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Introduction

The Asian Network for Free Elections (ANFREL) is the largest regional 
election observation group in Asia, headquartered in Bangkok, 
Thailand. It has observed over 70 elections and referendums across 
the region since its establishment in 1997, including in Timor-Leste in 
1999, 2001, 2007. 2012, and 2017.

Since its independence, Timor-Leste has stood out in Southeast Asia 
as a democratic country with free, fair, genuine, and well-administered 
elections. With the generous support of the Taiwan Foundation for 
Democracy and the Embassy of Canada to Indonesia and Timor-Leste, 
ANFREL was able to observe the first round of the 2022 Timor-Leste 
presidential election, the first poll to be held in the country since the 
start of the COVID-19 pandemic.

The challenge of holding elections during COVID-19 is two-fold. First 
the process needs to be revised to balance public health concerns and 
democratic imperatives, which are sometimes at odds.  Social distancing 
for instance works against the presence of observers or media at the 
polls due to capacity limits, while face masks need to be taken off at 
least for identification purposes. The second aspect, at least as critical, 
is to communicate with the electorate and ensure they trust the process, 
in exchange of which voter turnouts can be maintained or even increase 
compared with previous elections.

In this report, ANFREL will present a brief assessment of the 2022 
presidential election in Timor-Leste, which although not exhaustive 
addresses the legal framework, election administration, campaign 
period and Election Day. The reader will see that our observers thought 
highly of the performance of election management bodies and the 
contribution of many stakeholders; democracy is celebrated and strong 
in the country.
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Introduction

Once again, ANFREL extends its congratulations to the National 
Elections Commission (CNE), the Technical Secretariat for Electoral 
Administration (STAE), the national police force, election observers, 
fiscaís (candidate agents), media, voters, donors, and other stakeholders 
for their commitment to a successful election.

However, there are also areas where things could be improved. The 
enforcement of risk mitigation measures against COVID-19 was lacking 
compared with most other Asian countries, and as Timor-Leste heads 
towards parliamentary elections by 2023, it should be more consistent 
across the board. This is not to say that more restrictions should be 
placed on the campaign period and Election Day, instead a balance 
should be struck to ensure the safety of those most vulnerable. 

Online campaigning, campaign finance and the media environment are 
also areas where better regulation and enforcement would contribute to 
a more level playing field. Finally, we encourage Timor-Leste to make 
its elections more inclusive by expanding and strengthening mobile 
voting and parallel voting. Some recommendations are included in 
this report for election management bodies and other authorities to 
consider ahead of future elections.

The five international observers deployed by ANFREL observed the 
election campaign in Dili, Baucau, Manatuto, Liquica, Covalima, Ainaro, 
Manufahi and Maliana; they conducted interviews with a diversity of 
candidates, supporters, election and security officials, members of the 
media, and voters. 41 polling stations were visited on Election Day (19 
March); due to logistical constraints, ANFREL was not present in the 
country for the second round on 19 April.
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Chapter 1:
Electoral System and Political Background

After being colonized by the Portuguese until 1975 then invaded by 
Indonesia, the island country of Timor-Leste (formerly East Timor) 
reached independence in 2002 by way of a UN-backed referendum held 
in August 1999. Written according to modern standards, Timor-Leste’s 
Constitution not only establishes a semi-presidential system similar to 
those of Portugal and France but also contains aspirations for the new 
country to achieve and guarantees certain rights to its citizens.

• Electoral System

The President of Timor-Leste is elected by universal suffrage for a 
period of five years and is limited to a maximum of two terms. He or 
she is the head of state and of the armed forces and is responsible for 
promulgating laws, ratifying treaties, and numerous other legislative 
duties. The President also appoints the Prime Minister and can dissolve 
Parliament under certain conditions. In order to run for the office, 
candidates must fulfill the following criteria1:

• possess “original citizenship” (i.e., citizenship at birth);

• be at least 35 years of age;

• be in possession of their full faculties;

• present an application supported by at least 5,000 voters.

The President is elected according to a two-round majority system in 
which a run-off vote between the two frontrunners is held if none of the 
candidates receives over 50% of valid votes in the first round. France 
most famously uses this electoral system, and Timor-Leste is one of few 
Asian countries to use it along with some former Soviet Union republics 

1  Article 75 of the Constitution of Timor-Leste
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in Central Asia. Since 2002, five presidential elections have been held 
in Timor-Leste, with a political offer competitive enough that second 
rounds were needed in 2007, 2012, and 2022.

Year Number of 
candidates Person elected as President

Vote 
percentage of 

winner

2022 2 José Alexandre “Xanana” 
Gusmão

82.69%
(1st round)

2007 8 José Ramos-Horta 69.18%
(2nd round)

2021 12 José Maria Vasconcelos “Taur 
Matan Ruak”

61.23%
(2nd round)

2017 8 Francisco Guterres “Lú Olo” 57.08%
(1st round)

2022 16 José Ramos-Horta 62.10%
(2nd round)

As one can see from the number of candidates standing for the highest 
office in the land, voters were offered numerous options to choose 
from since 2007, making Timor-Leste the multi-party democracy its 
Constitution was designed to achieve. Since its independence, Timor-
Leste has consistently topped democracy rankings in Southeast Asia 
and has stood out in a region otherwise marked by military coups, 
absolute monarchies, and political dynasties.

