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This book, which was published by UNESCO Office, Jakarta with the UNESCO National Commission of 
Timor-Leste and Haburas Foundation, aims to contribute to the transmission of traditional ecological 
knowledge to subsequent generations of Timor-Leste.  At the same time, it demonstrates to the scientific 
community and the general public the wealth of Timor-Leste’s local knowledge and how it can play an 
important role in sustainable development of the country.  With chapters written by members of local and 
international NGOs, government entities, academia, and local communities, the book is a contribution to 
UNESCO’s programmes on Small Island Development States (SIDS) and Local and Indigenous Knowledge 
Systems (LINKS).  

This brief English summary of the book, which is entirely in Tetum, has been prepared for non-Tetum 
readers. The full text in Tetum and English (unofficial translation of the Tetum) can be accessed through 
UNESCO Office, Jakarta’s website: http://portal.unesco.org/geography/en/ev.php-
URL_ID=15178&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html.  

 

****************** 

Introduction - Demetrio do Amaral de 
Carvalho, editor 
Even though Timor-Leste is a small nation, the 
people of Timor-Leste have a great deal of local 
knowledge. This book, a result of a two-day 
workshop on 7-8 June 2011, is presented to all 
local communities in Timor-Leste, who are the 
owners of the local knowledge. At the workshop, 
there were some discussions regarding the 
conceptual definition between the terms 
‘traditional knowledge’ and ‘local knowledge’. 
Majority of the authors at the workshop 
concluded that the term ‘local knowledge’ is 
more appropriate in the context of Timor-Leste.  
 
This book is an important resource that will 
assist the process of strengthening and 
revitalizing local knowledge in Timor-Leste, and 
to the valuing of local knowledge as important 

heritage.  It is important to promote and 
revitalize such knowledge as part of the socio-
cultural capital of the people of Timor-Leste, 
which in turn is important for sustainable 
development. 
 
Chapter 1. Local knowledge and Industry 
 
Sacred Houses in Timor-Leste: Traditional 
architectural knowledge and practice - Alberto 
Fidalgo Castro, Universidade da Coruña 

Uma lulik (sacred house) is a symbolic 
representation of an animist totem house, which 
is more than the construction itself but includes 
ceremonies and rituals, the history of the house, 
and people’s beliefs. It is a social institution that 
stands within the centre of the culture of Timor-
Leste. Traditional knowledge of uma lulik belongs 
to the specialists such as lia-na’in, who are the 
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custodians of the house.  To protect and promote 
traditional knowledge of uma lilik that is under 
threat of extinction due to a series of colonial 
rules, social changes and failure of transmission, 
there is need to gather existing documents, 
promote research e.g., by providing 
anthropological training for Timorese, promote 
positive uses of traditional knowledge and 
practices, and establish a cultural centre to help 
people understand and valorize uma lulik.  
 
Sacred Houses: Intangible heritage for the 
cultural identity of Timor-Leste - Eugenio 
Sarmento, National Directorate of Culture 

The original culture of Timor is based upon the 
knowledge on sacred houses (uma lulik), which 
are holistic in nature, including all aspects of 
Timorese life. Sacred houses should be 
considered as intangible cultural heritage for the 
cultural identify of Timor-Leste, but a lot of 
knowledge is being lost. This means if we are not 
careful we will lose our cultural identity. Uma 
lulik plays various roles as the socio-cultural 
centre, a pivotal figure for the national unity of 
Timor, the channel for asking peace to God, a 
catalyst for independence, and a storehouse of 
cultural items. Uma lulik should thus be 
considered as a museum that contributes greatly 
to the preservation of the cultural objects of 
Timor-Leste. There is also a relationship of epic 
poems to uma lulik. 
 
Tais weaving: Local knowledge and 
specialization from the mothers of Timor-Leste - 
Cecilia da Fonseca, Alola Foundation 

When making Tais using the traditional fabric 
weaving (traditional motifs) and dyeing 
techniques, Timorese get inspiration from daily 
interactions with nature and customary practices. 
Local knowledge plays an important role in the 
process of weaving and dyeing Tais. However, 
the traditional method of Tais making using local 
materials and based on local knowledge is at risk 
due to various reasons such as the use of cheaper 
synthetic dyeing materials, ignorance of 
traditional values, and lack of organized system 
for knowledge transmission.  
 
