BALANCING THE SCALES
FLJI WOMEN'S RIGHTS MOVEMENT

Introduction

The Fiji Women's Rights Movement (FWRM) 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.

At the backdrop of this submission, FWRM draws references 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 recognizes 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 and most definitely on
how national budgets must cater for their needs.

Gender responsive approach to budgeting and planning is crucial in determining how
the budget impacts different groups. This approach also is important for gathering
important data for better economic planning and policies to address various forms of
social and economic inequalities, and even more so now as the entirety of Fiji is
grappling with the impacts of COVID-19. These are unprecedented times which
require out of the box thinking and planning ensuring that everyone survives with
dignity.

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.



This submission will focus on the following key areas:

1. Access to quality education during COVID-19, and beyond,
2. Social Protection schemes during COVID-19; and
3. Urgent response needed to Fiji’s overall public healthcare system

With these brief statements, FWRM highlights the following key issues and makes
recommendations.

1. Access to quality education during COVID-19, and beyond

Across the world, the COVID-19 pandemic has caused devastating disruptions to
education, with the closure of schools, learning centers and universities. In Fiji, the
situation is the same, and particularly now with the second wave of this virus hitting
us. As cliché as it is, children are our future and it is our responsibility to ensure that
each child has access to quality education despite even a global pandemic.

Last year, FWRM released findings to a rapid assessment done targeting girls and
young women, and a key issue stemming from this report was the need to
strengthen access to quality education for children and young people. In fact, we
suspect a high rate in school dropouts between the year 2020 and 2021 across the
education levels because of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Barriers that impede on access to quality education

(a) Many girls and young women live in extended households where it is difficult
to access quiet learning spaces, to be free from family chores and
responsibilities;

(b) Independent online learning amidst a global crisis is challenging for girls and
young women, especially if this is the first time for them to be learning through
online methodologies and without tech support;

(c) the lack of family support for girls and young women to access and maintain
academic standards, and

(d) emotional and mental health in a pandemic situation for girls and young
women when negotiating family life and academic requirements

Please refer to Annex 1 for the full report.
Recommendations

FWRM strongly recommends for the Ministry of Education to be allocated resources
to form a working group immediately with relevant stakeholders to address the issue
of limited to no access to online learning, and ensuring access to quality education
during this pandemic.



(a) This working group to immediately explore paper-based solutions and/or
various modes of communication (T.V, radio, newspaper etc.) to students that
face accessibility issues at the primary, secondary and tertiary level. This
could include a system of drop-offs and pick-ups of worksheets, utilizing the
Ministry’s vehicles, busses and trucks

(b) Additionally, the working group to immediately explore ways to ensure
students with disabilities are able to access various modes of communication
and assistive IT tools to access educational materials and worksheets during
this pandemic

FWRM calls for greater awareness on emotional and mental health of students
during this pandemic by recommending and as such the Ministry is allocated
resources to conduct an assessment or survey on needs and concerns of students.

(a) This will help identify highest risk students in terms of homelife and personal
challenges to establish initial counseling contact.

(b) Use the survey to find the most prevalent stressors and roadblocks, in
students’ perceptions, to academic success under a new system.

(c) Create as many avenues as possible for students to contact for support
(phone, email, chat) in addition to the Child Helpline service.

(d) This information can be utilized by the working group (set as per above) with
vital information in terms of ensuring that the Ministry’s responses are in line
with what is needed by students.

2. Social Protection schemes during COVID-19

Social protection is about people and families having security in the face of
uncertainty. Fiji is facing a global pandemic where poorer people, particular women,
are right now disproportionately affected and this is the time for our government to
put measures in place to ensure that no one is left behind. Having multi-layered
social protection measures in a crisis situation ensures that Fijians have access to
healthcare, income security for those adversely affected by COVID-19, alleviate
some degree of poverty for families, and ensure a sense of normality in times of
crisis.

Recommendations

FWRM strongly recommends that the Fiji 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.

FWRM strongly recommends that government advice on people utilizing their social
security as unemployment benefit be stopped immediately as there are many who



have very low balances in their FNPF accounts. These are their retirement funds
which should not be seen as unemployment benefits. Government must reserve
funds for cash transfer schemes for those who have lost their employment.

3. Urgent response needed to Fiji’s overall public healthcare system

(a) Access to accurate and reliable information about COVD-19 and
vaccines

The access to accurate and reliable health information around COVID-19
vaccinations is a priority for Fijian women within our networks, particularly rural and
maritime women where access to accurate information has always been a challenge.
All women need factual information to make informed decisions to get immunized
based on WHO approved vaccinations.

(b) What measures are in place to support healthcare workers and all
frontline workers that will enable them to do their job?

Many countries across the world have implemented a range of support systems and
measures to help their frontline workers during the pandemic. These measures
range from counselling and mental health support, advance payment in wages,
financial bonuses, free transportation and accommodation etc. Fiji’s frontline workers
have been at the cold face of this pandemic, working without rest for 365 days and
counting. Ensuring that all frontline workers are supported in any way possible is
paramount in our recovery.

Recommendations

FWRM recommends that the Fiji government ensure the sufficient resourcing of the
Ministry of Health and Medical Services, and the Ministry of Information in
disseminating reliable health information to women living in areas where the access
to information is a challenge. Working with women’s rights organisations and civil
society is a strategy the government can utilise to help disseminate accurate
information in all forms and in all media platforms.

FWRM urgently calls for the Fiji government to allocate resources to the Ministry of
Health and Medical Services to enable the Ministry to implement a range of
measures that will ensure frontline workers are supported and protected. These
measures include the supply of quality Person Protective Equipment (PPE) supplies,
counselling and mental health support, advance payment in wages, financial
bonuses or assistance (paid parental leave), childcare support, free transportation,
meals and accommodation for frontline workers working extended hours or those
leaving their homes to reduce the risk of transmission to family members.
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