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Abstract
This thesis is concerned with the ways in which the potentials of a group of Timorese
women, with early aspirations of achieving economic self-reliance through formal
work, have been realised through their recruitment into non-traditional jobs on the
Bayu-Undan Gas Recycling Project in the Timor Sea.

The aspirational horizons and experiences of the sixteen women who comprise the
sample of this study run counter to those of most women in Timor-Leste, where poverty
and pervasive patriarchal ideologies relegate them to the domestic sphere as wives and
mothers subject to the authority of men. Their reality as working women also runs
counter to that of other female waged workers in the developing world reported as
experiencing poor wages and working conditions and discrimination in the workplace
and for some, resentment or violence from husbands.

The findings of this study point to new evidence of young Timorese women at the
beginning of their post-secondary school journeys exhibiting a high level of agency.
This is reflected in their personal qualities, both inherent and socially fostered, of
determination, courage and self-belief, and confidence in their aptitude to learn new
competencies, with strategic goals of economic independence and an awareness of their
right to shape their own lives towards this end. In addition to this they have had the
crucial social resource of support from family members and from husbands and male
partners.

It is rare to see the inclusion of gender, explicitly or tacitly, in the local content
commitments associated with petroleum extraction projects in developing countries.
This thesis has identified the pivotal role, played by a locally-owned Timorese
contracting company, confident in the capacity of Timorese women to be effective
offshore crewmembers, in shaping the employee component of the Bayu-Undan
project’s local content to incorporate females. What is also of significance is that these
women occupy well-paid, valued positions of responsibility on the western platform,
where a culture of non-gender discrimination sees them receiving respect from male
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personnel, including their Timorese male co-workers, and being supported in their
ambitions to up-skill, in some cases into historically male areas.
At home, the women’s new identities as high income-earners employed in nontraditional work have given them greater social and economic status. While there is
some concern that their economic autonomy could be eroded by excessive family
demands, the new financial resources provided by the women are seen by them, and
others, as important obligations towards improving the lives and prospects of extended
family members. Additionally, as a ‘realising potential’ outcome from their incomes,
new opportunities and valued ways of being have opened up for the women themselves
and their immediate families.

Key words: Timor-Leste, women offshore workers, aspirational horizons, self-belief,
social support, local content, realising potential, economic autonomy.
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