The unicameral Parliament is composed of 65 members elected by 
proportional representation for a period of five years. The President can 
dissolve Parliament “in case of a serious institutional crisis preventing 
the formation of a government or the approval of the State Budget 
and lasting more than sixty days2”, which occurred in January 2018. 
However, a dissolution may not occur in the first or the last six months 
of the Parliament’s term.

2  Article 86(f) of the Constitution of Timor-Leste
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Chapter 1: Electoral System and Political Background

• Candidates

The issue of dissolution of the Parliament is important as Timor-Leste 
has been in a political stalemate for years between two coalitions, 
one led by the Revolutionary Front for an Independent East Timor 
(Fretilin) and the other formed around the National Congress for 
Timorese Reconstruction (CNRT), the country’s two largest political 
parties. Former President and 2022 election winner José Ramos-
Horta ran as an independent but received the support of the CNRT led 
by Xanana Gusmão, the first President of Timor-Leste and a former 
Prime Minister, on the explicit condition that he would call anticipated 
parliamentary elections if elected3.

While President Francisco Guterres, better known as Lú Olo, was 
seeking reelection under the banner of Fretilin, there was also one 
breakaway candidate within the party in the person of Major-General 
Lere Anan Timur, the former commander of the Defense Force who 
retired in order to run4. Other notable candidates included Armanda 
Berta dos Santos, a Deputy Prime Minister and the leader of the martial 
arts-affiliated KHUNTO party; Mariano “Assanami” Sabino Lopes of 
the Democratic Party (PD); Isabel da Costa Ferreira, the wife of Prime 
Minister Taur Matan Rauk, representing the People’s Liberation Party 
(PLP); and former permanent representative of Timor-Leste to the UN 
Milena Pires.

The rest of the 16 candidates in the race represented smaller political 
parties or ran as independent without enjoying widespread name 
recognition. Four women were on the ballot, the highest number ever. 
The full list of candidates is on the template ballot paper for the first 
round included below. 

3  https://www.rtp.pt/noticias/mundo/cnrt-quer-que-ramos-horta-dissolva-parlamento-timorense-se-for-eleito-
pr_n1378900

4  http://www.tatoli.tl/en/2022/01/18/lere-anan-timur-officially-submits-his-retirement-letter-to-run-for-president/
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Chapter 2:
Election Administration and COVID-19

• Election Management Bodies

Timor-Leste has two election management bodies, the Technical 
Secretariat for Election Administration (STAE) and the National 
Election Commission (CNE), with the former holding the elections 
themselves and the latter overseeing the process and addressing 
disputes as needed.

STAE is an autonomous service within and under the supervision of 
the Ministry of State Administration. It has a mission to organize, 
support and execute elections and referendums in Timor-Leste. It was 
established by a government decree in July 2003, while its statutes 
were formalized in 2007. In 2016 a revision of the statutes strengthened 
STAE’s independence by providing it with financial and patrimonial 
autonomy, on top of the technical and administrative autonomy it 
already possessed, among other revisions. Further changes were 
made in 2020 with the introduction of national directors responsible 
for certain tasks in lieu of assistants to the Director-General as was 
previously the case.

On the other hand, CNE was created by Law No. 5/2006, although 
an identically-named commission was previously established for the 
purpose of overseeing the 2004 and 2005 local elections. The law says 
in its Article 12 that “the acts of STAE related to operations of voter 
registration and of logistical and administrative nature related to 
elections and referendums shall be supervised by CNE, without prejudice 
to the dependence of the competent ministry”, thus establishing the 
primacy of the Commission over STAE. Law No. 5/2006 has since been 
revised three times, in 2011, 2016, and 2021.
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An ANFREL observer watches the 
dispatch of election materials in Suai.
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Chapter 2: Election Administration and COVID-19

Since 2016, CNE is composed of seven members, appointed as follows5:

• One nominated by the President of the Republic;

• Three nominated by the national Parliament, including at 
least one woman;

• One nominated by the Government;

• One judicial magistrate, elected by their peers;

• One magistrate of the Ministry of Justice, elected by their 
peers.

Their terms last five years and commissioners can be in the CNE 
for no more than two terms. They cannot be removed from office; 
however, they automatically lose their position if they fail to attend two 
consecutive meetings or five non-consecutive meetings in a period of 12 
months without a justification accepted by the CNE President, who is 
chosen by the commissioners among themselves. The Director-General 
of STAE participates in CNE meetings but does not have a vote.

This system of dual election bodies stems from Article 65(6) of the 
Constitution of Timor-Leste, which reads “the supervision of voters’ 
registration and electoral acts shall be incumbent upon an independent 
organ, whose competences, composition, organization, and functioning 
shall be established by law.” This implies indeed that the organ compiling 
the voter lists must be distinct from the one exercising oversight. 

