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Summary
Timor-Leste’s national planning framework emphasizes the distribution of 
the benefi ts of development. Th e Strategic Development Plan 2011–2030 
commits to establishing inclusive development, while the fi fth Constitutional 
Government has set a goal of creating opportunities for all in a fair and 
inclusive manner.

Views on whether development is fair and inclusive rest on an underlying 
assessment of those that are better-off  and those that are less well-off . Th is 
paper presents an assessment based on living standards at the suco (i.e., village) 
level. Living standards are assessed through the ownership of assets within a 
suco—the quality of housing; the ownership of household durables such as 
cars, mobile phones, or radios; and the ownership of livestock.  

Living standards are higher where there is better housing and higher 
ownership of household durables. Th e sucos with higher living standards 
are mainly found in the urban areas, and are concentrated in Dili. Th e sucos 
with the lowest living standards are typically found in the more remote, less 
populated areas. 

A strong relationship is found between living standards and the provision 
of basic public services. Th ose sucos where living standards are the lowest have 
less access to secondary education, to key health services, and to electricity, 
improved water, and improved sanitation. In contrast, the sucos where living 
standards are highest have much better access to education, health, and 
infrastructure.

If development is to be fair and inclusive, it is important that the 
diff erences between sucos be taken into account in development planning and 
the allocation of budget resources. Achieving fair and inclusive development 
requires extra attention to the sucos with lower living standards and a reduction 
in the gap they face in access to education, health, and infrastructure services. 

If development is to be 

fair and inclusive, gaps 

between sucos will need to 

be reduced 

Sucos with lower living 

standards will require 

extra support
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Introduction
Th e Timor-Leste Strategic Development Plan 2011–2030 commits to 
establishing “…. a pathway to long-term, sustainable, inclusive development.”1   
Th e program for 2012–2017 of the fi fth Constitutional Government reinforces 
this commitment by setting a goal of creating “opportunities for all, in a fair 
and inclusive manner, to enable the growth of a dynamic and innovating 
economy.”2 

Th e distribution of the benefi ts of development is thus integrated into 
Timor-Leste’s development planning. What is considered fair or inclusive can 
vary from one society to another. But it is generally held that fair and inclusive 
development is a pattern of development that benefi ts all members of society 
equally. It is a situation where there is no gap, or at least only a small gap, 
between the better-off  and the less well-off  members of society. 

Measures of living standards are commonly used to distinguish between 
those that are better-off  and those that are less well-off . A measure of living 
standards can thus underpin views on whether development is fair and 
inclusive. Th is paper uses information on asset holdings to assess living 
standards.3 Because of an interest in understanding where the less well-off  live, 
the assessment is prepared at the suco (i.e., village) level.4 

Th e paper builds on the government’s Sensus Fo Fila Fali process of 2011. 
Th is disseminated the results of the 2010 Population and Housing Census. 
Under the Sensus Fo Fila Fali, which means returning the census to the village, 
presentations were made in each suco of a 24-page, suco-specifi c report on 
population and key development characteristics and asset holdings. Th e suco 
reports also included a simple performance benchmarking. As explained by 
the Minister of Finance in the suco reports, the 
 main objective (of the Sensus Fo Fila Fali)…. is to inspire and help community 

leaders to get involved in and lead the development process in their villages…. 
Community leaders will be taught how to interpret the social indicators…. 
and how they can be used to set local development targets and to monitor 
progress in their villages.5 
Th e measure of living standards presented in the paper combines the 

suco-level data distributed through the Sensus Fo Fila Fali with a simple but 
analytically rich technique of measuring living standards based on asset 
holdings. Th is same analytical technique is used by demographic and health 
surveys worldwide.  

