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OAN KIAK TRUST 2003-2004

The Oan Kiak Trust was set up with the express purpose of attempting to give orphans in Timor some education. It came about because of a situation that Tom Nisbet and I found on our first and second visits to Timor 1990-1992 when it became apparent that thousands of orphans in Timor were not getting education.

The Trust was set up with seeding money obtained from the sale of CDs that members of the Australian and Irish Rock industry donated their name, time and songs to, together with a major bequest from Colin Doig. From 1992 Col actively involved himself with the setting up of the Trust providing encouragement and advice. The money is invested in Australia and since 1994 the scholarships have been funded from the annual interest earned. 

After the ballot in 1999 the situation in Timor was such that the Trust was unable to operate for two years, apart from bringing back to Timor in year 2000, some 55 orphans that had been sent to the island of Flores by well meaning Indonesians. 

When the Trust began operations again in 2002 out of the 153 scholarship holders we had in 1998 we could only find 30.

For the year 2003-2004 there were 220 orphans sponsored; 69 at Primary School, 68 Junior High School, 55 at Senior High School and 28 young girls, said to be orphans, at Maun Alin iha Kristu (an orphanage set up at Dare run by a Timorese Nun). Of this number 180 scholarships were renewed and 40 were cancelled.

Reasons for cancellation varied from 8 students who had completed High School; 2 girls married; 2 left school, but one of these has been reinstated. This lass had left school because of pregnancy (raped by a relative). She lost the baby and wished to recommence her studies.

There was serious doubt that the 28 Oan Kiak orphans from Maun Ain iha Kristu met the selection criteria and the director was not keeping up her end of the contract. The decision to discontinue them all is currently under review. 

There are 54 orphans currently on our waiting list, but this increases with every week that passes. There is estimated to be over 20,000 orphans in Timor so what we are doing is a mere drop in the ocean.

We have been unable to obtain tax deductibility from the Australian authorities, so we rely almost entirely on the Trust fund set up with the monies from Col Doig and the Australian Rock industry. The income we derive from these investments varies from year to year. We operate on a financial return of AUS$14,000 per annum and when our investments return a larger amount than this (as happened this year) we send the excess to Timor and this is used to help orphans, who are not scholarship holders, with education expenses. (A typical example of this is that we provided exercise books for 50 orphans at one of the rural primary schools in the District of Dili that are not being helped by anyone.) Because it is Oan Kiak Trust policy to continue to support a child once a scholarship has been awarded until the end of their school life, we have to be careful how many orphans we award actual scholarships to because in the lean years we may not have enough. Our scholarship holders are all over Timor. These include the districts of Dili, Aileu, Ermera, Same, Suai, Lauten, Baucau, Viqueque, and since June of this year we have added 15 kids in Oecusse.

The Oan Kiak Trust (Oan Kiak means literally poor child and translates as orphan) is very small compared to the big outfits like World Vision etc. We don’t have the infrastructure to allocate individual orphans to a donor because we keep administrative costs down. The only administrative costs we have are for petrol and parts for a vehicle used to get our staff to the various districts, and some minor stationary costs in Timor (this year approximately $700 of our budget of $19,000).

In Timor Oan Kiak Trust affairs are managed by the East Timor Development Agency (ETDA), which is a Timorese NGO that is involved in training people to give them the types of skills that allow them to find work eg. clerical skills, computer training, English lessons etc. There are several advantages to this arrangement for the Trust. The director of ETDA is a Trust member (there are five, three in Timor and two in Australia) and has been involved with the Oan Kiak Trust since its inception. She was previously living in Australia and went back after the ballot and her mother is a voluntary, but very active member of our support staff in Timor. The Trust is able to benefit from a fully functional organisation, with its own premises, personnel, and one that has proven, very good, accountability procedures (hard to find in Timor!)

We have three paid Timorese on staff (their salaries paid for by an Australian building developer, Colin McFarlane, who has a Trust that funds employment for Timorese working in worthwhile projects. Their salaries do not come out of our education scholarship budget). These three people, plus the voluntary worker, are responsible for the welfare of the orphans on scholarship. They play the part of mentors as well as handling all the financial arrangements and contract arrangements between the Trust and the schools. They purchase the books and in some cases, shoes or uniforms if needed in the case of children who are either at junior or senior high schools where uniforms are compulsory. They visit the orphans at their respective schools four times a year. They meet with the orphans, check the school results, liase with the teaching staff, pay the school fees direct to the school, meet the person who is responsible for the orphan and deal with any issues that arise.

It is our policy to award scholarships to children who are in primary school and then follow them through to the end of their high school year. Of course there is an attrition rate, some of the girls marry, or get pregnant and occasionally the extended family that is caring for the child will take the view that education is a waste, since there are no jobs for them anyway and insist on the child (usually boys) work on the subsistence plots after they finish primary school. 

We operate on the basis that we (the Trust) enter into a contract with the child and we also have a separate contract between the Trust and the school. The deal with the children is that they attend school and they do the best they can – meaning that their marks are not important as long as they attend school and the school reports the child is doing the best that can be expected of them. The contract with the school is that the teachers give the Trust brief reports on each child – marks, attendance, report on the child’s progress and call in our people if the child needs a mentor, or help for any reason. We are the only organisation, as far as we know, sponsoring scholarships for orphans that doesn’t take into consideration the child’s marks to keep the sponsorship going. Our view is that the `smart’ kids will always manage but the `triers' are the one’s to be encouraged. The results show that most of the orphans are well above average students.

It costs approximately US$30 a year at a government primary school for fees and exercise books, much more at a Catholic High School. The fees for Junior and Senior High schools are higher, around US$50-80 depending on the school. Very occasionally we get reports that the `home’ situation of a child is exceptionally `poor’ and the child is so bright that the school teaching staff suggests boarding school. When this occurs (only twice so far) our attitude is to make the finances available and this means going from US$30 per annum to $160 per annum.

I might be kidding myself, but I feel Col would be very gratified at how well this project is functioning. 

Patsy Thatcher.
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