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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 34 years FWRM has lobbied for and raised awareness on the various interlinking
barriers that women and girls 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.

In January this year, the World Health Organisation (WHQO) declared coronavirus,
known as COVID-19, a global emergency affecting multiple countries, and posing a
serious threat to countries with weaker health systems. Fiji is not immune to this
pandemic, and this is evidence on Thursday, the 19th of March, when Fiji confirmed
its first case of the coronavirus. The urgency to ensure that all healthcare and
emergency medical facilities are ready to deal with this pandemic is of utmost

importance.

FWRM welcomes the efforts by the Ministry of Economy to conduct national
consultations and seek input from a wide range of stakeholders across Fiji regarding
this global pandemic. In this process, we hope that the Ministry is able to ensure that

the voices of women and girls, as well as other marginalised groups in Fiji, are heard.

At this point in time, FWRM will make a submission on four main issues of what we
know thus far and what our concerns are. As such, FWRM highlights these issues and

make recommendations:
Issue 1: Urgent response needed to Fiji’s Public healthcare challenges

Global healthcare experts have strongly recommended that countries act decisively to
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ensure that there is sufficient funding to respond to COVID-19. The lack of adequate
funding can hamper Government’s response in providing proper screening facilities,
rigorous contact tracing, effective implementation of social distancing, provision of
efficient thermal equipment and human resources at all international ports of entry,
testing and monitoring labs, quarantine centers, the potential outbreak of coronavirus,

treatment and prevention in Fiji.
Recommendations:

1. Immediate audit of, and sufficient allocation of budget to, crucial emergency &
medical facilities, testing and screening labs, contact tracing and thermal
equipment, quarantine centres, hospitals, healthcare centers, and human
resources.

2. More vigilance and rigorous testing of the Fijian population is needed to ensure
that we have accurate information on who is affected by this virus.

3. Provide physical accessibility and provision of reasonable accommodation of
all quarantine centres, medical facilities and services for persons with
disabilities and older persons who may require these services.

Issue 2 Dissemination and accessibility of trustworthy information:

The circulation of false or misleading information and advice mainly through various
social media platforms about the coronavirus in Fiji is dangerous and puts people at
risk. Ensuring that every Fijian receives, and has access to, trustworthy health advice

has never been more vital because it could mean the difference between life or death.
Recommendations:

1. Provide easy, reliable, accessible and accurate information about the
coronavirus across all forms of communication (TV, radio, newspaper, online
social media platforms, SMS text messaging, toll-free calls, etc.) in simple
language translated to all local languages so that people are informed on the
updated health advisories on basic hygiene, current health situation in Fiji, and
other proactive measures to stay safe,

2. Dissemination of false or misleading information to be monitored by the Fiji

Police Force as this is a serious issue in Fiji since the announcement of COVID-



19 Patient 0. Persons engaged in such activities with malicious intent to be

prosecuted.
Issue 3 Social Protection Schemes:

Low income and/or wage earners in Fiji are disproportionately more likely to get
affected at the potential outbreak of coronavirus. Stocking up on essential food items
and other essential items is expensive for those that live on paycheck to paycheck.
For others, even buying face masks, hand sanitisers, medicine and basic medical

supplies can be an impossible financial hurdle.
Recommendations:

1. Remove VAT off basic food items and essential medical supplies.

2. Monitor prices of basic food items, products and essential medical supplies sold
at various shopping malls, supermarkets, pharmacies and businesses to
ensure that prices remain affordable for all Fijians. Allocate adequate budgeting
to the Fijian Competition & Consumer Commission (FCCC).

3. Social protection is about people and families having security in the face of
uncertainty. Fiji is facing a global pandemic where poorer people will be
disproportionately affected unless Governments put measures in place to
ensure that no one is left behind. FWRM strongly recommends that the
Government ensure that the current social protection schemes remain intact
during this COVID-19 crisis, and increase budget allocation for these schemes
to give security for people and families who rely on it for their very basic needs.

4. Disseminate clear, simplified and accurate information regarding the hardship
allowance repayments under the Consumer Credit Act so that every Fijian has

the right information in order to make an informed decision.
Issue 4 Gender Based Violence post national emergencies:

Fiji’'s prevalent rate of violence against women and girls are among the very highest in
the word: 64% of women who have ever been in an intimate relationship have
experienced phyiscal and/or sexual violence by a husband or intimate partner in their
lifetime. Women, children, diverse women, ageing women, women with disabilities and

other marginal groups are most vulnerable to sexual and gender based violence during



and post national emergencies and natural disasters.

Recommendations:

Considerations of sexual and gender based violence and the role of police. Adequate
budget be allocated to the Fiji Police Force and the formal justice agencies to ensure
that it has the facilities to monitor situations on the ground and provide services as

needed as cases are reported especially when women’s mobility will be affected.



