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Introduction

The Fiji Women’s Rights Movement (FWRM) is a feminist organisation committed to removing
all forms of discrimination against women and girls through advocacy, research and legislative
reform. FWRM promotes and recognises that women and girls' engagement in the national
budgeting and development processes is crucial to highlight their perspectives and key issues
that need to be addressed.

The National Budget is a very important expression of the government’s priorities and
commitments and reflects both the economic as well as the social priorities of the government.
FWRM uses feminist analysis as a basis for national budget submissions to address gender
inequality with particular regard to the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), which Fiji ratified in 1995, and the role of the State' in
the Fiji National Gender Policy as well as other human rights commitments, including Fiji’s 2013
Constitution.

FWRM welcomes the efforts by the Ministry of Economy to conduct national consultations and
seek input from a wide range of stakeholders across Fiji. In this process, we hope that the Ministry
is able to garner voices of women and girls as well as other marginalized groups in Fiji. From the
work we do, FWRM puts forward six key priority areas for consideration in this year's budget:

e Priority area 1: Period Poverty

e Priority area 2: Increase in Cost of Justice

e Priority area 3: More Investments in Public Health

e Priority area 4: Special scheme for those in unpaid care work: Matching voluntary
contributions (FNPF)

e Priority area 5: Change in Fiscal Policies Around Taxation

e Priority area 6: Transparency re Climate Funds



Priority Area 1: What does period poverty in Fiji look like?

In Fiji, with high poverty rates in both the rural (30.8%) and urban (41.5%) areas, period poverty
affects majority of women and girls in low-income households®. It is a critical issue that affects
only women and girls and we do not have a choice in this matter, in different aspects of their life,
it affects their health, education and overall well-being. The lack of access to menstrual hygiene
products, proper sanitation/disposal facilities and education on menstrual health remains a

major issue in the country
FWRMs research and engagement with the women and girls reveals that:

e The “Free Sanitary Pad Initiative” is a great initiative and needs to be sustained and be
timely for all girls including girls in rural, remote and maritime areas

e Women and girls are unable to easily access menstrual hygiene products in the rural areas,
this is exacerbated during natural disasters and pandemics.

e The case study below shows that women and girls choose to spend their money on

groceries rather than menstrual hygiene products.

Lagilagi Relief campaign was born on the
day TC Harold destroyed many homes in
April. We learned that women and girls
had to move to evacuation centres and
most of them had lost every “girly”
possession they had.

We also learned that girls were also
unable to afford pads because “food was
a priority” and these girls and women
resorted to making their own makeshift
pads from toilet paper, newspaper and
socks.

Sanitary pads are a need - but only a few Source: Fiji Sun
have the privlege to and afford

comfortable sanitary products. Many will

argue that cloth pads should be readily

available in homes but there are also

issues with cloth or napkin pads as well.

1 https://www.statsfiji.gov.fj/images/documents/HIES 2019-20/2019-20 HIES-MAIN-REPORT.pdf
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Recommendations
e FWRM strongly recommends that the government increases the budget for the Ministry

of Education to include better distribution mechanisms in the rural, remote and maritime
areas for menstrual hygiene products

e FWRM recommends that the distribution method takes a new form. Rather than having
coupons distributed, the rollout to be in the form of products i.e. 6 months to a year
supply of menstrual hygiene products to be provided to networks, village clinics/nurses
and hospitals for easier accessibility.

e The Ministry of Education has relevant data on sanitary pad distribution in school settings.
FWRM recommends that this must be utilised to improve the distribution services and
accessibility issues in the rural/remote/maritime areas, where the initiative matters the
most.

e FWRM acknowledges that the government has imposed zero VAT on menstrual hygiene
products, however we urge that the prices must be further decreased as the costs are still
a deterrent. There also needs to be consistent monitoring and checks on price control.

Priority Area 2: Increasing cost of justice

FWRMs research report “Balancing the Scales: Improving Fijian Women’s Access to Justice” in Fiji
highlighted the challenges that women face while trying to access formal justice systems. One
such barrier was the cost of justice, distance (which relates to cost as that a person has to make
many trips to the town and city centers to access the services from the formal justice sector and
NGOs) and complexity of processes. The research reported that the weekly per capita adult
income for a woman living on the basic need's poverty line was approximately FID50. With recent
updates in data, the household income and expenditure survey (HIES) highlight that three out of
ten Fijians living in poverty in 2019-20 and rural poverty being higher than urban poverty. The
poverty line in Fiji under the Basic Needs Poverty Line (BNPL) is now at FID41.91 per adult

equivalent per week.
FWRM reiterates on the issues below:

e Increasing cost of living and inflation rates recorded by the Reserve Bank of Fiji (RBF)
continue to affect cost of justice for low-income households?
e Women are required to cater for the court costs along with extra costs such as printing

documents, transportation costs and childcare costs which contributes to existing

2 https://www.rbf.gov.fj/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Economic-Review-March-2024.pdf
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burdens. So even with fees being exempt for some court processes, other costs keep
increasing which the women are unable to cater for.

