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Abstract 

The livestock species play very important economic and socio-cultural roles for the 

wellbeing of rural households which include food supply, source of income, asset 

saving, source of employment, soil fertility, livelihoods, transport, agricultural traction, 

agricultural diversification and sustainable agricultural production. The objective of this 

work was to identify and characterize the different roles that livestock species play in 

rural communities of Timor-Leste. Special attention was given to the socio cultural 

functions. The primary data used in this study was aquestionnaire survey made in 2011 

in three rural communities in the district of Bobonaro and as secondary source the 

numerous studies made about the livestock species of Timor-Leste. 
  
The results showed that livestock production and livestock species play important 

economic functions, as well as social and cultural roles for rural communities of Timor-

Leste. Livestock species are a very important driver for the development and wellbeing 

of rural communities of Timor-Leste and livestock policies should incorporate not only 

economic but also the social and cultural roles of livestock species. 
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Introduction 

The livestock species play very important economic, social and 

cultural functions for rural households in developing countries once they contribute to 

improve income and wellbeing of the farm family. Livestock helps on food supply, 

family nutrition, family income, asset savings, soil productivity, livelihoods, transport, 

agricultural traction, agricultural diversification and sustainable agricultural production, 

family and community employment, ritual purposes and social status (Moyo et al 2010). 
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Livestock functions can be classified in several ways. According to FAO (ILRI 1995), 

two widely used classifications are based on the kinds of output produced (food, 

cropping inputs and raw materials) or in the uses (household consumption, supply of 

inputs, cash income, savings and investment and social and ritual roles) in which these 

outputs are put on. Another classification divides livestock functions in economic 

(source of cash income, mean of savings accumulation and investment, economic 

status), household use (feeding, transportation, fertilizer and animal draught), 

sociocultural (social status, paying bride wealth, providing animals for communal feasts 

or sacrifices) and leisure (horse racing, cock fighting, bullfight, hunting). 
  
Livestock production in Timor-Leste is predominantly familiar and mostly integrated 

into the way of life of rural families and communities. Since long ago livestock plays 

several roles that are documented since the late nineteenth century. The main livestock 

species include chickens, pigs, goats, horses, cattle, buffaloes and sheep. The aim of this 

work was to identify and analyze the functions that livestock play for rural communities 

of Timor-Leste. After this introduction, in the second part material and methods are set, 

in the third section the results and discussion are done and in the final part the main 

conclusions are drawn. 

 

Methodology 

The data used were obtained through primary and secondary sources. The primary data 

was collected in 2011 through a questionnaire survey of 101 farmers. Farmers were 

selected by convenience sampling in which the role of the traditional authorities, head 

of Suco (village), was fundamental and decisive. The survey was conducted in three 

rural sucos, Tapo-Tas – mountain area, Tapo-Memo – irrigation plain and Aidabaleten - 

coastal area, of the district of Bobonaro, The questionnaire characterized the economic 

and sociocultural functions that livestock production plays in the life, wellbeing and 

development of rural households and communities. 
  
The secondary sources used come from historical and recent publications and official 

statistics of Timor-Leste, and are complemented by theinvaluable field experience 

and knowledge of the authors. The performed analysis was essentially descriptive and 

qualitative, highlighting the functions that livestock still performs in the rural 

communities of Timor-Leste. 

 

Results and discussion 

Agriculture is the main economic activity in the three sucos selected, more than 90% of 

households rear livestock species, being chicken, pigs, goats and cattle the most 

important, and more than 70% are involved in crop activities, being maize and cassava 

the most relevant.  
  
The data obtained from the farmers survey and secondary sources were organized in 

four items: economic, household, sociocultural and leisure functions. 
  
Economic 



  
Livestock is an important source of monetary income, and a way of capital 

accumulation and savings for Timor-Leste rural population. This capital is mobilized 

and employed anytime there are household necessities. The livestock species that 

contribute most to household monetary income of the three sucos surveyed are pigs, 

chickens, cattle and goats, being buffalos residual. Regarding selling livestock 

production, the households that are involved in livestock rearing sell sheep,  goats, 

chickens, cattle, pigs and buffalos in that order (Table 1).  