  

1 Government of Timor-Leste (2011) p.12.
2 Presidency of the Council of Ministers (2012) p.6.
3 Th e paper applies the methodology presented in Sugden (2012a,b).
4 In Timor-Leste, there are 13 districts, 65 subdistricts, 442 sucos, and more than 2,000 aldeias. Th e 

suco is the equivalent of a village, while an aldeia is the equivalent of a hamlet.
5 Information on the Sensus Fo Fila Fali and the reports of the 2010 population and housing census 

are available at www.dne.mof.gov.tl.
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Measuring Living 
Standards
Living standards at the suco level can be assessed by using the asset information 
of the 2010 Population and Housing Census. Th is requires the summation of 
the assets held by the households of a suco. Th e simplest approach to preparing 
this summation is to count the number of assets held. A slightly more refi ned 
approach is to count the assets but to give a diff erent weight to each asset 
when preparing the overall aggregate. Th is paper adopts a third approach. Th e 
summation uses the statistical technique of principal components analysis to 
prepare an asset index.6 Th is technique uses data on the share of households 
in a suco with a particular asset or on the average number of assets held per 
person in a suco.7 

Figure 1 illustrates how asset holdings vary when sucos are ranked by the 
asset-based measure of living standards. Th e fi gure shows the average asset 
holdings for sucos in fi ve groups, from the group with the lowest living standard 
to the group with the highest living standard. Th ere are either 88 or 89 sucos 
in each of these fi ve groups.

Th e quality of housing is the key factor in ranking sucos by the asset-based 
measure of living standards. For example, of the 89 sucos with the lowest living 
standards, the average share of households with good roofs (steel or tile roofs) 
is only 6%. Th is compares with an average share of 50% in the 89 sucos with 
the highest living standards. Th e share of households with good fl oors (tile or 
concrete) and good external walls (concrete, brick, or iron/zinc) is also higher 
in sucos with higher living standards. Th ere is a sizeable gap between the group 
of sucos with the highest living standards over the other four groups of sucos.

Th e ownership of most household durables is higher in sucos with higher 
living standards. In most cases there is sizeable gap in asset ownership between 
the group of sucos with the highest living standards and the other four groups 
of sucos. Th e only atypical household durable is the hand tractor, with the 
extent of ownership among the second lowest group of sucos similar to that 
seen in the group of sucos with the highest living standards.

Unlike other assets, the ownership of livestock is higher in sucos with lower 
living standards. Th at is, there is a negative relationship between the ownership 
of livestock and the ownership of other assets. Th e sucos with the highest living 
standards have the lowest ownership of livestock. Th is is not surprising as these 
sucos are typically in urban areas.

6 An overview of how to prepare an asset index and an application to Timor-Leste is provided 
in Sugden (2012a). Illustrations of the application of asset indexes are also provided in Sugden 
(2012b) and ADB (2013).

7 Th e assets used are (i) the share of houses in a suco with good quality fl oors, roof, or walls; (ii) 
the share of households owning a hand tractor, television, motorcycle, radio, telephone or mobile 
phone, refrigerator or freezer, bicycle, car or van, rice husker, rice mill, or boat; and (iii) the 
average number per person of chickens, pigs, sheep, goats, horses, cattle or cows, and buff alos.

Those with higher living 

standards have houses 

with better roofs, fl oors, 

and walls.  They also have 

more household durables
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 Figure 1: Asset Holdings by Suco by Living Standards 
 

Source: Asian Development Bank (ADB) estimates based on the suco data of the 2010 Timor-Leste population and housing census .
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Findings
Figure 2 summarizes the key characteristics of the fi ve groups of sucos when 
ranked by the asset-based measure of living standards. Th ose with the highest 
living standards are larger and more densely populated. Th ey have the highest 
population growth rates, typically have the largest households, and on average 
have fewer female-headed households. Th e literacy rate is also highest in the 
sucos with the highest living standards. 

Almost all sucos of Dili are within the group with the highest living 
standards. Other sucos of this group tend to be within or close to the district 
centers. As the sucos with the highest living standards are urban, agricultural 
activity is relatively low among this group. Labor participation rates are also 
relatively low for this group. 

In contrast, the sucos with the lowest living standards typically have smaller 
populations, are the most remote, have the lowest literacy rates, and are more 
extensively engaged in rice production. 

