
Dear Members of the Law Foundation,  

 

RE: Sara Ucci – Human Rights Internship Report 2016 

 
My name is Sara Ucci and in January and February of 2016 I undertook the Human Rights Internship at 

Asisténsia Legal ba Feto no Labarik (ALFeLa) in Timor-Leste. Timor-Leste is the poorest country in Asia 

and is only 55 minutes away from Australia. ALFeLa is an internationally funded NGO that works 

throughout Timor-Leste providing legal aid to women and children. This experience had a huge impact on 

me personally. 

 

After an incredibly turbulent history Timor-Leste achieved independence on 20 May 2001. Prior to 

Timor-Leste’s independence women were subject to constant violence. Domestic violence is an issue that 

continues to exist today affecting 3 in 5 women in Timor-Leste.  

 

In Timor-Leste there are two legal systems: a civil legal system and the Traditional legal system. While 

ALFeLa provide legal advice based on the civil law the two systems operate parallel to each other and can 

interact with each other at adhoc moments. The civil system was developed by the UN following 

independence. In 2010 the Law Against Domestic Violence was enacted. Victims of domestic violence 

will choose to access the Traditional legal system first and if that fails and are aware of the civil law, they 

may access the civil system. 

 

AFLeLa is addressing the issue of domestic violence by providing free legal assistance for women and 

children who have experienced gender-based, domestic or sexual violence, conducting legal education 

and advocating for women’s rights. ALFeLa operates across Timor-Leste with four offices located in Dili, 

Baucau, Suai and Oecusse. ALFeLa manages client’s risks to ensure they are not subjected to further 

violence. ALFeLa works in partnership with psychologists, hospitals, the Vulnerable Persons Police Unit 

(Police), women’s shelters  and the Ministry of Social Solidarity. During the internship I travelled around 

Timor-Leste with Timorese lawyers to conduct client interviews, attend court, mediations, work with the 

public prosecutors, attend the referral network meetings and attend a Domestic Violence workshop at the 

Asia Foundation. From these experiences I saw the impact of domestic violence on the women and 

children across all different demographics. 

 

During the internship I learnt cultural norms can limit the capacity of victims of domestic violence to 

access the civil legal system. Domestic violence is still considered a private matter among families and is 

often resolved within Traditional law. A civil law lawyer is perceived to be an interference. If women 

choose to access legal services they could be ostracized from their family. If they choose to enter into 

shelters they are not allowed to leave for security reasons and can feel like they are in jail. Therefore 

perpetrators can be walking free within the community while the women are restricted to the shelters.  

Timorese culture is complex and has many layers. It is a culture that has developed over thousands of 

years. I quickly came to realise it would be unrealistic for me to have a deep and clear understanding of 

the culture. Instead this is something that I would and still continue to learn about day by day. There is no 

better learning opportunity then to talk to the Timorese people.  

 

It was confronting seeing women who had been harmed by their husband or a family member. Client 

interviews were conducted at shelters, on the side of the road, at the back of corner shops or their homes. 

These women were desperate, scared and wanting help. I clearly remember the woman who I met on my 

first day. When she started to tell her story her eyes welled up, but she held back the tears. She had chosen 

to leave her family and she was now seeking refuge in a women’s shelter with her five year old daughter. 

Her future was uncertain, but she was strong and determined to make the best of her opportunities. The 

internship taught me many lessons. I have learnt that everyone you meet has something important to teach 

you, if you can give them the time. I quickly learnt from victims of violence the legal issue is only one of 



a dozen problems they are facing whether it be safety, shelter, food, family, finances, social issues, health 

or the role of a woman in Timorese culture. They all taught me the importance of understanding the 

reality of domestic violence and to see it within a bigger picture rather than the vacuum I was accustomed 

to.  I also learnt that justice is not something that will always come from a judge’s decision. 

 

During the internship I was surrounded by strong female lawyers who believed in themselves, they 

showed resilience and strength. They taught me the value of having a perspective and understanding the 

people who you work with.  It was an absolute privilege to work and learn from the lawyers at ALFeLa. 

They were very patient when I was learning to speak Tetun, I often provided intermittent comedic relief 

during the day from my multiple linguistic mistakes. I would like to thank Senhora Merita Correria for 

allowing me the opportunity to intern at ALFeLa, which she pioneered since its inception. Thank you to 

Mana Laura, Mana Elvira, Mana Ina, Maun Atoy and Maun Azhay for letting me attend client interviews, 

court, mediations, helping me understand how the law operates, teaching me about Timorese culture, and 

for providing their support and guidance.  Against all the odds they continually strive to help others to 

achieve a better life. While they do not have as many opportunities for education and their living 

conditions are not the same, they do not see that as a barrier or a limitation for them to achieve their 

potential. My colleague Mana Ina helped me understand that you can choose to be happy even though 

there maybe devastation surrounding you.  I was at ALFeLa to learn from my colleagues and they took 

me in as family.  

  

I consider the internship at ALFeLa of great importance to my degree and my personal development. It 

was an invaluable learning experience as it helped me develop my legal skills, develop my understanding 

of domestic violence and taught me personal lessons. I am grateful to the Law Foundation for providing 

this scholarship to make this experience possible and I am thankful to both the staff at ALFELA and to 

the women who shared their stories. This was an experience I will never forget. 

 

  
 

Yours faithfully, 

 

 
 

Sara Ucci 


