture at the national level with most of the districts posting an ownership 
rate of at least 96 percent with the exception of Dili (a mainly urban district) whose ownership rate 
is 87.5 percent. 

4.2  Tenure status by sex of household head
Figure 4.1 below shows the relationship between tenure status and gender of the household head. 
On average, over 80 percent of the heads across all types of tenure systems are male. This is mainly 
due to the fact that, the unique tenure system in Timor-Leste allows the majority of households 
to live in dwellings that are either owned by a community, family or an individual, and therefore 
gender inclination does not present itself strongly.

Figure 4.1: Percentage households by tenure and sex
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Figure 4.2: Percentage households by tenure and age of household head

4.3  Tenure status by age of head of household
From the data collected, it is evident that although a majority of Timorese stay in either individual 
or family owned housing, it is generally more likely that a younger head of household is less likely to 
occupy an individually or family owned dwelling compared to older household heads (Figure 4.2).

4.4  Tenure and construction materials
The census data revealed some variance in the dominant wall materials, when comparing households 
who live in houses owned by either the family or an individual on one hand and those who live in 
houses owned by other agencies (Table 4.1). For instance out of the households captured in rural 
areas, 69.6 percent of households who do not own houses had their dwelling outer walls in concrete 
and/or brick, compared to 16.7 percent of those  who own houses and have their dwelling outer 
walls in concrete and/or brick.  This essentially indicates that those who do not own their dwellings 
in the rural areas occupy houses with slightly superior materials than those who live in their own 
houses. This may have arisen from the fact that majority of rural households prefer to construct 
with locally available materials and are unable to afford construction with contemporary modes 
and materials.
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Table 4.1: Percentage households by type of wall materials

Concrete /    
Brick

Wood Bamboo
Corrugated iron/ 

Zinc
Clay

Palm Trunk/ 
Bebak

Rock Other

Total
Own 27.4 4.2 32.3 3.2 1.4 29.1 1.4 1
Own other 79.5 4.3 1.8 3.7 0.2 8 1.2 1.3
All 29.6 4.2 31 3.2 1.4 28.2 1.4 1

Urban
Own 62.1 4.3 4.9 3.9 0.9 22.1 0.9 0.8
own other 82.4 4.2 0.5 3.6 0.1 7 0.9 1.2
All 64.7 4.3 4.4 3.9 0.8 20.2 0.9 0.8

Rural
Own 16.7 4.2 40.7 3 1.6 31.3 1.5 1
own other 69.6 4.5 5.8 4.2 0.3 11.3 2.5 1.8
All 17.4 4.2 40.3 3 1.6 31 1.5 1

4.5  Tenure and economic status of household head
The data did not show any direct relationship between the tenure status and economic status of 
the head of household as reflected in figure 4.3. This is mainly because of the unique tenure system 
in Timor-Leste where a majority live in dwellings that are either owned by a community, family or 
an individual, the normal market system that would necessitate some relationship between tenure 
and economic status of heads of households does not arise or present itself strongly.

Figure 4.3: Percentage households by tenure and economic activity of head
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CHAPTER 5 

BUILDING MATERIALS

6   Duration is derived from the average mortgage loan term in the country. Since most banks and housing 
financing agencies value permanence when evaluating applications for mortgage.
7   Slum profile indicators - http://www.unesco.org/water/wwap/wwdr/indicators/pdf/C3_Slum_profile_in_
human_settlements.pdf

One of the key challenges of the 21st century to housing and the construction industry is how to 
minimize carbon dioxide – a green house gas - which is a major by-product in the manufacturing 
of the two most important materials of construction: Cement and steel. It is noteworthy that as we 
strive to mitigate climate change effects, the concentration of carbon dioxide in the environment 
has risen by 50 percent (Mehta and Burrows 2001). Therefore, the construction industry needs to 
determine how future infrastructural needs can be met without further increases in the production 
of cement and steel.

While conservation of these materials through enhancing the durability of structures is one of 
the ways of minimizing green house gas emissions and ensuring sustainable development, it is 
important to note that neither structural design nor materials were responsible for the lack of 
durability. In most cases, it was the construction practice that turned out to be the culprit (Mehta 
and Burrows 2001). 

The above illustration already hints to the fact that durability of a structure is determined by a 
combination of factors including the nature of materials used, design, adherence construction 
procedures and practice, appropriate maintenance standards and procedures as well as level 
and nature of exposure to climatic and environmental peculiarities. For instance while steel 
may generally be regarded as durable if the right design factors are applied, correct construction 
practices are applied and the structure generally well maintained, in corrosive environments, the 
steel structure may not last as long as would otherwise be the case.

Based on the foregoing then, if all the above enumerated factors that affect durability are upheld, 
then a building or structure that is intended to remain in place for a period of more than 156 years 
may be regarded as durable or permanent. On its part, UNESCO7 proffers that a house is considered 
as durable if it is built on a non-hazardous location and has a structure permanent and adequate 
enough to protect its inhabitants from the extremes of climatic conditions such as rain, heat, cold 
or humidity.

Even with above detailed explanation on the basis for determining the durability of a dwelling 
by the materials, it none the less still remains a subjective matter given that some traditional 
construction materials can meet the criteria. As a result dwelling units captured in the 2010 census 
have been classified as modern/contemporary and traditional depending on their predominant 
construction materials of wall, roof and floor. Houses with wall materials of concrete/block and 
with roof materials of tiles, asbestos sheets, corrugated iron/zinc and concrete are considered as 
modern. The traditional dwellings are with either wall or roof made of materials other than those 
identified for the modern house.
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5.1  External Wall Materials
At the national level, the predominant external wall materials in Timor-Leste are Brick/Concrete 
and Bamboo which accounted for 29.6 and 31 percent respectively of the households covered in 
the 2010 census. Direct comparison with previous censuses and surveys both at national and 
sub-national levels was problematic because the classification of wall materials used in census 
2010, census 2004 and Timor-Leste Living Standards Survey (TLLSS) 2001 and 2007 were very 
varied as shown below.