Th e four groups of sucos with lower living standards share many 
characteristics, but there are sizeable diff erences between them and the most 
well-off  group. Th is corresponds with large gaps in asset ownership, and hence 
living standards, between the group of sucos with the highest living standards 
over the other four groups.

Figure 3 shows key development indicators from the suco-level data. 
Access to infrastructure is higher in sucos with higher living standards, and 

there is a large gap in access between groups.8 For example, of the 89 sucos with 
the lowest living standards, the average share of households with electricity is 
only 3%. Th is compares with an average share of 66% in the 89 sucos with the 
highest living standards. Access to improved water and improved sanitation is 
also much higher in sucos with living standards.  

Access to maternal health care is represented by the presence of skilled 
attendants at birth. Th ere is a large gap in access to maternal health care between 
sucos of low living standards and those of high living standards. For example, 
of the 89 sucos with the lowest living standards, the average share of births 
delivered by a skilled attendant is 12%. Th is compares with an average share 
of 50% in the 89 sucos with the highest living standards. As for infrastructure,  
the four groups of sucos with lower living standards, have much less access than 
the group of sucos with the highest living standards. 

 Access to basic education is shown by the net school enrollment rate for 
primary school and whether primary is the highest level of schooling attained.9  

8 Access refers to the usage of a service. For example, if 50% of households in a suco use electricity, 
then 50% of households in the suco have access to electricity. And if births in 20% of households 
in a suco was delivered by a skilled attendant, then 20% of households in the suco have access to 
a skilled birth attendant. Th e precise defi nition of the development indicators used is given in 
National Statistics Directorate (2011).

9 Th e net primary school  enrollment rate is the share of children of primary school age that are 
attending primary school.

Sucos with the highest 

living standards are 

concentrated in or close 

to Dili and district centers. 

Sucos with the lowest 

living standards are the 

most remote and have 

small populations

There is a large gap in 

opportunity between 

sucos of high and low 

living standards
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Figure 2: Suco Characteristics by Living Standards

 

Source: ADB estimates based on the suco data of the 2010 Timor-Leste population and housing census. 
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Figure 3: Key Development Indicators by Living Standards 
 

Source: ADB estimates based on the suco data of the 2010 Timore-Leste population and housing census, as presented in National Statistics Directorate (2011). 
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Access to education is distributed more equitably than aceess to infrastructure 
and health. Th e net primary school  enrollment rate is well below 100%, but the 
rate is similar across living standard groups. Th e decline with living standards 
of the share reporting primary school as the highest level of education mirrors 
a rise in secondary education as the highest level of education. 

A map of living standards is provided in Map 1, and district averages are 
provided in Table 1. Th ey highlight the large gap between the Dili district 
and other districts, and the concentration of the sucos with the highest living 
standards in or close to Dili or district centers. Th e sucos with the lowest 
living standards are concentrated in Baucau, Lautem, Mantauto, Oecussi, and 
Viqueque and districts.

District maps of living standards by suco are provided in maps A.1 to A.13 

Sucos with higher living 

standards have better 

infrastructure and health 

care opportunities. 

Education opportunity is 

distributed more equitably
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Table 1: District-Level Results

District Suco asset index score Number of sucos in

Simple 
average 
across 
sucos

Population 
weighted 
average

Lowest 
living 

standard 
group

Highest 
living 

standard 
group

Total

Aileu –0.3 1.4 2 6 31

Ainaro –2.0 –0.8 1 2 21

Baucau –2.7 1.1 25 6 59

Bobonaro –0.3 1.8 5 7 50

Covalima –1.5 1.7 4 3 30

Dili 17.3 20.6 0 27 31

Ermera 0.0 0.8 4 7 52

Lautem –2.3 1.3 9 3 34

Liquica 1.6 3.0 0 8 23

Manatuto 0.2 1.7 9 9 29

Manufahi –1.4 1.7 4 6 29

Oecusse –2.9 –1.1 9 3 18

Viqueque –4.0 –2.1 17 2 35

Timor-Leste 0.0 5.1 89 89 442

Source: ADB estimates based on the suco data of the 2010 Timor-Leste population and housing census 
(National Statistics Directorate 2011).

