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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 as a basis for national budget

submissions to address gender inequality.

The National Budget is a public proclamation of the government’s priorities and
commitments, and whether it reflects the needs and vulnerabilities of the poor and
marginalised groups. FWRM welcomes the efforts by the Ministry of Economy to conduct
national consultations and seek input from a wide range of stakeholders and citizens
across Fiji, especially at this time when the country is reeling with the impacts of COVID-

19 Pandemic and which has affected the lives of all Fijians.

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. It is our hope that in this process, the Ministry is able

to garner the voices of women and girls as well as other marginalised groups in Fiji.

FWRM strongly reiterates the need for a gender-responsive approach to budgeting and
planning because this will help the government understand how the budget impacts
different groups, more so in the context of COVID-19. Implementing a gender-responsive
budgeting framework will help provide important data for better economic planning and
address various forms of social and economic inequalities between women, men, girls

and boys. “The budget is gender blind but not gender-neutral in its impact. It is hard to



gauge how this budget will positively/negatively affect women, as there is no gender-

responsive budgeting framework to assess this”.!

The comprehensive recommendations put forward by the COVID-19 Gender Working
Group on the gendered impacts of the pandemic on women and girls in Flji should be the
key guiding document for this national budget process as it provides key overall insights

and recommendations on women and girls’ vulnerabilities during this time.

With these brief statements, FWRM highlights these issues and make recommendations:

Prioritise and scale up social protection systems

In 2019, FWRM conducted an assessment on State-funded social protection systems in
Fiji, and we noted that there were about 50 State-funded schemes spread across the 5
thematic areas targeting specific population groups such as rural, pregnant, ageing,
employed and unemployed women including young women and girls.? The pressure on
these existing State-funded social protection systems will only increase significantly now
as more people apply for social protection benefits because of being laid-off of work,
contracts terminated, wage hours reduced and sent on leave without pay.

This is not the time for the government to be advising women and fund members to
withdraw from their social security pensions but instead prioritise and scale-up social
protection schemes. Women in Fiji earn less, save less and are employed in less secure
jobs compared to men. “Voluntary membership of Fiji National Provident Fund (FNPF)
comprises 52% male and 48% female members while compulsory membership stands at
59% male and 41% Female.44% of accounts have the balance of less than 10,000 FJD
for within the age group of 50-54 years old. The FNPF pension includes 74% male and

26% female recipients”™

1 Fiji Women;s Rights Movement (FWRM), “Women and Gender in the Fiji National Budget” 2019
http://www.fwrm.org.fj/images//fwrm2017/publications/analysis/FWRM_National Budget Analysis 1.pdf

2 Fiji Women’s Rights Movement, “Social Protection Schemes in Fiji”
2019.http://www.fwrm.org.fi/publications/research-analysis/social-protection-factsheets

3 Gendered Impacts of COVID-19 on Women in Fiji: Paper by the COVID-19 Response Gender Working
group. May 2020



http://www.fwrm.org.fj/images/fwrm2017/publications/analysis/FWRM_National_Budget_Analysis_1.pdf
http://www.fwrm.org.fj/publications/research-analysis/social-protection-factsheets

Recommendations

1.

FWRM calls for a gender-transformational social protection response that includes
adequate resources to ensure that women, children and the most marginalised are
not left behind. Conduct rapid assessments to guide decisions on social protection
interventions for targeted and marginalised groups, socioeconomic status and
demographics. This will assist in developing a tailor-made social protection system
that is able to respond to the intersectional realities of Fijian women and girls and
the interlinking nature of poverty and its impact on women and girls in the context
of COVID-19.

Ensure principles of gender sensitivity, a human rights-based approach,
transparency and accountability, gender responsive budgeting, inclusivity, equity
and dignity is embedded within all aspects of social protection programs including
service delivery.

Scale up existing cash transfer programmes that women are able to access by
removing conditions which may add additional burdens and unnecessary risks to
women and children.

Ensure social protection programming addresses the risks of Gender Based
Violence (GBV) and integrate approaches to prevent and respond to GBV,
including in risk and monitoring and evaluation (M&E) frameworks.

Provide allowances or subsidies for electricity and water for all households till
December 2020 as people do not have money to pay for bills. Banks to allow the

extended loan repayment.

Quality education

Providing continued access to quality and student-centered learning and support must be

the mission that drives our plans particularly during this unprecedented time. Are students

in Fiji able to have access and support for quality online and distance learning? If the

government, schools and academic institutions are unable to confirm this, then we must

address these needs now.

Issues



e Traditional modes of face-to-face learning are now transformed to independent
online and distance education models which pose challenges for Fijian students at
primary, secondary and tertiary levels who learn best through face-to-face
learning.

e Fijian students live in larger households or extended families. Finding a space for
quiet learning and time away from household chores and duties. Encouraging
family support of students’ learning journey will be important here.

e Online education, when it is a new experience, requires extensive learner support
because in Fiji, students’ experience in technology and anything online-related is
primarily linked to social media.

e The success of online learning requires intrinsic motivation, independent learning
experience, and family support. How do we support students who lack these
aspects?

e Schools are safe havens for children experiencing violence in their homes. How is
the ministry addressing systemic “check-ins” on its students to curb violence
against children and more specifically girls during this pandemic.

e Fijian students will experience varying levels of stress as they try to cope with
home/family life, assignments, exams, studies etc. Are the current learning
approaches implemented by government, schools and academic institutions
evolving to respond and mitigate the challenges facing individual students?

e Technology, resources and internet access for quality student-centered education
can be a challenge for students, particularly in rural communities. Does the
government, schools and academic institutions have data about what kind of
access Fijian students have?

Recommendations

1. Allocate funds to encourage family buy-in and support for student distance-
learning by developing a holistic plan for how families will support their children
and how students will handle the increased home requirements while also
maintaining academic standards.

2. Provide adequate resources to schools and academic institutions to conduct
mandatory workshops on motivation and time management for student-centered
online learning.

3. Ensure that the Child Services Unit under the Ministry of Women, Children and

Poverty Alleviation (MWCPA) has adequate resources for conducting systematic



“check-ins” on students around the country. While the 1325 toll free line exists, not
all children have access to this service when they need help.

4. Ensure that there are resources allocated t enable the collection of sex
disaggregated data on student technology access so that educational institutions
are able to facilitate students’ need. Facilitate and provide paper-based solutions

for students who have limited or no access to technology.

Better coordinated response and recovery plan

The fight against the pandemic calls for a collective and solidarity response that is
efficiently coordinated by all levels of government in budgetary processes, emergency
plans and responses, providing humanitarian aid, reboosting and diversifying,
maintaining law and order whilst protecting human rights, responding to the gendered
impacts of the pandemic on women, children and the most marginalised. A strong
national solidarity is crucial to leave no one behind. To leave no one behind, means to
also have clear and transparent processes of decision making and implementation. The
COVID-19 situation cuts across all facets of life, and not just the economy. In this recovery

period, people must come first.

The rationale for prioritisation of high budget items in communications and Defense and
National Security in reference to what are the benefits and what are the current needs of
Fiji is hard to establish. FWRM calls for the government to prioritise resource allocation
so that it will benefit the people of Fiji who need urgent help the most.