Table 5.1: Classification and coding of wall materials in Censuses and Surveys

Census 2010 Concrete/Brick,  Wood,  Bamboo,  Corrugated iron/Zinc,  Clay,  Palm Trunk/Bebak , Rock
Census 2004 Concrete/Brick, Wood, Bamboo, Corrugated Iron, Clay
TLLSS Concrete, brick/unbaked brick/wood, bamboo, rattan/tin/mud

Due to different classifications in the surveys and censuses, the author settled on comparison 
by grouping the materials as modern/contemporary (mainly brick/concrete) and traditional/
indigenous (bamboo, palm trunk, wood, clay, mud, rock and others). According to this grouping the 
census and other surveys revealed that between 2001 and 2010, majority (over 60 %) of Timorese 
households occupied houses with walls made from traditional materials. It is notable however that 
in 2001, only 2.1 percent of the households lived in houses with modern external walls. The overall 
picture of households and the dominant materials for the wall is reflected in Figure 5.1 below.

Figure 5.1: Percentage households and wall materials
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Figure 5.2: Percentage households and floor materials 

5.2  Floor Materials
Analysis of the floor materials revealed that the most common floor finish for urban households 
was cement/concrete, tiles and earth which accounted for 52.2, 19.9 and 21.1 percent respectively 
while rural households with cement/concrete and earth floor finish accounted for 17.3 and 71.8 
percent respectively for rural households. At the national level, the proportion of households with 
cement/concrete and earth floor finish, were 26.3 and 58.7 percent respectively. These results 
compare favourably with results of other recent surveys in Timor-Leste such as the DHS 2010 
which depicted the proportion of households nationally with earth floor to be 60.3 percent while 
those with cement were 30.8 percent.

When the floor materials are categorised into durable and non durable floor materials, one clearly 
sees the disparity between the rural and urban scene as depicted in the Figure 5.2.

Evaluating the census results against previous surveys and censuses, presented a mixed but 
somewhat improving situation. It provides a fairly worse scenario in 2001 that remained almost 
static up to the TLLSS of 2007 when some form of improvement was portrayed by Census 2010. As 
depicted in Figure 4.3, the proportion of households with durable floor minimally increased from 
63.9 percent in 2007 to 66.5 percent in 2010 while those with non-durable floor reduced from 36.1 
percent in 2007 to 33.5 percent in 2010.
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Figure 5.3: Percentage households by floor material (Census, TLLSS and DHS)

5.3  Roof materials
In analysing the roof materials, the results were presented as was done with external wall materials, 
grouped into modern and traditional or indigenous roofing materials. The modern/contemporary 
roofing materials included concrete, corrugated iron/zinc, asbestos and tiles while the traditional/
indigenous included palm leaves/tali tahan/thatch/grass and bamboo. With this classification the 
census results at the national level revealed that a significant majority (over 65 %) of the households 
had modern roofing materials. The scenario is consistent but somehow different in magnitude 
when comparing urban and rural areas where 91 and 60.4 percent of households in urban and 
rural areas respectively have modern materials for their roofing. 

A comparison between districts and sub-districts, showed that Vera Cruz, Dom Aleixo and Nain Feto 
sub-districts reported the highest percentage (96 %) of households with modern roofing materials 
while Laclo, Nitibe and Passabe sub-districts reported the lowest with 32.4, 26.9 and14.7 percent 
respectively of households with modern roofing materials. Evaluating the results by districts, Dili 
posted the best percentage of households with modern roofs at 93.7 percent while Oecussi posted 
the worst result with only 34.6 percent of households with modern roofs.

An evaluation of the census 2010 against previous censuses and surveys presents an encouraging 
trend where the percentage of households using traditional roofing materials has steadily declined 
over the years from 39.6 percent in 2001 to 19.3 in 2010 while the proportion of households using 
contemporary roofing materials has increased from 60.4 percent in 2001 to a significant 82.5 
percent in 2010 as depicted in the figure 5.4.



 31

Figure 5.4: Percentage households by roofing materials 
(Census 2004& 2010, TLLSS 2001&2007)
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CHAPTER 6 

HOUSING AMENITIES

6.1  Water and Sanitation

The analysis of the census data with regard to water and sanitation was anchored on the joint 
WHO/UNICEF Joint Monitoring Programme for water supply and sanitation particularly the 2008 
regional report on South East Asia and the Pacific.

6.1.1  Main source of drinking Water 
Water no doubt is a vital life saving requirement and lack of access to clean and safe drinking water 
as well as for other household uses can result in physical, economic and social costs of monumental 
proportions. For instance in 1970, water-related diseases cost an estimated $125 billion per 
year( see8)  in direct medical costs and lost work time for sick people plus the (un-quantified) 
social costs of lost education, family disruption and shortened life expectancy. This illustrates the 
magnitude of problems resulting from lack of access to safe drinking water at national and global 
levels. 

Analysis of main source of water for the household in this report is presented as a three-step ladder 
that includes the proportion of households as well as the population using:

Unimproved drinking water sources (Unprotected dug well, unprotected spring, cart with •	
small tank/drum, tanker truck, and surface water (river, dam, lake, pond, stream, canal, 
irrigation channels) and bottled water9.
Improved drinking water sources other than piped water (Public taps or standpipes, tube •	
wells or boreholes, protected dug wells, protected springs and rainwater collection.
Safe water sources which include water piped into a dwelling, plot or yard.•	

Evaluating the census data at the national level presents a fairly pleasant picture where 65.9 percent 
of households use safe and improved water sources for drinking. This compares well - although 
lower -with the situation in Southeast Asia where in 2006, 73 percent of households obtained their 
drinking water from safe and improved sources(WHO/UNICEF 2008). With regard to monitoring 
the achievement of the MDG target10 on water, the results indicated a steady progress towards the 
achievement of the MDG target: Compared to 2001 when only 50.1 percent of households had access 
to improved water sources (TLLSS, 2007 pg45); the Census 2010 results showed an improvement 
of 15.8 percentage points over a period of 9 years. If this trend is maintained, then in the next five 
years the country may reduce by half the percentage of people who by 2001 did not have access to 
sustainable safe drinking water. 