of Appendix 1. Th e asset-based measure of living standards, the ranking of 
sucos by living standards, and key characteristics at the suco level, are presented 
in Appendix 2. Appendix 3 shows how key characteristics of the sucos vary 
across living standards.
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Alternative 
Approaches
Th e asset index used in this paper is one way of measuring living standards. 
Consumption and income are more widely used measures of living standards, 
and have the advantage of allowing comparisons to poverty lines so the 
poor can be identifi ed. Such analysis can be extended to the local level using 
poverty mapping. But poverty mapping is data intensive and costly, and often 
is impractical.10 Th e human development index is an alternate development 
measure that combines information on incomes with health and education 
outcomes. Local-level variants of this approach are also possible.11  

Diff erent approaches can produce diff erent rankings of sucos. Th is is 
illustrated in Tables 2 and 3. Th e tables show the number of sucos in a district 
in the lowest group and highest group for
� an asset index, being the index of this paper;
� a social index, which is a simple average of indexes of the adult literacy 

rate, the net  enrollment ratio in primary education, the net  enrollment 
ratio in secondary education, the share of births delivered with a doctor 
in attendance, and the share of births delivered with a nurse or midwife in 
attendance;

� an infrastructure index, which is a simple average of indexes of the share 
of households with electricity, improved water, and improved sanitation; 
and

� a composite index, which is a simple average of the asset, social, and 
infrastructure indexes.

Th e identifi cation of the sucos in the highest-scoring group of each index is 
relatively insensitive to the diff erent indexes. Th ese sucos are mainly in or near 
urban areas, and they typically have more assets and better education, health, 
and infrastructure services. Th at is, there are only minor diff erences for most 
districts in the sucos appearing in the highest group across the four indexes.

Th e identifi cation of the sucos in the lowest group is more sensitive to 
the diff erent indexes. Th ere are important diff erences in the sucos in the 
lowest group across the four indexes. For example, Bobonaro, Ermera, and 
Liquica districts are relatively weak performers in education relative to their 
rank against assets and infrastructure access. In contrast, Baucau, Lautem, 
Manatuto, Viqueque are relatively good performers in education relative to 
their rank against assets and infrastructure access. 

Hence, an index that emphasizes education indicators, such as the 
social index, will rate Bobonaro, Ermera, and Liquica districts lower than an 
index based on assets or infrastructure. An index that emphasizes education 
10 Hacket (2008) provides an overview of the technique and its suitability for Timor-Leste.
11 Examples for Timor-Leste are provided for 2010 by the United Nations Mission in Timor-

Leste using the Population and Housing Census, and for 2001 by the East Timor Transitional 
Administration, Asian Development Bank, World Bank and United Nations Development 
Programme (2001) using the Suco Survey.
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Table 2: Alternate Results for the Highest Group

District Number of sucos in the highest group for each alternative 
measure

Asset index Social index Infrastructure 
index

Composite 
index

Aileu 6 7 7 6

Ainaro 2 3 2 2

Baucau 6 8 5 5

Bobonaro 7 5 9 7

Covalima 3 5 5 6

Dili 27 24 26 28

Ermera 7 3 5 3

Lautem 3 7 5 5

Liquica 8 3 7 7

Manatuto 9 11 12 13

Manufahi 6 4 2 2

Oecusse 3 1 2 2

Viqueque 2 8 2 3

Timor-Leste 89 89 89 89

Source: ADB estimates based on the suco data of the 2010 Timor-Leste population and housing census 
(National Statistics Directorate 2011).