Table 1: Percentage of households that rear livestock 

and sell 

Species 
Tapo-

Tas 
Tapo-

Memo 
Aidabaleten 

Total 

Chickens 43.5 78.6 55.2 60 
Pigs 34.5 77.8 44.4 51.8 
Goats 100 63.2 65.2 66.7 
Cattle 66.7 35 70.4 58.8 
Buffalos 25 0 66.7 46.7 
Sheep 100 0 75 77.8 

When livestock is compared with other sources of household income, the majority of 

the households ranked livestock as their most important second and third source of 

income, but ranked fourth as the first source of income (Table 2). 

Table 2: Households ranking of livestock as a source of income 
  

As source of income Tapo-Tas Tapo-Memo Aidabaleten 
Total Sucos 

1
st 2

nd 3
th 2

nd 4
th 

2
nd 2

nd 1
st 1

st 1
st 

3
rd 1

st 1
st 3

th 1
st 

Cash income received from livestock selling and from other economic activities is used 

to pay the school of children, to buy clothes, tools and food and for 36.3% of the 

households to buy new animals to rear. 
  
Household 

  
Regarding regular consumption of meat, the majority of the population eat meat only 

once a week (53.9%) and 31.4% twice a week (Table 3). Tapo-Memo population has 

higher consumption of meat than the other two sucos because it is a more urban suco. 

These overall results are better than the ones obtained by Deus (2011) for Letefoho sub-

district, where the majority of the population eat meat once a month (47.7%) and 29.1% 

twice a week. These modest results confirm some of the descriptions made during 

Portuguese colonial period that there were significant livestock numbers, and despite 

being an important source of protein, the population rarely consumed their animals at 

home, except during funerals or feasts. 



Table 3: Number of times that households eat meat 

per week 
Times 

per week 
Tapo-

Tas 
Tapo-

Memo Aidabaleten 
Total 

0 0 0 20 6.9 
1 74.3 25 60 53.9 
2 17.1 65.6 14.3 31.4 
3 8.6 6.3 5.7 6.9 
4 0 3.1 0 1 

Total 100 100 100 100 

The most used livestock species  for self-consumption by the households that rear 

livestock are chickens, goats and pigs, while sheep, buffalos and cattle are the species 

less utilized (Table 4). 

Table 4:  Percentage of households that rear 

livestock and use for self-consumption 

Species 
Tapo-

Tas 
Tapo-

Memo 
Aidabaleten 

Total 

Chickens 39.1 89.3 65.5 66.3 
Pigs 3.4 55.6 37 31.3 
Goats 33.3 63.2 34.8 46.7 
Cattle 9.5 25 18.5 17.6 
Buffalos 25 50 11.1 20 
Sheep 0 0 12.5 22.2 

The old descriptions referred that milk, mixed with rice or crushed corn, was consumed 

as a tasty delicacy and that the milk left was sold (Martinho 1936). At present, milk 

from local production is not drunk for safety reasons, while egg consumption is 

restricted, mostly due to the fact that in the free ranging system it is often difficult to 

find and collect the eggs. 
  
Animal manure is widely used to fertilize the different crops. The use of draught 

animals in crop activities, buffalos and horses, is mainly confined to land preparation of 

rice fields while tools are used in all other crops and other cultural operations. For 

instance, the households of Tapo-Tas only use tools in land preparation, while in Tapo-

Memo and Aidabaleten, where the rice is an important crop, draught animals are more 

used (Table 5). In these two sucos, the majority of the animals are owned by the 

households. For Baucau Distrct, Silva (2011) found that around 52.1% of farmers use 

buffalos and 24% use horses in rice land preparation. 

