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Timor-Leste is facing a major challenge to be able to 
accommodate between 20,000 to 30,000 young people who 
enter the labour force each year. Currently, Timor-Leste’s 

economy cannot absorb these young people, as the sectors 
which provide many jobs such as manufacturing industries are 
not yet well-developed. On the other hand, the agriculture sector 
can provide significant employment, but there has been a decline 
overtime in the number of young farmers around the world, which 
suggests that young women and men have become less involved 
in this sector. Most heads of agricultural households are above 
forty (40) years old, the age at which the productivity of agricultural 
workers begins to fall. Agricultural households are also dominated 
by populations with only primary or no formal education. On-the-
ground realities show that Timor-Leste’s agricultural productivity 
is low compared to other countries in the Southeast Asia region.

There are various factors which influence the reduced involvement 
of young women and men in agriculture:

• Many young people choose not to participate in agricultural 
activities because they believe that agriculture cannot sustain 
their lives and respond to their needs.

• Young people face difficulties in accessing agricultural means 
of production such as equipment and irrigation.

• Young people cannot access capacity building programs which 
can prepare them to become farmers.

• Poor road conditions in rural areas make it difficult for farmers 
to access markets and other opportunities.

• Many parents do not encourage their children to become 
farmers because they do not believe agriculture can provide a 
better life for their children.

• The Government provides little assistance for young people 
to become involved in agriculture or support when they face 
situations which reduce their motivation to work in agriculture.

• The Government has provided significant support for 
farmers, including equipment and funding, but there has 
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been insufficient 
accompaniment and 

assistance for farmers to manage 
this support so that it can have sustained 

benefits.

• There is a perception among the public 
that subsidy policies for citizens of various 
categories have made it easy to obtain money 
and thus have reduced the incentive to be 
involved in agricultural production.

• There is a perception among the public that 
young people do not want to be involved in 
agricultural activities because they do not 
want to work hard and prefer work which brings 
quick benefits.

• Many young people can find work in Dili in the 
formal and informal sectors and obtain incomes 
which are enough to support their lives.

Most young women and men who leave agricultural 
work to search for employment in Dili continue to 
hope to return to their home area when they see 
that agriculture can provide opportunities to earn a 
decent wage which can respond to their needs and 
improve their lives. On the other hand, young women 
and men who are currently involved in agricultural 
activity tend to be involved because such work can 
support theirs and their families’ lives. Most of these 
young people also believe that they should not 
depend on their parents or the Government to create 
employment for them. Instead, these young people 

feel that they can create their own 
work and also create opportunities 

for others. They also tend to see their 
agricultural activities as contributing 

to national development.

Young women farmers and disabled people 
are participating less in agriculture due to 

problems related to means of production and 
markets. While some Government agricultural 

programs and policies have included consideration 
of the rights of women farmers, other programs 
have given preference to men to access agricultural 
means of production. Government agricultural 
programs are not yet sufficiently sensitive to young 
women and men with disabilities, as they have 
not consulted with people with disabilities to fully 
understand which kinds of production means they 
need and how they can access markets. Disabled 
youth who participate in agricultural work tend to 
organize themselves in groups or join civil society 
organizations which work on youth and disability 
issues. Disabled youth are concerned that the 
Government assumes that they cannot be involved 
in agriculture, even though in reality they can be 
involved according to their individual abilities.

The Government has a major commitment to 
increasing the participation of young women and 
men in the agricultural sector in a more sustainable 
way. The Government has already provided various 
forms of support to youth to be more involved 
in agriculture, through technical support and 
budget allocations. However, some Government 
officials also recognize that this support has not 
yet achieved sustainability, as there has been a 
lack of continuity in these programs. Respondents 
from the Government acknowledge further that 
it is extremely important to ensure the continuity 
of programs which support youth participation 
in agriculture from one government to the next. 
Furthermore, Government programs related to youth 
in agriculture are scattered across different state 
institutions, without an established coordination 
system for ensuring synergy between programs 
implemented by separate institutions such as the 
Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, Ministry of 
Commerce, Tourism and Industry, the Secretary of 
State for Youth and Sport and the Secretary of State 
for Cooperatives.
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The global agriculture sector faces urgent 
pressure to provide adequate food to the 
world’s population. Around 800 million people 

lack sufficient food each year, particularly in poor 
and developing countries. Reflected in these facts 
are the United Nations’ Sustainable Development 
Goals, which include eliminating hunger and 
malnutrition and doubling food production by 2030 
as key targets. In addition to this, the number of 
middle-age farmers in many countries is increasing, 
while younger people are becoming less interested 
in farming (HelpAge International 2014; Jöhr 2012). 
Analysis of the relationship between farmers age 
and their productivity in some countries, including 
in US and China, suggests that farmers’ productivity 
falls continuously from age forty onwards, so 
engaging young people in agricultural employment 
could be critical to addressing food insecurity 
and youth unemployment. Young women and 
men have the potential to increase agricultural 
production by adopting new technologies and other 
innovations which will strengthen the resilience 
of the agriculture sector to be able to withstand 
the negative impacts of climate change and other 
shocks (Li & Sicular 2013; Tauer 2017; Uttej et al. 
2019).

Evidence shows that the participation of young 
women and men in agricultural activities in Timor-
Leste continues to fall. For example, 71% of heads of 
agricultural households are 40 years old and above, 
while 45% of these are over the age of 50 years (DGE 
2018). Agricultural households are also dominated 
by populations which have never attended school 
or only attended primary school. This is reflected by 
the fact that most youth who complete university 
do not return to their municipality to work in 
agriculture. Research conducted by Oxfam (2019) 
on the agricultural situation in Timor-Leste found 
that young women and men are less interested in 
becoming farmers, and parents also prefer their 
children to work in offices rather than in the fields 
and paddies. In addition, certain public policies, 
such as subsidies to farmers, old people and 
veterans, are considered by many to have reduced 
incentives for young women and men to work in 
agriculture.

Timor-Leste is also affected by the global problem 
of food (in)security and (mal)nutrition, and it is 
therefore urgent that it increases domestic food 
production. An analysis of the chronic food insecurity 
situation in Timor-Leste conducted by the Ministry 
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of Agriculture and Fisheries in 2019 stated that only 
25% of the Timorese population has achieved food 
security, while 36% face chronic food insecurity 
and 21% face moderate food insecurity (MAP 2019). 
This situation also contributes to the high level of 
malnutrition which exists among the population. 
The Ministry of Health survey on food and nutrition 
released in 2020 (Food and Nutrition Survey 2020) 
showed that 47.1% of the population suffers 
from stunting, while 8.6% suffers from wasting, 
meaning that they are underweight for their height. 
Low household income is also a major cause of 
malnutrition within the country. The Government’s 
evaluation of Nutrient Gaps in Timor-Leste stated 
that only between 15-27% of households in Timor-
Leste can provide sufficient food and nutrition to 
the household members each day (WFP 2019).

