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Fiji: 2017 NGO Coalition Parallel Report to the UN Committee on the
Elimination of Discrimination Against Women

INTRODUCTION

The NGO Coalition on CEDAW’s Parallel Report (2017) welcomes the opportunity to provide
input from our research and programmatic efforts for consideration by the Committee on the
Elimination of Discrimination Against Women in consideration of Fiji’s Fifth Periodic Report,
which was submitted on June 2016. Though Fiji has made progress with the adoption of a new
Constitution (2013)" and holding its first election (2014) since the 2006 coup, compliance with its
obligations under the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women (CEDAW) has been limited. The consequence of non-compliance by the Fiji government is
that gender inequality permeates most sectors of society; few measures to develop women’s social,
economic, and political life have been adequately supported; and the continued pervasiveness of
gender-based violence (GBV) throughout Fiji serves as the most visible manifestation of these
systemic failures.

As Fiji moves towards the cusp of another election, it must show that a robust constitutional
democracy has replaced all vestiges of authoritarian rule. As long as an “authoritarian military
presence remains,” women’s political rights and participation, both at the local and national level,
will continually be constrained.” In 2018, the Fijian elections will serve as a benchmark of whether
women have the political agency and opportunity to engage at the political level or whether they will
continue to be marginalised from public life.’

This Parallel Report will respond directly to the State’s Report focusing on Articles 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 11,
12,14, and 16.

ARTICLE 1— DISCRIMINATION (AS INTERPRETED BY GENERAL RECOMMENDATION 19)

Women continue to face wide gender disparities in Fiji. The World Economic Forum’s Global
Gender Gap Index of 2015 ranked Fiji as 121" out of 142 countries.” In the last five years, Fiji’s rank
has declined from 108 to 121.> The index looks at four key areas: Economic, Health, Political
Empowerment, and Education. These results indicate that women’s progress, specifically in the
economic and political empowerment sphere are severely curtailed. The situation is even more dire
when data on GBV is included.

National prevalence studies conducted by the Fiji Women’s Crisis Centre (FWCC) in 2010/2011
using the World Health Organization (WHO) methodology found Fiji to have one of the highest
rates of intimate partner violence in the world at 64.1%.° Though the Fijian government has taken
steps through the introduction of a new Constitution and Decrees (now renamed as Acts)’ since the
last CEDAW review, its failure to take an integrated approach to address gender discrimination has
left significant policy and implementation gaps that have negatively impacted women and gitls.

1. Constitution (as referred by Concluding Observations 911, 17, 23)

In 2012, a Constitution Commission headed by international expert Yash Ghai, sought input from
the public and civil society-led Fiji Women’s Forum for the development of a new Constitution.’
These consultations resulted in many human rights features being introduced into the draft
Constitution, including specific provisions for women’s rights. However, the military regime
objected to the draft put forth by the Commission and produced its own version that came into



force on 6 September 2013 without substantive public consultation.’

The resulting Constitution has not expressly adopted CEDAW’s definition of “discrimination” and
makes no explicit reference to women. Both the CEDAW Committee (“Committee”) and women’s
rights NGOs agree that a general equality provision is insufficient to cover the intersecting structural
factors that continually impede women’s progtess.'’ The government had a unique opportunity to
repair the historical marginalisation of women and attacks on women human rights defenders during
the coup period; yet, it made no attempt to redress past human rights violations, include special
measures, or offer specific protections to women as defined by CEDAW."

Fiji has not ratified the Optional Protocol for CEDAW, which would allow a woman a private right
of action upon exhaustion of domestic remedies. This is further exacerbated by the Fiji Human
Rights Anti-Discrimination Commission (FHRADC) and its predecessors’ lack of independence and
limited track record in addressing GBV and family law cases."

In Fiji’s Fifth periodic report to CEDAW (State report), the government argues that non-derogation
principles in the Constitution and the broad equality provision in the Constitution are sufficient to
ensure gender equality is protected.” However, the very principles within the Constitution that the
State relies on are undermined by limitations on the freedom of speech, assembly, and association,*
which have been further institutionalized within regressive legislation."

2. Legislation (as referred by Concluding Observations §913, 21, 23)

For context, it is important to note that legislation (Public Order Act 2012, Media Industry
Development Act 2010, Crimes Act 2009, and Domestic Violence Act 2009) issued via Decree
referred from 2006 to 2014 were done so without parliamentary approval, without public
consultation, and with provisions in the Constitution that bar the ability for courts or tribunals to
challenge their validity.'” Though there are some progressive elements to the legislation, there are
areas within the legislation and its implementation where discrimination persists and has an impact
on gender equality.

a. Public Order Act 2012 (as referred by Concluding Observation 13)

