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Tasi Tolu
Timor-Leste's

Thorny seahorse; Seaside view of Tasi Tolu in Timor-Leste; Tiny tiger shrimp just under 2c m (right)

Text and  photos by Don Silc oc k

There c an’t be many dive sites 
that owe their existenc e to 
the direc t intervention of the 
c ountry’s president, but Tasi Tolu, 
on the outskirts of Timor Leste’s 
c apita l Dili, c an c la im that 
unique patronage.

Tasi Tolu gets its name from the three fresh 
wa ter lakes just inland  from the beac h 
and  below the nearby foothills. During  
the ra iny season, the lakes tend  to fill to 
c apac ity and  then overflow, flood ing 

the nearby road  and  villages. To p revent 
tha t from happening, the government 
c ommissioned  a  p rojec t to p rovide a  
d ra inage c hannel for the overflow to 
run off into the sea . This design, whic h 
took the most log ic a l pa th, would  have 
dumped  the outflow right onto the Tasi
Tolu site.

In my experienc e, there a re typ ic a lly 
three basic  ingred ients for a  c ritter site to 
flourish—a sheltered  a rea  (c ritters don’ t 
like surf); c lose p roximity to deeper wa ters 
with nutrient ric h c urrents; and  a  sourc e 
of organic  run-off suc h as a  la rge stream. 
The organic  run-off is a  kind  of Gold iloc ks-
and-the-three-bears dea l, bec ause it 
needs to be just right—not too hot and  
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travel Tasi Tolu

CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT: Entwined
nud ib ranc hs; Commensa l shrimp, 
Peric lemenes magnific us; Cleaner
shrimp hid ing  in c ora l; Banded
boxer shrimp

not too c old , bec ause too hot means 
silta tion whic h the c ritters don’ t like very 
muc h, and  too c old  means not enough 
organic  nutrients. Tasi Tolu is obviously just 
right, bec ause it’ s a  grea t site with lots of 
c ritters to see, but the d ra inage c hannel 
would  have ra ised  the tempera ture to 
the boiling  point during  the wet season 
and  effec tively dec imated  the site.
 The loc a l d iving  c ommunity waged  a  

c ampa ign to get the d ra inage c hannel 
reloc a ted  and  ultima tely got the issue on 
the radar sc reen of Dr Ramos Horta , the 
urbane and  erud ite Nobel Peac e Prize
winning p resident of Timor Leste.
 Horta  saw tourism as part of the 
potentia l solution to one of Timor
Leste’ s most p ressing p rob lems—lac k 
of emp loyment opportunities—and  
ac c ep ted  tha t destroying one of the 

best c ritter d ive sites in Dili was not a  
grea t idea . He was eventua lly ab le to 
stop  the p rojec t.

Shore d ive
Tasi Tolu is a  shore d ive and  a  p retty 
stra ightforward  a ffa ir. Kit up  on the 
beac h from the bac k of your transport, 
c lose to the now defunc t and  partia lly 
c onstruc ted  d ra inage c hannel, then wa lk 
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down the beac h and  enter 
the wa ter just by the group  
of sma ll boulders. Head ing

stra ight down 
the slop ing 
sand  a t about 
15m where 
you will find  a  
fla t pa tc h of 
marine growth 
and  in amongst 
it, you will find  
a  wide va riety 
of photogenic  
c ritters.

I d id  severa l 
d ives a t Tasi Tolu
and  eventua lly 
got to know it 
like the bac k of 
my hand , but I 

have to say tha t I would  have 
missed  the site c omp letely if I 
had  not been shown it by the 

d ive guides from Dive Timor
Lorosae who I d ived  with 
in Timor Leste. Not tha t 
the site is pa rtic ula rly ha rd  
to find , ra ther tha t it looks 
nothing like a  photogenic  
one.
 One of the highlights of 
Tasi Tolu were the resident 
pa ir of Rhinop ias. The
yellow one posed  nic ely 
for me, as seen below 
(right). There was an 
assortment of other c ritters 
in and  amongst the marine 
growth, rang ing from 
seahorses to sp iny tiger and  
tozeuma shrimps. •   