Local knowledge and traditional methods to 
make Tais can be promoted by creating national 
certification for ‘collective knowledge rights’ for 
Tais production, improving the capacity of young 
people in Tais weaving, facilitating the 
production of high-quality traditional Tais, 
documenting the history, process, practices and 
spiritual value of Tais, and promoting traditional 
Tais to enhance its economic value, and 
preserving plants that are used to dye thread. 

Chapter 2. Local knowledge and Nature 
Conservation 
 
Marine and coastal resource management based 
on local knowledge - Rui Pinto, CTSP Timor-Leste 

The Coral Triangle Support Partnership (CTSP), a 
program of the Coral Triangle Initiative (CTI) in 
Timor-Leste, works with the National Directorate 
of Fisheries and Aquaculture to strengthen 
existing knowledge and introduce new concepts 
and ideas in order to facilitate community-based 
monitoring and management of marine and 
coastal resources.   
 
Traditional ecological knowledge can support 
modern marine and coastal resource 
management. However, the way in which natural 
resource managers indoctrinated with scientific 
knowledge incorporate local knowledge to 
improve and strengthen management systems 
must be based on an understanding of 
circumstances (why is local knowledge the way it 
is) and also whether people (the community) 
choose (or not) to follow or submit to the 
guidance suggested by the local knowledge. If 
this is not done, the process that they believe will 
strengthen natural resource management will 
actually become processes for the destruction of 
the intangible cultural heritage and create 
conflict within communities.  
  
The functions of local knowledge in the 
management of protected areas and national 
parks - Pedro Pinto, MAP 

Timor-Leste is rich in biodiversity but our 
natural resources are vulnerable and must be 
managed with care in order to support 
development for the next generations. There is a 
strong commitment in Timor-Leste to protect its 
natural environment, however, there are also 
demands of socio-economic development. In 
order to manage the protected areas and national 
parks in Timor-Leste, the National Department of 
Forestry has created policies and strategies to 
guarantee the active participation of local 
communities. The importance of traditional 
knowledge in the management of Protected 
Areas and National Parks is recognized, and tara 
Bandu - a model of traditional conservation 
which the earliest ancestors used to protect, 
regulate and place collective sanctions for 
natural resource management - must be 
promoted and integrated into the sustainable 
management of protected areas. This means 
traditional rights of land owners and traditional 
ceremonies and sacred sites should be respected. 
There are, however, many challenges to establish 
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participatory management of protected areas 
and national parks. 
 
 
Chapter 3. Local knowledge and Land 
management 
 
The social functions of land as local knowledge - 
Meabh Cryan and the Land Guidance Team, 
Haburas Foundation 

Land is fundamental to the lives, culture, society, 
traditions, economy, and nation for Timorese. 
Based on work by the Haburas Foundation, it has 
become clear that there is a very strong 
relationship between local knowledge and land, 
and local knowledge can resolve threats of 
internal and external conflict.  
 
Most of the land in Timor-Leste is managed by 
customary or cultural system, which remains 
very strong to the present day. In Timor-Leste 
land is not just the physical, chemical and 
biological material, but has socio-cultural 
dimensions that are traditionally linked to 
cosmic aspects and important rituals. This is 
demonstrated through case studies from Lalawa, 
Ulmera, and Tutuala. The symbiotic relationship 
between the social functions of land and 
traditional knowledge need to be promoted and 
protected, as it can resolve internal and external 
conflicts. 
 
Tara Bandu as traditional ecological knowledge - 
Demetrio do Amaral de Carvalho (Haburas 
Foundation) and Jose Coreia (Lia-Na’in from Suco 
Lauhata) 
Based on integrated resource management 
programs in Lauhata conducted by Haburas 
Foundation, the role tara bandu plays to protect 
and conserve water, conserve biodiversity, 
maintain ecological balance, promote ecological 
equity, and define ecological crime is emphasized. 
During the Portuguese colonisation and 
Indonesian occupation period, a considerable 
part of traditional administrative system was 
affected. There is a correlation between strong 
traditions and respect for the tara bandu and 
ecological conditions, and legalization of tara 
bandu, civic education, and support from local 
authority would reinforce and protect this 
traditional law. 
 
 
Chapter 4. Local Knowledge and Natural 
Resource Management  
 

Rituals for water management as the application 
of local knowledge in Timor-Leste - Demetrio do 
Amaral de Carvalho, Haburas Foundation 

Rituals related with the water are based on the 
perspective that water is fundamental to all 
living things. Various rituals, myths and other 
practices are described to demonstrate the 
importance of water for purification, 
reconciliation, reproduction and vitality. Local 
knowledge is thus important for the sustainable 
management and use of water, and these rituals 
play an integral role in protecting land and water. 