Fiji’s replacement of the heavily criticised Public Emergency Regulations 2009 with the Public Order
Act only reinforced a Constitutional basis (section 20) for restricting freedom of association,
assembly, and expression, in derogation of the international Bill of Rights and Fiji’s obligations
under international law. Under the Act, the government can justify refusal of a permit if any meeting
or march could affect peace, public safety, and good order."” Viewed together with the Media
Industry Development Act 2010, these laws create a chilling effect on human rights defenders by
criminalising free expression, assembly, and association,'® and specifically have been used to target
women’s rights organisations. For example: 1) FWRM planning retreat was shut down in 2011,
where police detained FWRM staff for holding a private meeting on the basis of needing a permit,
and 2) International Women’s Day events led by FWCC were canceled in 2013."” These are only a
few examples that directly undermine the State’s contention that “[tjhere have never been any
restrictions placed on any organisations with regards to engaging on issues pertaining to gender
equality. . .7

b. Media Industry Development Act 2010 (as referred by Concluding
Observation §13)

The passing of the Media Industry Development Act created an environment of forced self-



censorship, which challenges the credibility of Fiji as a free and open democracy, and restricts the
ability of women’s rights advocates to amplify their voice because it forbids publications that are
against “public interest or order, or national interest, or which offends good taste or decency . .. ."*
Even though amended to remove fines for journalists, the “fear of fines remains for publishers,
editors, and organisations that employ them.”” Press releases from major women’s rights
organizations that raise legitimate human rights concerns or illuminate the state’s violations are not
published by the media.” Part of the problem is that journalists are required to obtain comments
from government officials, which can delay or limit the publication or broadcasting of press releases.
Furthermore, NGOs are not given a right to reply to statements issued by the government.** For the
Fijian government and its people to move beyond authoritarian rule, legislation that seeks to
maintain state control of important public functions erodes trust, weakens democratic institutions,
and positions human rights defenders as agents against the state rather than partners working toward
critical reform.

c. Crimes Act 2009 (as referred to by Concluding Observations §921, 23)

The Crimes Act has expanded the definitions of rape and sexual assault, added offences like
trafficking of women and children, and specifies that reconciliation does not apply to domestic
violence cases. However, there are inherent problems with the definition of “consent,” which only
partially bans the requirement of proof of resistance in sexual offence cases.” The Act also allows
for a defence to sex with children between 13 — 16 when there is a “reasonable cause to believe” that
victim was 16 or older.”

Furthermore, domestic violence cases are charged under the Crimes Act and the penalties imposed
are captured under “Assaults,” which carry relatively light sentences with a maximum of one year for
common assault and maximum five years for assaults causing actual bodily harm.”” Where domestic
violence cases are prosecuted (more often in instances where actual bodily harm has occurred),
perpetrators only receive a sentence of 0.82 years on average.” The Sentencing and Penalties Act of
2009 provides an opportunity for judges to enhance punishment for domestic violence cases based
on aggravating factors, but case law analysis on sentencing decisions shows that the act has not had a
tangible effect on the final sentences imposed.”

d. Domestic Violence Act 2009 (as referred to by Concluding Observations €21,
23)

On its face the Domestic Violence Act is a progressive piece of legislation, as it extends protections
to “de facto” relationships and recognises the multiplicity of other family relationships.” It is also
widely understood to cover same sex relationships. Moreover, a greater number of courts have
jurisdiction to review domestic violence cases and there is increased flexibility in being able obtain
domestic violence restraining orders (DVRO) as well as expanding police authority to investigate
and prosecute domestic violence.”'

Under section 14 of the Act, a presumption is created for officers to seek a restraining order when
they believe an offence has been committed and the victim’s safety or wellbeing is at risk. A similar
presumption against reconciliation is identified in section 11, yet, despite the clear language of the
statute, police are deficient in applying for DVROs, magistrates are not issuing DVROs as part of
the sentence, and magistrates/ judges routinely rely on reconciliation to reduce ot suspend sentences
for domestic violence cases.”

Fiji still has not adopted a “comprehensive or integrated approach to legislative reform in the area of



violence against women [and girls] . . . because the changes do not address the full range of gender-
based violence or the underlying systemic discrimination against women.””

i. Legal Aid

In making the Domestic Violence Act gender neutral, there have been several unintended
consequences. For example, the Constitution guarantees effective remedies for persons who have
experienced discrimination, which under CEDAW General Recommendation 19, includes violence
against women and girls. The State claims that access to justice has been strengthened by Legal
Aid.** Yet, men have used the Domestic Violence Act to remove their female partners from the
matrimonial home by obtaining residential DVROs.” Husbands are better positioned to access the
justice system because they have higher earning capacity, no restrictions on leaving the home, greater
knowledge of the legal process, and benefit from favorable attitudes of law enforcement toward
men.” Consequently, men have engaged Legal Aid before their spouses, effectively barring them
from benefitting from one of the few viable means to access the courts.”” The object and purpose of
the Act is defeated because women are the vast majority of victims of domestic violence.

