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Introduction 

In December 2019, the Government of China announced the emergence of a new virus, 

SARS-CoV-2. This was confirmed by the World Health Organisation (WHO), which laid 

out strategies for the prevention and control of COVID-19, the disease caused by infection 

with SARS-CoV-2. The global response to preventing the transmission of this disease has 

included government-mandated social distancing, self-quarantine, ‘lockdown’ and limits to 

public activities.1 

In response to the pandemic, the Timor-Leste Government rapidly developed measures 

involving governmental institutions, civil society and assistance from international 

agencies. A key part of the response was the declaration of a State of Emergency after 

Timor-Leste registered its first case of COVID-19 on 21 March 2020. At the time of this 

report, Timor-Leste has recently declared its tenth (10th) State of Emergency along with 

the relevant implementation measures, and may extend the State of Emergency further to 

respond to the pandemic. 

The security agencies, particularly the National Police of Timor-Leste (PNTL), have played 

a key role in supporting the implementation of the State of Emergency, especially with 

regards to socialising the rules and prevention methods to the public. This report 

describes and analyses the actions taken by PNTL during the COVID-19 pandemic, and 

the challenges it has faced during this time. 

Methodology 

This report is the result of Fundasaun Mahein (FM) monitoring carried out since Timor-

Leste entered a State of Emergency to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic. It focuses on 

the role of PNTL in implementing rules and prevention measures, as well as police actions 

relating to maintaining public order, preventing crime and applying the law during COVID-

19. The primary research methodology adopted has been the Security Sector Discussion 

(SSD) involving informal discussions between FM researchers and other third parties to 

collect and analyse relevant materials and generate recommendations. 

PNTL’s Response to COVID-19 Pandemic 

Following the Ministry of Health’s announcement of a positive case of COVID-19 on 21 

March 2020, the Government immediately requested to the President to declare a State of 

Emergency. This was authorised by the National Parliament via Law No. 1/2020 on 27 

March and the President declared a State of Emergency via Presidential Decree No. 

29/2020 on 27 March. The following day, the Government approved Government Decree 

No. 3/2020 to give itself the legal authority to implement the State of Emergency and 

respond to the pandemic situation. 

PNTL’s mission is to defend democratic rule, guarantee citizens’ security and wellbeing, 

and protect citizens rights according to the terms established in the National Constitution 

and Laws.2 The COVID-19 pandemic represents a major threat to public security and 

                                                        
1
 World Health Organization, 2020. 

2
 N.

o
 1, Article 1 Decree Law N.

o
 9/2009, 18 February, PNTL Organic Law  
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wellbeing. According to Law No. 2/2010 on National Security, responding to major risks or 

threats comes under the Integrated National Security System (SISN) framework, of which 

PNTL is an essential component. A specialised body was created to oversee the 

operational and technical coordination of the state entities which comprise SISN, called 

the Integrated Crisis Management Centre (SIJK).  

SIJK coordinated the emergency response including personnel and installation of 

technical equipment. An additional role of SIJK has been inter-ministerial coordination to 

ensure internal security and respond to the pandemic situation. SIJK also functions as a 

situation room in emergency cases such as constitutional exceptions, according to terms 

set out in legislation regulating State of Siege and State of Emergency. The PNTL 

Commander-in-Chief takes part in the direction and plenary of SIJK.3 

Thus, PNTL’s Commander-in-Chief instructed the Municipal Commands to implement the 

State of Emergency according to the legal framework described above. FM has registered 

the following police actions during the COVID-19 pandemic:  

 

1) Socialisation of COVID-19 rules and prevention measures to communities, 

motorists and drivers of public and private transport via regular patrols by the 

Municipal Command, Special Police Unit, Maritime Police Unit, Border Patrol, 

Police Training Centre, Traffic Police and Suku Police Officers (OPS) at the 

national and municipal levels. PNTL also assisted health teams and volunteers to 

disinfect public and private transport as well as public facilities. 

2) 24-hour guarding of quarantine and isolation facilities in Dili and Municipalities, and 

assisting health workers when evacuating citizens deemed as COVID-19 positive 

to isolation centres. 

3) Establishing guard posts in areas where illegal border crossings were detected in 

Bobonaro, Covalima and Oe-cusse, and identifying citizens who illegally crossed 

the border and ensuring that they complied with COVID-19 prevention measures 

such as quarantine.  

4) Border Patrol Unit patrols at the land border to prevent illegal movement as well as 

socialisation of rules and prevention methods to communities living in border 

areas, including Bobonaro, Covalima and Oe-cusse. 

5) Coastal patrols by the Maritime Police Unit to ensure that fishermen and 

communities comply with rules and prevention measures. 

6) Guarding national and municipal roads to limit citizens’ movement and ensure 

compliance with prevention measures. 

7) Guarding national entry and exit points such as airports, ports and land border 

crossings. 

8) Proving security to government officials during community assistance programs 

such as sesta bázika (basic basket) in the capital and remote areas. 

9) In Dili, the capital city, PNTL via the Police Training Centre delivered aid to people 

identified during PNTL patrols as in need of assistance. 

                                                        
3
 Law N.

o
 2010 National Security Law and Decree-Law N.

o
 24/2020 Regulations of Integrated 

Crisis Management Centre. 
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10) PNTL’s General Medical Command team provided education about COVID-19 to 

PNTL general members, as well as Border Patrol, Maritime Police and Migration 

Service. 