The lack of growth in the agricultural sector also 
impacts the high levels of poverty which exist in 
rural and urban areas. Reports and research on 
poverty in Timor-Leste since the restoration of 
independence have shown many times that low 
investment in agriculture contributes heavily to 
high poverty rates in Timor-Leste, especially in rural 
areas (Inder et al. 2013; Ministériu Finansas 2014). 
These reports are consistent with empirical studies 
in many countries on the relationship between 
agricultural productivity and poverty. These studies 
show that growth in the agricultural sector based on 
increased productivity will increase poor people’s 
incomes and capacity for consumption, as well as 
increasing work opportunities in agriculture and 
non-agricultural areas (Christiaensen & Martin 2018). 
Growth in the agricultural sector will contribute to 
inclusive growth by reducing inequalities between 
rural and urban areas and serves as a key step 
for achieving poverty reduction. GoTL recognized 
this in the Strategic Development Plan 2011-2030, 
and when it adopted the Sustainable Development 
Goals 2030 agenda.

The Sustainable Development Goals stress that 
increasing the productivity of the agricultural 
sector is key to poverty reduction and sustainable 
development. However, even though GoTL has 
recognized the importance of agricultural growth, 
it has not yet invested sufficiently in this sector. 
Since the first Government in 2002, the allocation 
in the General State Budget for agriculture has 
averaged less than 3%. This is less than the average 
allocation for agriculture in neighbouring countries 
in Southeast Asia. The average government 
spending for the agricultural sector between 2013 
and 2019 in Indonesia was 3.2%, Vietnam 4.9% and 
Thailand 6.5% (FAOSTAT 2022). This level of public 
spending on agriculture is also reflected in the 
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higher agricultural productivity in these countries. 
Agricultural productivity in Timor-Leste is smaller 
than the average productivity in Southeast 
Asian countries. For example, the average rice 
productivity as measured by tons per hectare in 
Cambodia, Indonesia and Vietnam is 3.3, 5.1 and 5.7, 
respectively, while Timor-Leste’s is only 3.1 tons 
per hectare (ibid.).

The Timor-Leste State therefore has a responsibility 
to address the state of agricultural production and 
productivity in the country, and one important 
way to do this is to increase the participation of 
young women and men in this sector. Efforts to 
increase youth participation in agriculture should 
be made through a commitment from the state to 
promote participatory and inclusive development, 
as described in the RDTL Constitution, Sustainable 
Development Goals and international conventions. 
Particular attention must be paid to young women, 
as half of the agricultural population is made 
up of females, who play an important role in the 
production process. Studies have shown that the 
productivity of women farmers is around 15% lower 
than male farmers as a result of various obstacles, 
such as unequal access to land, inputs and training 
(UN Women and World Bank 2018). Young people 
with disabilities also face major difficulties working 
in agriculture as programs and policies do not yet 
facilitate their participation by means of capacity 
development and provision of means of production 
which are adapted to their particular needs.

This research aims to describe and analyze the 
participation of young women and men in the 
agricultural sector, to serve as a reference for 
Government and development partners to be able 
to identify ways in which programs and policies 
can be adapted to improve youth participation in 
agricultural activities. This research will identify 
factors which influence youth participation and 
how Government programs and policies can create 
a favourable environment for young women and 
men to participate in agriculture.

Key Questions
To respond to the research objectives described 
above, this research focuses on responding to the 
following three research questions:
1. What is the current situation in Timor-Leste in 

relation to the participation of young women 
and men in agriculture?

2. Which factors influence the participation of 
young women and men in agricultural activity?

3. How can Government programs and policies 

promote and strengthen the participation of 
young women and men in agricultural activity?

Methodology
This research adopts qualitative methods to collect 
the thoughts and experiences of respondents and 
applies a thematic analysis process to identity and 
analyze the data collected. This analytical process 
continues during the data collection process. Data 
were collected through literature review, surveys, 
interviews and focus group discussions (FGDs). This 
combination of methods guarantees that in-depth 
information can be gathered from each respondent. 
A survey to gather the thoughts of young women 
and men involved 28 young female farmers and 28 
young male farmers, as well as young people who 
left agricultural life and moved to Dili (24 women 
and 24 men). The total number of respondents who 
participated in both the survey and FGDs was 164 
people, composed of 82 women and 82 men, and 
including 21 young people with disabilities. Young 
female and male respondents were between 15 
and 34 years of age. In addition, FGDs done with 
farmers with children (parents) involved 41 people, 
composed of 26 women and 15 men, and including 
two disabled people. There were 23 respondents 
with disabilities, or 11% of the total. 

Respondents were chosen based on their 
availability and came from five Municipalities – 
Baucau (20% of respondents), Bobonaro (19%), Dili 
(23%), Ermera (18%) and Manufahi (20%). These 
Municipalities were chosen as representative 
of three geographical areas: eastern, western 
and central regions. Ermera Municipality was 
chosen because its agro-economic conditions are 
somewhat different from most other municipalities 
in the central region. Dili Municipality was included 
in the study because it is the principal destination 
for young people who leave the agricultural 
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sector. The research also involved in-depth interviews with Government decision makers, civil society 
organizations and private sector representatives. There were thirteen key informants, composed of four 
from GoTL, six from civil society organizations, two from the private sector and one from an international 
non-governmental organization. Key informants were chosen based on their work area and its connection 
with youth participation in agriculture. In total, 218 respondents participated in the research.

Table 1 List of key informants from Government, civil society organizations and the private sector

Name Position/Institution

Domingos Lopez Antunes Vice Minister of Commerce/Ministry of Tourism, Commerce and Industry

Abrão Saldanha Secretary of State for Youth and Sport

Elizario Ferreira Secretary of State for Cooperatives

Rufino Gusmão Soares National Director for Food Security/Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries

Adilsonio da Costa Jr Strategy & Engagement Lead/Oxfam 

Filomena Pinto Program coordinator/Permatil

Joãozito do Santos Director/Ra’es Hadomi Timor Oan

Mariano Ferreira Researcher/La’o Hamutuk

Yasinta Lujina Director/Young Women’s and Student’s Movement

Zaulino Gomes da Silva Director/Timor-Leste Youth Parliament Alumni

Zenito Santana Director/Kdadalak Sulimutuk Institute

Mariano da Costa Alves Owner/Atsabe Café

Rui Castro Coordinator/MAEKOM

Limitations
The terms ‘youth’ and ‘young people’ are used 
interchangeably in this research, and refer to people 
between 15 and 34 years of age, and are separated 
into the categories of ‘youth’ (15-24) and ‘young 
adult’ (25-34). The age range of 15-24 was chosen 
based on the definition of youth in the National Youth 
Policy, while the age range of 25-34 was chosen 
to reflect young people who have already entered 
adult age and who left agricultural work when they 
were still at a young age. The 25-34 age category 
is also used in the 2015 Population and Housing 
Census, so it is used here to facilitate comparison 

and analysis. ‘Agricultural activities’ refers and is 
limited to activities related to production in fields 
and paddies, as well as raising livestock and 
freshwater fish. On the other hand, the term does 
not include other activities with a connection to 
agriculture such as extensionists, the staff of 
NGOs which support farmers or groups involved in 
processing agricultural products. The nature of the 
selection of respondents implies that the research 
results only reflect the experiences and thoughts 
of these specific respondents, and thus cannot be 
generalized to broader contexts, but may serve as a 
reference to understand this context.