3. Zero Tolerance Violence Free Communities (as referred to by Concluding
Observations 4921, 23)

In the State’s CEDAW report, they rely on anecdotal statements by the Police indicating that
violence has been reduced in communities that have undergone training under the “Violence Free
Community” programme started by the Ministry of Women in 2008.” However, one of the stated
goals of the programme, “to mediate between the community and the police department so that the
couple can undergo counselling (and) reconciliation” contravenes the stated objectives of the
Domestic Violence Act focusing on prosecution for violence not reconciliation.” This is confirmed
by victim/ sutrvivors who report that they are encouraged to handle violence problems within the
community, thereby making the violence invisible."” Another factor is the privileging of male
authority as those nominated to work with police at the village level are “nearly always men.”"
Without a thorough and impartial evaluation of the results of the initiative, it is difficult to conclude
that it is a successful model that should be further replicated.

ARTICLE 2 - ELIMINATING DISCRIMINATION (AS INTERPRETED BY GENERAL
RECOMMENDATIONS 19, 21)

1. Fiji National Gender Policy (as referred to by Concluding Observations 17)

The Fiji National Gender Policy* (“Policy”) was developed as part of the government’s strategy to
implement the Women’s Plan of Action (“WPA” 2010-2019), and comply with Article 2. The Policy
is comprehensive and was drafted in consultation with a wide range of stakeholders, and aims to
conduct an analysis of the implementation of the Fiji Constitution, legislation and policies related to
gender equality and gender-based discrimination, as well as create a monitoring and evaluation
framework to strengthen data collection to assess domestic violence, trafficking, and exploitation
trends. However, action on the policy is severely hindered by the lack of resources allocated to
tulfilling its objectives. Only 0.01% of the national budget in 2013 was allocated to the Department
of Women, which lacks the resources to recruit gender specialists and monitoring & evaluation
officers to implement the Policy and achieve tangible results in practice.

The Policy includes other measures that while laudable, will not come to fruition without
government support and investment. For example, the government has introduced a policy that 50
percent of board members serving in state-owned enterprises, public bodies and commissions



should be women.* However this target is far from the current reality, and reaching this target will
likely require direct measures and resources to implement.

2. Women’s Plan of Action 2010-2019 (as referred to by Concluding Observations 4917,
31, 41)

The Women’s Plan of Action (WPA) focuses on improving formal sector employment and
livelihood, equal participation in decision making, women in the law, access to basic services, and
elimination of violence against women and children.* While the WPA has driven some
improvement, such as increased participation in hospital boards and village development
committees, resourcing of the WPA has been stagnant and task forces previously engaged have
become dormant. As such, gender mainstreaming efforts in government have slowed, there is a lack
of gender disaggregated data and little improvement of services for the disabled.”

Women’s human security continues to be at the forefront of concern, as women report economic
insecurity, increased market prices of food, lack of access to clean water, agricultural failures due to
environmental disaster, a lack of personal security, and family violence often caused by economic
instability. As women are the primary providers of food, water and fuel, especially in rural
communities, the lack of economic and environmental security places “an undue burden of
responsibility on women to manage the impact of these changes.”” Furthermore, “cultural and
social barriers continue to prevent women from meaningfully participating in decision making
resulting in the perpetuation of discrimination and the ongoing cycle of violence.”* In this context,
efforts like those of the Ministry of iTaukei Affairs to reimpose Village Bylaws are problematic
because they directly contradict “women’s right to equality and freedom from discrimination” and
the government’s commitments to CEDAW and the Policy."

ARTICLE 3: MEASURE TO GUARANTEE COMPREHENSIVE ADVANCES BY WOMEN
(AS INTERPRETED BY GENERAL RECOMMENDATION 6)

The national machinery is necessary for both implementation and monitoring the efficacy of laws
and policies that affect the advancement of women and girls. The Fiji Women’s Federation
(Federation) plays the role of implementing the National Policy and the Fiji Human Rights Anti-
Discrimination Commission (FHRADC) functions as an independent monitoring body. Together,
these entities are supposed to provide the appropriate checks and balances to ensure movement
towards a gender equitable society. However, failures to coordinate with women’s rights NGOs and
to promote the ability of women and girls to access justice, compromises the entire system and calls
into question the sincerity of the State’s efforts.

1. Fiji Women’s Federation (as referred by Concluding Observations §17)

The ability for the Federation to meet its goals rests on adequate funding and resourcing to support
the advancement of women and girls. As the cost of GBV is reaching 7% of Fiji’'s GDP,” the
resources dedicated to improving the lives of women and girls is wholly disproportional.
Additionally, the Federation requires women’s rights NGOs to register and apply for permits.’’
From the perspective of NGOs, unnecessary registration and permit requirements create
unwarranted barriers to the effective implementation of gender equality programmes. These
requirements mimic the Public Order Act, which was described eatlier as having the effect of
limiting freedom of expression, association, and assembly.”” For example, in November 2016, the
Fiji Roads Authority twice rejected permit applications by the NGO Coalition on Human Rights to



march to celebrate Human Rights Day, an annually celebrated event.”