Table 5: Percentage of households  using animal 

draught ,power 

  
Tapo-

Tas 
Tapo-

Memo Aidabaleten 
Total 

Animal 

draught 
0 40.6 22.9 20.6 

Owned 0 84.6 100 90.5 
Rented 0 15.4 0 9.5 

During the Portuguese colonization and Indonesian occupation, several unsucessfull 

attempts were made for the introduction and to reinforce the usage of animal draught, 

not only for rice but also for the other agricultural activities such as maize. Since long 

ago ploughs are not used by the rural population of Timor-Leste once the country is 

outside the diffusion area of the Chinese plough, that reached Philippines and North 



Borneo, and also from the Indian plough, that affected Java and Bali (Thomaz 1973¸ 

OXFAM 2004). 
  
As a mean of transportation, horses are still used, mainly in mountainous regions, but 

much less than were in the past. However, when families do not have another mean of 

transport, they use the animals mainly for cargo. 
  
Socio-cultural 

  
Livestock ownership, specially cattle and buffalos, is an index of social wealth, an 

outward sign of wealth, the greatness of a King or a simple man was, and is, assessed by 

the size of his herd (Valdez 1929; Artur 1926; Costa 1950; Silva 1954; Friedeberg 

1974; Cruz 2003; MED 2008). 
  
According to Cinatti (1987), in Timorese society, the buffalo is one of the most 

useful/helpful animals. The buffalo is a “multi-task” animal: feeds, works, gives 

prestige and is used in ceremonies. During the last century, several authors mention the 

buffalo as the sacrificial animal per excellence in agriculture, weddings and burial 

rituals (Valdez 1927; Martinho 1936; Thomaz 1974; Sá 1963). Martinho (1936) refers 

that “estilos” of "Ocoí-Mate" are the cause of slaughter of some thousands og buffalos, 

pigs and goats around the year. Even nowadays buffalos are part of the “barlaque” and 

are indispensable in “estilos” of Ocoí-Mate. The estilo of "Ocoí-Mate" is a memorial 

service for departed souls. Animistic and superstitions say that the soul of the deceased 

does not feel quiet if relatives, in funeral ceremonies, do not sacrifice a few buffalos. 
  
Buffalo meat is considered to be of inferior quality than cattle meat but in Timor-

Leste it is appreciated and used extensively in most of the territory. The most valuable 

buffalos are those with the biggest horns and not with  the largeste size and volume of 

the body. 
  
One of the social functions is the use of animals for the fulfilment of a set of rituals and 

social obligations (funerals, ritual slaughter and bride wealth) of families and 

communities, either formal or informal. For the three sucos studied, the animals that are 

more relevant for traditional ceremonies and festivities “estilos” are pigs and cattle 

followed by chicken and goats. Cattle are more important for Tapo-Tas and 

Aidabaleten, while pigs and chicken are for Tapo-Memo (Table 6). Regarding the 

households that are involved in livestock rearing, 51.5% use cattle, 47.0% pigs, 46.7% 

goats and 30.0% chickens. The animals used are cooked, often in a special way, and 

shared by participants. 



Table 6: Percentage of households which use 

livestock animals for ceremonies and festivities 

Species 
Tapo-

Tas 
Tapo-

Memo 
Aidabaleten 

Total 

Chickens 17.4 64.3 6.9 30 
Pigs 31 74.1 37 47 
Goats 33.3 63.2 34.8 46.7 
Cattle 47.6 55 51.9 51.5 
Buffalos 0 0 11.1 6.7 
Sheep 0 0 12.5 11.1 

Among the several ceremonies performed around the year, it is worth to highlighting 

the “Finados” celebrated by 99% of respondents followed by the day of All Saints 

(Table 7). 

Table 7:  Rituals performed every year (% of 

households) 
  Tapo-

Tas 
Tapo-

Memo 
Aidabaleten Total 

Build and 

inaugurate 

sacred 

house 

28.6 15.6 22.9 22.5 

Remove 

mourning 

(desluto) 

25.7 28.1 20 24.5 

All 

Sould’s 

day 

(finados) 

100 100 97.1 99 

All Saints 

day 
68.6 93.8 71.4 77.5 

Funerals 34.3 18.8 22.9 25.5 
Weddings 17.1 15.6 11.4 14.7 
Call the 

rain 
60 37.5 17.1 38.2 

Burning 

grass 
11.4 28.1 8.6 15.7 

Almost all families celebrate some kind of worships before or/and after harvest of the 

main agricultural activities and they do that mainly as a household or family ceremony 

and more than  half of them as  a larger communal ceremony (Table 8). 

