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Highlights 

Farmers in Timor Leste have traditionally kept buffalo for rice puddling and 
ceremonial purposes. Beef cattle were only recently introduced by the Indonesians, 
with a small herd today of about 160,000 head. But cattle are now held by about 23% 
of households in TL. Cattle are kept predominantly in low input ï low output grazing 
systems for ceremonial purposes, but more importantly, as a source of ñsavingsò.  As 
one of the few sources of cash income for TL farmers, cattle play an important 
livelihoods role in many areas.  

Well-established cattle marketing systems have emerged to service urban markets in 
Dili, the informal border trade to Indonesia, and to local and ceremonial markets. 
Beef consumption levels are low (perhaps 1kg per person per year), but consumption 
could be expected to increase with population growth and urbanisation. Addressing 
rural incomes and under-nutrition are priorities in a country with some of the lowest 
development indicators in the region. 

After independence in 2002, the GoTL and donors had to rebuild institutions from the 
ground up. This provided major challenges but also some scope for experimentation, 
especially in private sector development. On the upstream side of the chain, there 
were measures to build market-based animal health and extension systems but 
effectiveness proved highly variable. ñTraditionalò cattle management and production 
practices are resistant to change.  

Much of the attention in recent years has been in the downstream sectors, where 
government ï led or supported by donors ï have supported private sector 
development in the larger scale slaughter sector and more ñmodernò beef retail 
sector. Health and hygiene standards to expedite the process have been issued but 
not enforced yet. This effectively represents an attempt to skip industry development 
paths of other Southeast Asian countries, where centralised service slaughter plants 
are predominant, complemented by other channels. It will be interesting to track the 
progress and outcomes of this industry development strategy.    
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1. National industry  

1.1. Macro drivers of the industry change and development 

indicators 

TL has a turbulent modern history interspersed with foreign rule, war, independence in 2002 

and periods of political instability. The country has sustained growth rates of between 8% 

and 14% since 2007 (World Bank development indicators, accessed 2015), but is amongst 

the most oil-dependent country in the world. Non-oil per capita GDP was $610 in 2010 

(RDTL, 2010) and is a low-middle income country, ranked 128 (of 187) in the World Bank 

Human Development Index. Half of the population falls below the national poverty line of 

$1.25 per day. Following three years of double-digit inflation, commodity price rises eased in 

2014 (Asian Development Bank, 2014).     

The national population of TL in 2010 was 1.07 million. This represents an annual average 

increase of 2.41% over 2004, the highest in the Asia-Pacific region and the highest fertility 

rates in the region. At these rates the population will double by 2039. TL has an urban 

population of just 27%, one of the lowest in the world. However 43% of the urban population 

is located in the three districts of Dili, Emera and Baucau, and Dili has a population growth 

rate of 4.8% (NSD and UNFPA, 2011). 

The main crops in TL are corn, rice and cassava and, in semi-subsistence systems, more 

than two-thirds are self-consumed by farmers that grow the crops. About half of all fruits and 

vegetables and virtually all coffee is sold off-farm. However, the majority of agricultural cash 

income in rural areas is derived from livestock ï in order of importance pigs, cattle, buffalo 

and chickens. Revenue from livestock in rural areas is higher than from non-agricultural 

activities (off-farm labour) or transfers (e.g. pensions and welfare) (NSD, 2011). Livestock 

play an important role in cultural and traditional activities (weddings, funerals, dowry, 

sacrifices).  

In 2010, 80% of households in TL raised livestock and 23% (or 43,000 of 185,000 

households) raised cattle, but this can be as high as 30% in western areas of the country. 

19,000 households ï or 10% of all households ï raise buffalo (NSD, 2011). Both poor and 

non-poor households raise cattle, and sell about the same proportions of their cattle, but the 

average size of the cattle holdings for poor households (1.1 head) was half that of non-poor 

households (2 head) (NSD, 2008).  

1.2.  Statistics  

Beef cattle production indicators are presented in Figure 1. With a history dominated by 

buffaloes, Timor Leste has a short history in beef cattle production, based on the introduction 

of Bali cattle from Indonesia from the late 1970s. The withdrawal of Indonesia in 1999 saw a 

very large scale killing of cattle by the Indonesian army.        
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Figure 1. Cattle and beef production indicators.  

Source: FAOSTAT 

Statistical reporting was erratic until 2004 when the first national census was conducted. 

Cattle numbers are reported to have reached 160,000 head in 2013, 11,500 of which may 

have been slaughtered producing 1,150 tonnes of beef (at 100kgs carcass weight). This 

indicates a very low slaughter rate (per 100 head of cattle) of around 7.3%. However, 

estimates in Section 3 below suggest that turnoff numbers may be higher ï taking into 

account slaughter in Dili and for live export - of around 22,000 head indicating a turnoff rate 

of 13.5%. 

Buffalo have traditionally had a strong role in agricultural and cultural systems in TL, can 

compete with cattle for some farm resources (feed, draught, ceremonies) and the meat can 

be a direct substitute for beef in generic markets. High numbers in the 1960 plummeted 

throughout the 1970s when they stabilised at the end of the 1990s, coinciding with 

Indonesian rule. Despite reports that buffalo play a declining role in farm systems, statistics 

suggest that numbers have not declined over the past decade. Of the 112,000 buffaloes in 

TL, 5,600 are estimated to be slaughtered per year (indicating a turnoff rate of only 5.1%) in 

very uncommercialised systems. Buffalo meat production of 560 tonnes is based on 100kg 

of carcass weight (CW) per head. Census data (2010) shows that the number of households 

in TL that raise buffalo decreased from 22,000 in 2004 to 19,000 in 2010. Buffaloes are 

prevalent in eastern parts of TL.  
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2. Regional distribution  
Figure 2 shows the distribution of cattle and buffalo over the country. Cattle are most 

densely populated over the western border areas, especially in Bobonaro (in sub-districts 

such as Maliana) and Cova Lima (Suai). They are also high in the north-western dry zone 

(east Bobanaro and Liquica). Cattle numbers increase again in the more extensive 

grasslands of the east (Viqueque, Lautem, southern parts of Baucau) and the south (Same). 

Cattle are distributed relatively densely and evenly in Oecussi. Cattle densities are lowest in 

the mountainous central zone of the country (Aileu, Ainaro, Manatuto, parts of Manufahi).  

 

Figure 2. Cattle and buffalo distribution in Timor Leste.  

Source: Data from NSD (2011). Map generated by authors. I dot represents 1,000 head, distributed randomly 

within suco boundaries  

Cattle numbers combined with data on the numbers of households that raise cattle allows for 

calculation of average scale of cattle production by suco ( 

 

Figure 3). While most cattle are raised in western areas, these are raised by large numbers 

of households (nearly 13,000 in Bobonaro and Cova Lima.) As a result, households in this 

western area raise a mid-range number of cattle (generally from 2.3 to 6.9 head). The 

central mountainous area have a low scale of production, but herd sizes are relatively high 

(4.7 to 6.9) in the south. With more extensive land areas, the scale of production increases 

into the eastern districts of Viqueque and Lautem, where households in several sucos have 

average herd sizes of 7 to 12 head.  