  
The use of local knowledge for climate change 
adaptation - Joao Curbafo, Oxfam 

There are numerous local knowledge practices 
for climate adaptation, and Oxfam has designed a 
program to reduce climate change risk based on 
such knowledge. However, challenges to the use 
of traditional knowledge exist. The government 
needs to recognize such knowledge as the wealth 
of Timor-Leste and as an inheritance that has 
been passed down by the ancestors, and create 
laws to better protect the future of the 
environment of Timor-Leste. 
 
UNESCO’s programme on Local and 
Indigenous knowledge Systems (LINKS) - 
Lisa Hiwasaki, UNESCO Office, Jakarta 
Activities of UNESCO’s programme on LINKS are 
implemented with the understanding that 
sustainable development will result when 
indigenous knowledge (a) is acknowledged, 
transmitted, and practised by communities; (b) 
adapts to changes over time; and (c) is integrated 
with scientific knowledge.  In an emerging 
country like Timor-Leste, it is thus particularly 
important that local and indigenous knowledge is 
promoted and valorized in the sustainable use 
and management of land and resources. In 2011 
UNESCO Office, Jakarta began activities to 
promote LINKS in Timor-Leste, such as holding 
the workshop “Matenek Tradisional riku soin ba 
Desenvolvimentu”, developing educational and 
awareness-raising material based on traditional 
ecological knowledge pertaining to plants used in 
Tais dyeing, and conducting action research to 
collect and document local and indigenous 
knowledge related to hydro-meteorological 
hazards and climate change.  Further activities 
will be developed in the coming years in 
cooperation with local partners. UNESCO Office, 
Jakarta invites external partners to provide 
funding and support to LINKS activities in Timor- 
Leste.  
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Recommendations from the workshop 
 

1. Local knowledge practices need to be strengthened as part of the practices that derive from 
people’s mother tongues, in their daily lives. 

2. There is a need to integrate local knowledge concepts into the development of agriculture, 
fisheries, water management, forestry, and also to base this on modern sciences such as 
mathematics, physics, chemistry, biology, ethics, culture and other social sciences.  

3. There is a need to consider the differences in the logical approach and epistemology of local 
knowledge and modern sciences, to avoid reduction of the holistic nature of local knowledge. 

4. There is a need to revitalize and value local knowledge for the management of natural 
resources (forestry resources, water resources, coastal and marine resources, land 
management, traditional medicines, culinary systems, housing construction systems and so 
forth). 

5. The State needs to protect the customary rights of local communities in the process of the 
application of conservation policies (forestry resources, biodiversity resources, marine 
resources and others). 

6. There is a need to strengthen coordination between institutions to protect and develop local 
knowledge. 

7. There is a need to integrate the philosophies of local knowledge as the spirit of the Basic Law 
for Cultural Heritage (that is currently under discussion). 

8. There is a need to promote local knowledge in the media at national events and in academic 
debates. 

9. There is a need for further surveying and mapping of traditional knowledge (for example: 
surveys of knowledge of natural resource, land and forest management, of dance, music, oral 
histories, uma lulik and so forth. There is a need to create a database of local knowledge. 

10. There is a need for training of civil servants to improve their understanding of local 
knowledge and to be able to apply local knowledge in development programs working with 
local communities. 

11. There is a need for the State to create financial resources to support entities undertaking 
research into local knowledge and also for cultural activity groups to promote local 
knowledge in the area of arts and culture. 

12. Promote local knowledge for climate change adaptation and strengthen local knowledge with 
modern science for the analysis of complex climate change effects. 

13. There is a need for laws to strengthen the practice and valuing of local knowledge. 
14. Promote local ecological knowledge to strengthen conservation and sustainable 

development policies. 
15. There is a need to integrate the concept of the revitalization of uma lulik as dynamic living 

museums and also to place lia-na’in in the context of the process of development and the 
transformation of local knowledge.  

16. Promote local knowledge philosophies as the ethical basis for citizens and also as the cultural 
identity of the people of Timor-Leste. 

17. There is a need to strengthen networks (local, national, regional and international) for 
research, collaboration, development and promotion of local knowledge. 

 
 