2. Fiji Human Rights Anti-Discrimination Commission (as referred by Concluding
Observations 4915, 23)

Despite its important role as a national human rights mechanism, FHRADC’s independence and
credibility are still in question. First, it is still suspended from the Global Alliance of National
Human Rights Institutions (formerly ICC) and Asia-Pacific Forum of National Human Rights
Institutions owing to its inability to comply with the Paris Principles™ adopted by U.N. General
Assembly resolution in 1993.” Second, FHRADC is under the Office of the Prime Minister which
plays a vital role in advising the President on who is appointed to the Commission.” For an
institution that is meant to independently investigate human rights violations committed by the state
or where the state has not done enough to prevent those violations, this creates a direct conflict of
interest. Third, FHRADC is constitutionally forbidden from receiving, investigating, or challenging
any complaints on the legality of the Acts introduced from 2006-2013, abrogation of the previous
Constitution, and the 2006 coup.” Fourth, during the last CEDAW review, it was noted by the
Committee that “little ha[d] been done to . . . prioritise gender and women’s rights within its
work.”

FHRADC reported that they have received 703 complaints since 2013, but data on the types of
complaints made and the cases that proceed forward is not transparent on their website, which only
substantively provides a complaint form.” However, FHRADC states that it has taken on some
GBYV and family law cases.”’

ARTICLE 5: SEX ROLES & STEREOTYPES (AS INTERPRETED BY GENERAL
RECOMMENDATIONS 3, 19)

Patriarchal cultural and religious norms persist and are deeply rooted in Fijian society. These norms
perpetuate gender stereotypes that often lead to victim blaming and violence. This is exacerbated
when individuals at the highest levels of government sanction these beliefs. For example, Dr.
Luveni, currently Speaker of Parliament and former Minister for Women stated:

“We know exactly what onr husbands don’t like, yet we do it. Sometimes we women aggravate the
situation; sometimes we know exactly what our husbands don’t like and then we do ity what do you
expect? So we women also really need to be aware that onr husbands also have a temper.”™’

Overall, 72% of women have experienced physical, sexual, or emotional violence from an intimate
partner in their lifetime.”” The violence also extends to non-partner physical and sexual violence,
which 31% of women and girls have experienced in their lifetime.*

When you also consider that 47% of women and gitls are not reporting to formal agencies/
authorities” because they lack trust in the justice system, a deep systemic problem is uncovered.”
Rashida Manjoo, Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women, describes GBV as intersecting
circles comprised of: “structural, institutional, interpersonal, and individual factors.”*

The continued challenge the State faces is eliminating gender stereotypes, myths, and reconciliation
practices that reinforce the idea of women’s inferior position and erode trust in the State, including
the courts. Societies’ highest aspirations of justice and fairness should be reflected by the justice
system, which safeguards the most vulnerable in society. However, clear evidence reveals that gender
bias is thwarting accountability in domestic violence and sexual offence cases.



1. Police (as referred by Concluding Observations §39)

The police have improved responsiveness to GBV cases -- from the creation of Sexual Offence
Units (SOUs) to implementation of No-Drop policies where police are mandated to investigate
thoroughly all domestic violence cases irrespective of whether reconciliation has taken place. Yet,
even with these provisions in place, women who report physical or sexual violence have been
charged with “giving false information to a public servant” as a means of intimidating and punishing
them for being “bad women.”" In the case of State v. Zoya Fagimun Nisha, Case No. 1/14, 2/14, the
“police had slapped her, pulled her hair and continued to hutl abusive language . . . [for] her initial
report that she was raped by her ex-boyfriend.”"

Part of the environment that allows for the dismissal of legitimate claims is the limited number of
female police officers -- accounting for only 20% (as of 2014) of the regular police force.” This can
be seen in the police’s reluctance to seek DVROs for victims and arrest perpetrators who are in
violation of DVROs." The idea that domestic violence cases are private and “not serious” still
permeates the consciousness of many law enforcement officials.” In an access to justice study
conducted by FWRM, it was found that “only 50% women stated that they were advised to go to family law
court” by the police.”

2. Courts (as referred by Concluding Observations €921, 23)

The World Bank noted that Fiji has improved in women’s access to institutions and courts over the
last few years.” Yet, it still ranks 92nd of 122 countries in the number of female judges on the
appellate courts.” There is clear evidence that having women judges in gender discrimination cases
leads to more equitable outcomes.” This information is critical when looking at GBV cases. In
analysing Fijian court decisions, quantitative data reveals how contentious factors (defined as factors
that discriminate against victim/ sutvivors when used to mitigate sentences in GBV cases, including
gender stereotypes, rape myths, “breadwinner,”’® and reconciliation) have severely curtailed justice
for victims of domestic violence and sexual offences. In a randomised study of 145 Fijian cases (54
domestic violence, 87 sexual assault, and 4 murder cases that resulted from GBV) from 2000-2014,
contentious factors led to a sentence reduction in 47% of all cases reviewed.”’

a. Domestic Violence (as referred to in Concluding Observations §21)

Within the same study, isolating domestic violence cases between 2011-2014 (once Domestic
Violence Act was in effect), 63% of cases were reduced based on contentious factors, which includes
both traditional reconciliation (bulubulr) and informal reconciliation practices. What is even more
concerning is that 55% of domestic violence cases from 2011-2014 ended with fully suspended non-
custodial sentences and only probation.”