Jacob de Jesus Ximenes, EAMO in Ermera / 
Keith Parsons, Oxfam Australia
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Results
Agricultural situation related to the participation of young people

Currently, Timor-Leste faces a major challenge to be able to accommodate between 20,000-30,000 young 
people who reach the working age and look to enter the workforce each year (DGE 2015). According to the 
Timor-Leste 2015 Population and Housing Census, 74% of the population is less than 34 years old, and 53% 
is less than 15 years old. Timor-Leste’s economy cannot yet absorb such high numbers of young people, 
and, as a result, many young women and men are unemployed. Information from the Ministry of Finance 
(Table 2) related to the workforce between 2010 and 2016 shows that the percentage of the population 
facing unemployment increased, while the percentage of unemployed youth increased by 12% during the 
same period (DGE 2019). According to the 2019 Agricultural Census, 5% of the population which lives in 
agricultural households are searching for work or unemployed, 32% are employed and 63% are not part of 
the workforce (DGE 2019). Furthermore, it is likely that this employment situation will worsen as a result of 
the political impasse and COVID-19.

Table 2. Rates of youth workforce participation, employment and unemployment 2010-2016 (DGE 2019)

2010 2013 2016

Participation in the workforce 8.5 14.2 25.8

Employment rate (population) 6.8 11.1 17.3

Youth unemployment rate 20.9 21.9 32.9

As the number of people of working age continues to increase each year, Timor-Leste needs to increase 
the capacity of economic sectors to be able to absorb many more workers. The manufacturing sector has 
the potential to absorb a large number of young workers; however, this sector is under-developed and 
currently provides employment to less than 4% of the population. Employment in the public sector such as 
public administration and defense makes up only 11% of total employment. On the other hand, agriculture, 
forestry and fishing represent 32% of total employment (DGE 2019). In 2018, formal private sector businesses 
provided 13% of total employment (Inder et al. 2021). As shown in Table 3 below, from 2010 until 2016, 
agriculture, forestry and fishing accounted for the largest share of employment. A report commissioned by 
UNDP on the socio-economic situation during COVID-19 found that the employment situation became much 
worse, with 22.6% of households having a member who lost employment (UNDP 2020).

Table 3 Primary employment by branch of economic activity at main job; data from Directorate-General of 
Statistics, Ministry of Finance

% LFS 2010 LFS 2013 Mini LFS 2016

Agriculture, forestry and fishing 26.3% 25.6% 31.6%

Mining and quarrying 0.8% 0.6% 6.1%

Manufacturing 4.3% 4.5% 3.4%

Electricity, gas, steam, air conditioning supply, 
water supply, sewerage waste management

0.3% 0.4% 0.2%

Construction 8.9% 7.5% 7.8%

Wholesale and retail trade, repair of motor vehicles 19.8% 23.2% 22.2%

Accommodation and food service activities 1.6% 1.3% 0.1%

Transport and storage 5.7% 6.1% 2.8%

Professional activities 7.1% 12.6% 1.1%
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Public administration and defense 4.7% 4.0% 10.8%

Education 10.8% 6.4% 6.5%

Human health and social work activities 2.1% 1.9% 0.9%

Other service activities 6.8% 4.0% 5.8%

Unspecified 0.9% 1.7% 0.7%

Total 100.1% 100% 100.0%

The data above illustrate that the agricultural sector can absorb many workers. However, available 
evidence shows that the agricultural sector is not attractive for many young women and men who have 
entered Timor-Leste’s workforce. The 2015 Population and Housing Census showed that 71% of heads of 
households who were involved in agriculture were over 40 years of age, and from this number 46% were 
over 50 years of age. The Census defined agricultural households as households whose members raised 
livestock or planted agricultural products to feed themselves or to sell. Of heads of households involved 
in agricultural activities, only 9% were 30 years or younger. As shown in Figure 2 below, households which 
are involved in agriculture are also dominated by populations with secondary education or lower, or those 
with no schooling.

35.0%

30.0%

25.0%

20.0%

15.0%

10.0%

5.0%

0.0

Education levels in agricultural households  
(Directorate-General of Statistics 2019)

Timor-Leste           Men             Women 

Figure 2. Agricultural households are dominated by populations with primary education and below or those with no schooling

During focus group discussions, parents said that young women and men tend to be too “lazy” to work in 
agriculture and prefer easy work which gives quick results. Parents stated further that they cannot force 
their children to be involved in agriculture. Some parents did not want their children to work in fields or 
rice paddies, especially when their children have already completed university studies. These findings 
confirm previous research conducted by Oxfam in relation to agriculture, which noted that parents prefer 
their children to work in offices than in fields or paddies (Oxfam 2019). This result indicates that there is a 
perception that people who have attended school should not return to agricultural life, because agriculture 
is seen as being for people who either did not attend or failed at school. Key informants from GoTL, civil 
society and the private sector further affirmed that these stereotypes are prevalent within Timor-Leste’s 
society.

The situation of reduced youth participation in agriculture has become a concern for the Government, 
particularly the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries (MAP) which identifies this issue as a cause of low 
agricultural production. MAP is concerned that reduced participation of young women and men in agriculture 
will heavily impact production because most farmers are older people (ferik-katuas, lit. “old women-old 
men”). There have not yet been any in-depth studies conducted in Timor-Leste to measure the effects of 
reduced youth participation on agricultural productivity. However, similar studies in other countries show 
a strong correlation between farmers’ age and productivity levels. One such study from the United States 
analyzed the results of Agricultural Censuses between 1978 and 2012 and found that farmers are most 
productive between the ages of 25 and 44, after which their productivity falls continuously (Tauer 2017). 
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The same result was obtained in research conducted by Li & Sicular (2013), who studied the impact of 
farmer age on agricultural productivity in China and concluded that farmer productivity begins to fall after 
age 45.

Although there has not yet been a study about the relationship between farmer age and agricultural 
productivity in Timor-Leste, current realities indicate that Timor-Leste’s agricultural productivity is lower 
than other countries in the Southeast Asia region. As shown in Figure 3 below, the productivity of Timor-
Leste’s main agricultural products such as rice and corn are lower compared with other countries in the 
region. Moreover, rice and corn productivity continue to be low even though GoTL has invested a significant 
amount of money into boosting productivity of these two crops, such as constructing major irrigation 
infrastructure, introducing foreign seeds, distributing tractors and introducing modern cultivation methods. 
These interventions aimed to achieve food self-sufficiency by 2030, based on the targets set out in the 
Strategic Development Plan. There are several factors which can contribute to lower productivity, including 
reduced productivity of farmers, practices adopted by farmers, varieties used and climactic factors such 
as rain, temperature and wind. In addition, differences for women in accessing resources and opportunities 
in the agricultural sector contribute further to reduced productivity, as studies show that women play an 
important role in agricultural production (ADB 2014; MDF 2014).

A 2018 study by the World Bank and UN Women on productivity gaps for women farmers in Timor-Leste 
estimated that women farmers’ productivity is around 15% lower than that of male farmers. Current data 
shows that women play an important role in the agricultural production process, as 66% of women work in 
agriculture, compared to 62% of men (DGE 2018). There are currently no studies focused on the participation 
of people with disabilities in agriculture, but interviews conducted with disabled youth involved in agriculture 
indicate that agricultural programs and policies do not yet promote their participation. The result of this 
is that disabled people’s participation in agriculture is not yet maximized. Data from GoTL show that in 
2015, there were 38,118 people registered as disabled, including 20,140 women and 17,978 men. Of these, 
86% live in rural areas, where the majority of the population lives as farmers. Thus, as the percentage of 
women involved in agriculture is very high, and most disabled people live in rural areas, improvements in 
the productivity of these groups would likely increase productivity in the agricultural sector overall.