The situation presented is even much more encouraging in urban areas where 91.1 percent of 
households use safe and improved water sources for drinking as compared to only 57.1 percent of 
rural households (Figure 6.1).

8    http://www.sulabhinternational.org/sm/magnitude_sanitation_problemnational_global.php)
9   According to World Health Organization 2004(Evaluation of the Costs and Benefits of Water and Sanitation 
Improvements at the Global Level), pg. 9,  services can be defined as unimproved not only if they are unsafe, but also 
if they are unnecessarily costly, such as bottled water or water provided by tanker truck. 
10   By 2015, reduce by half the proportion of people without sustainable access to safe drinking water
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Figure 6.1: Percentage households by drinking water sources

Figure 6.2: Percentage Population by drinking water sources 

In terms of the percentage of population with access to safe, improved and unimproved water 
sources at the national level, the situation does not drift far from the picture presented when 
analysed at household levels. Figure 6.2 depicts the percentage of population with access to safe, 
improved and unimproved water sources.

These results show slight improvements from previous surveys, both nationally and regionally as 
depicted in Figure 6.3.
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Figure 6.3: Percentage households by access to improved drinking water sources

6.1.2 Human waste disposal modes

Safe disposal of human waste is a component of sanitation which includes and 
interacts with water supply; waste water and solid waste management, control of 
vectors and diseases, domestic and personal hygiene, food, sanitation and housing. Effectively, 
sanitation is a key indicator of the quality of any living environment. Accordingly, environmental 
sanitation is viewed as “the control of all those factors in man’s physical environment which exercise 
a deleterious effect on his physical development, health and survival” (WHO, 1992). Environmental 
sanitation is vital for protecting the environment, improving health, alleviating poverty, enhancing 
quality of life and raising productivity – all of which are essential for sustainable development.

According to WHO/UNICEF 2008 and WHO/UNICEF 2006, an improved sanitation facility refers 
to facilities that are not shared between households and hygienically separate human excreta 
from human contact.  Such sanitation facilities are deemed to be both adequate and improved. It 
is however noteworthy to mention that certain technologies are more likely than others to meet 
these adequacy standards. And to allow for international comparability of estimates, the JMP uses 
the following (Table 6.1) classification to differentiate between improved and unimproved types of 
sanitation facility.
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Figure 6.4: Percentage Households with access to improved 
sanitation (Census, DHS and TLLSS)

Table 6.1: classification of sanitation facilities

Improved sanitation facilities2 Unimproved sanitation facilities

Flush or pour-flush to: Flush or pour-flush to elsewhere3

- pipe sewer system Pit latrine without slab or open pit
- septic tank Bucket
- pit latrine Hanging toilet or hanging latrine

Ventilated improved pit latrine (VIP) No facilities or bush or field (open defecation)
pit latrine with slab Public or shared facilities
Composting toilet

Source:  WHO/UNICEF JMP 2008

Applying the above classification, the census results indicated that at the national level, 39.2 
percent of Timorese households had access to improved sanitation facilities while 60.8 percent did 
not have access to improved sanitation facilities. This compared well with the regional statistics 
that showed that Timor-Leste was among the few countries in the region where 50 percent or less 
of its households had access to improved sanitation facilities. The results also compared well with 
results from other recent surveys conducted in Timor-Leste. For instance from the Demographic 
and Health Survey 2009/10, the percentage of households with access to improved sanitation was 
41.3 percent nationally. The Living Standards Survey (LSS) of 2007 posted 46.8 percent although 
the definition11 in the LSS was not congruent to the definition used in this analysis and the DHS 
2009/10. The comparison between the census data and past surveys is presented in Figure 6.4. Note 
that these results should be interpreted with caution due to definition factors explained earlier.

11   TLSS 2007 pg. 45 footnote c/
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An assessment of the levels of access to improved sanitation between rural and urban areas reveals 
that 80.9 percent of households in urban areas had access to improved sanitation facilities as 
compared to only 24.7 percent of rural households having access to improved sanitation facilities 
(Figure 6.5). This analysis has not made comparison with the results of 2004 Timor-Leste census 
because the 2004 census did not include a question on human waste disposal.

Figure 6.5: Percentage households by access to sanitation

Figure 6.6: Percentage population by access to sanitation

An analysis of the data based on population compared well with the results from household analysis. 
From this analysis 43 percent of the Timorese population used improved sanitation as depicted in 
Figure 6.6.
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Figure 6.7: Households by type of human waste disposal and incidence 
of sharing – Timor-Leste

A comparison of access to sanitation between districts and sub-districts gave a different picture 
with some districts and sub-districts such as Nain Feto, Dom Aleixo, Vera Cruz, Dili12 and Cristo 
Rei posting over 80 percent access to improved sanitation while Hatu-Builico, Hatu-Udo, Fatululic, 
Nitibe, Baguia and Quelicai posting the least access to improved sanitation of less than 10 percent.

6.2  Toilet Sharing
Toilet sharing besides the type of human waste disposal facility has implications on the level of 
access and hygiene standards of a household. Whereas standards for tolerance in sharing differ 
from country to country and region to region, it is conventionally agreed that the more the number 
of households share toilet facilities, the less the hygiene levels despite the type of facility. The extent 
of sharing was not covered by the 2010 Timor-Leste Census, however, households were required to 
indicate if, or not they shared their toilet facility. From the census results it emerges that a quarter 
of the households share their toilet facility at the national level. This situation prevails both in the 
rural and urban areas (Figure 6.7).

12   This is a District and the Capital City

In regard to the incidences of toilet sharing in districts, some districts presented low sharing rates 
while others presented high sharing rates compared to the national average as depicted in figure 
6.8 below.  Baucau posted the least incidence of sharing at 13.2 percent while Oecusse presented 
the highest incidence of toilet sharing at 37.3 percent.
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Figure6.8:  Percentage of households sharing toilet facilities by district
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CHAPTER 7 

ENERGY

7.1  Energy
Household energy consumption for lighting, warmth, cooling, water heating, electronic entertainment, 
computing, refrigeration, and cooking constitutes between 15 to 25 percent of the total energy 
consumption in most countries. An interesting dimension is that average per capita household 
energy consumption in developed countries is about nine times higher than in developing 
countries. This may be attributed to several factors including low levels of use of most household 
electronic equipments and favourable climatic conditions in developing countries compared to 
developed countries. 