This data illuminates a problem with the State’s contention that misuse of bulubuln “to force
reconciliation has been eradicated . . . and cannot be forced onto victims of rape or domestic
violence.” Yes, police, prosecutors, and judges may not be imposing reconciliation on victim/
survivors as they were before the Domestic Violence Act, but judges are still allowing perpetrators
to avoid accountability for serious crimes by relying on reconciliation and other contentious factors
in their decision making.

b. Sexual Offences (as referred to in Concluding Observations 423)

The State has asserted that there are no reported cases of cultural practices being used to avoid
imprisonment for rape, and there have been no non-custodial sentences for rape except when the



offender is a minor. This statement masks cases where an offender was a minor and committed a
serious offence; for example, where a 17 year and 10 months old “boy” raped his 11 year old cousin
twice.” The starting sentence in this case was set at 12 months. It was reduced by 4 months
primarily because he was a juvenile, first time offender, and admitted guilt. The remaining sentence
was suspended and the perpetrator received a non-custodial sentence.

This is not an isolated rape case that ended with a non-custodial sentence. In S7ate v Drose [2012]
FJMC 329, a 16-year-old boy was found guilty of attempted rape and rape of his younger sister. The
court strained all reason when providing a reason to mitigate the sentence stating, “[h]e was
overcome with lust and sexual curiosity as he had watched some pornographic movies, which led
[him] to commit these offences.”™ Of course, the judge in Drose was relying on another case as
precedent, Szate v T.17.K [2011] FJHC 732. There, a 15-year-old boy raped a 6-year-old girl and
received a non-custodial sentence. In both cases, the judges only imposed probation on the
perpetrators until they were 18 years of age. The judges believed it was more important to be lenient
to first time offenders who were minors than to duly consider the increased vulnerability of girls.

Gitls are particularly vulnerable to sexual offences in Fiji. In a regional study that included Fiji, 58%
of the victim/ sutvivors in GBV cases were under 18, with the highest concentration between 12-15
years of age.” Former Judge and current Fiji's Permanent Representative to the United Nations in
Geneva, Nazhat Shameem, stated:

“The best evidence of gender bias in my opinion is usually reflected in sentences. This is
often because the judge may not be able to overrule assessors with ease, but can pass a
sentence which reflects what a judge thinks of gender roles. Judges have a wide sentencing
discretion. The approach of the courts in Fiji to adopt sentencing principles and the tariff
approach, does not always prevent a judge from passing a sentence which reflects gender
bias.”*

Gender bias influencing decision making results in grossly disproportionate sentencing in domestic
violence and sexual offence cases. While more GBV cases are being taken up in court than
previously, and judges are taking account of the Domestic Violence Act, problems around gender
bias in the judiciary are still quite severe.

ARTICLE 6: EXPLOITATION OF WOMEN (AS INTERPRETED BY GENERAL
RECOMMENDATION 19, AND REFERRED TO BY CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS §25)

Exploitation of women is more common in Fiji in the form of unpaid or underpaid labour, but
prostitution,” early marriage in exchange for money or gifts,” trading of children, and other forms
of trafficking are also concerns.”” Fiji is not a party to the 2000 UN TIP (Trafficking in Persons)
Protocol. Exploitation largely affects Fijian youth, driven in part by challenging economic
circumstances,” a larger than average youth population, and the fact that some parents, relatives, and
elders use their socially and culturally inculcated positions of power to exploit women and children.”
Many exploitative practices are indicative of a larger societal problem that women and children are
commodities to gain wealth, land or power.” Women are also pressured into sex work by poor
economic circumstances caused by “unemployment, divorce, desertion, failure of men to pay child
maintenance, and lack of support from relations.”” Some estimates suggest “the number of sex
workers per capita rivals Thailand.” In one study, of 1,611 Fijian children interviewed who are
engaged in child labour, 42% were girls. Of those interviewed, 104 children were engaged in



prostitution, 85% had experienced sexual abuse prior to commercial sex work, and 78% were gitls.”
Many of the same reasons for engaging in sex work hold true as well for transgender sex workers,
with the added dimensions of seeking a community that accepts them, or finding that they needed to
engage in sex work as a second job because of a lack of formal employment available to them.”
Since the passage of the Crimes Decree 2009, there have been reports of illegal detention,
harassment, torture, and humiliation of sex workers, both female and transgender, by police” and
the military.”