travel Tasi Tolu

CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT: Lea f 
fish (or Paperfish); View over 
village, bay and  steep  hills 
a t Tasi Tolu; Gap ing weedy 
sc orp ionfish; Tiny squa t lobster 
measures just 2c m; Porc ela in 
c rab  in sea  anemone
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the ec onomic  infrastruc ture of 
the c ountry was devasta ted  

by Indonesian troops and  
anti-independenc e
militias by la te 1999. 
Refugees numbering 
300,000 ! ed  westward . 
A massive interna tion-
a l p rogram of 5,000 
peac ekeepers (up  
to 8,000) and  1,300 
polic e of" c ers helped  
to stab ilize the c oun-

try over the next three 
years. This led  to sig -

ni" c ant rec onstruc tion in 
both rura l and  urban a reas. 

Cha llenges the c ountry c on-
tinues to fac e inc ludes genera t-

ing  jobs for young peop le entering  
the work forc e, rebuild ing  its infra -
struc ture and  strengthening the 
c ivil administra tion. Oil and  gas 
resourc e development in offshore 
wa ters has helped  to inc rease 
government revenues, but not 
jobs, sinc e there a re no p roduc -
tion fac ilities in the c ountry. The
ec onomy c ontinues to improve 
desp ite the outb reak of 
vio lenc e and  c ivil unrest 
in 2006. By 2009, most 
of an estima ted  100,000 
interna lly d isp lac ed  per-
sons c ame bac k home. 
Government inc reased  
spend ing signi" c antly in 
2009-2010, for the most 
pa rt on basic  infrastruc -
ture, roads and  elec tric -
ity lead ing to " rst time 
na tiona l deb t in la te 
2011.

Population  1,177,834
Ethnic  groups: Austro-
nesian (Ma layo-Poly-
nesian), Papuan, sma ll 
Chinese minority. Reli-
g ions: Roman Ca tholic
98%, Muslim 1%, Protes-
tant 1% (2005). Internet 
users: 2,100 (2009)

Currenc y U.S. Dolla r

Language The of" c ia l lan-
guages a re Tetum and  Portu-
guese. Indonesian, Eng lish and  
about 16 ind igenous languages 
a re spoken. Tetum, Ga lole, Mam-
bae and  Kemak a re spoken by a  
la rge part of the popula tion.

Health There is a  very high de-
gree of risk for food  or wa terborne 
d iseases suc h as bac teria l and  
p rotozoa l d ia rrhea , hepa titis A, 
and  typhoid  fever as well as vec -
torborne d iseases suc h as c hikun-
gunya , dengue fever and  ma la ria  
(2009)

Dec ompression Chambers
BALI: Sang lah Genera l Hosp ita l
Hyperbaric  Med ic a l Department. 
Tel: 62-361-227911

MAKASSAR
(SULAWESI):
Rumah Sakit Umum Wahid in Sud i-
rohusodo. Tel: 62 - 0411 (584677) or 
584675 •

History  In the early 16th c en-
tury, the Portuguese began to 
trade with the island  of Timor and  
c olonized  it by the mid -c entury. 
After c lashes with the Dutc h in the 
a rea , Portuga l c eded  the west-
ern portion of the island  to them 
in a  trea ty in 1859. From 1942 to 
1945, imperia l Japan oc c up ied  
Portuguese Timor, but a fter the 
Japanese defea t in World  War II, 
Portuga l resumed c olonia l author-
ity. On 28 November 1975, East
Timor dec la red  itself independent 
from Portuga l. Nine days la ter, it 
was invaded  and  oc c up ied  by 
Indonesian forc es. In July 1976, 
Indonesia  inc orpora ted  it and  
designa ted  the reg ion a  p rovinc e 
of Timor Timur (East Timor). Over
the next 20 years, an unsuc c essful 
c ampa ign of pac i" c a tion fol-
lowed . An estima ted  100,000 to 
250,000 ind ividua ls lost their lives 
during  this period . On 30 August 
1999, an overwhelming ma jority of 
the peop le of Timor Leste voted  
for independenc e from Indonesia  
in a  popula r referendum super-
vised  by the United  Na tions. In 
retribution, Indonesian militias sup-
ported  by the c ountry’ s milita ry 
began a  la rge-sc a le sc orc hed  
earth c ampa ign as the Timorese
awa ited  the a rriva l of a  multina -
tiona l peac ekeep ing forc e in la te 
Sep tember 1999. Around  1,400 
Timorese were killed  by the militias 
and  300,000 peop le were forc i-
b ly pushed  into western Timor as 

