;e Waima'a, East Timor

Language endangerment and maintenance in a
newly emerging nation

The Language

Waima'a is one of about a dozen Austrone-
sian languages still being spoken in Timor-
Leste (East Timor). It is typologically some- : o gty | o AT a
what unusual, at least as far as Austronesian T -~ _ L gV “L“”M qen
languages are concerned. Most importantly, ' = g IR o e M . N
Waima'a is largely isolating (i.e. it has next
to no prefixes or suffixes on any of its
words, much like Chinese or Thai). But its
sound inventory is much larger than is typ-
ical for Austronesian languages, and includes
rare speech sounds such as ejectives. Many
of these special features are in all likelihood
due to a long history of close interaction
with speakers of neighbouring non-Austro-
nesian and Austronesian languages.
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The Waima'a team are working with five different languages in

their annotations: Waima'a plus the official languages of East | Cover of The praying mantis and the ball Of mud book pre-
Timor - Tetum and Portuguese - as well as the (temporary)
‘working languages’ of the country - English and Malay.

pared for use in local schools
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The People

Local tradition has it that the name Waima'a
is derived from the words wai ‘water’ and
ma‘a ‘empty’. The Baucau plateau on which
Waima'a is spoken is one of the driest re-
gions in East Timor.

When the project began in 2002, signs of the post-referendum
violence were still visible throughout the country.

The Project

The main phase of the Waima'a documenta-
tion project ran from 2002-2006. The team
adopted a community-based approach to the
documentation. This means that the basic
documentation work (recording, first tran-

Buffalos are valued most hlghly in tradltlonal Tlmorese barter

script, and translation into Tetum and Members of the research team, leolaus Hlmmelmann (left),
Ma[ay) was done by native speakers, in par- Mauricio Belo (centre) and John Bowden (right), Waima'a
: : . . s . speakers Degu Kai and a cousin of Belo (far left)
The Waima'a people are hemmed in by two ticular Mauricio Belo.

much larger populations, namely the Maka-
sae to the east, and the Galoli to the west.
Speakers live in small hamlets which have
populations of 50-100 people.
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Allgemeine Sprachwissenschaft

Mauricio Belo the native speaker who collected most of the Universitat zu Koln

materials in the Waima'a corpus. In the background, you can i .

e & T OB h e T R g see the Baucau plateau where Waima'a is spoken. It is ex- D-50923 .KOln .

A Waima'a ceremonial clan house or uma fukun tremely dry for most of the year, and not very fertile. Spr GChWISSGﬂSCth t@uni-koeln.de
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