Newsletter July 2026

Palmira’s Journey of Learning and Opportunity

Palmira Soare's journey is a wonderful example of how education,
determination and opportunity can change a young person's future.

At just six years of age, Palmira and her older sister, Matilde, came to
live at the Maubara Orphanage under the care of the Carmelite Sisters.
The orphanage became her home for the next ten years while she
completed her primary and junior secondary education. After returning
to live with family members, she completed her secondary studies at a
Technical Vocational School before, at times, returning to assist the
Sisters using the computer skills she had developed.

Recognising her dedication and potential, the Carmelite Sisters
encouraged Palmira to apply for a Tertiary scholarship through the Our
Lady of Dolours Scholarship Project. Palmira is one of the fortunate
recipients of this scholarship, established by the late Sally Bracken, a
much-loved parishioner of Our Lady of Dolours, Chatswood, catechist,
founding member of the Social Justice Ministry, and a generous
supporter of the people of Timor-Leste. Sally's commitment to providing
educational opportunities continues through her nephew, Chris
Bracken, and his wife, Louise, who have known Palmira since her
childhood at Maubara Orphanage and proudly continue Sally's legacy
of supporting young people in Timor-Leste. Palmira commenced her
Bachelor of Informatics Engineering at the Institute of Business in Dili in
2024 and has now successfully completed two years of study with
pleasing progress.

As part of her third-year studies, Palmira recently completed an
internship with a Government Public Service agency in the Tourism and
Environment sector. It was her first experience in a professional
workplace and gave her the opportunity to develop practical skills in
handling official correspondence, organising records, managing data,
and using Microsoft Excel to accurately record information relating to
foreign visitors entering and leaving the country.

Palmira's internship was recognised as an important step in her
personal and professional development. Throughout the placement,
she gained confidence, strengthened her computer and data
management skills, and developed valuable workplace experience that
will support her future career.

Palmira's achievements reflect not only her hard work and commitment
to learning, but also the positive impact that educational support can
have in creating lasting opportunities. We congratulate Palmira on
everything she has accomplished so far and wish her every success as

she continues her studies and prepares for the next stage of her career.
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Australia Is Letting Down PALM Workers from
Timor-Leste — But Some Employers Are Showing
the Way Forward

President José Ramos-Horta has raised serious concerns about the treatment of Timorese workers under
Australia’s Pacific Australia Labour Mobility (PALM) Scheme. In an opinion article published in The Australian, the
President warned that while the scheme was designed to benefit both Australia and Pacific nations, many workers
are facing exploitation, unfair treatment, and limited financial gain from their hard work.

The PALM Scheme allows workers from Timor-Leste and nine Pacific Island nations to fill labour shortages in
industries such as agriculture, meat processing, hospitality, and aged care across rural and regional Australia.
More than 31,000 workers are currently employed through the program, making them a critical part of Australia’s
workforce and regional economy.

However, despite their important contribution, many Timorese workers continue to face difficult conditions.
President Ramos-Horta referred to findings from the United Nations Special Rapporteur on Contemporary Slavery,
which identified “alarming and sometimes severe patterns of exploitation” involving employers, labour hire
companies, and migration agents operating within Australia.

Workers have reported problems including excessive deductions from wages, overcrowded accommodation,
limited working hours, and poor access to healthcare. Contracts often promise minimum hours and fair pay, yet
significant deductions for accommodation, transport, cooking facilities, and other expenses leave many workers
with far less income than expected.

Healthcare remains another major concern. PALM workers are not covered by Medicare, and injured workers are
often sent back to Timor-Leste without proper long-term medical support or compensation. For many families, this
creates financial hardship and uncertainty.

At the same time, it is important to recognise that not all Australian employers are failing PALM workers. Many
Australian farms, regional businesses, and labour hire companies are working hard to do the right thing. Some
employers provide safe accommodation, fair treatment, cultural support, stable working hours, and opportunities
for workers to build skills and support their families back home.

There are Australian businesses that genuinely value Timorese workers not only as employees, but as members
of their local communities. In many regional towns, PALM workers have helped strengthen local economies,
churches, sporting clubs, and community life. Employers who treat workers with dignity and respect demonstrate
that the PALM Scheme can succeed when fairness and accountability are prioritised.

