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l. Introduction

The Fiji Women's Rights Movement (FWRM), established in 1986, is a multi-ethnic
and multicultural non-governmental organisation committed to removing all forms of
discrimination against women through institutional reform and attitudinal change.
Being a feminist organisation, FWRM uses feminist analysis in the work we do in
addressing gender inequality. For 33 years FWRM has lobbied for and raised
awareness on the various intersecting and interlinking barriers that women face in the
country whether it is accessing justice; healthcare; education; employment
opportunities; political participation; harassment-free streets and workplace; and/or

elimination of violence against women and children in the country.

Forming the basis of this submission, particular regard is made to Fiji's commitments
to the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women (CEDAW); the Fiji National Gender, Ageing and Retirement Policies;
the Fiji 2013 Constitution as well as other human rights commitments. Endorsing these
international and national priorities indicate that women are also equal partners in
decision-making and implementation rather than just being beneficiaries. It also
recognises the rights of persons with disabilities (PWDs); people with diverse sexual
orientation and gender identities and expressions; and the different ways they are
affected by existing policies and laws.

The existence of systemic and structural barriers faced by women in Fiji hinders
holistic opportunities and participation of women in decision making spheres. The
prevalence of patriarchal and heteronormative values, emphasis on gender roles, and
discrimination faced by marginalised women?! is an impediment to recognising
women’s economic worth which hampers economic empowerment, furthermore,
leadership of women. 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 marginalised groups in Fiji. The submission will address the

gaps and challenges of the various State-funded social protection schemes in Fiji on

1 Marginalized women, such as women living in poverty and ethnic minority or indigenous women
(OHCHR, 2015) http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Health/Pages/IssuesFocus.aspx
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education, health and economic & livelihoods.

FWRM strongly reiterates our statements? on the need for gender responsive
budgeting so that government can understand how to adjust its national priorities and
allocate resources accordingly to achieve government’s obligations to gender equality
and the advancement of women’s rights in Fiji and the commitments set out in
CEDAW?S. Furthermore, FWRM strongly reiterates the need for annual gender budget
auditing so that government can access the achievements and obstacles to attain
gender equality in policies and programmes in the corresponding budgets.

With these brief statements, FWRM highlights these issues and make

recommendations:

Il. Overview of State-funded Social Protection Schemes in Fiji for women
and children

Towards the end of March this year, FWRM collated and published a factsheet* in
efforts to capture and stocktake existing State-funded social protection schemes in Fiji
under five (5) thematic areas: Education; Health; Economic & Livelihoods; Legal
Provisions and Other essential services. From our findings, we note that there are
about fifty (50) existing schemes spread across the 5 thematic areas targeting specific

population groups such as rural, pregnant, ageing, employed and unemployed women

2 Gender responsive budgeting: it is essential that a gender budget statement by the government is
provided, highlighting key points in the budget from a gender lens. This will provide the opportunity to
identify gaps and respond accordingly. A gender disaggregated approach to budget is necessary to
understand the individual experience of national policies. The International Women’s Development
Agency with the Fiji Bureau of Statistics and the Australian National University conducted a study in
2015 using the Individual Deprivation Measure (IDM) that found that the experience of poverty is
different for men and women based on 15 dimensions of life. Similarly, the experience of national
policies and budgetary allocation is different for the individual based on his/her gender. 2. We further
recommend annual gender budget auditing. This will provide the opportunity to access the
achievements and obstacles to attain gender equality in policies and programmes in the corresponding
budgets (Fiji Women’s Rights Movement (FWRM) , 2017-2018)

8 The International Women’s Development Agency with the Fiji Bureau of Statistics and the Australian
National University conducted a study in 2015 using the Individual Deprivation Measure (IDM) that
found that the experience of poverty is different for men and women based on 15 dimensions of life.
Similarly, the experience of national policies and budgetary allocation is different for the individual based
on his/her gender. https://www.iwda.org.au/assets/files/THE-INDIVIDUAL-DEPRIVATION-MEASURE-
STUDY-FIJI-PRELIMINARY-RESULTS-TO-INFORM-CYCLONE-WINSTON-RESPONSE-AND-
RECOVERY-PLANNING-1-1.pdf

4 Social Protection Schemes in Fiji: Factsheet 1: FWRM (2019)
http://www.fwrm.org.fi/images/FWRM _ Factsheet 1 Social Protection Schemes in_Fiji.pdf
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including girls and younger people. See Annex 1 for an overview of existing social
protection schemes that FWRM has been able to collate.