refugees. De-
struc tion was 
rampant and  
a ffec ted  most 
of the c oun-
try’ s infrastruc -
ture, inc lud ing 
nearly a ll of 
the c ountry’ s 
elec tric a l g rid  
as well as 
homes, irriga -
tion systems, 
wa ter supp ly 
systems, and  
sc hools. The
violenc e was 
b rought to 
an end  on 20 
Sep tember
1999, when an 
Austra lian-led
forc e of peac ekeep ing troops—
c a lled  the Interna tiona l Forc e 
for East Timor (INTERFET)—were
dep loyed  to the c ountry. Timor
Leste was interna tiona lly rec og-
nized  as an independent sta te 
on 20 May 2002. However, inter-
na l tensions threa tened  the new 
na tion’ s sec urity aga in in 2006, 
when a  milita ry strike sparked  
violenc e lead ing to a  b reakdown 
of law and  order. Onc e aga in 
an Austra lian-led  peac e-keep ing 
forc e—this time c a lled  the Inter-
na tiona l Stab iliza tion Forc e (ISF)—
was dep loyed  to Timor Leste a t 
the request of Dili. In add ition, an 
authorized  polic e p resenc e of 

over 1,600 personnel was organ-
ized  and  dep loyed  in Timor Leste 
by the U.N. Sec urity Counc il in 
wha t was c a lled  the U.N. Integra t-
ed  Mission in Timor-Leste (UNMIT).
Stab ility was restored  in the reg ion 
by the ISF and  UNMIT, thereby a l-
lowing peac eful p residentia l and  
parliamenta ry elec tions to be held  
in 2007. Sinc e then, the c ountry 
has experienc ed  stab ility exc ep t 
for one inc idenc e in 2008 when 
a  rebel g roup  tried  and  fa iled  to 
stage a  c oup . Government: re-
pub lic . Cap ita l: Dili

Geography Timor Leste is lo-
c a ted  in Southeastern Asia , north-
west of Austra lia . It lies a t the east-

ern end  of the Indonesian 
a rc hipelago in the Lesser 
Sunda  Islands. The c ountry 
inc ludes the eastern ha lf 
of the island  of Timor, the 
Oec ussi (Ambeno) reg ion on 
the northwest portion of the 
island  of Timor, as well as the 
islands of Pulau Jac o and  
Pulau Atauro. Terra in: moun-
ta inous. Lowest point: Timor
Sea , Savu Sea , and  Banda
Sea 0m. Highest point: Foho 
Ta tama ilau 2,963m. Coast-
line: 706km

Climate Timor Leste’ s c lima te is 
trop ic a l, humid  and  hot, with d ry 
and  ra iny seasons. Na tura l haz-
a rds inc lude earthquakes, tsuna-
mis and  trop ic a l c yc lones; ! oods 
and  landslides a re c ommon.

Environment  Deforesta tion 
and  soil erosion have developed  
as a  result of widespread  use of 
slash and  burn agric ulture. Timor
Leste is pa rty to the following 
interna tiona l agreements: Biod i-
versity, Clima te Change, Clima te
Change-Kyoto Protoc ol, Deserti" -
c a tion

Ec onomy  About 70 perc ent of 
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Timor Leste
fact file

RIGHT: Globa l map with 
loc a tion of Timor Leste 
BELOW: Deta il map  of 

Timor Leste

SOURCES: US CIA WORLD FACT BOOK,
STARFISH.CH
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Lea f fish (or paperfish)