A third organ, the Court of Appeals (Tribunal de Recurso in 
Portuguese) takes part in electoral processes as it rules for instance 
on matters of political party registration, candidate eligibility, and 
validation of election results. Although according to the Constitution 
these responsibilities are to be borne by the Supreme Court of Justice, 
Timor-Leste has yet to establish the Supreme Court due to insufficient 
national capacity. Therefore, the Court of Appeals exerts the duties of 
the Supreme Court throughout this now decades-long transition period. 

5  http://www.mj.gov.tl/jornal/public/docs/2016/serie_1/SERIE_I_NO_22.pdf
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The announcement of election dates is also done by the President of the 
Republic independently of the election management bodies.

The legal framework for elections in Timor-Leste also includes Laws 
No. 6/2006 on parliamentary elections, revised a fourth time in May 
2017, and No. 7/2006 on presidential elections, revised six times 
as of July 2021, and a series of government decrees published on 10 
January 20226. The latest revision of Law No. 7/2006 brought several 
improvements such as the creation of parallel voting centers for voters 
out of their constituency, the clarification of working hours for polling 
stations and polling centers respectively, as well as the introduction of 
the role of “electoral monitor” in addition to observers who were already 
recognized in the law, and so on7.

• Technical Support

Timor-Leste faces challenges both old and new in holding its elections. 
First of all, its landscape is mountainous and good roads are limited, 
meaning that logistical challenges are considerable despite the small 
size of the country. Communication infrastructure is also poor, with 
some of the slowest Internet speeds in the world, and the country’s 
relative geographic isolation means that necessary goods are more 
expensive. In addition, financial resources are scarce and needs are 
great as Timor-Leste ranks 141st on the Human Development Index8 
and many continue to live in poverty. This explains why most of the 
state’s programs remain heavily dependent on foreign aid, including 
the holding of elections.

There are also new factors affecting elections such as the increase in 
hate speech and disinformation brought by increasing connectivity 
and social media usage. However, the latest and greatest challenge in 

6  http://www.mj.gov.tl/jornal/public/docs/2022/serie_1/SERIE_I_NO_2_A.pdf

7  http://www.mj.gov.tl/jornal/public/docs/2021/serie_1/SERIE_I_NO_29.pdf

8  https://hdr.undp.org/en/indicators/137506
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the organization of the 2022 presidential election was addressing the 
ongoing COVID-19 pandemic in order to ensure safe voting for all.

In light of these factors, the government of Japan donated USD4 
million through the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 
to support the 2022 presidential election9. This is part of a long-running 
commitment from Japan to support democracy in Timor-Leste, as the 
country has assisted every national election since independence. The 
funds were destined to build new offices for CNE in the municipalities 
of Viqueque, Suai, and Manatuto, rehabilitate the main office of STAE 
in Dili, as well as election materials, logistics, and other related support. 
Additional funding came from the government of Timor-Leste and 
UNDP for a total of USD4.9 million.

In turn, UNDP devised a program called CORE-TL (for “COVID-
Resilient Elections in Timor-Leste”) “[aimed] to support the country 
in conducting COVID-resilient, informed, and inclusive elections at the 
national and municipal levels”.10 Besides building new EMB offices as 
mentioned above, CORE-TL conducted the following activities ahead 
of the election:

• Prepared a baseline assessment with International IDEA for a 
COVID-resilient presidential election11;

• Developed handbooks for polling station presidents and 
secretaries;

• Procured 405,800 face masks, 6,000 hand sanitizers, 660 sets 
of PPE, 60 gallons of disinfectant, 30 pump machines, 1,600 
thermometers and 2,900 pairs of gloves;

• Procured 12,600 bottles of indelible ink;

9  http://www.tatoli.tl/en/2021/12/22/japan-donates-4-million-to-support-stae-and-cne-preparations-for-upcoming-
elections/

10  https://www.undp.org/timor-leste/projects/covid-resilient-elections-timo-leste-core-tl

11  https://www.idea.int/news-media/news/baseline-discussion-unpacking-recommendations-covid-resilient-
presidential
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• Developed journalism reporting guidelines and conducted 
training for journalists;

• Produced voter education materials and conducted the 
program “Joven Vota” for inciting youth to the polls; 

• Conducted a Braille literacy training program for 120 people 
with visual impairments and UN Women-UNDP training for 
300 women participants;

• Developed the CNE website to present essential information12.

Other countries, such as Portugal, Australia, and the United States, 
have supported the conduct of elections in Timor-Leste and the 
strengthening of the country’s EMBs in the past.

• COVID-19 Risk Mitigation

The baseline assessment prepared by International IDEA was a 
document listing possible steps that Timor-Leste could take in order to 
provide voters, polling staff, and other stakeholders with a safe election 
environment in the backdrop of the COVID-19 pandemic. Indeed, the 
2022 presidential election was the first poll to be held in Timor-Leste 
since the beginning of the pandemic, while most other Asian countries 
had already conducted at least one electoral process. 