1. Education schemes

Attaining education one of the most important tools that a person can accomplish to
help reduce the impact of poverty on their life, earn a living and be empowered. FWRM
notes the efforts shown by government in promoting and safeguarding the right to
education for all irrespective of one’s socioeconomic status, gender identity, sexual
orientation, disability etc. While accessing education has also improved over the years
with the free bus fares, textbooks and education schemes, we do note a number issues

below:
(a) Free education for every child in Fiji

FWRM notes that the Tuition Fee Free Grant (TFFG) commonly known as the “free
education scheme” was an initiative in existence since 2014 aiming to ensure that all
Fijian citizens across the country are able to acquire their basic education and that no
child is left behind. Since 2014, grants were given to schools according to the school-
enrolment roll and those schools with a higher roll gained maximum benefit from the
grants. The scheme uses a specific formula when issuing grants to schools to ensure

fair distribution®.

Upon reviewing the national budget allocations form 2016-2019, FWRM notes that the
budget allocation for primary and secondary school; special education and tertiary
technical education have remained stagnant since 2016. There have only been a slight
increase from $2,100,000 to $2,830,500 in Early Childhood Education (ECE) as
indicated in Annex 2. The rationale for highlighting this is because 38 percent of the
total population are children® and the probability of school enrolments increasing year

by year is high therefore, maintaining a stagnant budget is not foreseeably sustainable.

5 Ministry of Education, Heritage and Arts. 2014. "Tuition Fee Free Grant For Primary and
Secondary Schools." Ministry of Education, Heritage and Arts.
http://www.education.gov.fi/images/2016/Tuition Fee Free Grant Policy for Primary and Seconda
ry_Schools.pdf.

6 2017 Population and Housing Census Release 1 Age, Sex, Geography and Economic Activity (Fiji
Bureau of Statistics , 2017) Page 3
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Recommendations:

FWRM strongly recommends that the government allocate funding and resources
under the Education budget that looks specifically at conducting a thorough
assessment, evaluation and review of the various schools accessing TFFG to inform

better allocation of the national budget for TFFG.
(b) Quality education

While ensuring that every child has access to and attains an education through the
TFFG, FWRM highlights the need for government to also ensure that good quality
education is safeguarded in all schools. Quality education is one of 17 Global Goals
that make up the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Goal 17 calls on
Governments to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong
learning opportunities for all’. FWRM notes that the lack of quality education in most
schools were the concerns raised by FWRM GIRLS Programme Participants during

an information session held in March this year®.
Some key concerns stemming from the information session include:

e The free textbooks that students receive from the Ministry of Education,
Heritage & Arts (MOE) are torn apart and in poor condition;

e Students are forced to share textbooks amongst themselves because there is
a shortage of books supplied to the school;

e Majority of the class time is spent on students copying notes from the textbooks
and less effort from teachers actually teaching the subject;

e Teachers lack awareness, empathy and patience for students who are slow
learners; and

e An average number of students per class is between 40-50 children which

“Goal 4: Quality education (UNDP - United Nations Development Programme, 2016)

8 0n 30 March 2019 the FWRM GIRLS team organised an information sessions with parents, carers
and guardians of the GIRLS theatre members as well as representatives from the GIRLS club. The
session centered on the various social protection schemes provided by the Fiji government, the benefits,
gaps and challenges. From these discussions, recommendations were made and is highlighted in this
submission. The purpose of this information session was to also gauge whether (a) people were aware
of the many schemes provided by the government; (b) have accessed it; (c) gaps and challenges; and
(d) recommendations for government. The FWRM Factsheet was also presented to the participants
during this session - FWRM GIRLS Programme Participants Submission
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makes it difficult for a student to attain quality interaction with the teacher and

vice versa.
Recommendations:

FWRM calls for the government to allocate funding under the Education budget that
ensures each student has access to textbooks and that the textbooks supplied to

schools are in good condition and not torn apatrt.

FWRM urges government to ensure that funding is allocated under the Education
budget specifically looking at assessing, evaluating, reviewing and improving Fiji's
teaching guidelines and curriculums to provide more meaningful engagement between

teachers and students.

FWRM strongly recommends the government to provide funding under the Education
budget on teacher training workshops specifically designed to help increase
competency, inclusivity, capacity, creativity and teaching techniques and approaches

that foster towards good quality education.
(c) Education schemes and scholarships for tertiary and higher education

FWRM appreciates the various government-led schemes and scholarships available
for younger people pursuing tertiary and higher education such as Scholarship
Scheme for Special Children (SSSC); National Toppers Schemes; Tertiary Education

Loans Scheme (TELS) and many others as listed under Annex 1.

FWRM notes that some of the education schemes listed under Annex 1 require
repayment of student loan while government-led scholarships require students to
serve a period time as a way of repayment. If students are unable to meet the
requirements in the latter, then students are required to repay the entire scholarship
money. Both situations present significant challenges for a student to repay, more so
if the student has yet to obtain employment. This was something that was highlighted

by parents, guardians and carers during an FWRM-GIRLS information session®.

