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At about 5 p.m. on August 30, 1999 Joao Lopes Gomes was stabbed in the back and
killed while loading ballot boxes onto a United Nations vehicle in the village of Atsabe.
Mr. Gomes was a local staff member of the UN Mission in East Timor (UNAMET), the
body that oversaw the referendum in which the population voted overwhelmingly for
independence after 24 years of contested Indonesian rule. His assailants were local men,
sporting red and white bandanas, and armed with swords, home-made guns, and knives.
At the time of the attack they were accompanied by armed Indonesian army soldiers

includi_ng the sub-district military commander.

The murder of Joao Lopes Gomes was not an isolated occurrence. He was one of more
than 1,000 people killed before and immediately after the August 30 ballot,' and his
assailants belonged to one of the many so-called ‘militia’ groups resPGHSIble for killings
and other acts of violence that reached a terrible crescendo in September.” Nor were the
militias of 1999 historically unique. Similar groups existed in East Timor throughout the
Indonesian occupation, and during the long period of Portuguese colonial rule that
preceded it. Militia groups also have a very long history in Indonesia itself, though their
presence has been especially pronounced in recent years in politically troubled areas like
Irian Jaya, the Moluccas and Aceh.

Much of what has been written to date about East Timor’s militias has focused on their
relationship with the armed forces, and on the latter’s legal responsibility for the 1999
violence. This preoccupation with culpability, while important and understandable under
the circumstances, has obscured the much deeper historical origins of the violence and
the militias, and has diverted attention from the notable similarities between East Timor’s
militias and those in Indonesia itself. Indeed, it has meant that basic questions about the
historical origins of the militias, and the political conditions of their existence, have
scarcely been asked. Where did the militias actually come from? Why did they act in the
ways that they did? And what was their relationship to militia groups in Indonesia?

! As of November 1999, UNTAET (United Nations Transitional Authority in East Timor) and Interfet
(International Force for East Timor) estimated that 1,093 people had been killed, while local non-
: guvemmautal organisations put the figure closer to 1,500. See United Natmns ‘Situation of human rights

in East Timor,” December 10, 1999, p. 8.
* By the time an mtematmnal military force arrived in East Timor in late September, some 70% of all the

buildings in the territory had been burned or destroyed, and an estimated 500,000 people had been forced to
flee their homes. Two years later the remnants of those groups continued to threaten trouble from the

Indonesian side of the border.
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