The role of Fiji as a transportation hub and lax visa requirements both play a part in trafficking in
the country, as does forced labour being a major problem on fishing vessels in Pacific waters. The
government increased efforts to train law enforcement in anti-trafficking efforts, and was
prosecuting five trafficking cases in 2016, up from zero cases in 2015. It also “provided modest
assistance to at least nine victims” in 2016.” Despite increasing “efforts to identify and protect
trafficking victims,” the government “did not proactively identify victims of trafficking among
vulnerable populations, such as women and girls in prostitution, foreign workers in spas, and crew
members who transit through Fiji onboard vessels in Fiji ports.”” Furthermore, “some potential
victims may have been deported as law violators™ and the government did not take “efforts to
reduce the demand for commercial sex acts, forced labo[u]r, or child sex tourism.””®

ARTICLE 11: EMPLOYMENT (AS INTERPRETED BY GENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS 17, 19)
1. Equal Opportunity in Employment (as referred to by Concluding Observations §31)

The labour force participation rate for women increased from 38% in 2007” to 47% in 2010,
compared with 81% in 2010 for males."” Despite the improvements, this is the largest gender gap in
any Pacific Island country.'”" Indo-Fijian women have considerably lower labour patticipation rates
than iTaukei, at 29% to 44% respectively.'”” Employed women in Fiji remain underrepresented in
management positions and experience more limited job opportunities than men.'” In 2010, women
comprised 29% of legislators, senior officials, and managers, 43% of professionals, and 35% of
technicians and associated professionals.'”* The incidence of poverty for wage earners was 43% for
women to 25% for men, and for the self-employed, 79% for women to 52% for men.'"” The
effective unemployment rate for females in 2010 was 41%, and effective underemployment rate (for
family workers/no pay) was 75%."" Unpaid work thus comprises a huge part of work activity in Fiji,
with the hours dedicated to it converting to the equivalent work of 314,000 persons, only slightly
less than the 370,000 Economically Active persons (as traditionally defined)."” The value of Unpaid
Household Work ranges between a conservative $942 million or 17% of GDP, to $1.8 billion or
33% of GDP, and the vast majority (76%) of the work is done by women, both economically active
and not.'” Given the nature of unequal power in gender relations and the traditional place of
women in the home, unpaid work, such as care of property, family, and providing care to others
decreases women’s agency, freedom, empowerment and autonomy.'”

There is an increase in women’s unpaid work and decrease in autonomy following natural disasters,
like the recent Tropical Cyclone Winston.'"” Events like this can disrupt life completely from ruining
crops to making accessing the most basic needs challenging, especially for rural women.""" Women
tend to bear the biggest burden in recovery efforts, finding resources and providing day-to-day care
for families; efforts that go unrecognised and seen as a woman’s duty.'"> These responsibilities
further impede women’s ability to earn money through employment leaving families more reliant on
food assistance.'” Women also face a heightened risk of GBV both during and in the aftermath of



disasters.'"* Because they were not included in emergency planning, disaster relief efforts failed to
account for their needs during TC Winston, resulting in sexual violence in evacuation centres.'’
Reports of domestic violence and excessive drinking also increased following the disaster.''’

It is important to note that the government’s ageing policy, which reduced the age of retirement
from 60 years to 55 years, adversely affects women, who earn less and also sometimes take leave to
raise children and later reenter the workforce.""” Early retitement prevents women from
accumulating a larger social pension, keeping insurance, and benefiting from other social
protections. Women with disabilities are in an egregiously difficult position as “89% of people with
disabilities are not employed,” 42% of which are women.'"®

2. Pay Equity (as referred to by Concluding Observations €31)

The cost of living increased approximately 30% between 2005 and 2010, causing “a sharp reduction
in Real Average Incomes...with much larger reductions in the rural areas than in urban areas.”'"”
Employment discrimination against women becomes a larger concern in this context, where income
disparity between men and women remains a significant with women earning “roughly 29% of all
income earned during 2010-2011,” despite their 47% labour participation rate.'” There is a gap
between men and women working in the same employment positions, with women earning 19%
less,””" and being offered less opportunity for promotion. Furthermore, because of differences in
personal income tax regulations, where tax provisions directly favor men, women may pay
disproportionately higher taxes and therefore avoid entering into formal employment.'” While
provisions for maternity leave have been implemented, granting 84 days of maternity leave,'”’
paternity leave still remains only a concept embedded in the National Gender Policy.™ If both
parents aren’t seen as primary caregivers, traditional gender roles only become more rigid and
reinforce norms that are detrimental to women.