Concerns were also raised on the state of the facilities at the various university

9 Ibid.7



accommodation complexes being in bad conditions and that the complexes was not

conducive to learning and living.

Furthermore, FWRM notes that the government-led scholarships are catering to
specific targeted areas, which might not be of interest to all students. This was
something that was also highlighted by parents, guardians and carers during an
FWRM-GIRLS information session°.

Recommendations

FWRM strongly urges the government to allocate funding that creates and increases
employment opportunities for young people who graduate from government-led

scholarships and education schemes/ loans.

FWRM recommends that the government allocate and prioritize funding to Fiji’s three
universities that provide accommodation facilities for scholarship holders so that the

accommodation facilities are improved and in good condition to live in.

FWRM urges government to provide flexibility for students in the desired and/or
specialized field that one wishes to pursue and to allocate funding that creates
employment opportunities in these specific fields.

2. Economic & livelihood schemes

FWRM appreciates efforts from the government in providing an avenue where Fijians
can attain economic empowerment and acquire skills that foster employment
opportunities or self-employment. FWRM notes the various social protection schemes
under this thematic area however, the submission will address only a few of the

schemes briefly.
(a) Food voucher for rural pregnant mothers

FWRM notes that this scheme is aimed towards women who live in rural areas and
attend rural health clinics regularly for pre-and-post natal, irrespective of their family’s
income level. A monthly food voucher of $50 is given to women who qualify under this

scheme. While efforts by government is appreciated, FWRM would like to highlight

10 FWRM GIRLS Programme Participants Submission - Ibid.3
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that cost of purchasing food items for a rural pregnant woman is significantly higher

than what the scheme is providing.

Upon reviewing the national budget allocations since 2017, FWRM notes that the
budget allocation for this scheme has remained stagnant since 2017 amounting to
$1,651,350 FID!'. FWRM is highlighting this because if 21 percent of the total
population are rural females'? according to the Census 2017 data, with the likely
indication that the number will increase by 2024; then maintaining a stagnant budget
for this scheme does not correlate to the needs of a growing rural population.

Recommendations

FWRM strongly recommends that the government increase the monthly food voucher
of $50 to $200 for rural pregnant mothers because the cost of living has increased
significantly.

FWRM strongly urges the government to allocate funding that enables a thorough
assessment, evaluation and review of the Food Voucher for Rural Pregnant Mothers’
scheme to gauge (a) whether rural pregnant women are accessing this scheme; (b)
whether the scheme is making a significant impact to reduce the impact of poverty for
rural pregnant mothers; and (c) whether the national budget allocation for this scheme

IS proportionate to the needs of a growing rural-female population.
(b) Taxi and Bus Concession for Senior Citizens and Persons with Disabilities

The travel concession scheme is good initiative by government indicating a level of
awareness on the daily challenges that people with disabilities and older persons face
when travelling on public transportation like minivans and buses which on many
occasions are crowded and non-accommodative for older persons and those with
disabilities. Providing an option for people to use any public transportation on the
understanding that people will receive free bus fare and/or 20 percent discount on taxi

fares is a noble cause by government because it does ease some financial difficulty.

11 National Budget Estimates 2017-2018 (page 165) & 2018-2019 (page 164)

122017 Population and Housing Census Release 1 Age, Sex, Geography and Economic Activity
(page 3)

file:///F:/Laisa%202018/FWRM/Submissions/Nation|%20Budget%20Submissions/2019/2017 Populati
on_and_Housing_Census_Release 1.pdf
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FWRM notes though that a significant issue identified during our information sessions
with parents, guardians and carers 3 is that this scheme lacks implementation
because drivers of buses and taxis still refuse to recognise the concession cards when
presented to them but instead require that the travel fares be paid, defeating the sole

purpose of this scheme.

FWRM would also highlight here that the budget allocations for this scheme has
remained stagnant with the sum of $20,000 since 2017%4. The reason why FWRM is
highlighting this issue is because it is disproportionate to the growing ageing
population ' and because the implications of an increasingly growing ageing
populations is unknown for certain; governments need to still be aware and prepare
for the potential socioeconomic challenges with an ageing population so that the notion
of leaving no one behind is truly achieved.

Recommendations

FWRM calls for the government to allocate funding that helps strengthen the
implementation of the Taxi and Bus Concession for Senior Citizens and Persons with
Disabilities to all public transportations i.e. buses, minivans, taxis, boats/ferries.

FWRM recommends that the government allocate funding and resources that help
increase the awareness of the Taxi and Bus Concession for Senior Citizens and
Persons with Disabilities so that people are aware of rights under this scheme and

forms of redress.