The problem is not the existence of the scheme itself, but the lack of consistent standards, transparency, and
enforcement across the industry. Good employers are often undermined by operators who exploit workers for profit
while damaging Australia’s reputation in the Pacific region.

President Ramos-Horta has also highlighted the economic imbalance within the scheme. According to figures cited
in his article, the PALM Scheme generates nearly $1 billion annually for the Australian economy, while only around
$184 million is returned to participating countries through workers’ remittances. Studies further show that much of
the workers’ earnings are spent within Australia after taxes and deductions.

If Australia wants to maintain strong relationships with Timor-Leste and its Pacific neighbours, reforms are
necessary. Workers deserve fair wages, transparent contracts, proper healthcare protections, and safe living
conditions. At the same time, ethical Australian employers who are already doing the right thing should be
recognised and supported as examples of best practice.

The PALM Scheme has the potential to be a genuine partnership that benefits both Australia and Timor-Leste. But
for that to happen, Australia must ensure that all workers are treated with fairness, dignity, and respect — not just
by some employers, but across the entire system.
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Introducing Elizabeth Biok

My close association with the people of Timor-Leste began in 1992 when
young Timorese fled to Australia after the Santa Cruz massacre. | was
working at Legal Aid NSW and assisted hundreds of Timorese to apply for
refugee protection in Australia. The Australian government made the
process very complex and difficult as it did not want to offend Indonesia.

| represented the Timorese asylum seekers in an appeal to the Full
Federal Court of Australia in 1996. The Australian government was
attempting to deny protection in Australia to the Timorese and wanted to
deport them to Portugal. We won and the Timorese were eventually
granted permanent residence and eventually Australian citizenship.

During August 1999 | was an international observer in Suai Covalima
during the ballot on independence for East Timor. | monitored and
reported on militia threats against the hundreds of Timorese villagers who
were seeking safety in the grounds of the unfinished cathedral in Suai. |
was taken out of Suai by New Zealand peacekeeper, but many of the
Timorese, including Jesuit priests were murdered by pro-Indonesian militia.

During 2000 | worked as a lawyer in the Land and Property unit of
UNTAET. | also assisted in training the Timorese judges and human rights
defenders. | lived with the community in Comoro Bubunuk and travelled to
work by microlet.

I have visited Timor-Leste many times to talk to judges, lawyers and
human rights defenders on behalf of the International Commission of
Jurists. | have also visited community development and women’s
empowerment projects.

| am a fabric collector so love Timorese weavings. | love the work of
ATLAS as it encourages Timorese women to become positive role models
in the towns and villages.

To Our Sponsors

ATLAS gratefully acknowledges the generous support of our sponsors, whose contributions help sustain our
programs in education and employment initiatives in Timor-Leste.

¢ Dooleys Lidcombe Catholic Club

¢ Joshua Nassif — Ray White Real Estate, Bankstown
e Thomas Murphy & Co

e Harbour View Apartments, Ulladulla

e Matt Whiteley — Insurance Broker

e Rays Florist

e MH&P Finance

o Invisible Ink

e Kenneally’s Funerals

e Eco Discovery Land & Water Tours, Timor-Leste
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Celebrating Academic Achievements

We are delighted to recognise the wonderful achievements of Adelaide V. S. Libbis (Grade 8) and José Alexandre
Saldanha Libbis (Year 9B), who both attend Eskola Dominicana School in Hera, where ATLAS proudly supports
their education. Throughout the first academic period, both students have demonstrated outstanding commitment to
their studies, consistently achieving strong academic results across their subjects.

Their enthusiasm for learning, discipline, and willingness to embrace new challenges have been evident in both
their classroom participation and the quality of their work. They have approached each learning opportunity with
dedication and a genuine desire to do their very best.

Beyond their academic success, Adelaide and José have demonstrated qualities that make them valued members
of their school community. They participate actively in class, complete their responsibilities with diligence, welcome
constructive feedback, and work respectfully alongside their teachers and classmates. Their positive attitudes,
cooperation, and ability to build meaningful relationships contribute to a supportive and encouraging learning
environment for everyone.

We congratulate Adelaide and José on their achievements and commend them for the determination, optimism,
and perseverance they continue to display. Their success is a testament to their hard work and the support of their
families, teachers, and school community.

We wish Adelaide and José every success as they continue their educational journey and look forward to seeing all
they accomplish in the years ahead.
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