Table 8: Type of worship made (% of households) 

  
Tapo-

Tas 
Tapo-

Memo Aidabaleten 
Total 

Worships before 

and after harvest 
97.1 93.8 100 97.1 

Individual 

worship 
94.1 93.8 97.1 95 

Family worship 73.5 59.4 94.3 76.2 
Community 

worship 
67.6 50 51.4 56.4 

Beside the main vegetable production, cattle and buffalos are also subject to worship, 

mainly in Tapo-Tas which is in the mountain and the most rural of sucos (Table 9). 



Table 9: Main agricultural activities subject to 

worship (% of households) 
  Tapo-

Tas 
Tapo-

Memo 
Aidabaleten Total 

Maize 100 96.9 85.7 94.1 
Rice 23.5 100 94.3 72.3 
Coffee 64.7 6.3 2.9 24.8 
Cattle 52.9 6.3 11.4 23.8 
Buffalos 26.5 3.1 8.6 12.9 
Fishing 8.8 6.3 60 25.7 

Rural communities still perform a set of rituals with a “propitiatory” nature 

(before sowing, after harvest, in the case of pests, to ask for rain orto ask to stop the rain 

…) and even technological innovations from outside the community have to be 

integrated into the local culture, such as the ritual of Fasi karau ain (washing the feet of 

the buffalo) that in the district Viqueque continues to be done, not only to animals but 

also to tractors (Miranda 2011). 
Beyond the prayers, songs, dances and other gifts as gold, money and areca, the people 

proceed to the sacrifice of animals to offer to the spirits or to see in their bowels how 

the harvest will be. 
  
This practice highlights the importance of the investment made in agriculture, despite 

the low number of animals that each family has, they do not fail to meet their ritual 

obligations, providing animals for communal feasts or sacrifices, in order to try to 

ensure a good harvest. As gift/sacrified in ceremonies, the animals most used are 

chicken and pigs (Table 10). The buffalos are used only by about 3% of the households. 

Table 10:  Gifts offered in the worships (% of 

households) 
  Tapo-

Tas 
Tapo-

Memo 
Aidabaleten Total 

Cock 

and hen 
88.6 96.9 91.4 92.2 

Pigs 65.7 84.4 80 76.5 
Goats 22.9 9.4 48.6 27.5 
Eggs 37.1 18.8 68.6 42.2 
Cattle 11.4 3.1 11.4 8.8 
Buffalos 5.7 3.1 0 2.9 
Palm 

wine 

(tua 

mutin or 

tua 

sabu) 

25.7 15.6 8.6 16.7 

Areca 

and 

bétele 

77.1 90.6 60 75.5 

Money 45.7 31.3 54.3 44.1 
Gold 14.3 12.5 5.7 10.8 

To fully understand the social role of livestock, it is also important to consider the role 

that gender plays in livestock production. Treating the pigs and chickens is considered a 

women's work, on the opposite the guarding of buffalos and cows, which are male 

property, is considered a man's job. The same division applies to their 

commercialization, women are in charge of small animals and men of big ones (our 



observations and Miranda 2011). In rituals, there are animals that have a feminine 

symbolic value and others with masculine symbolic value, for instance pigs are 

considered feminine social goods while buffalos and cows are masculine social goods. 
  
Comparing these findings with the past documents, it seems that buffalos are losing 

importance. According to our informants, the decreasing use of buffalos in ceremonies 

is not because they are not important and desirable but due to the fact that they are very 

expensive and only affordable on very rare occasions and for very few families. This 

idea confirmed the description made by Claudine Friedberg: she mentioned that 

“During my presence, these rituals were no longer performed, undoubtedly because one 

no longer could afford them” referring the ‘cooling’ ritual in which a piglet and a goat 

were traditional slaughtered (Friedberg 1989). 
  