FWRM strongly reiterates the need for government to assess, evaluate and review
whether the national budget allocation for the scheme is proportionate to the growing

ageing population in Fiji and to readjust budget allocations on those merits.
3. Health schemes

FWRM appreciates efforts from the government in providing specific health schemes

13 1bid.3

14 (Fiji Government 2017-2018) Page 165
file://IF:/Laisa%202018/FWRM/WE%20RISE/Social%20Protection/Content%20and%20Copy%20Edit
or/Documents/National%20Budget/Budget-Estimate-2017-2018.pdf

(Fiji Government 2018-2019) Page 164
file:///F:/Laisa%202018/FWRM/WE%20RISE/Social%20Protection/Content%20and%20Copy%20Edit
or/Documents/National%20Budget/2018-2019-Budget-Estimates.pdf
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where people from marginalized and vulnerable diversities are able to also access
public healthcare services just like everyone else. FWRM notes the various social
protection schemes under this thematic area however, the submission will address
only a few of the schemes briefly.

(a) Free Medicine Scheme

FWRM notes that the intention of the scheme is to allow families earning below
$20,000 the free access to 142 medicines in pharmacies throughout the country; and
that the approach now is for private pharmacies to provide these items directly to the

recipients and then bill the government*®.

FWRM appreciates the initiative by government in trying to ensure that all Fijians are
able to access healthcare services but would like to highlight concerns whether there
is enough medicines in stock available at all health clinics and pharmacies. The
essential free medicine scheme list needs to be reviewed and increased to suit the
health situation in Fiji because there are times where specific medicines prescribe by
a doctor does not fall under the free medicine scheme and people end up having to
pay for the medicine defeating the purpose of the scheme itself.

Recommendations

FWRM calls for the government to assess, evaluate and review the free medicine
scheme list of essential medicines and drugs against the current health status and
situation in Fiji so that the government provides access to medicines and drugs that
people actually need and to allocate the national budget accordingly so that there is

adequate supply across the country.
(b) Cancer Services — Overseas Referral Treatment

Much of Fiji’'s cancer treatment includes a limited level of chemotherapy, radiotherapy
and surgery. Treatment(s) will depend on the type of cancer, its stage at diagnosis
and availability in Fiji. For cancer patients seeking overseas treatment and upon the

recommendation of an oncology specialist, the Fiji Government will step in to provide

152018-2019 National Budget Address: http://www.economy.gov.fj//images/2018-
2019 National Budget Address - clean.pdf
Free Medicine List http://www.health.gov.fj/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Free-Medicine-List.pdf
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financial support. Most cancer patients seek assistance for chemo-radiation treatment
because chemo-palliative is available in Fiji. Cancer patients are referred to India

because the government is able to meet the cost of treatment there?®.

Like any other government assistance scheme, there is a standard application process
and requirement when applying for assistance. Furthermore, the government does not
provide financial support for the entire trip but for treatment only. Very rarely will the
government provide full funding for patients unless there is substantial need to
approve such assistance. FWRM also notes that as per criteria, the Ministry of Health
and Medical services has stated that it does not provide financial assistance to patients
diagnosed with stage three (3) cervical cancer because the treatment is expensive.
Despite this criteria, women are still encouraged to lodge an application with the
Committee because all applications are reviewed independently and approved

applications are a case by case basis.

In FWRM’s research on “Breaking the Barriers: Understanding Cancer Services,
Screening & Treatment Available for Women in Fiji”; what we found that many women
diagnosed with cancer face significant financial challenges despite the overseas
referral treatment. Because the government will fund for the treatment, the onus was
on the participants to raise between $30,000 FJD to cover additional costs like meals,
airfare tickets, accommodation etc. and that was particularly stressful for most of the

participants.
Recommendations

FWRM strongly recommends that the government increase funding under the Health
budget on improving the cancer services and treatment in the country to ensure that
there is equal access to services and human resources across all divisional and sub-

divisional hospitals,

FWRM calls for the government to increase the allocate funding under the Health
budget towards efficient patient navigation structures in order to help patients navigate

through the public healthcare system. Patient navigation is basically helping the

16Breaking the Barrier: Understanding Cancer Services, Screening & Treatment available for Women
in Fiji (Fiji Womens Rights Movement (FWRM) , 2018 )
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patient to navigate through the health system where they are given support.

FWRM strongly recommends government to increase and allocate funding under the

Health budget on cervical and breast cancer programmes that emphasizes on active

recruitment and follow-ups.

FWRM strongly urges government to allocate funding under the Health budget on

cancer awareness within villages, communities and districts so that women are aware

of the symptoms and services available to them.
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