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In te rv ie w  w ith
an  in fo rm a tio n  p ro fe s s io n a l. . .
Geraldine Barkworth interviews Del Cuddihy, an archivist volunteering through Australian 
Volunteers International in Dili, East Timor. Del shares her fascinating perspective as 
an information professional working in a war-torn country. If you have ever dreamed of 
volunteering your professional services overseas, read on...

Please te ll us w h at y o u  are  doing in 
T im or-Leste (E ast T im or) as a vo lu n teer:
I work as an archivist at CAVR in D ili, Timor- 
Leste. CAVR is a Portuguese acronym for Com ­
mission for Reception, Truth and Reconciliation. 
The Truth Commission is an amazing place for 
an archivist to work as one of its major aims 
is to create a record, a history of human rights 
violations over the last twenty-five years and to 
report on these violations, to support victims and 
to foster reconciliation. W hen  I first arrived in 
November last year the Commission was in full 
operation —  district and regional teams were 
collecting over 8000 victim and 1500 perpetra­
tor statements from all over the country. Now, 
it is in it is final report w riting stage and the 
staff has dropped to around 80 and w e are all 
situated in the Commission's headquarters —  a 
renovated Portuguese jail called C O M A R C A . 
It was also used as an Indonesian jail and we 
are hoping that w e can establish it as a Human 
Rights Memorial at the end of the Commission.

I work with three other local staff. W e  came 
together as a group in M ay and have set up our 
Docum entation Centre in a room called  the 
Santa Cruz room, named after the young people 
who were rounded up and placed in this room 
after the Santa Cruz massacre in 1991. But it is 
a big job to set up a library and an archives from 
scratch and with limited resources.

Timor-Leste was basically a colony for the 
last 500 years, so any record-keeping expertise 
was done by the colonizers, w ith important 
records sent overseas for safekeeping. So there 
is limited exposure to library and archives con­
cepts, methodologies, and practices. A large part 
of my role is in explaining archival concepts, 
terms, why you do things a certain way, why 
you need these sort of control mechanisms and 
policies. In this w ay I hope to pass on some 
knowledge and experience to my team so that 
they have ownership and understanding of how 
to manage this repository, and this segment of 
their history, in the future.

I am lucky that my employer, Queensland 
Rail (QR), has given me two years leave of ab­
sence to undertake this volunteer position. Pre­
viously I was working in the Strategy Unit of Q R  
on an electronic record-keeping project —  a far 
different scenario from downtown Brisbane to 
downtown Diii where I currently work.

As an Australian Volunteers International 
(AVI), I get a living allowance, airfares, remu­
neration of accommodation and so on. AVI has 
more than twenty volunteers currently working 
in Timor-Leste and has placed 302 volunteers 
in Timor-Leste since 1995. There is another AVI
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librarian here in Timor-Leste, plus several other 
self-funded librarian volunteers and several in­
formation management volunteers.

In terms of developm ent for a war-torn 
country such as Timor-Leste, there is much to 
be done. The w ho le  infrastructure of society 
has been destroyed —  sort of like Ground Zero 
all over the country and not just on one site in 
upmarket N ew  York. Unfortunately libraries, ar­
chives and others take a back seat when people 
are starving, have no houses, schools, electricity, 
medicine, poor roads and so on. But where is 
the fine line to ensure that people have access to 
information to improve their lives, to celebrate 
their history and culture and to ensure transpar­
ency and accountability?

W hat do y o u  en joy m ost 
about y o u r  cu rren t ro le?
Aside from the day-to-day excitement of seeing 
an archives and library being established from 
the ground up, and the local staff beginning to 
understand and use library and archival systems 
and terminology, what I enjoy most is the sense 
of helping to create and preserve some part of 
the history of Timor-Leste, and working with lo­
cal people to find and preserve their history.

WTiat do yo u  en joy  least?
I have discovered that I have strong addictions 
to certain features of a western lifestyle that pro­
vide independence and which are not available 
to me here —  a car to drive, constant supply of 
electricity, clean water, fast access to telecom ­
munications, phone directories, movie cinemas, 
bookshops and so on. It is not advisable for a 
woman to go out on her own at night, so its al­
most like going back to the time before women's 
em ancipation. But somehow, as time goes by, 
these addictions lessen and in fact, they seem 
quite superfluous. But I think the hardest one to 
shake off is the addiction to speed and ease of 
telecommunications.

Wrhat advice could you  give to lib ra ry  
and in form ation  p ro fessionals w antin g  to  
vo lu n teer?
Take the opportunity if you can, if it is right for 
you. It is a great gift to be able to live in another 
country. And if w e are living in the Information 
Age in the first world, then it is a great honour to 
be a representative of the information manage­
ment profession in a third world country.

WTiat enthuses, delights and energises yo u ?
It is just such an honour to get to help in this new 
country in what I think is an important way —  
working to preserve history. M any people here 
have had all their records, their photographs and 
other memorabilia destroyed in the turmoil since 
1 975. M any do not even know their birth date,
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as there were no records kept in the mountains 
where they were living, on the run. To see the 
look on people's faces when they see a photo­
graph of themselves or their loved ones from 
more than thirty years ago is priceless.

Also, to know that I am helping to intro­
duce information concepts to people who have 
not had exposure to them before gives a sense 
of achievement. I believe that as a professional 
(and doubly as a volunteer), it is my duty to 
share whatever knowledge and expertise I have 
with people who have not had the opportunities 
that I have had to obtain knowledge or skills. I 
have been involved in setting up the Timor-Leste 
library and information association and working 
with the national archivist. W e  are both attend­
ing the International Council of Archives Con­
gress in Vienna later in August. It is only held 
every four years and so it w ill be the first time 
that Timor-Leste w ill be represented amongst the 
world archival community, which will make it a 
unique experience.

At the end of the day, it is the people things, 
the easy spontaneous sense of humour of my 
co-workers, the ready smiles of the children 
as they call out to me on my walk home from 
work, the great acts of generosity shown to me 
from people who have so little, that I remember 
with gratitude.

W h at does ‘m aking a d iffe ren ce ’ 
mean to yo u ?
I think it is the personal things that I am involved 
with that may 'make a difference', not any grand 
political scheme. I first visited Timor-Leste over

thirty years ago, when it was still a Portuguese 
colony. W e  met a young man here and he could 
speak quite good English —  he told us that he 
would like to travel too, just like us, and espe­
cially he would like to go to Australia. I did not 
realise until then that not all people lived with 
the same affluence and freedom that we did in 
Australia, and that it was impossible for him to 
get to Australia.

Anyway, I always thought of this young man 
as the political situation in Portuguese Timor 
deteriorated and I hoped that he was O K. Just 
last week I finally found him. Carlos had sur­
vived the difficult times and is doing very well 
in a senior position with the police force. He 
has now travelled to many countries including 
Australia.

I was so pleased that I could give him the 
photos (that w e took) from the early 1970s visit
—  he had none from this time. W e  made a toast
—  'to youth and their dreams and may they 
come true'. It was just a little thing, but for me, 
in the end, it's the little things that count, that 
make a difference.

• CAVR website:
http://www.easttimor-reconciliation.org.

• AVI website:
http://www.australianvolunteers.com.
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