2010      2011      2012      2013      2014      2015      2016      2017      2018      2019      2020

Cambodia                Indonesia               Laos               Timor-Leste               Viet Nam
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Rice productivity levels 2010-2020 (FAOSTAT, accessed 24 April 2022)
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Corn productivity levels 2010-2020 (FAOSTAT, accessed 24 April 2022)

Figure 3 Statistical data from FAO shows that Timor-Leste’s rice (3a) and corn (3b) productivity has not changed significantly 
during the last ten years. Timor-Leste’s average production of rice (3.3 tons per hectare) and corn (2.5 tons per hectare) is 
currently three to two times lower than the highest production rates in Southeast Asia, respectively.
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Factors influencing youth participation in agriculture
Why do young women and men leave agricultural production?

All respondents who participated in this 
research, including representatives 
of GoTL, civil society organizations, 
private sector, farmers who are 
parents, and youth farmers 
(both male and female), agreed 
that young women and men are 
not very interested in becoming 
farmers. However, there are also 
some differences of opinion among 
the respondents about precisely 
why this is. The majority of older 
farmers and key informants believe that 
youth participate less in agriculture because they 
do not want to do heavy work, want quick results 
and are too “lazy” to work. They also see that public 
policies which have accustomed communities 
to receiving subsidies, such as the payments 
provided to farmers, older people and veterans, 
have contributed to a situation where many young 
people lack any incentive to work in the fields and 
paddies. Parents stated further that they have seen 

“I have 
to move to Dili 

because the family’s 
economic situation 

cannot [support me], so I 
have to search for other 

[sources of] money 
to sustain the 

family”1

some young people attempt to involve 
themselves in agriculture, but then 

have stopped because they faced 
various difficulties such as a lack 
of access to production means 
and markets. They observe that 
GoTL has not provided sufficient 
accompaniment to farmers to 

support them when they face 
difficulties.

Respondents from civil society and the 
private sector said that a more sustainable 

way to attract young people to work in agriculture 
would be to create an environment in which young 
women and men can express themselves in the 
agricultural sector. This can be done through 
providing motivation, training, access to production 
equipment, and access to markets. During FGDs, 
many parents recognized that they themselves do 
not want their children to first go to school then 
become farmers like their parents. They doubt that 

1: Dili, 3 March 2022, respondent 1

Maria Bernadete, TILOFE in Ermera / Keith 
Parsons, Oxfam Australia
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young people can access a better life by working in agriculture, even though they see that some people in 
the community have indeed achieved higher living standards through agricultural work. This doubt is driven 
by their own experiences of facing many challenges working in agriculture, including a lack of certainty 
about income.

Table 4 Perceptions of external parties on the primary and additional factors which influence youth decisions 
around working in agriculture

Primary factors Additional factors

• Young people do not want to be involved in 
agriculture because they are “lazy” and do not 
want to take on heavy work.

• Young people prefer work which gives fast 
results.

• Parents do not motivate their children to 
become farmers.

• Unfavourable public policies, lack of training 
for young people, lack of production means 
and difficulties accessing markets.

• Lack of motivation and accompaniment from 
the Government for young women and men 
who are involved in agriculture.

• Subsidies disincentivize young people to be 
involved in agriculture.

2: 3 March 2022, Respondent No. 2

On the other hand, young people who leave agriculture behind to search 
for work in Dili say that they do not want to be involved in agriculture 
because of low market prices, poor road infrastructure which makes 
it difficult to access markets, other opportunities in the city such as 
courses and training, and a lack of access to means of production 
such as equipment and irrigation. Young people who decide not to be 
involved in agriculture mostly move to Dili to look for work, as they 
see Dili as a centre of development. As one female respondent from 
Baucau concluded, Dili is the ‘centre for searching for [a better] life’2.  
High rates of internal immigration from the Municipalities to Dili are 
revealed in the Population and Housing Census, which is conducted 
every five years. This research shows that the main motivation for 
young people to leave agricultural life behind them and move to Dili is 
to ‘search for money’ to improve their lives.

From 48 youth respondents who left agricultural work to search for 
alternative livelihoods in Dili, 69% went to Dili because they hope to find 
work with higher income which can improve their lives. These young 
people stated further that in the municipalities they do not obtain a 
good price for their products, that it is difficult to access markets, and, 
as a result, their agricultural activities are more oriented towards food 
production for consumption. A quarter (25%) of young people move 
to Dili for two reasons: school, and looking for work to pay their own 
school or that of another family member. The remaining 6% move to 
Dili because of socio-cultural pressures which require them to provide 
large amounts of money for family ceremonies and basic necessities. 
However, most of these young people do not find work in the formal 
sector. Rather, they are disadvantaged because most of them have 
low levels of education and limited working experience. From these 
youth respondents, 75% of women and 80% of men have attained only 
secondary education or lower. Figure 4 below shows the highest level 
of education attained by young people who left agricultural work to 
move to Dili. 

Almost half the rural 
population lives under 
the povery line. The 2014 
report on poverty in Timor-
Leste stated that 47.1% 
of the rural population 
lives under the poverty 
line, while this number is 
28.3% in urban areas. The 
rural population is also 
more vulnerable to falling 
below the poverty line (MF 
2014).
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Figure 4 75% of young women and men who leave agricultural work to move to Dili have attained secondary education or 
lower and most work in the informal economy

Many young women and men eventually end up working in the informal economy, such as becoming sellers 
in local markets, mobile vendors, or coconut sellers. Only very few young people work in formal commercial 
activities such as in restaurants, cafés and shops. As shown in Figure 5 below, young men mostly end up 
working informally selling coconuts, pushing vegetable carts (‘roda tolu’/’tiga roda’ = three wheels) and 
carrying fruit or other goods on a stick laid across the shoulders (‘ai leba’ = carry tree). On the other hand, 
informal economic activities conducted by women include selling goods for cash (‘fila liman’ – literally, 
‘turning hands’), such as second-hand clothes (‘obralan’), vegetables at local markets and attending small 
shops (‘kios’). Many women also work in restaurants or cafés in the formal sector. Research on the informal 
sectors in Timor-Leste conducted in 2016 found that most fixed and mobile street vendors earn net daily 
incomes of $5 or less (La’o Hamutuk). These informal workers are also more vulnerable to shocks such as 
COVID-19 restrictions on economic activity (Oxfam 2021). 

Women       Men         Women and Men

4%

No school Primary to Pre-
Secondary

Secondary University

13% 8%
17%

0%
8%

71%

50%
60%

25% 21% 23%

Highest education level attained by young women and men who left 
agricultural work to move to Dili

Economic activities in Dili - Men

Construction 
4%

Not working 
4% Mobile vendors 

4%

Informal activities  
88%

Economic activities in Dili - Women

Domestic services 
8%

Informal activities 
8%

NGO’s 
8%

Restaurants/cafes 
34%

Figure 5 Most men sell goods for cash as fixed or mobile vendors. Half of women work selling goods for cash, mostly in local 
markets or attending small shops.

