Head of East Timor Convent says Attackers Raped Female Students Amid Ongoing Violence

A priest in East Timor said Saturday that dozens of attackers raided a convent and raped several female students, including one around 8 years old. 

The accusation comes amid ongoing violence in the Southeast Asian country following the appointment of a new government on Monday. At least 12 people have been injured and 120 houses set on fire since former resistance fighter Xanana Gusmao was appointed prime minister. 

Police said they were investigating the reported attacks at the Salesian Don Bosco convent, which is located in the eastern part of the tiny nation, where much of the unrest has occurred. 

The Rev. Basilio Maria Ximenes, the head of the convent, said dozens of unidentified attackers raided the institution late Friday. He said they vandalized buildings before raping “several” girls, the youngest of whom was around 8 years old. 

“I call this a tragedy because it happened in the convent, a holy place and it happened to female children,” he told The Associated Press, giving no more details. 

Also Friday, unidentified attackers opened fire on a U.N. convoy traveling in the east, the U.N. and local police commander Pedro Belo said. None of the 10 people in the convoy was injured. 

Belo said U.N. police officers traveling with the convoy returned fire, and that blood on the ground close to the ambush site indicated that an attacker was hit. 

The violence has mostly involved young men torching unoccupied buildings, throwing stones at U.N. vehicles and setting up roadblocks in areas loyal to the sidelined former ruling party, Fretilin. Four U.N. officers were among the 12 people injured. 

Gusmao was appointed prime minister by the president after no party won an overall majority in June elections. The move was intended to resolve the political deadlock in the country. 

Fretilin won 21 seats in the 65-member Parliament and insisted it had the right to govern even though it did not have a majority. Gusmao's party won 18, but formed a coalition that has 37 seats. 

East Timor, a former Portuguese colony that is predominantly Roman Catholic, faces major security, humanitarian and economic challenges. It has significant offshore oil and gas reserves, but unemployment hovers at around 50 percent in the nation of less than 1 million people. 