* Transportation is one of the costs that women cater for when trying to access justice. In
2023, the bus rates increased by 10% where Stage 1 fares which used to cost 95 cents are
now $1.02, Stage 2 fares from $1.45 goes up to $1.61 while Stage 3 fares increase from
$1.99 to $2.21. Women travelling and living in the rural/remote and maritime areas are
expected to pay more for return trips>.

e Natural disasters such as flooding impacts court sittings in Ba, Tavua and Rakiraki for
prolonged periods of time and courts are not fully operational. We need better planning
and resilient infrastructure to ensure that Family Court does not get disrupted during such
periods

e Access to justice is affected for family law cases in maritime areas as court only sits 3-4
times a year

e Deaf women are further marginalised as there is lack of basic Sign Language knowledge
across service providers including the justice system.

Recommendations

e FWRM recommends that court proceedings must be streamlined so that women do not
make multiple trips to courts, especially for family law cases

e FWRM recommends that family law cases in the maritime areas/Islands have more
regular Island court sittings

e FWRM recommends that more budget be allocated to cater for better infrastructure in
Islands to better facilities to house perpetrators

e FWRM recommends special attention and urgent investments in disaster resilient
courtrooms to avoid delays in access to justice.

e FWRM recommends that we continue to increase legal literacy and awareness,
particularly in rural and marginalized communities. By empowering individuals to
understand their legal rights and obligations, they may be better equipped to navigate
the legal system effectively

e FWRM recommends that the justice system have mandatory sign language /deaf culture
classes for all staff.

Priority Area 3: Why should we invest in public health?

Investments in public health are crucial for fostering healthier communities and ensuring the

well-being of individuals on a societal scale. Public health interventions focus on prevention

3 https://www.fijivillage.com/news/Bus-fare-to-go-up-by-10-from-tomorrow--x48r5f/
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rather than treatment, which can lead to long-term savings and improved quality of life for

individuals. There must be robust public health systems strengthen the resilience of communities

in the face of health crises, by enabling rapid responses and effective containment measures.

Improved public health outcomes contribute to broader social and economic development goals.

Healthy populations are more productive, have higher educational attainment, and are better

able to participate in economic activities, ultimately leading to sustainable development and

poverty reduction.

FWRM reiterates on the issues below:

Infrastructural issues continue to affect health care services in the country. There is a lack
of resources even with a sufficient budget being provided to the Ministry of Health and
Medical Services. With insufficient beds, unavailability of certain healthcare services like
scans, lack of proper equipment and proper maintenance technics, water cut issues and
rundown surgery rooms that cannot be used at all as they are on the verge of collapsing.
Healthcare services are the first to shut down during pandemics such as the COVID-19.
Women were re-routed for SRH and maternity services, some were unable to access the
services due to lockdowns, curfews and hospital closures.

There continues to be a brain drain of healthcare workers, around 807 nurses resigned in

20224, this has been due to poor working conditions and poor pay.

Recommendations

FWRM recommends an increase in budget to upgrade healthcare facilities in rural and
remote areas to ensure they are equipped with essential medical equipment, supplies,
and qualified staff

FWRM recommends that the government improve access to affordable transportation
options and establish clear referral pathways and protocols for transferring patients from
primary healthcare facilities to higher levels of care, ensuring timely access to specialized
services when needed.

FWRM recommends for the government to consider building a hospital in Nasinu Town
as this is the most densely populated area in Fiji and currently does not have a sub

divisional hospital.

4 https://ffijisun.com.fj/2023/02/17/807-nurses-resigned-last-year/
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FWRM recommends an increase in budget to cater for appropriate remunerations for
healthcare workers to avoid issues such as shortages or interference in proper and
adequate healthcare services

FWRM recommends that more investments must be towards kidney dialysis and cancer
treatments

FWRM recommends a review of the free medicine scheme to be able to cater for the
increasing health needs of women with NCDS, cancer and other sexual reproductive

issues such as menopause

Priority Area 4: Recognizing and Valuing Unpaid Care Work for all Fijian Women

FWRM published a report titled "Beyond 33%: The Economic Empowerment of Fiji Women and
Girls", shedding light on the significant gender inequality that persists in the country.