With the ever increasing population especially in the urban areas where the above enumerated 
demand for energy in residential buildings is intensive, energy consumption in buildings has been 
growing in aggregate over time. However, improvements in design, technologies and practices 
with regard to lighting fixtures, windows, insulation, building controls, and appliances, as well 
as whole-building design and construction can have great impact in reducing energy requirement 
and costs to households. Potential energy savings from the use of available efficient technologies 
for cooking, heating, lighting, electrical appliances and building insulation can reach as high as 75 
percent.

The type of energy fuels used by households is determined by a combination of factors mainly, 
availability and/or access and cost factors. As a result there is an inalienable relationship 
between household energy use/consumption, poverty and health. In many developing countries 
due to poverty, particularly in rural areas, traditional fuels, such as fuel wood, charcoal 
and agricultural waste, constitute a major portion of total household energy consumption. These 
types of household fuels are detrimental to their health particularly in urban areas where such 
fuels are used indoors.

The problem of indoor air pollution has been with us for ages and without aggressively introducing 
a clean energy agenda, we may not win the war to reverse effects of indoor air pollution on health 
particularly of women and children. To illustrate the threat on health, small particles with a diameter 
of up to 10 microns (PM 10) are the most widely used indicators on the health hazard of indoor air 
pollution. Fine particles (with a diameter of up to 2.5 microns (PM 2.5) are able to penetrate deep 
into the lungs and appear to have the greatest health-damaging potential. It is known that these 
particles can cause inflammation of the airways and lungs and impair the immune response, yet 
the precise mechanism by which exposure to indoor air pollution translates into disease is still 
unknown. 

Burning solid fuels produces extremely high levels of indoor air pollution: typical by 24-hour levels 
of PM 10 in biomass-using homes in Africa, Asia or Latin America range from 300 to 3000 micrograms 
per cubic meter (µg/m 3). Peaks during cooking may be as high as 10 000 µg/m 3. By comparison, 
the United States Environmental Protection Agency has set the standard for annual mean PM 10 
levels in outdoor air at 50 µg/m 3 ; the annual mean PM 10 limit agreed by the European Union is 
40 µg/m 3 . As cooking takes place every day of the year, most people using solid fuels are exposed 
to levels of small particles, many times higher than accepted annual limits for outdoor air pollution. 
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The more time people spend in this highly polluted environment, the more dramatic the 
consequences for health. Women and children, indoors and in the vicinity of the hearth for many 
hours a day, are mostly at risk from harmful indoor air pollution. Studies conducted and 
documented by WHO  point to the fact that  inhaling indoor smoke doubles the risk of pneumonia 
and other acute infections of the lower respiratory tract among children under five years of age. 
Women exposed to indoor smoke are three times more likely to suffer from chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease (COPD), such as chronic bronchitis or emphysema, than women who cook with 
electricity, gas or other cleaner fuels. Coal use doubles the risk of lung cancer, particularly among 
women.

7.2  Cooking fuel
In this analysis, cooking fuels are categorized into clean, marginally clean and unclean fuels. In 
this categorization, electricity and cooking gas (LPG) are deemed to be clean energy sources while 
kerosene and bio gas are marginally clean energy sources and wood is considered unclean. 
Without categorization it is evident from the data that majority of households in Timor-Leste use 
wood as their cooking fuel. Nationally, 89.9 percent of households use wood for cooking. The 
picture is similar in urban and rural areas where 73.6 percent and 95.1 percent respectively of 
households use wood for cooking (Figure 7.1). 

Similarly, over 90 percent of households in the districts and sub-districts use unimproved cooking 
fuels, mainly wood. The only slight deviation is in Dili, which is the capital city and mainly an urban 
district, where 14.1 percent, 17.4 percent and 68.5 percent of households use clean, improved and 
unimproved cooking fuels respectively. 

Figure 7.1: Percentage households by cooking fuel
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Figure 7.2: Percentage households by lighting fuel

7.3  Lighting fuel
Energy efficient lighting is one of the most cost-effective ways households can reduce energy use 
for the greener good and costs. In this analysis, lighting fuels are categorized into clean, marginally 
clean and unclean fuels. In the categorization, solar and electricity are classified as clean while 
kerosene, candle and biogas marginally clean besides wood and candle berry tree that are classified 
as unclean. With this classification, it emerges from the census data that at the national level, 40.5 
percent, 51 percent and 8.5 percent of households use clean, marginally clean and unclean fuels 
respectively for lighting. The situation presents a marked contrast when comparing rural and 
urban areas. A significant majority (87.9 %) of urban households derive their lighting fuel from 
clean sources while a paltry 3.2 percent of the urban households derive their lighting fuel from 
unclean sources of lighting fuel. On the contrary, only 24 percent of rural households use clean 
lighting fuels while 76 percent either use marginally clean or unclean lighting fuels (Figure 7.2).

Evaluating the situation in the districts and sub-districts presents a mixed outcome with Dili a 
largely urban district posting 89.5 percent of households using clean lighting fuels while most of 
the districts and sub-districts having less than 45 percent of households using clean lighting fuels.  
Apart from Dili, the second district with highest percentage of households using clean lighting fuel 
is Manatuto while  Ainaro has the least, as presented in table 5.2.

Table 5.2: Percentage households with access to clean lighting fuel – districts

District     DILI     MANATUTO     LAUTEM VIQUEQUE     BAUCAU    AILEU    LIQUIÇA     COVALIMA     BOBONARO ERMERA

Percentage 

Households using 

clean lighting fuel

89.5 44.7 36.5 33.9 30.8 30.2 30 29.5 28.7 27.1
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CHAPTER 8 

HOUSEHOLD ASSETS

8.1  Household Assets
For a significant proportion of households the basic facilities and amenities of the dwelling and 
material quality of life generally are usually enhanced by possession of assets or consumer 
durables. These include devices for domestic labour saving (e.g. washing machines and dishwashers), 
for food storage (e.g. refrigerators and freezers), for communication (e.g. telephones and in some 
cases computers) and for entertainment (e.g. televisions, video and audio systems). One of the most 
expensive consumer durable for many households is a private motor vehicle which, although not 
internal to the dwelling (except perhaps in the case of integral garaging) is nevertheless like the 
consumer durables mentioned in being an adjunct of the relatively affluent lifestyles enjoyed by 
many households. 

