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A New Venture - The Silk Road to Success.

The people of Triloka village Baucau are hard at work on one of East Timor's most innovative development projects.

On a remote mountain in a tiny village in a shed made of palm fronds, strange creatures begin to stir.

For three weeks now they have gorged themselves on mulberry leaves three times daily. Today, the relentless process of eating and growing ends. They wrap their glistening bodies in strands of pure silk and settle down for their final sleep.

Five days later the people of the village remove the silk cocoons. The cocoons are dried in an oven to kill the larva within and the silk is removed. The village women have been trained to weave the raw silk into traditional scarves, bags and purses, to be sold in the surrounding towns.

The silkworm's slow growth and ultimate transformation is the perfect metaphor for the grand venture that the people of Triloka Baucau have embarked on. This small costal district is working with a Catholic missionary and two Australian volunteers to create a new industry for East Timor.

The story begins in 1999, shortly after the referendum. When the Indonesian Army left Baucau, they left behind an army base, formerly used by their parachute unit.

Father Pat MacAnally OMI, an Irish born missionary priest from the Australian province of the Oblates of Mary Immaculate congregation while working with Catholic Relief Services, was assigned to deliver rice and corn to mountain districts. He noticed that the army base was located on fertile flat land. Before coming to East Timor, Father Pat had helped set up a successful silkworm farm in Central Java. He felt that a similar venture could provide employment and a long-term in come generation project for the people of Triloka.

The army base was also used as an ID checkpoint and an interrogation centre,' says Fr Pat. 'There was a lot of trauma associated with the place, and when people saw that something positive could come from it, they were very supportive of the idea.'

With funding from AusAid Fr Pat and the villagers began to transform the base. Teams of villagers tilled the land while carpenters built an office, dormitories and hatching sheds. Fr Pat named the project LAHO (Loron Aban Hahu Ohin, ' The Future Starts Today') I wanted to instil in the young East Timorese that to rebuild their country, they had to start now and start small,' he says.

All that was missing was a horticulturist to prepare a mulberry tree plantation to feed the silkworms. Fr Pat approached Australian Volunteers International and Kym Hall, a plant nursery manager from Adelaide, answered the challenge.

"I'd been wanting to do something that didn't have a financial objective for some,' says Kym. " I realised that my skills could be useful in community development work. At a basic level we all eat food, so someone has to grow it. Horticulture is the foundation of building a community.'

When Kym arrived at LAHO one and a half hectares of mulberry trees had been planted and more plants and silkworm eggs were arriving from Indonesia. "There was a great excitement when the first batch of eggs came through," says Kym. One hectare of mulberry trees will feed about 20,000 silkworms. Under our agreement with AusAID, we had to have seven hectares planted by the end of the year. We had to run like crazy, but we got it mostly done."

The village chiefs would nominate people to work on the farm - mostly widows or young men without skills. Workers were initially paid in rice, supplied by the World Food Program. Each worker received three kilos of rice per day, to feed his or her entire household.

As the silkworm farm progressed, Kym turned his attention to a new venture suggested for the site - a fruit tree nursery. "There was a mixed reaction to the silkworm farm - some people thought it might have been better to produce something they could eat. The fruit trees were easier to accept."

Kym obtained a funding from AusAID and the UN Food and Agriculture Organisation to purchase fruit trees from Darwin. He returned with over 25 varieties, including mangoes, starfruit, longans and citrus fruits. " I wanted as many different varieties as I could get, so that we could have superior mother stock and produce fruit the whole year round."

Kym completed his assignment in August 2001. He left LAHO with a shadehouse and arboretum for growing and propagating the mulberry and fruit crops, and a solid infrastructure to continue the business.

Cris Walsh, a botanical research scientist and experienced farmhand has taken over the assignment. Chris is working to expand the mulberry plantation and propagate the fruit trees. It's a job that requires a lot of hard labour.

The workforce at LAHO greatly decreased after the World Food Program withdrew from East Timor. "When the farm started, we had about 128 workers, "says Chris. "Now we can only afford eight people, so we had to find eight good ones!"

LLAHO has now taken the silkworm farm to the villages, with the enthusiastic support of the village chiefs. Surplus land in each village is used to cultivate mulberry trees, and the village is supplied with week-old silkworms. Local families tend the plantations and feed the silkworms. LAHO then buys the cocoons from the villagers at US$2 per kilogram.

"Each farmer produces about 20 kilos of cocoons per cycle, and there are about six cycles each year," says Chris. "As the trees develop, the number of caterpillars they can raise will increase. Eventually each farmer will earn around US$700 per year from the silkworms."

LAHO claims to eventually export silk to Australia and Europe, and also expand its fruit tree business. It's an ambitious aim for a project still in its infancy. Its success depends on tiny insects that require constant care; on tropical plants that must be pruned and nurtured. But, most of all, it depends on the active input of the people of BAUCAU, from the village chiefs to the children, working together to provide a secure future for themselves.

"It's certainly not easy," says Chris. "Every day is a task, but at the end of the day we all feel pretty good. We're not just running a farm here - we're generating an income for the people of East Timor."
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