The assessment offered many recommendations for CNE and STAE 
to consider ahead of the polls, such as basic measures like face 
mask-wearing, social distancing, and sanitization, which have been 
implemented in most other Asian countries, as well as much more 
detailed suggestions. For instance, the authors recommended that a 
consultative and inclusive process would be conducted to discuss which 
restrictions, if any, to place on the campaign period. Some legal reforms 
were also suggested, as well as considerations on longer polling hours, 
multi-day polling, and advanced online or in-person voting, among 
others.

12  https://www.cne.tl/en/eleicoes/. The website is largely empty, however.
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However, in the end, the election management bodies of Timor-Leste 
dismissed most of the recommendations contained in the report and 
instead went for a much more circumspect approach, which was 
comprised primarily of the following measures:

• As much as possible, polling stations were to be set up in well-
ventilated areas.

• All polling staff, fiscaís (candidate agents), election observers, 
and monitors were required to be fully vaccinated against 
COVID-19. Media professionals had to either be fully 
vaccinated or show a negative test result at most five days old 
on Election Day.

• All polling staff, voters, fiscaís, observers, and monitors were 
supposed to wear both a face mask and disposable gloves at all 
times.

• Everyone had to sanitize their hands prior to entering a 
polling station.

• Social distancing of at least one meter was to be enforced in 
polling stations.

• Temperature checks were to be conducted at the entrance 
of polling stations. Voters who displayed a fever would be 
transferred to isolation centers set up in each municipality for 
them to vote.

• The number of polling stations was increased by more than 
50% to limit overcrowding, from 944 in the 2017 presidential 
election to 1,500 in 2022.

• Parallel voting stations were set up in Dili to allow voters not 
to travel home for the election.
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While the measures listed above are consistent with what most countries 
in Asia have put into place throughout the pandemic and were a positive 
step, Timor-Leste’s COVID-19 risk mitigation strategy was lacking in 
three critical areas:

• The first was the inconsistent enforcement of applicable 
measures, as will be discussed in greater detail in the chapter 
on Election Day below.

• The second was the lack of any restrictions placed on the 
campaign period. While the election campaign is known to 
be the most dangerous part of the process with regard to 
COVID-19, due to candidates and supporters meeting people 
in numerous cities and large campaign events taking place13, 
Timor-Leste did not implement any restrictions, not even a 
face mask mandate or social distancing guidelines.

• Finally, there is a lack of widespread testing for COVID-19 in 
Timor-Leste, as most of the testing for this country of over 
1.3 million is done in one location, the National Laboratory 
in Dili. While there might be other testing facilities elsewhere 
in the country, none of the ANFREL observers or the persons 
interviewed were able to identify one of them, evidencing a 
lack of access to testing for most of the population. Rapid 
antigen testing was also not widely available. In consequence, 
the extent to which the virus was spreading in the country 
prior to the 2022 presidential election was unknown.

• Voter Registration

The voting age in Timor-Leste is 17 and registration is compulsory. 
According to the United Nations, the median age in Timor-Leste was 
just 20.8 years old in 2020, meaning that the country has a very large 

13  See for instance the “super-spreader” elections in the Malaysian state of Sabah, https://www.straitstimes.com/
asia/se-asia/stricter-campaigning-restrictions-in-sabah-as-covid-19-outbreak-worsens-ahead-of-state or the Indian 
state of West Bengal, https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20210515-indian-state-orders-lockdown-after-super-
spreader-election
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number of first-time voters as the youth come of age. As displayed 
below, the voter list grew by more than 15% in the number of voters 
between the 2017 and 2022 presidential elections.

Total registered 
voters

Female voters 
in %

Male voters 
in %

2017 presidential 
election 743,150 48.30% 51.70%

2022 presidential 
election 859,613 48.14% 51.86%

The voter list was updated for a period of six months starting in July 
2021 by STAE with the cooperation of village heads and other local 
leaders who identified youth who turned and voters deceased since 
the last elections14. Voter registration teams were also deployed to 
Australia, South Korea, England, Portugal, and other countries where 
polling stations would be set up for the large East Timorese diaspora 
residing there. However, Timor-Leste cannot arrange polling stations in 
Indonesia, where many of their citizens live, due to a lack of cooperation 
from the local government.

From 18 February to 3 March 2022, STAE conducted registration for 
voters desiring to cast their ballots at the three parallel voting centers 
set up in Dili. This is the first time that out-of-constituency voting for 
offered to East Timorese voters, a measure that first appeared due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic but that would be welcome in any elections 
going forward.

The parallel voting centers were designed for voters living in Dili but 
registered in their home municipality. However, this mechanism was 
only offered in Dili, the capital and largest population center, whereas 
internal mobility is common across the country. For instance, ANFREL 
met students in Baucau that would have to travel as far as Suai or 

14  http://www.tatoli.tl/en/2021/07/01/mae-stae-must-cooperate-with-local-leaders-on-electoral-database-update/
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Oecussi and expressed a desire to benefit from a similar mechanism in 
the future.