A local union survey revealed cases where pregnant women are terminated from private employers
seeking to avoid maternity leave payments, and that women do not file complaints for fear of
reprisal when seeking re-employment. Other issues of concern include social security contributions
going missing, and employers failing to provide protective equipment and training where working
with hazardous chemicals. Additionally, women comprise 90% of workers (appx. 5,400) in the
Garment Industry, and are paid $2.24 per hour under the Wage Regulation Order (2015), lower than
the National Minimum Wage of $2.32."*

3. Sexual harassment (as referred to by Concluding Observations §31)

Sexual harassment remains “significant, widespread, varied in nature, and predominantly a repeated
pattern” in the workplace. “Overall, the data reveals that the incidence of sexual harassment cuts
across all workplace types and affects women from various socio-demographic groups.”** In a
survey of a 1,000 women, one in five (20%) reported experiencing sexual harassment in the
workplace, with the incidence of harassment being particularly high for those in the hotel and food
service industry.'”” This is an improvement from 33% of women reporting sexual harassment in
2002, but still an incredibly high incidence. The majority (82%) of sexual harassment complaints go
unreported, including 75% of complaints involving forced nudity and 40% of sexual assault or
incidents of rape. Encouragingly, there appears to be positive consequences from punitive action
taken by employers in 71% of cases reported.'*
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While the Employment Relations Promulgation 2007 (ERP) imposes a requirement that all
employers establish “an internal written policy and grievance procedure on sexual harassment in the
workplace,” only 62% of working women interviewed said their employer had a sexual harassment
policy.'” This was higher in the private sector than the public, at 70% and 57% respectively.'”” While
some sexual harassment cases are handled by police and through criminal prosecution, the majority
of cases are reported directly to the employee’s supervisor. Under the ERP, issues of sexual
harassment are handled through interval grievance mechanisms first, then through mediation, and
finally by the Employment Relations Tribunal."”' The Employment Relations Tribunal decided only
19 cases in 2016"” (down from 71 cases in 2015'%), zero of which concerned sexual harassment.
Another issue of concern is that the ERP “does not apply to members of the Republic of Fiji
Military Forces, the Fiji Police Force and the Fiji Corrections Service.”'*

4. Political Participation and Special Measures (as referred to by Concluding
Observations €27)

Meaningful participation in local and national governance remains a challenge for women, despite
there being a commitment for the past 40 years for there to be 30% women’s representation in
decision making.'” In the last parliamentary election, 17% of candidates were women, and 7 women
are now members of parliament out of 50 (14% of seats)."”® Contrary to the State’s report, there has
been no improvement in national representation -- in 2006, 13 women held 18% of seats in
parliament.”” Furthermore, concerns remain regarding meaningful participation when operating as a
small minority.

According to a co-convenor of the Fiji Women’s Forum, a national consultation on women’s
participation in national democratic processes, special measures to increase women’s political
participation should not be temporary -- more women are needed “in parliament, in policy making
bodies, in cabinet, as well as women participating at the lowest level of decision making.”'* The
import of women’s participation in democratic processes, while obvious, is even more apparent on
the local level. For example, in advisory councils in Lautoka, out of 14 councillors, two are women.
Positively these women have noticed, “the women in our community, they find it comfortable to
approach us if they have got any problems — they are very comfortable to come to talk to us.”'”
They also relayed however, that as a result of being only two women on the team, “putting our
issues across is a bit difficult to go through the other 12 men.”"*

ARTICLE 12: HEALTH (AS INTERPRETED BY GENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS 16, 24)

When looking at the Human Development Index for 2015, Fiji ranks 91st, falling within the mid-
range globally and improving its standing since 2011 (ranked 100)."*" The Index looks at health,
education, and economic prosperity of a nation. Despite some progress, the total health expenditure
for Fiji in 2014 was 3% of GDP, lowest among other Pacific Island Countries, and half of the global
average (6%).'" As the Fijian population continues to move'* from rural areas to urban centres,
health systems must adapt to meet new challenges and can only do so if adequate resources are
dedicated to them.'**

Often, even if access to health services are readily available, “39% of women feel they must ask
permission from their intimate partner before seeking health care for themselves.”'* The overall
well-being of women and gitls rests on their ability to make choices about their own health,
including reproductive health. If women’s choices around having children, the number of children,

11



and spacing between when they have children are not made in an environment that is free from
discrimination, regressive cultural norms, coercion, and violence, both their mental (i.e. postpartum)
and physical health will often be compromised.

1. Sexual and Reproductive Health (as referred to by Concluding Observations §929,
33)
a. Access/ Delivery of Health Services (as referred to by Concluding
Observations 33)

Sex-disaggregated data and gender analysis is essential for monitoring health service access and
delivery, since men and women have different health concerns.'*® Any weakness in the access and
delivery of health services has a disproportionate impact on women because they have “special
needs for antenatal care, primary responsibility for monitoring and vaccinations of infants and young
children, and greater care responsibility for other family members like the elderly.”'* Fiji, like other
Pacific Island nations has restrictive abortion laws.'*® Abortions are only legal when intended to save
a woman’s life or if her physical or mental health are in danger.'”” When these services are denied,
women and gitls turn to unsafe abortions which are linked to increased maternal mortality."™ Fiji's
Health Minister, Dt Sharma has said,

“Our laws need to address pregnancy with a lot more scope and vision. Some of our
Pacific laws are very restrictive and we often see and hear of aborted foetuses in
latrines, babies dumped at maternity units and orphanage doors — simply stated . . .

many jurisdictions [including Fiji] fail to address medical termination of
pregnancy.”’15!