Consumer durables or assets may be deemed as a component for measuring consumption when 
attempting to obtain direct measure of living standards. This therefore may be reflected in the 
state of housing a household lives in. However it needs to be pointed out from the on-set, that since 
most of these durables are bought once in a long span, they are not adequate to gauge consumption 
levels at households.

8.2  Ownership of household assets
The census results indicate an expected variation in ownership of assets especially electronic 
goods between rural and urban areas. At least 30 percent of households in urban areas owned a 
radio, television, telephone and a motorcycle (Figure 8.1). 

Figure 8.1: Percentage households by ownership of household items
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Overall, over half of the households at the national level owned a telephone and 5.4 percent own a 
car/van.

Ownership of assets across districts depicts a fairly congruent pattern with the exception of Dili. 
As depicted in table 8.1, over 10 percent of households in all the districts own at least a radio, 
television and telephone while very minimal proportions( less than 2 % of households) in all the 
districts own cars, rice huskers, rice millers and boats. 

Table: 8.1: Percentage households by ownership of household assets (Districts)

Radio TV Phone Fridge Bicycle Motorcycle Car / van
Rice 

husker
Rice 

Miller
Boat

AINARO 39.8 11.1 45 2.1 4.5 6.8 2 0.9 0.8 0.9
AILEU 37.6 12.9 48 3 6.3 9.6 2.5 1.3 1.3 1.3
BAUCAU 26.3 17.6 51.7 6.7 5.2 7.8 3.1 2.1 1.7 2.4
BOBONARO 26.9 14.7 49.8 4.2 7.3 12.6 2.6 2.3 1.4 2.8
COVALIMA 24.9 14.3 44.8 4.9 13.3 18.1 2.7 1.5 1.6 2.2
DILI 45.1 66.8 87.4 36.2 24.5 34.6 17 1.9 1.5 3.7
ERMERA 40.7 10.1 48.6 2.4 4.6 5.5 2.7 1.3 1.7 1.1
LIQUIÇA 36 16.3 57.4 7.2 8.2 9.5 3.4 1.4 1.4 3.9
LAUTEM 23.5 16 50.2 4.2 11.7 9.6 2.8 1.3 1.6 1.9
MANUFAHI 37.1 15.8 55 4.5 15.7 11.7 2.8 1.5 1.3 2.9
MANATUTO 25 20 45 7.4 13.8 8.5 3.1 2.4 1.9 3.4
OECUSSI 23 11.1 24 3.1 8.9 10.5 1.7 2.3 1.1 2.3
VIQUEQUE 21 13.4 40.5 4.5 11.1 7.7 2.2 1.6 1.7 1.7
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CHAPTER 9 

HOUSING ADEQUACY

9.1  Housing quality
One of the uses of housing censuses is the assessment of the quality of housing (UN 2008, pg13). 
Housing quality is a comprehensive concept that outlines whether or not housing is sufficient to 
meet recognized housing quality standards as well as specific household needs (Conley and 
McCray 1997 pg 5). It takes into account, type of construction, materials used, amount of space, 
services and facilities, condition of facilities within and outside the dwelling, function and aesthetics 
among many others (Jiboye 2010 pg 79)

While it is generally acknowledged that implications of housing quality on the wellbeing of members 
of a household are comprehendible, there is no concurrence on the appropriate way of constructing 
a housing quality index. Housing quality is a composite good; as a result, the index combines scores 
for materials of the outer walls, roof and floor finish, type of cooking fuels, type of lighting fuels, 
type of water services and type of human waste disposal services. These elements are combined 
to form a single latent factor called “a consolidated housing quality index”. The main aim of this 
analysis is to estimate the share of deficient housing stock.

The absence of enumerator evaluations in census data collection suggests that any measure of 
housing quality as reported by the household is fundamentally arbitrary. Nonetheless, census data 
provides the only comprehensive information on the nation’s housing stock (Conley and McCray 
1997 pg 5).

9.1.1  Methodology to assess housing quality
According to Conley and McCray (1997), structural condition is the most visible component 
associated with housing quality. However, a comprehensive view of housing quality encompasses 
many quality measures, including plumbing facilities, persons per room, age of dwelling and house 
value as well as affordability requirements, access to public water and sewer, structure types and 
home ownership issues. Water supply, sewage disposal and sources of house heating fuel also serve 
as indicators of housing quality.

It is important to note that while some frameworks for measuring housing quality do include tenure 
as one of the variables, this has not been included in this analysis since it may be argued that the 
fact that one has rented their dwelling does not necessarily mean that they are staying in poor 
conditions. It is a fact that in most countries rental accommodation is normally available for all in-
come groups and what normally limits households to access the best rental housing is their level of 
earnings. Empirically from the 2010 Timor-Leste census data, when comparing the tenure and wall 
materials as a proxy to the structural adequacy, the results revealed that actually households who 
actually rent their dwelling live in better housing than those who own their dwellings. For instance 
from the 2010 Timor-Leste census, 27.4 percent of households who own their dwellings had stone/
and concrete wall compared to a massive 79.5 percent of households who do not own their dwelling 
whose wall are stone/concrete.
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On the other hand, a key variable for determining housing quality i.e. space adequacy or crowding 
measured by persons per room could not be included in this index because the census did not cover 
a question on habitable rooms.