Most young people who move to Dili want to return someday to their municipality to work in agriculture. 
Overall, 71% of men plan to return to their municipality, while 54% of women plan to return when conditions 
have improved sufficiently for them to be able to earn decent incomes working in agriculture. Some young 
people also want to return because their families live in rural areas, and they are living in Dili just to make 
money. Nearly a third (30%) of men who wish to return also mentioned that they want to return because 
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they have inherited land which they need to take care of. By contrast, not a single woman mentioned 
inherited land or parents’ land in their home municipality. This discovery corroborates findings in research 
done by the World Bank and UN Women in relation to women’s reduced access to land as a key means of 
agricultural production.

Table 5 Young women and men and their plans to return to engage in agricultural activity

Plans to return to agriculture among women and men who 
moved to Dili

Plans to return to agriculture per total 
respondents

Plans to return No plan Don’t know Plan to return No plan Don’t know

Women 54% 38% 8% 27% 19% 4%

Men 71% 29% 0% 35% 15% 0%

• Only 20% of agricultural 
households have 
access to irrigation

• Only 33% of agricultural 
households use 
tractors to plough their 
land, while 63% plough 
manually

• Only 12% of agricultural 
households have 
access to information 
about extension 
services

• Only 6% of households 
have access to 
veterinary services 
even through 95% of 
agricultural households 
raise livestock

Source: TLAC 2019

Most young people want to return to their municipality when farmers 
can obtain decent prices for their products, rural road conditions 
improve, irrigation can provide water for farming and GoTL supports 
farmers to access training, services and agricultural production 
means. These young people are interested to learn new farming 
methods, use modern equipment and diversify their agricultural 
activities and incomes. Some young people added that they will return 
to their municipality when they have saved enough money to create 
an agricultural business in their municipality.

The results of this research reveal several important differences in 
perceptions regarding why young women and men have been less 
involved in agriculture between young people themselves, and among 
non-youth respondents, GoTL members, the private sector and civil 
society organizations. Young people said that they did not participate 
in agriculture for economic reasons as well as due to the poor 
enabling environment. On the other hand, respondents from GoTL, civil 
society and the private sector tend to believe that young people do 
not participate in agriculture because they see agriculture as heavy 
work which takes a long time to produce results, because of subsidies 
which provide easy money for families, and because parents do not 
encourage their children to participate in agriculture. 

Naturally, different respondent groups will have various perspectives; 
however, it is also important to understand why these differences exist. 
One possibility is that almost all women and men who were involved in 
this research, work hard in informal sectors in Dili, despite having left 
the agricultural sector. This suggests that these young people have a 
strong intention to improve their lives through their own efforts and are 
not particularly concerned about society’s perceptions. Thus, when 
parents, GoTL, civil society or the private sector talk about “youth”, it 
may be that they are referring to young people who continue to live 
in rural areas but are reluctant to be involved in agriculture and/or 
young people whom parents consider to be “lazy” and “constantly on 
their phones”. It is also possible that GoTL, civil society, private sector 
and parents have not seriously discussed with these young people 
about why they do not want to be involved in agriculture. This may 
particularly be the case within GoTL, as the results of this research 
indicate that young people do not know much about Government 
programs or policies related to agriculture. 
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Why do young women and men want to be involved in agricultural activity?

To identify why some young people still choose to be involved in agriculture despite facing various 
challenges, this research also involved gathering information from youth farmers, including women, men 
and people with disabilities. This included a survey to collect data and FGDs with young farmers in Baucau, 
Bobonaro, Ermera and Manufahi Municipalities, involving a total of 116 respondents. The results of the 
survey and FGDs indicates that young women and men choose to participate in agriculture because such 
activities can meet their life needs. Most of these young people also do not want to depend on their parents 
or on the Government. They see themselves as having the capability to work for themselves, as well as 
being able to create work opportunities for others. These young farmers also tend to conduct activities in 
well-organized groups.

Although young farmers face many challenges related to means of production and market access, they 
continue to participate in agricultural activities. Of those youth who are involved in agriculture, all of 
them do not intend to leave this sector to work in other areas. They continue to believe that working in 
agriculture will allow them to achieve their dreams. These young people react differently to challenges 
they face in the agricultural sector compared with young people who decide to leave agricultural work and 
seek opportunities in Dili. This illustrates that not all young people want to leave agriculture because of 
the various challenges they face in this sector. Other factors motivating these young people to continue 
working in agriculture include the desire to contribute to national development, creating their own work 
and supporting their parents.

0%                10%            20%              30%             40%              50%             60%

Maintain the heritage of their parents

Learn about agriculture

Apply acquired knowledge

Improve production

Supports parents

Create work for oneself

Contribute to development

Meet needs

Motivation to be involved in agriculture

Figure 6 Young women and men involve themselves in agriculture because working in this sector can meet their needs

Even though it was not a goal of this research, interviews and discussions with young farmers revealed 
that many of them are involved in agricultural groups, and that these young women and men generally 
have better access to resources and opportunities. These groups are well-organized in their production 
and marketing activities. Young people who are involved in these groups noted that the groups allow them 
to gain new knowledge regarding agriculture while enabling them to share knowledge and ideas with each 
other.

Young women farmers

Young farmers, both women and men, stated that, in addition to problems related to the market and means 
of production, many women cannot access resources and opportunities to the same degree that male 
farmers can. Young women farmers stated further that there is still discrimination within their communities 
against women farmers based on their gender. However, when asked if whether GoTL policies promote 
equal access for women and men, the majority of respondents said that they believe GoTL’s agricultural 
programs promote equal access. Overall, 61% of young women and men think that GoTL’s agricultural 
programs provide equal opportunities to women and men farmers to be able to access resources and 
opportunities. On the other hand, 11% believe that these programs give greater opportunities to men, 
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while 29% responded that they did not know as they had never accessed information related to this issue 
(Figure 7). 

Do Government agricultural programs and policies give equal 
opportunities to women and men farmers?

Men           Women         Women and men

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%

46%

Give equal opportunities             Give greater opportunities to men          Don’t know

75%
61%

11%

43%

11% 14%11%
29%

Figure 7 Most young women and men (61%) believe that agricultural programs give equal opportunities to women and men 
to access resources and opportunities in the agricultural sector, but a large percentage (29%) do not know about these 
policies.

Some young women and men feel that GoTL programs 
and policies do not give equal access to women 
and men to access agricultural opportunities and 
resources based on the following reasons:

• GoTL programs do not guarantee that women 
have equal access to agricultural resources and 
opportunities, such as access to equipment 
distributed by GoTL.

• Women do not really access information or 
training related to agriculture to increase 
their capacities. Often, only men participate in 
training.

• At the community level, agricultural programs 
often prefer to hire men because they see men 
as being physically stronger.

These results indicate that GoTL has achieved some 
progress in terms of implementing programs which 
provide equal benefits to women and men farmers. 
Nonetheless, there are major challenges which 
need to be overcome before discrimination based 
on gender can be eliminated in the agriculture 
sector. This includes the need to increase 
the knowledge of young farmers about 
gender-sensitive agricultural 
programs and policies so that 
these young people understand 
their right to receive equal 
treatment in the agriculture 
sector.