To be eligible for parallel voting, civil servants needed to show a letter 
from their director and their request must have been forwarded by the 
Civil Service Commission to STAE; similarly, patients in Dili hospitals 
had to contact the Ministry of Health, and students needed support 
from their school board and the Ministry of Higher Education, Science 
and Culture15. Unfortunately, this complex process meant that some 
voters were discouraged from applying, while others who claimed to 
have properly registered found themselves disenfranchised when their 
names did not appear on the voter list on Election Day16.

STAE staff count ballot papers in Maliana on 13 March.

15  http://www.tatoli.tl/en/2022/02/18/stae-starts-today-voter-registration-for-parallel-polling-centers-in-dili/

16  See chapter 4 on Election Day
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Template ballot paper for the first round of the 2022 presidential election.
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A delegation from ANFREL met with the National Elections Commission (CNE) 
on 12 March.

A voter education poster in Dili.
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ANFREL observers with the STAE director for Bobonaro.

Election Day preparations in Baucau on 13 March.
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STAE staff dispatch election material in Baucau on 18 March.

STAE staff dispatch election material in Baucau on 18 March.
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Chapter 3:
Campaign Period

The campaign period in Timor-Leste is quite short, lasting only two 
weeks. For this election, candidates were able to organize campaign 
events from 2 to 16 March 2022, although informal campaigning took 
place before, for instance online. Campaigning was prohibited on 17 
and 18 March, during a two-day silence period.

Candidates were invited by CNE to sign a pact for national unity and 
peaceful elections. All 16 candidates agreed to sign the pact and all but 
four were present in person at a signing ceremony on 28 February17.

ANFREL found the campaign to be overall vibrant and participatory. 
Rallies in Dili for the four biggest candidates would easily gather 
thousands of people, while campaign events for smaller candidates 
or in other cities would have smaller crowds of a few dozen to several 
hundred supporters. In rural settings, door-to-door campaigning 
and mini-campaign rallies at the village level are the main methods 
for candidates to reach out to voters. ANFREL also observed that the 
distribution of food and beverages during such campaign events in 
villages was commonplace.

The mood was usually celebratory, and election campaigns in Timor-
Leste are colorful affairs, with flags, t-shirts, body paint, bright vehicles, 
and various other paraphernalia. Youth were present in large numbers, 
especially in the campaign rallies of Amanda Berta dos Santos, whose 
KHUNTO party is affiliated with many martial arts groups, very popular 
outlets for young men.

Since there were no restrictions placed on the campaign because of 
COVID-19, campaign events were not using social distancing in any 

17  http://www.tatoli.tl/en/2022/02/28/the-candidates-of-president-of-the-republic-have-been-signed-the-national-
pact-unity/
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Young supporters of President Lú Olo 
attend a rally in Dili on 14 March.
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way, and no face masks were worn by any of the candidates or their 
supporters. As a result, the campaign looks very different from most 
that took place across Asia since April 2020 and could have contributed 
to the spread of the virus among the population18. None of the persons 
attending rallies interviewed by ANFREL said they were worried about 
COVID-19, but many seemed to echo the sentiment that the virus either 
“[did] not exist” or was “political”, raising a larger concern about civic 
education.

A debate between all the candidates was held on 15 March and was 
widely watched. Questions were asked in both Tetum and Portuguese. 
Some candidates however contested the choice of the private television 
network GMN instead of its public competitor RTTL19. RTTL also 
provided free airtime to all 16 candidates contesting the election during 
the campaign. The debate was also criticized because the moderator 
was perceived as biased and did not provide equal amounts of time to 
all candidates.

• Campaign Finance

The scale of some events, comprising long motorcades or large scenes 
crowded with entertainers, also begs the question of campaign finance 
in a country with an electorate of fewer than 900,000 people. Many 
of the stakeholders interviewed by ANFREL expressed the view that 
candidates were spending large amounts of money for their campaigns 
without a need to report their expenses, therefore contributing to an 
uneven playing field and increasing the risk of vote-buying.

While the Law on Political Parties establishes possible and prohibited 
sources of funding for parties, these regulations do not apply to 
presidential candidates running as independent. Furthermore, there 

18  As previously mentioned, testing data is however insufficient to either establish or disprove that the campaign 
for the 2022 presidential election was a super-spreader event.

19  For instance https://observador.pt/2022/03/07/campanha-de-lu-olo-protesta-por-escolha-de-tv-privada-para-
debate/
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are no ceilings either on the amount of money candidates can raise 
or on the money they can spend, meaning that the playing field for 
presidential elections is a free-for-all with little to no oversight on 
campaign finance.

Vote-buying is punished by the law but this lack of transparency and 
accountability cannot effectively discourage candidates from taking 
part in it. Campaign finance regulations should urgently be passed 
in order to curtail the influence of money on politics and establish 
reporting requirements for candidates.

• Election Violence

Timor-Leste has a history of election violence, mostly in the years 
following independence but the latest general election in 2018 was 
also afflicted with several clashes between supporters taking place.20 
The 2022 presidential election was largely peaceful; however, a few 
incidents of violence or intimidation again were reported.