FWRM reiterates on the issues below:

The report reveals that women in Fiji carry out a staggering 73% of the unpaid household
work, with the burden falling disproportionately on the shoulders of female domestic
workers who do 39% of the work. These findings highlight the urgent need for policies
and initiatives that support the economic empowerment of women and girls in Fiji.
Without doubt, compulsory legal contributions into workers’ superannuation funds
remains the most important safety net for all workers into their retirement. It isimportant
that women start making voluntary contributions at an early age to be able to have a form
of security as well.

This unequal distribution of care work limits Fijian women's economic opportunities and
contributes to their exclusion from formal social security systems. Unequal distribution of
unpaid care work and lack of social protection for women in Fiji is an issue of inequity.
Women's exclusion from social protection programs also leaves them vulnerable to
poverty and financial insecurity, particularly in times of crisis such as the COVID-19
pandemic and natural disasters.

Recommendations

FWRM strongly recommends that the government increase budget allocation in this area
and introduce a social security scheme to encourage voluntary FNPF contributions for
women doing unpaid care work with a matching contribution from government as an
incentive. This will need to be tailor made and flexible considering different needs of
different women and girls

Women with savings in banks be encouraged to move them to deposits in FNPF where
the return is higher



e Given the importance of FNPF to the financial security of women in general, FWRM
recommends that two gender experts to be nominated to the FNPF Board

Priority Area 5: Gendered Implications of fiscal policies and taxation

Working towards more inclusive economies, in which women fully participate, is also important
for economic growth. Tax policy can contribute to gender equality, and to governments’ efforts
to reduce inequalities. Even in tax systems that do not include explicit gender biases, hidden
biases often exist due to the interaction of the tax system with differences in the nature and level
of income earned by men and women, consumption decisions and social expectations. The tax
system in Fiji can exacerbate existing gender inequalities by disproportionately burdening
women, particularly those in low-income households and engaged in informal economic
activities. Indirect taxes like VAT often affect essentials like food and clothing, placing a heavier

financial strain on households where women are the primary earners or caregivers.
FWRM reiterates on the issues below:

e Tax revenues contribute to government budgets, including allocations for education.
Adequate funding for education is essential for ensuring access to quality schooling for
women and girls in Fiji. Taxation policies that prioritize education funding can support
initiatives such as building schools, providing scholarships, and training teachers, which
benefit women and girls' access to education.

e Import duties and taxes on educational materials, such as textbooks and school supplies,
can impact the affordability of education for women and girls in Fiji. High taxes on these
items may increase their prices, making it more difficult for low-income families to afford
essential educational materials. Taxation policies that reduce or exempt taxes on
education-related goods can help make these items more accessible to women and girls,
thereby facilitating their educational attainment. The $200 provided to families may only
be able to cover a few things on the list. However, if parents are purchasing school
materials from shops, a 15% VAT is charged on the products.

e Herein it is important to note that women often put themselves last when it comes to
many aspects in the family. For example, women put themselves last when it comes to
seeking healthcare and they will seek cheaper alternate remedies first, women will eat
last, and often not enough nutritious food and women will prioritise everyone else wishes

when it comes to shopping.



Recommendations

FWRM recommends that the government evaluates the 15% VAT rate and consider
adjusting them to make it more manageable for consumers. This can alleviate the
financial burden on low-income individuals and families, including women. Sporting
goods can be included in this list.

FWRM recommends that the government have a relook at the fiscal policies around
taxation as they affect women and girls and have gendered implications.

Priority Area 6: Climate Change Financing - Transparency, an issue for all!

The government has been a vocal advocate for transparency in climate finance, particularly in

the context of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and the

Paris Agreement. Fiji has emphasized the importance of developed countries fulfilling their

commitments to provide financial assistance to developing countries like Fiji to cope with climate

change.

FWRM reiterates on the issue below:

As Fiji grapples with climate change issues such as the rise in sea levels and natural
disasters that affect the women and girls of Fiji, it is important that there is transparency
and accountability on the utilisation of climate change funds and on how it has helped

curb the effects of climate change on the marginalised groups.

Recommendations

FWRM suggests that proper annual reports must be issued by the government showing
clearly the distribution and utilisation of climate funds

FWRM recommends that with such funds, the challenges of women and girls in Fiji must
also be highlighted. Infrastructure upgrade should also benefit the women and girls. This
includes better roads so that they can access healthcare services, access to water and
WASH facilities in hospitals, public areas and schools.

If there are any further questions on the submission, we can be contacted on the following:

Fiji Women’s Rights Movement Level 2,
TAF House 76 Gordon St, Suva

Email: info@fwrm.orq.fi

Facebook: www.facebook.com/fwrm1

Instagram: @fwrm1
Linkedin: https://www.linkedin.com/company/7596711
YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/user/FWRM2011
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