
WORKING WITH CONFLICT-AFFECTED 
COMMUNITIES IN NINO KONIS SANTANA 

NATIONAL PARK, TIMOR-LESTE

INTRODUCTION
Located at the heart of the world’s center for marine biodiver-
sity, Coral Triangle Region, Timor-Leste is a small island 
nation endowed with a variety of tropical ecosystems and 
high levels of biodiversity. Yet, after nearly three decades of 
conflict the country finally achieved independence in 2002. 
Exposure to prolonged violence has fundamentally reshaped 
the lives of the Timorese and the way in which they interact 
with their surrounding environment.

Conservation International (CI) is working with three 
conflict-affected communities in Timor-Leste’s Nino 
Konis Santana National Park (NKS) to establish a 
co-management model for the park’s abundant natural 
resources. In the communities of Com, Tutuala and 
Lore I, specific challenges of implementing conservation 
programs include loss of trust, feelings of uncertainty, 
the loss of social participation and interaction, fragment-
ed communities, and the polarization of ideas among 
community members surrounding participation and 
ownership of natural resource management. To reduce 
conflict and enable trust-building, cooperation and the 
creation of common identities in NKS, CI is combining 
different approaches and techniques which include partic-
ipatory rural appraisal (PRA), facilitation, mediation and 
non-violent communication.

THE PROCESS
Building on support from the U.S. Agency for Interna-
tional Development’s Coral Triangle Support Partnership 
Program, CI helped establish a co-management model for 
natural resources. Communities of local resource users 
work together with government and other stakeholders 
to share responsibility and authority for decision-making 
over the management of natural resources.1

Using, PRA techniques, CI Timor-Leste was able to 
negotiate roles and responsibilities in the overall 
management of natural resources in NKS while exploring 
different environmental problems. Honesty, openness 
and the ability to accept one’s mistakes came as crucial 
points in what stakeholders identified as overarching 
rules guiding facilitation and interaction in meetings. 
Taking a non-violent communication approach, facilita-
tors requested that participants respectfully share their 
observations, feelings, needs and requests concern-
ing the management of marine resources. This allowed 
for information to be shared across stakeholders in a 
constructive way, and to build a sense of trust between 
different groups. Important steps throughout the process 
of establishing co-management arrangements in NKS 
included:

1 Pereira, C., Pinto, R., Mohan, C., & Atkinson, S. June 2013. Guidelines 
for Establishing Co-Management of Natural Resources in Timor-Leste. 
Jakarta, Indonesia: CI.
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1. Community engagement – Prior to starting work, 
agreements were signed by community leaders allowing 
the project team to engage with and collect information 
from community members. This was followed by training 
for community leaders to gain a better sense of what to 
expect from the process and the level of detail and type 
of local knowledge on species, habitats, conservation 
practices and potential zoning aspects that would be 
collected. 

2. Stakeholder identification – A council made up 
of different community leaders was guided through 
the process of stakeholder identification. CI found that 
working with community leaders to create simple Terms 
of Reference for each meeting as well as criteria for the 
participant profiles enabled fairly productive meetings 
with a high level of participation by both men and women.

3. Guided decision-making process – Timorese 
customary law (Tara Bandu) poses significant challeng-
es to women’s participation in the decision-making 
process, and can silence women’s perspectives on natural 
resource use. CI incorporated several decision-support 
tools, including a  Decision Tree and Decision Ladder, to 
ensure that these practices are effectively mainstreaming 
human rights and more inclusive of women’s voices.

LESSONS LEARNED
◊ UNDERSTAND THE CULTURE AND CONTEXT 

WITHIN WHICH YOU ARE WORKING. In the 
context of NKS communities, literacy levels are 
typically low and there is a lack of access to reliable 
sources of information. Employing decision support 
tools was therefore useful in allowing communi-
ties to build a common understanding, stop rumor 
spreading and discuss the issues at stake. It also 
provided a mechanism for the government to 
manage expectations and share information. 

◊ INCORPORATE GENDER ISSUES IN 
ENVIRONMENTAL CONFLICT MANAGE-
MENT AND PEACEBUILDING PROCESSES.In 
Timor-Leste, traditional gender roles and leader-
ship structures continue to dictate ways in which 
women engage in natural resource management. 
Incorporating gender dimensions into the process 
of establishing co-management arrangements 
in NKS was important both for building more 
inclusive environmental management regimes as 
well as for understanding and holistically address-
ing the root causes of conflict. 

CONCLUSION
The existing co-management model designed 
collaboratively with community members, 
community leaders and government representa-
tives is still going through iterations. The informed 
cooperation agreements are in the process of being 
recognized under the country’s legal framework, 
and CI continues to work closely with the Govern-
ment of Timor-Leste to help deliver technical and 
logistical support to communities involved in 
improving marine and coastal resource manage-
ment in the NKS.  Funds from the state budget 
have been allocated towards the strengthening 
and replication of the co-management model and 
prevent future conflicts.

◊ BUILD TIME INTO YOUR PROJECT FOR 
BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS. Early in the process, 
CI focused on buildinggood working relationships 
with government agencies at the national and 
district level, and then had these agencies facilitate 
the initial introduction to community leaders. This 
helped legitimize the government and provided a 
path to start building a communication interface 
between the government and communities.

FOR MORE INFORMATION,  please contact 
Janet Edmond, Senior Director for Peace and Develop-
ment Partnerships in the Policy Center for Environment 
and Peace at jedmond@conservation.org.
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