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At the opposite end of Southeast Asia from China, outside the Belt and 
Road area. 

Timor-Leste joined China’s AIIB Development Bank in 2017 and is 
cooperating with the Belt and Road Initiative.

Timor-Leste has 1.4 million people – China has a thousand times as many.

China’s land area is more than 600 times larger than Timor-Leste.

China’s economy (GDP) is 8,000 times as large as Timor-Leste’s.

Nevertheless, China has had a profitable relationship with this new, tiny 
country and expects to continue to do so. It’s not clear that the benefits 
have been mutual.
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In the 1970s, China supported Timorese sovereignty due to Cold War 
politics. 

But when they realized the parallels with Tibet, they started to vote against 
Timor-Leste in the UN after the mid-1980s.

Taiwan then supported the independence movement diplomatically and 
was welcomed by the Timorese resistance.

After the Indonesian occupation ended in 1999, the Timorese leadership 
abandoned Taiwan and established good ties with the People’s Republic, 
which was the first nation to establish diplomatic relations when 
independence was restored in 2002.
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These quotes are from Australian supporters of Timor-Leste, advocating for 
their government to treat the country better. 

Mainstream U.S. and international media often have a similar perspective.

They don’t understand that China is in Timor-Leste to make money, rather 
than to project political influence.
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This list includes all the significant Chinese assistance projects since 
independence.

The first three are government buildings designed, built, and furnished by 
China. Almost no Timorese workers or suppliers were involved.

The Medical team and Human Resources Cooperation send people from 
China to work in Timorese government facilities, and also support Timorese 
students to study in China.
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These are two of the completed buildings, although the lower photo of the 
Foreign Ministry is ten years old, before landscaping, and the roof is not so 
red any more.
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We consider Hong Kong to be part of China for trade analysis purposes.
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These are only the largest projects.  There are many more smaller ones.

Most of the “other roads” are financed by borrowing from the ADB, World 
Bank, or Japan, but Timor-Leste will have to repay them. 

None are being paid for or financed by the Chinese government or 
companies.

Most of the Chinese companies got contracts by bidding lower than their 
competitors, but a lot of the work has been poor quality.

They brought workers and components from China, and employed almost 
no Timorese workers or subcontractors.
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These banners are from the ground-breaking for a major generating station, 
but Chinese Nuclear Industry Construction Company #22 never built either 
of the two power plants they had contracted for. 

After two years, Timor-Leste cancelled that part of the contract and made a 
new deal with Indonesian and Finnish companies to build them, at more 
than double the price.

CNI22 continues to receive Timor-Leste’s money to build power lines and 
other projects.
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The first highway in Timor-Leste and has displaced many people and 
separated families from their farmland. 

Only the first 30 of the planned 151 kilometers have been built; the 
remainder is not yet contracted. 

Its poor design and construction caused it to crumble in the first heavy rain.

The highway project, managed by the TimorGAP National Oil Company, is 
part of the larger Tasi Mane petroleum infrastructure project spread across 
the south coast, which will require nearly $20 billion to construct and 
whose economic, environmental and social costs probably outweigh its 
benefits to Timor-Leste.
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This port is about half-way built, and has employed far fewer Timorese 
workers than promised. 

It will have the capacity to handle much more freight than Timor-Leste 
imports, and nearly all the containers will depart empty.

The picture at lower right is an artist’s vision of what it will look like when it 
is finished.

15



Timor-Leste’s Constitution does not allow non-citizens to own land.
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The Jape family, who developed and own Timor Plaza, immigrated from 
China to Timor in the 1930s. 

When Indonesia occupied Timor-Leste, they went to Australia and became 
rich businesspeople. 

Their projects in Timor-Leste violated environmental laws and displaced 
local people and vendors.

They plan to build resorts, markets, parking garage and more office 
buildings.
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If they do, we hope that Timor-Leste’s leaders will carefully analyze the risks 
to the country’s sovereignty and resources if the project doesn’t work out.

China has taken control of ports, airports, mineral reserves and other 
facilities in other countries which could not repay loans from China, or 
where the revenues were not as large as promised.
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The photo includes former Prime Minister Xanana Gusmão and former head 
of the TimorGAP National Oil Company Francisco Monteiro.

This event was reported in Xinhua Chinese-language media, but not in 
Timor-Leste.
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