Young people with disabilities

A specific objective of this 
research was to understand more 
about the participation of young 

women and men with disabilities in agricultural 
activities, considering that they also play a key role 
in national development. The latest data on the 
number of people with disabilities in Timor-Leste 
from the 2015 Population and Housing Census 
showed that there are 38,118 people who are 
considered as living with a disability. Of this number, 
86% or 32,726 live in rural areas, while 68% of 
disabled people over three years old never attended 
school. Nearly half (46%) of disabled people ten 
years old and above work for themselves and assist 
with family work. The Census did not mention which 
specific activities disabled people are involved 
in; however, considering that the majority of 
disabled people live in rural areas, and that most 
households in rural areas depend on agricultural 
activity, we assume that people with disabilities 
are also involved in agricultural activities, including 
assisting their families’ farming activities.

During the implementation of this research, 
researchers faced difficulties finding disabled 
youth who are actively involved in agricultural 
activity. Young people with disabilities who became 

respondents in this research were actively 
involved in agriculture, were mostly 

organized in groups or were members 
of civil society organizations 

involved in working with people 
with disabilities. During this 
research, the team conducted 
three FGDs with young people 
with disabilities, including one 
in Ermera and two in Baucau. 

The results of these discussions 
show that participation of disabled 

youth in agriculture is low because 
agricultural programs implemented by 

“The 
Government 

may think that people 
with disabilities cannot 

do anything, but, in reality, 
we prove that we can also 
contribute to development 
in the agricultural sector” 

Marcos de Jesus Martins, 
Gleno
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GoTL do not give specific consideration to enabling people with disabilities to participate. This situation has 
led to young people with disabilities feeling that they face discrimination. This was also confirmed by young 
farmers who are not disabled, who mostly consider that agricultural programs do not provide adequate 
opportunities or resources for the disabled to maximize their participation in agricultural activities.

Young people with disabilities are therefore concerned that GoTL may have a preconception that people 
with disabilities cannot be involved in agricultural activities because of their physical or mental condition. 
These young people encourage the Government to speak directly with them to understand what disabled 
people can do, including what they have already done in the agricultural sector, as well as how GoTL can 
support them to strengthen their involvement in this sector. Until now, the Government has never consulted 
with people with disabilities in relation to agriculture, as its agriculture programs continue to ignore people 
with disabilities who take part in household agriculture, especially in rural areas.

Work for myself/
self-employed, 

67.7%

Work assisting 
family, 9.6%

Member of producer 
cooperative, 0.3%

Work for the 
Government, 6.5%

Work in private 
sector, 15.7%

Employer, 0.3%

Economic activity of people with disability over the 
age of 10 who were employed in 2015 (DGE 2015)

Figure 8 shows the main economic 
activities of people with disabilities. 
These data show that most disabled 
people work for themselves and assist 
with family work. The census data indicate 
that 86% of people with disabilities live in 
rural areas in which agricultural activity 
is predominant.

Milena Sarmento, YEFF in Hera, Dili / Keith 
Parsons, Oxfam Australia
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Government Programs and Policies to Increase Young People’s Participation in 
Agriculture

This research found that young people’s decisions to participate – or not – in agriculture is strongly 
influenced by social and economic factors, access to means of production and the conditions of rural 
road infrastructure. Young women and men expect GoTL to support markets so that their products can 
obtain decent prices. Young farmers also require decent road infrastructure to facilitate their movements, 
irrigation which can provide sufficient water for production, and other production equipment and inputs 
such as tractors, seeds and fertilizer. These challenges and demands are directly related to GoTL’s 
programs and policies for rural development, particularly agriculture, which indicates that the Government 
can address the problem of low youth participation in agriculture by adopting adequate policies. Currently, 
however, young people do not know much about GoTL’s agricultural programs. Out of 56 young farmers who 
participated in our survey for this research (28 women and 28 men), almost 75% stated that they did not 
know about GoTL’s agriculture policies, while 21% replied that they knew about some policies and 4% did 
not respond (Figure 9).

Knowledge of Government agricultural policies

Women        Men        Men and Women

90%

80%

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%
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10%

0%
Don’t know                                                       Know                                                No response 

Figure 9 shows that the majority of young women and men farmers do not know about government agricultural policies

Despite the existence of many programs focused on youth participation in development processes, GoTL 
does not yet have a specific policy aimed at strengthening youth participation in agriculture. The National 
Strategic Development Plan 2011-2030 considers young women and men to be the future leaders of the 
nation, who will shape the nation’s social and economic transformation. The Strategic Development Plan 
states further that young people must be provided with opportunities to gain experience, abilities and 
values in order to become citizens with high levels of education, health and ethical values, all of which are 
necessary for maximizing their participation in national development. Timor-Leste’s roadmap for achieving 
the UN Sustainable Development Goals also recognizes young people as essential for enabling Timor-Leste 
to achieve the Sustainable Development Agenda (Timor-Leste’s Roadmap for the Implementation of the 
2030 Agenda and the SDGs, p.19).

In general, GoTL agricultural and youth programs are implemented by the Ministry of Agriculture and 
Fisheries (MAP) and the Secretary of State for Youth and Sport (SEJD), respectively. However, there are 
programs under other Ministries which relate to young farmers. For example, the Ministry of Tourism, 
Commerce and Industry has implemented a program to support young entrepreneurs to receive training and 
soft loans. In addition, the Secretary of State for Cooperatives has provided numerous trainings for farmers 
who are members of cooperatives, including young farmers. All Government members from Ministries and 
Secretaries of State understand that increasing youth participation in agriculture is a difficult task, as it 
also relates directly to young people’s own preferences. Thus, GoTL’s efforts should be aimed at creating 
a favourable environment which can support young women and men’s own initiatives to become involved 
in agricultural activities.
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One program established by GoTL to support young people involves 
providing soft loans to youth entrepreneurs. Provision of credit at 
low interest rates creates opportunities for commercial activity in 
the agriculture sector. The Vice-Minister of Commerce and Industry 
explained further that the low interest credit model will increase 
the sense of ownership and responsibility among recipients, while 
reducing dependency on public grants. MTKI also recognizes that 
this program needs time to achieve success as people have already 
become reliant on subsidies, but that when there is a change in 
mentality, activities in which young people involve themselves will 
become more sustainable.

MAP, which is responsible for implementing GoTL’s agricultural 
programs and policies, recognized in its Strategic Plan for 2016-
2020 that in order to attract young people to work in agriculture, the 
agriculture sector must be developed so that it can provide farmers 
with decent incomes. A key challenge identified by MAP is the lack 
of continuity among many programs which invest in young farmers 
as a result of limited resources and frequent changes to programs 
as a result of shifts in governance. According to MAP, to guarantee 
continuity in these programs, GoTL must invest heavily to increase 
young people’s capacities through various trainings, so that young 
women and men can stand on their own feet and escape dependency 
on government assistance. In this way they will be able to withstand 
frequent changes in the government structure which affects the 
support provided to young people.