At meetings of PNTL’s General Command, PNTL also carried out regular evaluations of 

their actions during the State of Emergency, including the challenges they faced on the 

ground. These evaluations aimed to review the actions taken during the State of 

Emergency to improve further actions, as well as to review PNTL’s performance in areas 

of discipline, hierarchy, chain of command and human resources.4 

In addition to the specific mission of responding to COVID-19, PNTL also continued to 

carry out its main mission and competencies as described in the PNTL Organic Law. This 

involves continuing to implement its strategy based on the philosophy of community 

policing, with the VIP doctrine (visibility, involvement and professionalism) adopted in all 

police actions related to maintaining public order and peace. 

To illustrate this, during FM’s monitoring of the pandemic situation in Dili we found that 

PNTL continues to hold its meetings of the Municipal Security Council (KSM) and 

Community Policing Council (KPK) to respond to community concerns, especially in the 

area of conflict prevention and risk. In addition, OPS (Suku Police Officers) members were 

regularly visible in Suku and public roads. 

Policing challenges and lessons in the COVID-19 situation 

As agents of law and order, PNTL faced several challenges during the COVID-19 

pandemic. PNTL’s responsibilities were also ‘doubled’, as in addition to their usual 

functions, they were charged with ensuring the implementation of COVID-19 prevention 

measures. Article 2 of Decree-Law No. 9/2009, PNTL Organic Law states that PNTL’s 

mission is to defend the rule of law, democracy, citizen security and wellbeing, and 

fundamental rights. Thus, the pandemic situation demanded that PNTL work both to 

maintain public order and tranquillity, while applying rules and prevention measures within 

communities. 

In addition, the pandemic obliged communities to adapt to the new reality which severely 

limited their activities, especially in socio-economic areas. Thus, PNTL also had to adjust 

its policing practices to ensure the new rules were followed, as indeed has occurred in 

many other countries. 

Furthermore, situations such as major threats to public health also require the adjustment 

of tasks and resources to enable police to carry out responsibilities beyond their usual 

policing function. PNTL’s still lacks a coherent policy which can orient its actions during 

the pandemic situation, as well as suffering from limited infrastructure, logistics and 

human resources. An example of this is the land border with Indonesia, a key area of 

illegal movement which has resulted in imported COVID-19 cases, but which still lacks 

adequate guard posts and logistical capacity. 

                                                        
4
 PNTL Press Release, 21 January 2021. Available here: https://www.pntl.tl/enkontru-avaliasaun-

implementasaun-ee-no-analiza-resumu-lei-nu-72020/ 

https://www.pntl.tl/enkontru-avaliasaun-implementasaun-ee-no-analiza-resumu-lei-nu-72020/
https://www.pntl.tl/enkontru-avaliasaun-implementasaun-ee-no-analiza-resumu-lei-nu-72020/
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PNTL as a ‘frontline’ agent has also been involved in socialising the rules and prevention 

measures with communities. However, some PNTL members working on the ground 

themselves do not follow the rules, either due to not fully understanding rules, or a lack of 

knowledge or availability of personal protective equipment. This has been seen when a 

person deemed COVID-19 positive is resisting being brought to quarantine in Dili, PNTL 

members supporting health teams often do not use correct PPE.5 

Another issue relates to the police’s use of force in violation of official procedures. This 

has been mentioned by the Human Rights Ombudsman (PDHJ) and Human Rights 

Defenders Network (RDDU) in their reports during the State of Emergency, which 

identified several incidences of human rights violations by PNTL members.6 

However, despite some violations and other problems, PNTLs’ actions during the State of 

Emergency show that PNTL is generally following the community policing philosophy and 

VIP doctrine. FM encourages PNTL as a whole to continue with this approach, without 

regard to OPS or a specific department, so that all PNTL members continue to follow and 

advance the community policing strategy rather than using unnecessary force. 

Looking at the current reality, the number of positive COVID-19 cases continues to 

increase, and there is already confirmed local transmission. Thus, the State of Emergency 

is likely to continue. Therefore, FM encourages PNTL to learn from its actions and its 

mistakes, including following the community policing and VIP approaches. Such a model 

of policing which promotes mutual partnership between police and communities has been 

very successful for PNTL during the pandemic situation. 

 

Recommendations 

Although imperfect, the response of PNTL members during the pandemic situation has 

shown positive signs, especially promoting dialogue rather than using unnecessary force. 

Therefore, FM recommends that PNTL continues to promote community policing and VIP 

while adjusting to the new reality of policing during the pandemic situation. 

  

                                                        
5
 RDDU Monitoring report 22 April 2020, available here: 

http://laohamutuk.org/Justice/2020/RDDURelObsEE22Abr2020te.pdf. Also RDDU Monitoring 
Report 28 April–27 May 2020. Available here: http://laohamutuk.org/Justice/2020/RDDU-
EEII28May2020te.pdf 
6
 PDHJ Monitoring Report during 1

st
 to 9

th
 State of Emergency (March 2020-February 2021). 

Available here: https://pdhj.tl/media-publications/relatoriu-no-publikasaun-sira-seluk/ 

http://laohamutuk.org/Justice/2020/RDDURelObsEE22Abr2020te.pdf
http://laohamutuk.org/Justice/2020/RDDU-EEII28May2020te.pdf
http://laohamutuk.org/Justice/2020/RDDU-EEII28May2020te.pdf
https://pdhj.tl/media-publications/relatoriu-no-publikasaun-sira-seluk/
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