This index therefore applies the concept housing quality as depicted above within the overall framework 
of adequate housing as ref lected in the Habitat Agenda to the extent that is possible to 
accommodate from the 2010 Timor-Leste Census data. The Habitat Agenda emphasizes 
that “adequate shelter means more than a roof over one’s head. It also means adequate privacy; 
adequate space; physical accessibility; adequate security; security of tenure; structural stability and 
durability; adequate lighting, heating and ventilation; adequate basic infrastructure, such as water-
supply, sanitation and waste-management facilities; suitable environmental quality and health-related 
factors; and adequate and accessible location with regard to work and basic facilities: all of which 
should be available at an affordable cost”

In construction of the index, wall, roofing and floor materials are assigned values according to their 
durability and/or fines in finish. The main source of drinking water is ranked based on hygienic 
conditions of the water source; water from an indoor tap is considered safer than water from 
rivers, lakes or ponds, for example. This approach is somewhat modeled along the principles of the 
Likert Scale Invention (a measurement method invented by Likert which applies a form of rating 
scale to analyse responses that are based on assessments of adequacy or otherwise of a facility, 
situation or item), it deviates slightly from Likert’s approach due to the fact that the ranking/scores 
are not based on attitudes, emotion or opinion but on agreed standards. As earlier illustrated, the 
fact as to whether water from an indoor tap is safer for drinking than water from an open surface 
source like a dam cannot be doubted. Equally that wall finished from concrete material is more 
durable than wall constructed by say carton cannot be contested.

The variables separated into structural and service adequacy are ranked according to their 
adequacy as described above (see table 9.1). The census options for these variables are then 
assigned scores that are consolidated for every household as shown in Table 9.2. The Numbers in 
each table column represent the materials as coded in the questionnaire, see appendix. Since they 
are seven housing quality variables, the top consolidated score (score 1 for each item) is 7 per 
household, while the lowest score (score 5 for each item) is 35 per household. The consolidated 
scores are thereafter ranked and then aggregated. Ranking is done as follows: 

Table 9.1: Scores Range

Scores 7 to 11 Rank 1

Scores 12 to 17 Rank 2

Scores 18 to 23 Rank 3

Scores 24 to 29 Rank 4

Scores 30 to 35 Rank 5



46

Ta
bl

e 9
.2

: H
ou

sin
g Q

ua
lit

y O
rd

er

Qu
al

ity
 

Or
de

r

St
ru

ct
ur

al
 A

de
qu

ac
y

Se
rv

ice
  A

de
qu

ac
y

W
al

l
Flo

or
Ro

of
Dr

in
kin

g 
W

at
er

Hu
m

an
 W

as
te

 
Di

sp
os

al
Co

ok
in

g 
Fu

el
Lig

ht
in

g 

M
at

er
ia

l
co

de
M

at
er

ia
l

co
de

M
at

er
ia

l
Co

de
M

at
er

ia
l

co
de

M
at

er
ia

l
co

de
M

at
er

ia
l

co
de

M
at

er
ia

l
co

de

1
Co

nc
re

te
/

Br
ick

1
Til

e
2

Til
e

3
Bo

ttl
ed

 w
at

er
7

Po
ur

/F
la

sh
 to

 se
pt

ic 
ta

nk
/p

it
3

El
ec

tri
cit

y
1

El
ec

tri
cit

y
1

2
Ba

m
bo

o 
3

Co
nc

re
te

1
Co

nc
re

te
5

Pi
pe

d 
pu

m
pe

d 
in

do
or

1
VI

P 
La

tri
ne

 
2

Co
ok

in
g

 ga
s

2
So

la
r

7

3
Ro

ck
7

W
oo

d
3

Co
rru

ga
te

d 
Iro

n/
Zi

nc
2

Pi
pe

d 
pu

m
pe

d 
ou

td
oo

rs
2

Pi
t l

at
rin

e w
ith

 sl
ab

 
1

Bi
og

as
3

Bi
o g

as
2

4
Pa

lm
 

Tru
nk

6
Ba

m
bo

o
5

As
be

st
os

4
Pu

bl
ic 

Ta
p

3
Po

ur
/F

la
sh

 to
 

el
se

wh
er

e
4

Ke
ro

se
ne

4
Ca

nd
le

4

5
Co

rru
ga

te
d 

Iro
n/

zin
c

4
So

il/
Cl

ay
4

Pa
lm

 
Le

av
es

, 
th

at
ch

1
Ra

in
 w

at
er

 
co

lle
ct

io
n

6
Pi

t L
at

rin
e w

ith
ou

t 
sla

b/
op

en
 p

it
5

W
oo

d
5

Ke
ro

se
ne

3

6
W

oo
d

2
Ba

m
bo

o
6

Pr
ot

ec
te

d 
W

el
l/

sp
rin

g
5

Ha
ng

in
g t

oi
le

t/
la

tri
ne

6
Ca

nd
le

nu
t/

ca
nd

le
 b

er
ry

 
tre

e
6

7
Cl

ay
/S

oi
l

5
Tu

be
 w

el
l/

bo
re

ho
le

4
No

 fa
cil

ity
 or

 b
us

h
7

W
oo

d
5

8
Un

pr
ot

ec
te

d 
we

ll/
sp

rin
g

8

9
W

at
er

 ve
nd

or
 /

 
ta

nk
9

Ri
ve

r, 
la

ke
, 

st
re

am
10



 47

Table 9.3: Housing Quality ranking

Roof Wall Floor Water human waste disposal Cooking fuel Lighting fuel

Scores Codes codes codes codes codes codes Codes

Score 1 3 1 2 7 & 1 3 1 1& 7

Score 2 5 3 &7 1 2 & 3 2 & 1 2 2 & 4

Score 3 2 6 3 6 4 3 3

Score 4 4 4 5 5 & 4 5 4 6

Score 5 1 & 6 5 & 2 4 8 & 9 & 10 6 & 7 5 5

9.2  Housing Quality Dynamics
From the ranking order earlier presented, the results of Census 2010 divulge that at the national 
level, the quality of housing for most households was either ranked13  2, 3 and 4 at 17.6, 27.5 and 
43.6 percent respectively. The situation in the districts closely mirrors the national picture except 
Dili which has a high percentage (58.6 %) of households with quality rank 2 for their housing. Overall, 
very few households at the national and district level attained quality rank 1 (Figure 9.1).