Government documents and interviews held with Government members 
also illustrate that GoTL has a major commitment to increasing the 
participation of young women and men in the agricultural sector in 
a more sustainable way. This includes increasing the capacity and 
commitment of young people to be involved in agriculture without 
dependency on public grants. While this research found differences 
between the thinking of 
Government members, civil 
society and the private sector 
about the impacts of public 
subsidies, there was a general 
agreement that it is vital to 
ensure continuity in support 
programs for young people’s 
participation in agriculture from 
one government to the next. 
When there is no continuity, a 
good program may not positively 
impact the level of youth 
participation in agriculture. 
Furthermore, Government 
programs related to youth 
involvement in agriculture are 
scattered among different 
institutions, and there is not yet 
any coordination mechanism 
which can guarantee synergy 
between the programs being 
implemented by different 
government agencies.

“…for years, we just 
distributed money, so 

to change people’s 
mindset will take 

some time. To change 
people’s thinking needs 

time, [but] we try to 
change so that people 
can access this fund 

through a process which 
will ensure that their 
business can move 

forward.”
(Vice-Minister of Commerce and 

Industry, MTKI, 2022)
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Discussion

This research gathered 
information to gain further 
understanding of the situation 
in Timor-Leste related to the 
participation of young women 
and men in agricultural activities. 
The research was motivated by 
concern regarding the reduced 
interest of young people in 
agriculture which threatens 
the sustainability of Timor-
Leste’s social and economic 
development. In Timor-Leste, 
many youth enter the workforce 
each year, but the domestic 
economy does not have sufficient 
capacity to absorb all of these 
young people. If the current 
situation continues, Timor-Leste 
will face greater problems related 
to unemployment, food security, 
nutrition and poverty, all of which 
are already at high levels. Thus, 
this research provides data and 
recommendations which can 
inform improved interventions 
from GoTL and development 
partners to further encourage 
young people to increase their 
participation in agriculture. 
To achieve this objective, the 
research gathered information 
and conducted analysis related to 
Timor-Leste’s current agricultural 
situation, specifically focused 
on the participation of young 
women and men in agriculture, 
factors which influence their 
participation, and GoTL programs 
and policies aimed at promoting 
and strengthening youth 
participation in agriculture.

The research has revealed some 
key points of information which 
can inform the interventions 
of GoTL and its development 
partners in the agricultural 
sector, as well as interventions 
targeted at youth. First, 
Timor-Leste has a large youth 
population which results in large 
numbers of people entering the 
labour force each year, while on 

the other hand the national economy cannot absorb most of these 
young people. Sectors with high potential to absorb large numbers 
of young people such as manufacturing and agriculture continue to 
be under-developed. At the same time, young people are increasingly 
uninterested in working in agriculture, while many have left 
agricultural work to search for other forms of employment in cities. 
This is primarily because GoTL has been unable to resolve factors 
which limit the development of the agricultural sector, including 
rural road infrastructure, access to markets and adequate incomes 
for farmers. Many young people today think that the conditions for 
them to be involved in agriculture are not yet favourable. On the other 
hand, those who still work in agriculture face many challenges, but 
continue to do so because they are motivated by other factors such 
as a commitment to creating work for themselves and other young 
people, as well as contributing to national development through the 
agriculture sector. Third, government programs related to youth and 
agriculture are implemented by different government institutions, 
without adequate coordination which can ensure synergy between 
programs, achievement of their expected results and their long-term 
sustainability. Thus, GoTL’s agriculture programs must look for ways 
to reduce young people’s dependency on the state, thereby ensuring 
continuity throughout changes in government.

Moreover, existing evidence strongly indicates that if GoTL can 
address fundamental factors which influence agricultural production 
and the wellbeing of farmers, this will serve as a major opportunity 
for Timor-Leste to resolve the problem of low youth participation in 
agriculture and take advantage of the large youth population. Timor-
Leste’s population is composed of a high proportion of youth, referred 
to in much of the literature as the “youth bulge”. According to Inder 
et al. (2021), this can be seen as both a threat and an opportunity 
for Timor-Leste’s development. The youth bulge can become a threat 
when there are insufficient opportunities for young people to receive 
adequate education and work opportunities, which can result in high 
youth unemployment and contribute to numerous social problems. On 
the other hand, it can be an opportunity if young people are strong, 
healthy and intelligent, and thus adequately equipped to contribute 
to socio-economic development and strong economic growth. In 
Timor-Leste’s current context, there are concerns that many young 

Members of EAMO in Ermera / Keith 
Parsons, Oxfam Australia
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people are not prepared to work in various sectors 
due to their limited abilities, while youth with high 
ability are often unable to find productive work 
because of the lack of employment opportunities 
(ibid.). Thus, in order for GoTL to be able to attract 
young workers to the agricultural sector it must 
first create favourable conditions within the sector, 
while also preparing young people to become 
productive farmers who can contribute to strong 
growth in the agricultural sector.

Evidence collected through this research also 
reveals that young people have a preference for 
agricultural systems which take advantage of 
modern technologies which reduce the physical 
burden of agricultural activities. Thus, agricultural 
programs should facilitate access to technologies 
and other facilities for improved production. 
Many young people leave agricultural work when 
they achieve results which are lower than their 
expectations, or when they face other challenges 
during production. Thus, young people require 
knowledge about these production processes, 
including how to manage land and seedlings, and 
how to control diseases and pests. Such knowledge 
is essential, as agricultural production entails the 
risk of production or harvest failure due to incorrect 
application of fertilizer, attacks from pests, or 
unexpected climactic events such as heavy rain or 
winds. Training of youth must therefore facilitate 
improved understanding of strategies aimed 
at reducing the risk of harvest failure, such as 
planting various crops and using tunnels to reduce 
the risk of heavy rains or excessive heat. When 
such conditions are put in place, the final problem 
which GoTL must respond to is the question of 
market access. The Government must respond to 
these challenges with a comprehensive approach 
in collaboration with civil society, the private sector 
and development partners.

The problem of market access relates to road 
conditions, transport, market availability and the 
purchasing power and preferences of consumers. 
In terms of roads and transport, GoTL can respond 
through rural road development programs while 
creating standards related to the transportation 
of agricultural products. GoTL and development 
partners can also strengthen their existing 

agricultural programs to create direct connections 
between farmers and buyers in Dili, including 
supermarkets and agricultural stores. Thus, by 
integrating established market systems, GoTL 
and development partners can increase youth 
participation in agriculture. Further, to broaden the 
market for local products, GoTL can mandate the use 
of local produce for school meal programs, hospital’s 
menu, the armed forces, prisons and events held 
by public institutions. GoTL could also create new 
regulations for the importation of products from 
abroad which threaten or disincentivize domestic 
production. At the same time, it is also necessary 
to increase investment in the processing of 
agricultural products, which is currently being done 
at a small scale in many areas.

