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SECTION IV - Material Poverty in East Timor 

 

Dr. Teem-Wing Yip, 30th April 2022 
 
Teem-Wing is an Australian-trained public health physician and GP with an interest and experience 
in global health. She was born in Hong Kong but arrived in Australia in 2002 to start medical school 
and stayed on. She has lived in a total of 7 countries, including Thailand, India, and Singapore.   
 

For most of the last 3 years she has lived and worked in East Timor, 
including in the World Health Organization, in helping to strengthen 
the health system.  For many years, she has also mentored and taught 
people from high-resource settings who are keen to help in resource-
limited settings (both from a Christian mission perspective and a 
secular perspective).   
 
From April 2022 onwards, she is working in a position funded by the 
Australian Government to advise the Timorese Ministry of Health 
about covid and other vaccines.  https://www.ncirs.org.au/our-

people/regional-and-global-collaborations  
 

Fr Bong of the Railaco Jesuit Mission values the visits of Dr Teem Wing to Railaco where she has 
volunteered with him on his mobile medical clinic to remote villages. Teem-Wing regards the Jesuits 
in Railaco as her brothers-in-Christ, who, in her opinion, work very hard to serve sacrificially. They 
are very inspiring to her, and they also bring her brotherly friendship and laughter that she greatly 
appreciates. 
 
While on a recent trip home to Australia in April 2022, Fr Bong suggested that we at St Canice’s 
might benefit from a get-together with Dr Teem-Wing to hear her insights and personal 
experiences of life in Timor. 
 
 

 

 

I would urge you to read-on and consider some of Dr Teem-Wing’s personal opinions 

and observations based on her interactions in Timor in the past 3 years. Teem-Wing 

emphasises that she is only sharing her personal perspectives, which her Jesuit brothers 

in Christ may or may not agree with, and which do not necessarily represent the 

perspective of any organisation she has been affiliated with. 

 

Michael Musgrave     

              

 
 “According to the World Bank, the GDP per capita in Timor is about US$1,300, which means an 

average person earns approximately US$1300 per year.  Most people in rural areas have subsistence 
agricultural work.  In urban areas, there are also many who live a subsistence life selling vegetables 

or selling mobile phone credit vouchers.  University graduates in a teaching, office, or clinical 
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job would earn perhaps US$200-300 a month, while one of those employees with great 
seniority may earn perhaps as much as US$500 a month. 
 
 
Furthermore, families are big (often with 4 to 6 children, plus perhaps a grandparent, a cousin or 
two, an uncle or aunt who might be living together) and unemployment is high, which means that 
a middle-class family, with both parents working and earning perhaps US$600-800 a month 
together, may be supporting up to 10 people.   
 

 
 
What are the effects of material poverty? 
 
For those of us who have never experienced real material poverty, it is hard to truly imagine because 
we have always had choices.  I think part of being materially poor is having few real choices.   
 
From my observations, being materially poor puts people in a survival mode – how do you survive 
today, or until the next pay day?  Planning and budgeting for the future becomes difficult, if not 
impossible, when financial savings are almost non-existent.  Leisure activities are minimised, if not 
eliminated.  Owning something such as a smart phone or a computer becomes a dream.  New 
clothes and shoes are only bought when necessary, and almost always from a second-hand shop.  
Investing in something that doesn’t have immediate benefit, such as a fire extinguisher or a helmet, 
becomes low priority.  Any promise of extra money, whether it is a legitimate scholarship, or a 
scam, is very attractive. 
 
If you happen to have a higher income, you may not know how to budget and save because no one 
around you has ever modelled that behaviour to you.   
 
 

So how do we help people out of material poverty? 

There are no simple answers to the question of how a good school might help young people get out 
of poverty. I realise that providing employment is beyond the scope of most education institutions. 
But I believe in a place like Timor, the Church could figure it in as part of its development planning.” 

 
As an expatriate who has worked with and mentored Timorese colleagues, Teem-Wing offers some 
suggestions from an ‘end user’ point of view, regarding what she sees as useful skills and attitudes 
that could be taught in secondary education in Timor, including some of the following: 
 

• Teaching good attitudes is important. Honesty, integrity, faith, hard work, perseverance, 
resilience etc. 
 