Table 3: Alternate Results for the Lowest Group

District Number of sucos in the lowest group for each alternative 
measure

Asset index Social index Infrastructure 
index

Composite 
index

Aileu 2 1 6 4

Ainaro 1 5 10 8

Baucau 25 6 25 23

Bobonaro 5 14 3 5

Covalima 4 2 2 4

Dili 0 0 0 0

Ermera 4 26 12 10

Lautem 9 5 3 5

Liquica 0 6 1 0

Manatuto 9 3 4 4

Manufahi 4 3 9 6

Oecusse 9 11 2 6

Viqueque 17 7 12 14

Timor-Leste 89 89 89 89

Source: ADB estimates based on the suco data of the 2010 Timor-Leste population and housing census 
(National Statistics Directorate 2011).
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indicators will rate Baucau, Lautem, Manatuto, and Viqueque districts higher  
than an index based on assets or infrastructure.

While the indexes rank sucos diff erently, they do share a common 
conclusion—there are large gaps between sucos, with some much better-off  
than others. 

Which of the four indexes is the most relevant? Th e answer depends on 
the intended use.

Th e asset-based index is a measure of development outcomes. Th e social 
and infrastructure indexes are very diff erent in nature, being measures of 
opportunity. Opportunity can be characterized as the result of circumstances, 
such as the location of birth or the education background of parents, and 
of public policy.12 It is combined with eff ort to produce development 
outcomes. Th e state is largely responsible for ensuring opportunity is available 
and distributed equitably, but the individual and communities are largely 
responsible for eff ort. Measures of opportunity are distinctly diff erent from the 
asset-based index, which measures living standards and captures the eff ect of a 
broad range of opportunities plus the eff ort of individuals and communities.

Assessments of whether development is fair and inclusive rest on an 
underlying assessment of those that are better-off  and those that are less well-
off . Th is is typically assessed based on living standards. For example, access to 
electricity would normally be considered fair and inclusive if those with lower 
living standards have similar access to those with higher living standards. Th is 
is more meaningful than assessing access to electricity for those, for example, 
with or without access to improved sanitation or a primary school.

Indexes based on access to basic services are important for identifying 
gaps in opportunity that the state is responsible for correcting. But they are 
distinctly diff erent from measures of living standards such as the asset-based 
index. Th is interest of this paper is in fi nding a suco-level measure of living 
standards that can inform views on whether development is fair and inclusive. 
Th e asset-based index is better suited for this purpose.

Th at said, concepts of what is fair and inclusive can vary across societies 
and be country-specifi c. It is important that what is fair and inclusive is viewed 
in a way that is meaningful for each society. Hence, it is important that Timor-
Leste form its own view on how to distinguish those Timorese that are better-
off  from those that are less well-off .

 

12 Th e concept of opportunity is discussed further in Sugden (2012a,b) and ADB (2012).



Least Developed Sucos–Timor-Leste

14   |   



|   15

Observations and 
Suggestions
Th e suco-level analysis of asset holdings allows identifi cation of those areas of 
the country with low living standards. It off ers a systematic tool for linking 
the Sensus Fo Fila Fali with decisions on the delivery of basic public services. 
Notably, the asset-based measure of living standards can be used to target 
service delivery on areas of greatest need. 

It can also be used for the monitoring and evaluation of public programs. 
Specifi cally, changes in the rate of asset accumulation or the ranking of sucos 
by living standards can be used to track the eff ect of public programs. Th is 
provides an alternative to tracking changes in poverty or health and education 
outcomes, which can be costly, if not impractical, to do at the suco level.

If development is to be fair and inclusive, it is important that diff erences 
in living standards between sucos be factored into development planning and 
budgeting. Achieving fair and inclusive development requires extra attention 
to the sucos with lower living standards so they can share in the benefi ts of 
development. Th is will require a reduction in the gaps they face in access to 
education, health, and infrastructure services.

Ensuring consensus on which sucos are better-off  and which are less well-
off , and how best to respond to the diff erences between them, will enrich the 
quality of development planning and budgeting in Timor-Leste.

 

It is possible to identify 

those sucos with lower 

living standards. They 

require extra attention if 

development is to be fair 

and inclusive
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