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As Bayu-Undan dries up: challenges and opportunities 

By Charles Scheiner, Researcher, La’o Hamutuk. charlie@laohamutuk.org   

Revenues from petroleum may no longer be able to feed Timor-Leste’s economy and state 

finances, and the nation must find other nutrition. For the first 14 years of independence, 

money from oil and gas exports – primarily the Bayu-Undan field – nourished the creation of 

democratic state institutions and helped people emerge from a generation of brutality, war 

and devastation. But the oil era is ending: 97% of the expected revenue from developed 

fields had been received by the end of 2016, and prospects for additional extractive income 

are uncertain. This paper will explore the history of oil and gas exploration and production 

in Timor-Leste, possibilities for additional petroleum and mineral revenues, and the 

recurring dream of external sources of wealth. It will also touch on some more practical and 

sustainable alternatives based on the country’s human and renewable resources. 

 

Oil, debt and sustainability: Timor-Leste’s borrowing plans and 

their implications for the future 

By Niall Almond, Researcher, La’o Hamutuk.  niall@laohamutuk.org    

In 2012, Timor-Leste began borrowing money from international institutions to finance 

infrastructure projects, and since then it has signed twelve loan contracts. The country’s 

petroleum resources are almost depleted, and the non-oil economy has not substantially 

improved, with most growth since independence being fuelled by government spending of 

oil money. Agencies advising the government and other independent observers have 

warned the government about taking on debt given the current economic outlook; 

however, the 2017 State Budget plans to borrow more than ever before for much larger 

projects than those covered by currently-agreed loans. This paper will examine the Timor-

Leste government’s current and future borrowing, the projects that are being prioritised, 

and the dangers this poses to Timor-Leste’s economic sustainability. It also discusses the 

experiences of other countries which took on large amounts of debt and found themselves 

unable to pay, and suggests how Timor-Leste can avoid the same fate. 