• Teaching basic computer skills (including how to use the internet responsibly), which are of 
course essential to thrive in the modern world.  However, sadly, in my experience, many 
young Timorese, even university graduates in their 20s and 30s, do not know how to use 
Word or Excel on a computer, and if they own a smart phone, they use very few apps.  So 
the next generation will continue to lag behind if they don’t learn these skills that are 
considered basic in many other parts of the world. 
 



 3 

• Teaching basic financial literacy is important. What is a bank account, why and how to use 
one – I believe that a lot of Timorese in their 20s have yet to learn that skill. 

 
• Teaching basic business skills would be useful to enable young people to start and run a 

small business well, especially as the country opens to more tourism and foreign investment 
 

• Teaching problem solving and critical thinking – many of my mission-minded expatriate 
colleagues and I have noticed that these are not common skills in Timor 

 
• Teaching the dignity of all work. In my opinion, the government and other high-level 

decision makers in Timor are focusing too heavily on university education, whereas I think 
many young people are not up to it, plus there are not that many jobs available for 
university graduates.  Therefore, I think it’s important to teach young people the dignity of 
all work, even if society might naturally look down on some categories of occupations.  

 
• Teaching self-sufficiency and not dependency, but also teachability and humility. This is an 

important balance!  People from impoverished backgrounds should not be trained to be 
dependent on outside help, but yet should have a healthy sense of their own limitations and 
be teachable.  It would be unhealthy to be too dependent, but equally unhealthy to have an 
over-inflated sense of one’s capabilities – neither extreme will help people out of poverty. 

 

• Teaching, or at least reinforcing the necessity for pursuing training in some practical trades. I 
don't think there is much of that teaching anywhere in Timor.  I think having plumbing, 
electrical, building, and other practical jobs done well would be of great benefit to the 
country, to bring dignity to the people using daily amenities, and dignity to the people 
providing these services. Teaching a correct understanding (both scientific and theological) 
of the human relationship to the natural environment (for example, with reference to 
Laudato Si), is of utmost importance.   
 
On one hand, there is a great emphasis of “development”, which traditionally means for 
humans to live “better,” and often at the expense of the natural environment.  But on the 
other hand, as Christians who follow the Creator God, how do we live more materially 
prosperous lives without damaging God’s environment?  The secular term for that is 
‘sustainable development’. 
 

 

How can a small organisation help alleviate poverty? 
 
Teem-Wing says: “A relatively small organisation such as a church can help, but they must help 
wisely, without creating dependency.  If donors provide food handouts, then, over time, the 
recipients will learn how to wait for handouts; if donors provide a means of helping people grow 
more food, or generating more income to purchase more food, then that is likely to be helpful.   
 
Also, role models and mentors are needed, ideally people who look like them – it is easy to have 
idols of people who have done great things, but they may remain an idol rather than a role-model if 
their circumstances are too far removed from the local reality.   
 
Therefore, I think there is great value in the incarnational approach, of an outsider living as an equal, 
in solidarity with the people in sharing the ups and downs of life together, mentoring and role-
modelling, but also as an equal, and as a learner.  The outsider who knows it all, or who just comes 
with lots of money occasionally, is likely to have limited impact.”  
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Final Thoughts from Teem-Wing (with emphasis added by Michael): 
 
“Poverty is not just about the lack of money, and the solution is not just about providing money.  If it 
were just about providing money, then the problem of poverty would have been solved a long time 
ago.  I would argue (as I am sure many others would also argue) that material poverty means lack of 
real choice, which can bring poor decision-making, an inability to realistically imagine a more 
prosperous future, and many other psycho-social effects. 
 
As people who have been endowed with many resources, financial and otherwise, we have a clear 
biblical mandate to help those who do not (for reasons that are not easy to understand) have 
access to as many resources as we do.  The bible doesn’t actually tell us how exactly to help, but we 
can thank God that many people can help us discern some practical ways to implement the biblical 
mandates in the 21st century. 
 
Helping well is not easy!  Just donating money is clearly not enough, and there are no quick 
solutions.  It takes much wisdom and humility, and often much heartache and disappointment, and 
certainly a lot of time, to take the longer and harder road that are likely to produce longer-term 
benefits.”  
 

 