Leisure 

  
Some of the livestock species have a leisure value;  once they were used for racing, 

hunting and fighting games and raw materials for handicratfts. During the Portuguese 

colonial period horse racing became very pleasing to the Timorese people and the 

descriptions made say that bets were made, in which participated local and European 

people, involving sometimes appreciable amounts. Horses and riders entered 

the racetrack under standing ovations and assistants accompanied the running of the 

race with great enthusiasm, especially the punters or betters (Figueiredo 2004). 

Nowadays, horse racing is regaining its importance as a driver for tourism and 

economic development with the construction of a hippodrome in Batugadé (border to 

West Timor) (Narciso 2012). 
  
Deer hunting was done in the past and in some zones is still done nowadays. In the past, 

horses were used in this activity in which animals were hunted with a javelin. The old 

descriptions tell us about the ability of hunters in handling simultaneously the horse and 

the javelin when tracking down and killing the deer. 
  
Cock fighting is one of the older traditions of Timor-Leste and one of the games 

preferred by Timor-Leste people from all regions. It is a popular masculine pastime 

where women are not allowed to participate (Hicks 2001). Cockfights are held on any 

social occasion when menget together, from the spontaneous to more formal occasions 

and are part of many weekly markets. In the past, cocks represented always two factions 

or two villages and the cocks not only fight for their owners, but also for the villages or 

kingdoms. There were two fights, one between the two cocks and the other between the 

bets made by people belonging to the two factions. 
  
It is a gambling game and a very important leisure activity in Timor-Leste. It is a fight 

to first blood, and is very quick, 10-20 seconds from the wind-up to first blood, and 

there is always someone on site, to stitch up the loser and he can go home to the 

cooking pot or to stud. East Timorese people say gambling is in their blood after 

centuries of cock-fighting and many times lose all their belongings in an afternoon of 

betting in cock fighting (Braga 1935; Fontoura 1940; Sá 1963). 
  
Cocks are admired in Timor because of their courage and perseverance and the courage 

of a man is sometimes compared with that of a cock, while a coward is called a hen. The 

cock fighter is inseparable from his owner and it is common to see men carrying cocks 



under their arms as precious possessions. Beside the fact that many 

drawings tais include the cock, its representation in the coins (10 cêntimos) is a tribute 

to the culture and to the courage of Timorese’s people to fight over time to achieve their 

independence. The portuguese poet Ruy Cinatti, also in a tribute to Timor-Leste culture 

make the following poem about cock fighting. 

A Luta de Galos 
(desporto número um dos Timorenses) 

Galo doido, meu brinquedo, 

Aninhado nos meus braços. 

Sinto o meu coração preso 

Só de pensar no combate. 

Pintei-lhe de verde as penas 

Só a pensar no combate. 

The cock fighting 
(Timorese number one sport) 
Cock crazy, my toy, 

Tucked away in my arms. 

I feel my heart stuck 
Just thinking about the fight. 

I painted its feathers of green 

Just thinking about the fight 
in “Um Cancioneiro Para Timor” – Ruy Cinatti  1996 

The old description says that the Timor-Leste people, with their patience and 

perseverance, manufactured small articles from the black and white horns of the 

buffalos, such as dolls, utensils of ménage and adornments, which are a demonstration 

of their skills and artistic sense (Fontoura 1940; Braga 1935). Nowadays there are some 

handcrafts made with animal raw materials such as skins and horns, used to makedrums 

and other artifacts. 

 

Conclusions 

 Our research and the literature written about Timor-Leste identify that livestock 

had in the past and has nowadays different functions for Timor-Leste rural 

households. These functions are very important for the wellbeing of rural 

households and livestock can be used as a driver for rural development. 

 

 In addition to the economic, household and leisure functions, our observations, 

interviews and talks with local people emphasized the importance given by 

households and communities to the sociocultural function. Many of these 

functions are often ignored when estimating the total contribution of livestock to 

wealth and wellbeing of Timor-Leste rural households. 

 

 The value of the livestock sociocultural functions are difficult to evaluate and 

specific and additional research is needed to better understand and assess the 

role of livestock, to quantify its monetary and non-monetry values, and to find 

out the best integrated policies able to promote the wellbeing and the 

development of rural communities of Timor-Leste. 
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