The most important incident occurred on 12 March in Baucau, where a 
clash among supporters in a Fretilin campaign rally left one dead and one 
injured. The altercation occurred between rival gangs of martial artists 
present at the event who, according to Baucau’s police commissioner, 
had previously fought each other. Because the incident occurred at a 
campaign event but was not provoked by political motives, the head of 
the CNE in Baucau municipality told ANFREL he did not consider the 
incident as election violence; the police force of Timor-Leste (PNTL) 
did, however.

A few cases of rocks being thrown between supporters were also 
reported. However, as a whole the campaign was peaceful and police 
remained vigilant to defuse situations as they arose. 

20  https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/timor-leste-gears-up-for-election-after-violence-hit-campaign
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While there were no casualties during the 2017 presidential and 
parliamentary elections and one in 2022, the rise of martial arts groups 
across the country represents a challenge for upcoming elections. 
Indeed, these groups are increasingly violent in the public space as 
they sometimes break out in massive street fights. It is a phenomenon 
peculiar to Timor-Leste that has several root causes, including the high 
rate of unemployment for youth.

Nevertheless, election management bodies and the police force may 
consider implementing early-warning systems against election violence 
to prevent an increase in disturbances moving forward, as well as 
preparing a special plan for dealing with martial arts groups within 
their security protocols.

• Media landscape 

Freedom of press and freedom of expression are guaranteed in Timor-
Leste under the Constitution’s articles 40 and 4121. Timor-Leste ranks 
17 out of 180 countries in the World Press Freedom Index in 2022, a 
significant rise from 71 in 202122. 

No journalist has been jailed for their work. Two journalists were 
sued, convicted and fined for their reports about corruption by a state 
prosecutor in 2013 and in 2015, there were four cases of beatings of 
journalists by police officers who were not satisfied with their reporting23.

In recent years, television has overtaken radio as the leading source of 
information.24 RTTL (Radio Television Timor Leste) is the only public 
radio and TV broadcaster alongside the private TV network of GMA. 
Only a few daily and weekly newspapers are available with a very 
limited circulation concentrated in Dili.

21  https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/East_Timor_2002.pdf?lang=en

22  https://rsf.org/en/country/timor-leste

23  https://ifex.org/media-freedom-and-regulation-in-timor-leste/

24  https:/asiafoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/Timor-Leste_2022-Tatoli-Public-Perception-Survey.pdf
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Radio is the most popular mode of the information in the country as 
television and newspapers have not penetrated the population outside 
of the capital Dili. Only a few daily and weekly newspapers are available 
with a very limited circulation concentrated in Dili. RTTL (Radio 
Television Timor Leste) is the only public radio and TV broadcaster 
alongside the private TV network of GMA.

More than 16 community radio stations25 across the country serve as 
one of the most important sources of information. Over 68% of the 
population lives in rural settings and relies on those stations to get 
information about the electoral process while the youth tends to use 
social media more. Community radio stations also have conducted talk 
shows with election officials as part of their voter education efforts but 
the media reported that lack of resources and of manpower remains the 
main challenge to conducting more sophisticated election reporting. 

Around 0.6 million people out of the population of 1.3 million have 
access to the internet, with over 400,000 people using social media. 
Despite the use of social media in the country being at an all-time high, 
engagement on the social media during the election campaign remains 
low across the country. Facebook was the main social media platform 
that had election-related discussions. Most presidential candidates 
also had their social media accounts not utilized for campaigning, a 
difference compared with most recent elections conducted in Asia.

Election laws have no regulations on social media campaigns whatsoever 
and election management bodies have not issued guidelines on the  
matter. Considering recent trends in social media use for election 
campaigning and the increasing use of social media in the country, 
ANFREL recommends for the election management bodies to  consider 
that aspect also in future elections. 

25  https://www.tatoli.tl/en/2021/08/23/secoms-organizes-a-one-day-national-workshop-on-digital-radio-
broadcasting/
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Supporters of KHUNTO’s candidate Amanda Berta dos Santos parade in Maliana on 12 
March.

Supporters of President Francisco Guterres Lú Olo pose in traditional dress in Dili on 14 

March.
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A volunteer accompanies presidential candidate Milena Pires (background right) on the 
campaign trail in Laclubar on 13 March.

A campaign rally of Lere Anan Timur in Dili on 15 March.
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KHUNTO supporters apply body paint before a rally in Dili on 16 March.

Campaign rally of Virgílio da Silva Guterres in Dili on 16 March.
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Supporters of José Ramos-Horta at a rally in Liquica on 14 March.

A template ballot paper uploaded to José Ramos-Horta’s official Facebook page. If 
voters followed it, it would have resulted in an invalid ballot.
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Supporters of Amanda Berta dos Santos gather in Dili on 16 March.

Supporters of Amanda Berta dos Santos gather in Dili on 16 March.
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A voter shows her inked finger 
after exiting her polling station.
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On Election Day, 19 March, ANFREL’s international observers visited 
a total of 41 polling stations in the municipalities of Ainaro, Baucau, 
Covalima, and Dili. Turnout was high, with queues forming early in the 
day and voters eager to cast their ballots. Voting hours were from 7 AM 
to 3 PM.