Figure 9.1: Percentage households by housing quality ranking in districts

13     Rank 1 denotes best and rank 5 worst(comparatively)
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Figure 9.2: Percentage households by housing quality and household size

9.3  Housing quality and household size
The census results point to a strong relationship between household–size and the overall 
housing quality. As can be observed in the figure 9.2 below, at the national level, a higher percentage 
of smaller households occupied housing of less quality compared to larger households.

9.4  Housing quality and tenure
The general thrust of the results vindicates the observations earlier made when comparing the 
external wall materials and tenure. It emerges that the general quality of housing which is 
individually or family owned is poorer compared to housing owned by community, government 
or church. For instance at the national level, the percentage of households with housing of quality 
rank 2 for individual, family, community, government and church owned housing was 14.7,  34.7, 
54.3 and 64.9 respectively as depicted in the Figure 9.3.

On the contrary, among the households who own their dwelling individually, a significant 46.1 
percent were of quality rank 4 compared to only 10.6, 3.8 and 6.4 percent of those in housing owned 
by Community, Government and Church respectively whose housing was of quality rank 4. This 
phenomenon may be attributed to the fact that most individually owned housing are self built from 
traditional materials and are in most instances lacking in quality structural finesse and basic 
services due to individual financial and technical limitations.
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Figure 9.3: Percentage households by housing quality ranking and tenure

9.5  Housing quality by economic activity of head
The census data reveals a relationship between the economic activity of the head of household 
and the overall housing quality for the households. At the national level, out of the households 
whose dwellings attained housing quality rank 1, a whopping 72.9 percent of the heads of those 
households are employees compared to only 8.9 percent of households with quality rank 5 whose 
heads were employees (Figure 9.4). 
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Figure 9.4: Percentage households by housing quality ranking and economic activity

9.6  Homelessness
One of the key factors that result in homelessness includes housing  affordability stress, family 
breakdown, poor life transitions (particularly from statutory or institutional settings) and 
untreated mental health and substance abuse disorders. These factors operate and encourage 
homelessness not in their individual manifestation but as composite determinants.

From the census data, there were 12,427 homeless people or outdoor sleepers out of which 37.2 
percent were female and 62.8 percent were male. 65.9 percent were netted in the urban areas 
while only 34.1 percent were in rural areas. Homeless people were captured in all the districts and 
Lautem and Manufani districts had the least proportion of homeless people (0.1 % each) while Dili 
had the highest proportion of 44 percent followed by Baucau at 12.3 percent.

9.7  Housing requirements
As the population of any country including that of its towns and cities grows, so does the need for 
housing. It is thus necessary to fathom the extent to which this need can be assessed.  Whereas 
there is agreement on the necessity of assessment of housing need, there is no equivalent consensus 
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on the approach and methodology for assessing that need in any jurisdiction. However, the following 
methodology propagated by Struyk et al (1990) has been one of the pillars for housing need 
assessment. Struyk’s approach is anchored on estimating the need for new and upgraded housing 
units based on the number required to meet a minimum acceptable standard that is pre-defined.  

The approach has however evolved from the theories developed earlier and variations applied by 
many professionals throughout the world. The variations in Struyk’s approach have mainly been 
informed by the different structures of the housing market in various countries and the nature of 
housing data available for undertaking this assessment. 

From the various attempts to derive housing requirements and from the data collected from the 
2010 Timor-Leste Census, the following are some of the variables that constitute housing requirement:-

Unmet current housing needs•	
Homeless•	
Households with deficient physical attributes to the extent that their shelter is irreparable•	
Households without adequate access to basic services such as toilet(sharing toilet), safe •	
water, human waste disposal etc
Newly arising housing needs•	

Applying the above enumerated procedure, the following equation may be derived : 
Current unmet needs is = A
Number of Homeless = B
Deficient (physical and access to services) Housing = C
Newly arising need = D
The Housing Requirement = A + D, where A = B + C

This calculation is then done at the national level as follows. From the census data, the number of 
homeless persons is 12,427, the percentage of households whose housing is deficient (extremely 
or minimally) either physically or due to lack of services are 10.4 percent14  (equivalent to 19, 204 
households) as derived from Table 9.4.

Table 9.4: Housing Conditions

Excellent Good Requires Minimal Repairs Somewhat Deficient Extremely deficient

Timor-Leste 1 17.6 27.5 43.6 10.4

The current unmet need A = Number of Homeless (12,427) + Deficient Housing (19, 204) = 31, 631. 
Therefore for Timor-Leste, some 31,631 housing units are required urgently. The cost of providing 
this from the public finances depends first on the acceptable national standard for each household 
in terms of space, design and materials.

14     Depending on the extent to which the category designated as “Somewhat deficient” is lacking in physical 
soundness and access to services, this percentage may include a proportion in the category of somewhat deficient. 
Therefore depending on the national consensus and further research both categories “somewhat deficient” and 
“extremely deficient” can be included as current deficient stock
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CHAPTER 10 

RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION

This analysis has mainly revealed that while most households own their dwellings, majority of 
those who own live in housing that is comparatively physically deficient in quality compared to 
those who do not own. In terms of the structure and composition of households, which was 
illustrated earlier as the basic unit of consumption of housing; most households were fairly large 
(the national average household size is 5.8) in size and apparently the size of households was 
not significantly different between the urban and rural areas.

Access to basic services such as water and sanitation portrayed a rather mixed picture with the 
majority of households lacking access to improved water and sanitation. Only 40 percent of the 
households had access to improved sanitation at the national level. However comparing the urban 
and rural scenario, the situation looked better in the urban areas where 81 percent of households 
had access to improved sanitation compared to only 25 percent of rural households.

Overall, considering the general quality of housing, 54 percent of households lived in housing uni 
that were deficient at the national level, and only 18.5 percent of households lived in housing 
unit that were sufficient. 

10.1  Recommendations
While the past two censuses in Timor-Leste have endeavored to adhere to the UN recommendations 
on undertaking housing censuses, there is need for future census to further improve compliance 
especially with the core topics recommended for coverage. One key topic that should be included 
in future censuses is a count of the housing stock and number of habitable rooms. There are very 
vital indicators such as crowding that can be derived from these two topics that would further 
inform data particularly with regard to the household sizes and more so deriving the housing 
needs of the country.