Finally, the research finds that if GoTL does not 
resolve the problems faced by communities 
in the agricultural sector through agricultural 
development programs which are participatory, 
inclusive and fairly balanced between cities 
and rural areas, agricultural productivity will not 
improve, and the sector will therefore continue 
to be unattractive for young people as it cannot 
offer them the chance to earn decent incomes and 
improve their lives. Moreover, if development is not 
balanced between cities and rural areas, Timor-
Leste will face a situation which many developed 
countries have already experienced, as described 
in two major theories of development: Rostow’s 
modernization theory and Lewis’ ‘dual sector’ 
theory. These theoretical concept assume that 
populations will leave traditional, low productivity 
agriculture and move to cities to work in modern 
industries and services which receive greater 
capital investment (Lewis 1954; Rostow 1959). 
The situation which Timor-Leste currently faces, 
namely, the lack of youth in agriculture and many 
young people moving to the capital to search for 
other work, indicates that Timor-Leste has entered 
the stages of development as outlined in these 
developmental theories. In addition, many young 
people are interested to work abroad, including 
in the agriculture sector, as they can earn higher 
incomes which can meet their needs and improve 
their lives.
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Conclusion and 
Recommendations

Low participation of young women 
and men in the agricultural sector 
represents a serious risk to the 
majority of Timorese people’s lives 
and to the national economy. On 
the other hand, Timor-Leste may 
still be able to transform this risk 
into an opportunity, as the fact 
that the majority of the population 
is still young means there are 
many people available to work 
on strenghtening the agricultural 
sector as well as the broader 
economy, as long as favourable 
conditions for youth participation 
in agriculture are created. With 
proper coordination between 
government institutions, civil 
society, the private sector and 
development partners, Timor-
Leste can create an integrated 
program to encourage more young 
women and men to participate in 
agricultural work. This will enable 
Timor-Leste to transform the 
current “youth bulge”, in which 
the majority of the population 
is young, into a “demographic 
dividend”, whereby young people 
will be able to access decent work 
and contribute to increasing the 
per capita income of the country. 
However, the other possibility is 
that the large youth population 
entering the labour force can 
become a “demographic bomb”, 
which brings potential for social 
and political instability in the 
future. This research highlights 
the importance of implementing 
developmental policies which are 
participatory and inclusive, while 
promoting equilibrium between 
Dili and other municipalities in all 
areas, particularly by reducing 
socio-economic gaps which can 
make the agricultural sector 
more attractive for the thousands 
of young people who enter the 
labour force each year.

Moreover, to maximize the benefits 
of the many Timorese youths 

already involved in agriculture by increasing domestic productivity, 
while further stimulating youth participation in agriculture, GoTL 
must create a clear mechanism for continuing to provide support for 
young farmers to access production means, capacity development 
and market access at the local and international level. GoTL must 
also provide more opportunities for young farmers to be involved 
in discussions related to the national public policy environment 
related to youth, agriculture and socio-economic issues in general. 
Involving young women and men in such discussions will strengthen 
their participation in the development process and create a positive 
image for the public, while teaching young people about the value and 
benefits of their participation in agriculture.

Below are some specific recommendations based on problems 
discovered during the research carried out for this report. These 
recommendations are listed according to their level of urgency, based 
on the demands heard from respondents during the research process:

Agricultural products do not obtain decent prices at the market. 
We recommend that GoTL should continue to implement policies to 
promote the production and consumption of local products, including 
integration of local food produce into school meal programs. GoTL 
can increase demand by making it mandatory for companies which 
provide to public institutions such as hospitals, prisons and F-FDTL 
to prioritize using local agricultural products. It should also prioritize 
local products for events held by public institutions. At the same time, 
the importation of products which can be produced domestically 

Horticulture from EAMO in Ermera / Keith 
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should be controlled – or even banned – so that 
they do not disincentivize local producers.

Lack of access to production means such as 
equipment, preparation of land and irrigation 
systems. We recommend that GoTL should help young 
farmers access modern agricultural equipment. At 
the same time, it must adopt lessons learned from 
prior experiences with tractor distribution programs 
which were unsuccessful, and from agricultural 
programs which are implemented by development 
partners and the private sector, to ensure that 
it chooses programs which are sustainable. The 
Government can use mechanisms such as soft 
loans to provide credit for purchasing tractors, with 
low interest rates and long repayment periods, or 
adopt purchasing models in which the Government 
and farmers split payments for equipment 50-50. 
We also recommend the Government to continue 
with small-scale irrigation projects at the Suku and 
Aldeia levels to provide water which can support 
agricultural activity throughout the year.

Roads which are in poor condition and not 
accessible all year-round limit movement of 
communities in rural areas and impact ability to 
transport their produce to markets. We recommend 
for GoTL to prioritize upgrading rural roads to a high 
standard, to enable access throughout the year. 
Considering that many roads in rural areas are in 
poor condition, GoTL must establish these roads 
in stages, giving priority to areas which are more 
isolated and have high agricultural potential or 
potential for other economic activities. Improving 
these roads will enable the agricultural sector to 
flourish while generating opportunities to develop 
other economic sectors in rural areas. 

Most young women and men who have left 
agricultural work want to return to their 
municipality when their agricultural products can 
provide them with better incomes. We recommend 
for GoTL to continue its policy of promoting local 
food, while limiting the importation of products 
which Timorese farmers can produce themselves, 
thereby increasing demand for local produce. 
To achieve this, GoTL must develop a database 
which is continuously updated with information 
on domestic agricultural production and levels of 
market demand over time.

Fewer young women who move to Dili want to return 
to their municipality compared to young men. Many 
men want to return to their home municipality 
because they have inherited land from their parents, 
while men also tend to receive greater benefits 
from agricultural programs. This can dissuade 

women from returning to agricultural activities once 
they have left. We therefore recommend that GoTL 
improve its agricultural programs to improve their 
positive impacts for women, including accessing 
resources which can help them to receive greater 
benefits from agricultural activities. The Government 
must guarantee that women can equally access – 
and become owners of – land, as outlined in the 
Land Law.

Many young women and men do not know about 
agricultural policies. We recommend increasing 
the involvement of youth in public policy making 
processes, including young women and youth with 
disabilities. Their involvement, in addition to helping 
to improve public policies, will also enable young 
people to understand more about these policies 
so that they can make more informed decisions. To 
achieve this, a mechanism must be established to 
guarantee youth participation in the formulation 
of all public policies. The Government must also 
disseminate information about public policies to 

Horticulture equipment, TILOFE in Ermera / 
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young people so that they can understand both their 
content, and their implications for their activities.

Young people with disabilities face discrimination 
in the agricultural sector. We suggest that GoTL 
should incorporate inclusion analysis into its 
agricultural programs to ensure that young people 
with disabilities can also benefit. To achieve this, 
GoTL should conduct in-depth research into the 
conditions which disabled young people face 
working in agriculture to understand their specific 
needs and which supports the Government should 
provide.

Agricultural policies have begun to include gender 
equality and social inclusion principles, but many 
young people do not know about these ideas. We 
recommend that the Government clarify how its 
programs can ensure equal benefits to women and 
men. Programs must clearly describe how they offer 

equal opportunities and benefits to both women 
and men, while training is still needed for farmers to 
exercise their rights when they face discrimination 
based on gender. 

Effectiveness of agricultural and youth programs 
can be negatively impacted when implemented by 
separate Government institutions. We recommend 
for GoTL to create a coordination mechanism for 
programs related to youth in agriculture. Proper 
coordination will ensure synergies between these 
programs and increase their effectiveness. GoTL can 
use mechanisms such as the National Council on 
Food Sovereignty and Security (KONSSANTIL), which 
already includes various ministries working on food 
security and nutrition. Mechanisms such as this 
not only enable coordination between government 
ministries – they also facilitate collaboration with 
other development partners.

View of TILOFE’s field  in Ermera / Keith 
Parsons, Oxfam Australia
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