The polling process was found to be transparent, participatory, and well-
managed. Polling staff from STAE was well-trained and demonstrated 
a good knowledge of their duties. The presence of fiscaís (candidate 
agents) in most polling stations and election observers in some ensured 
the openness of the proceedings, in addition to the supervisors deployed 
by CNE. Voters were nonetheless able to cast their ballots in full privacy 
except in one instance where fiscaís were invited to watch the ballot 
of voters with disabilities being cast by their family member, which 
obviously should not have been the case.

OIPAS, a Catholic Church-backed group, had deployed the most 
domestic election observers at 1,300 and was present in many of the 
polling stations visited by ANFREL. The disabled people’s organization 
RHTO also sent domestic observers to some of the 1,200 voting centers, 
while Fretilin and CNRT, the country’s two main political parties, 
had fiscaís in virtually every polling station. Were also present some 
international observers from the European Union (EU), the Community 
of Portuguese Language Countries (CPLP) and embassies, as well as 
ANFREL.

The counting of ballots was also found to be reliable and transparent, 
although undue delays occurred in some locations. At a voting center in 
Baucau for instance, the first ballots were counted at 7:40 PM, almost 
five hours after the polls were closed, because of disorganization.
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The tabulation of votes at the municipal and national levels was perhaps 
the most transparent of any country in Southeast Asia, as the progress 
could be watched in real time on television or on a dedicated website.

The rate of invalid ballots was also low at 1.26% which indicates high 
voter awareness of the ballot casting process although this can no doubt 
be improved further.

Only 30% of the polling stations visited by ANFREL were accessible to 
wheelchair-bound voters, highlighting the need for greater accessibility 
to schools. We understand however that it is primarily a matter of 
resources. However, some polling stations were installed on the upper 
floors even though rooms downstairs were available, which goes against 
best practices for accessibility. When differently-abled or elderly voters 
required assistance, 

• COVID-19 Measures

Unfortunately, attention to detail and enforcement of applicable rules 
did not extend to risk mitigation measures against COVID-19. In the 
vast majority of polling stations visited staff did not follow all of the 
steps instructed by STAE.

Disposable gloves and thermometers for instance were often missing 
or not being used; as a consequence, no temperature checks were 
conducted in most polling stations. The procedure for voters who 
displayed a fever was to take them to an isolation voting center in the 
municipality where they could vote; the impracticality of this measure 
is surely to blame at least in part for the lack of enforcement.

Social distancing was also usually poor and the wearing of face 
masks was also very inconsistent, with many voters in some polling 
stations showing up without one and not being provided with one. 
Polling staff and fiscaís were also commonly without masks. Of all the 
measures that were taken to combat the spread of the airborne virus, 
face mask wearing was the single most effective one that should have 
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been prioritized over the rest. It is therefore regrettable that it was not 
enforced across the board, and may have discouraged voters who are 
at risk to stay at home.

• Parallel and Mobile Voting

Special voting procedures took place at the following locations for 
voters with particular needs:

• mobile voting at hospitals in Dili, Baucau, and Suai;

• mobile voting at prisons in Dili, Ermera, and Suai;

• parallel voting at three centers in Dili.

ANFREL was able to observe parallel voting in Dili as well as mobile 
voting at the Baucau hospital and the Suai prison. In Suai, the voting 
inside the prison went smoothly also there was confusion about the 
number of registered voters, with the head of the prison and the director 
of STAE Covalima having different numbers on their lists.

In Dili, ANFREL observers met numerous voters who thought they 
would be able to vote at the parallel voting centers but were unaware 
they needed to register in advance, demonstrating the confusing 
communication around the process. Worse, other voters who had 
registered left without being able to vote because their names were not 
on the voter list. It was too late for those to go back to their hometowns; 
some filed complaints with STAE about being forcefully disenfranchised.

At the hospitals in Suai and Baucau, the picture was even worse as the 
voter lists were compiled over two weeks prior to Election Day and 
patients who had registered at the time had either returned home or in 
some cases were deceased. Around 50 patients and their families were 
disenfranchised in Suai and about 200 in Baucau. The hospital director 
in Baucau ended up having to give an explanation to media about what 
happened that disenfranchised these patients and asking for an update 
in the law so that this does not happen again in the future.
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While we commend the introduction of out-of-constituency voting 
mechanisms, we recommend that they be strengthened and expanded 
to the whole country ahead of upcoming elections, along with ample 
information for voters on how to use them. There should be robust 
regulations and resilient technical arrangements to balance facilitating 
participation and preventing issues that may affect the integrity of the 
voting process.

Ideally mobile and parallel voting would benefit all voters in a situation 
of inconvenience, need or vulnerability. There is a safe house in Suai for 
victims of domestic and sexual abuse. As long as the law is not changed, 
these victims cannot vote unless they go home, which in their situation 
would place them at risk.