At the level of concepts, the author noted that, there was a specific housing design and materials 
for wall that is unique to Timor-Leste. This involves a sub-structure about a meter high from the 
ground level which is constructed of either block/brick/rocks then the top half of the wall 
is covered by mainly bamboo. This kind of construction should be categorised and assigned its 
unique code in future censuses.

Access to water should ideally cover key uses such as drinking water; separate from other uses 
(purposes). While the inclusion of a question in census 2010 on drinking water was laudable 
especially in tracking the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) Goal 7 Target which aims to 
“halve by 2015 the proportion of people without sustainable access to safe drinking water and basic 
sanitation”, it is noteworthy to recognize that out of all the uses of water, drinking is a small 
fraction of the total water requirements as depicted in table 10.1.
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Table 10.1: Recommended Water Requirements

A recommended basic water requirement for human domestic needs

Purpose Recommended commitment (1 per person per day)

Drinking watera 5
Sanitation services 20
Bathing 15
Food preparationb 10
a This is a true minimum to sustain life in moderate climatic 
conditions and average activity levels.
b Excluding water required to grow food. A rough estimate of the 
water required to grow the daily food needs of an individual is 
2700 1.

Source: (Gleick, 1999) 

This therefore necessitates a complementary question on source of water for other uses particularly 
for cooking.

While the 2010 Census adhered to the UN concepts in principle and as far as they were applicable, 
future modifications in the census concepts and instruments should be undertaken in such a way 
that comparison over years is not completely impeded.

Since surveys build on the census data, it is important to note that survey instruments and 
concepts should not be too divergent from that of the census in order to facilitate comparisons and 
track progress of some indicators in between censuses.

10.2  Conclusion
Housing is a critical element of the socio-economic, cultural and political progress for any given 
country and it has to be understood and guided by effective and relevant policies. There is no better 
way to do this than to use housing census data as the benchmark for guiding housing 
development.

While housing can be developed by individuals from locally available materials, there is need to 
ensure that this is done in a sustainable manner guided by appropriate planning and building 
procedure standards. Census data is at the core of informing state intervention on appropriate 
building materials, building standards and appropriate planning regimes.

The findings of this analysis revealed the extent to which some progress had been in some fronts 
while in other fronts there was either a stagnation or a slip in addressing the housing needs of 
Timorese population. 

Some of the areas where the results indicate progress is with households that own their dwellings 
either communally or individually and use of modern modes of construction for wall which has 
improved from a paltry 2.1 percent in 2001 to almost 30 percent in 2010. An area that depicts to-
tal lack of progress is access to clean cooking fuels. Over 90 percent of households in Timor-Leste 
cook with wood which does not portray well with clean in-door air quality and environmental 
sustainability in general.
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There is need for continuous concerted effort to address the challenges of access to clean energy 
especially for cooking and lighting and improved water and sanitation on the other hand.

Housing is a composite commodity as depicted in deriving the housing quality index for this 
analysis. As such efforts to improve housing quality must address all the elements of housing 
as a composite good in order to achieve progressive and a holistic impact in human settlements 
development.
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Percentage households by sex and marital status of head

Total Households
Single/Never 

married
Married Widowed Divorced Separated

Timor-Leste
Total 184,651 5.8 82.6 10.5 0.6 0.4
Male 158,389 5.2 90.8 3.6 0.2 0.2
Female 26,262 9 39.9 47 2.4 1.7

   Ainaro
Total 9,664 4.7 82.5 11.8 0.7 0.3
Male 8,254 4.4 90.6 4.6 0.3 0.2
Female 1,410 6.6 38.4 51.2 2.7 1.1

   Aileu
Total 6,965 5.3 81.5 12.5 0.4 0.3
Male 6,107 4.8 89.5 5.3 0.2 0.2
Female 858 8.3 31.7 57.3 1.5 1.2

   Baucau
Total 21,255 4.5 81.3 13.1 0.7 0.5
Male 18,094 3.6 90.7 5.1 0.3 0.2
Female 3,161 8.3 38.1 49.7 2.3 1.7

   Bobonaro
Total 16,883 4.7 82.1 12.1 0.8 0.4
Male 14,180 3.9 92.2 3.5 0.3 0.1
Female 2,703 8.2 35 52.2 3.1 1.5

   Covalima
Total 11,105 3.1 85.9 10 0.7 0.3
Male 9,665 2.6 94.5 2.5 0.3 0.1
Female 1,440 6.3 33.1 55.5 3.2 1.9

   Dili
Total 35,224 9.7 83.5 6 0.5 0.3
Male 30,751 8.9 89 1.8 0.2 0.1
Female 4,473 14.7 47 34.1 2.8 1.3

   Ermera
Total 19,280 5.2 80.9 13 0.5 0.4
Male 16,433 5 89.5 5.1 0.3 0.2
Female 2,847 6.5 34.8 55 1.9 1.7

   Liquiça
Total 10,351 6.7 82.5 9.9 0.5 0.4
Male 9,054 5.9 89.6 4 0.2 0.2
Female 1,297 11.7 36.9 47.8 1.9 1.7

   Lautem
Total 11,447 5.5 79.4 13.7 0.8 0.7
Male 9,120 5.2 90.6 3.7 0.3 0.2
Female 2,327 6.3 44.9 44.3 2.2 2.3

   Manufahi
Total 7,856 3.8 86.6 8.9 0.4 0.3
Male 6,913 3.5 92.3 3.8 0.2 0.2
Female 943 6.2 47.1 44.1 1.6 1

   Manatuto
Total 6,924 5.4 85.5 8.3 0.4 0.4
Male 6,061 4.5 92.1 3 0.1 0.2
Female 863 11.2 43.5 42 2 1.4

   Oecusse
Total 13,890 4.7 84.3 10.1 0.5 0.4
Male 11,869 4.2 93.5 2 0.2 0.1
Female 2,021 6.9 43.7 46 1.9 1.5

   Viqueque
Total 13,807 5.8 81.5 11.3 0.7 0.7
Male 11,888 4.8 90.3 4.4 0.3 0.3
Female 1,919 10.8 37.4 46 3.1 2.8
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