ANFREL is sure that Timor-Leste is able to provide all voters who 
need it a means to cast their ballots outside of their hometown; while 
it may be challenging, it will go a long way in making democracy more 
inclusive and more accessible while not affecting the integrity of the 
polls if done with sufficient safeguards.
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1st Round

• Voter Turnout

• Map of the winner 
by municipality:

• Results by candidate:

José Ramos-Horta

Francisco Guterres Lú Olo

Lere Anan Timur
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Voters queue at the opening of the polls in Baucau.

A polling station in Covalima municipality.
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A voter casts her ballot in Suai.

Presidential aspirant and former priest Martinho Gusmão gets his finger inked upon 
exiting his polling station in Baucau.
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Prisoners wait for their turn to vote at the Suai prison.

Ballots are being counted in Dili in the presence of fiscaís and observers.
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Unused ballot papers are stamped prior to being discarded to prevent confusion.

Accessibility in polling stations (here in Baucau) could be greatly improved.
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STAE staff bring the mobile ballot box to Baucau hospital.

The Baucau hospital director gives an impromptu press conference to explain why 

dozens of patients were disenfranchised.
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A health worker casts her ballot at Baucau hospital.

Polling staff count ballots in Baucau.
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• Second round

After the first round was held, it took a few days for the results to be 
consolidated nationwide. The Court of Appeals confirm the results 
and announced on 29 March the two candidates for the second round: 
incumbent President Francisco Guterres Lú Olo and former President 
José Ramos-Horta.

Another televised debate was held on 13 April with a different moderator 
and on the public channel RTTL, and the second round took place on 
19 April.

• Post-election

On 20 April, the day after the second round was held, incumbent 
President Francisco Guterres Lú Olo conceded to José Ramos-Horta, 
whom he trailed by more than 17% as two-thirds of the ballots had 
been tabulated. Speaking to the Portuguese news agency Lusa, Lú Olo 
declared: “It’s the people’s decision and I’ve always said that losing or 
winning doesn’t matter, it’s part of democracy.”26

The Court of Appeals confirmed the final results of the second round 
and the victory of José Ramos-Horta on 29 April after seeing no 
irregularities in the tally27. The new (and former) President was then 
sworn in on 20 May.

26  https://portocanal.sapo.pt/noticia/297113

27  http://tatoli.tl/pt/2022/04/29/tribunal-de-recurso-valida-ramos-horta-como-presidente-da-republica/
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Just days before the new president’s inauguration, Timor-Leste 
Parliament passed a bill that lays down penalties for presidents who 
would work against the Constitution and establishes responsibilities for 
the office holders28. The bill was passed in record time by the Fretilin, 
KHUNTO, and PLP parties which had supported the re-election bid of 
outgoing president Francisco Guterres Lú Olo. It is obviously designed 
to discourage the new president to call for anticipated elections as he 
committed to do during the campaign to obtain Xanana Gusmão’s 
support.

After his election, however, José Ramos-Horta had ruled out an 
immediate dissolution of Parliament and instead emphasized the need 
for dialogue to get out of the current political crisis in the country.29

28  https://www.ucanews.com/news/timor-leste-passes-bill-to-protect-constitution/97291

29  https://www.dn.pt/internacional/ramos-horta-afasta-dissolucao-do-parlamento-ou-queda-do-governo-14808756.
html
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2nd Round

• Voter Turnout

• Map of the winner 
by municipality:

• Results by candidate:

José Ramos-Horta

Francisco Guterres Lú Olo
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Recommendations

In light of the findings presented above, ANFREL wishes to present a 
series of practical recommendations in order to improve further the 
quality and inclusiveness of elections held in Timor-Leste.

We offer the following suggestions for the consideration of STAE and 
CNE as well as political leaders to act upon if they so wish:

1. To strengthen and expand parallel voting and mobile voting 
mechanisms; ideally, every voter who needs it should be 
provided with an option to vote other than in their hometown 
on Election Day. Special attention should be given to hospital 
patients and other vulnerable persons, while the registration 
process should be straightforward and clearly communicated.

2. To expand out-of-country voting to allow more overseas East 
Timorese citizens to take part in the affairs of their nation. In 
2022, nine overseas voting locations in four countries were set 
up; more could be established, for instance through Timor-
Leste’s diplomatic representations.

3. To create a comprehensive legal framework on campaign 
finance, an area which is all but ignored by current election 
laws. Among others, a spending limit and mandatory 
reporting requirements would help level the playing field and 
estimate how much money is spent by candidates.

4. To continue improving accessibility in polling stations for 
persons with disabilities.

5. When holding elections under COVID-19 or another public 
health crisis, applicable restrictions that were decided because 
they are necessary to safeguard voters and polling staff should 
be followed through with proper implementation. ANFREL 
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also recommends having fewer key restrictions that are 
enforced rather than many that are ignored.

6. To devise an early warning system against election violence 
and engage with martial arts groups to ensure peaceful 
election campaigns and post-election times in the future.

7. To create guidelines on the use of social media for 
campaigning and monitor the activities of candidates and 
supporters on these platforms. Coordinating with social 
media companies is also very important to remove hateful, 
inflammatory, and other harmful messages within the best 
delays.
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