Other gaps in health services include: facilities that are not properly equipped, poor coordination of
services, and limited monitoring and evaluation, which leads to “poortly-informed policy
formulation.”"* In rural areas, health centre staff are not adequately trained to provide voluntary
confidential counseling and testing (VCCT), which is made more difficult by the lack of confidential
counselling rooms."” Another challenge to adequate health care is that qualified doctors and nurses
are choosing private practice, working in urban centres versus rural areas, being transferred to fill
other vacancies, or emigrating.”* Retaining propetly trained medical professionals in both rural and
urban areas is essential to accessing the health system, ensuring that specific sectors of the health
system are not overburdened, and creating proper coordination between the different health centres.
“One wom|a]n from a rural dwelling shared on how they have to walk half a day to the nearest clinic
and sometimes when they reach there it is closed.”"”

b. Adolescent Reproductive Health/ Ministry of Health Strategic Plan Goals
and Outcomes, 2011-2015 HIV/ STIs (as referred by Concluding Observations

9929, 33)

High rates of teen pregnancy have a deleterious effect on young women and girls when it comes to
education and career opportunities.”” Adolescents often fear the stigma of seeking reproductive
health services and are the least likely to get quality care.'” This is further exacerbated when seeking
health services and reproductive health education in rural areas or outer islands."”® For example,
there are reports of unmarried and young women who have been denied tubal ligation for birth
control.” Even when a woman is married, health professionals may seek the husband’s consent
though it is not mandated by law.

A World Health Organisation study of young people between the ages of 15-24 found that less than
half (49%) of boys/ men and 30% of gitls/ women used a condom during their last sexual
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encounter.” Part of the problem is that purchasing contraceptives requires a parent for those
between ages of 16-19.""! Whether it's embarrassment or being labeled promiscuous, ** this batrier to
obtaining contraceptives puts boys and girls at significant risk for unwanted pregnancies, and
contracting sexually transmitted infections (STIs), including HIV. Unfortunately, “[bJoth women

and men have expectations that “trust”, “love” and “faith” will prevent HIV and STI
9516

transmission.”'* The consequence of this is that 38% of women under the age of 25 tested positive
for chlamydia,'* which “contribute[s] to significant morbidity, impacting on pregnancy outcome and
fertility.”'®

STIs are extremely high among young women and there are multiple barriers that inhibit effective
treatment, including: limited confidentiality at the community level (close-knit communities), *
availability of STI drugs only at specialised centres and only through a doctor, and transportation
costs (rural areas or outer islands).'”’ It is important to note that Fijians who are infected with HIV,
the iTaukei population has the highest rate at 81% with Fijians of Indian descent coming in at
13%.'%

2. Legislation (as referred to by Concluding Observations §33)

Fiji is one of the few PICs with high prevalence rates of HIV infection at 0.1% (15-24 years old).'”
This underscores the importance of the HIV/ AIDS Act 2011, which aims to destigmatise and
create a rights-based approach to prevent its spread.'”’ Despite this positive approach, in some cases,
the HIV/ AIDS Act is undermined by the criminalisation of sex work under the Crimes Act.'”
Female and transgender sex workers have lost confidence in accessing health services because of
“snide remarks and bad treatment by staff” and a lack of confidentiality about their work, which
they attribute to the Crimes Act.'”

These implications are far reaching, since men who have sex with men (MSM) and transgender (T'G)
populations have a higher prevalence rate of HIV (0.7 - 2.0%) than the national average.'” In a study
of 212 MSM and TG, respondents (65.7%) had significant knowledge around HIV transmission, but
that didn’t necessarily lead to safer sexual behavior.' Furthermore, participants did not feel
comfortable with going to health clinics to get tested. Only 10.5% of all the respondents had an HIV
test in the past year and knew the result, mainly due to stigma and discrimination.'”

3. Violence Against Women & Girls (as referred to by Concluding Observations §33)

One of the biggest risk factors to women’s health is intimate partner violence. 30% of ever-
partnered women have been injured in their lifetime."’® Barriers that exist for women to talk about
physical or sexual violence include: lack of privacy in the healthcare setting, lack of confidentiality,
lack of empathy from health workers, long wait times, and health professional not asking the
husband or partner to leave while doing the assessment.'”” Additionally, post exposure prophylactics
(PEPs) for rape survivors are non-existent in rural areas.” The downstream effect of this is that
women may not qualify for PEP because they exceed the 72 hour time-frame, which could have a
significant impact on a woman’s physical and mental health.'” Violence against women and gitls has
also increased the vulnerability of women to HIV/AIDS.

ARTICLE 14: RURAL WOMEN (AS INTERPRETED BY GENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS 16, 19)

1. Population of Rural Women and Girls (as referred to by Concluding Observations

935)
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Generally, problems faced by urban women and girls are more amplified for those living in rural
areas. This includes concerns for food security and reliable access to water; difficulty in obtaining
access to justice,'™ health care, and education; and decreased personal safety and economic security.
Rural persons who are working are twice as likely to be in poverty as urban working persons, and
rural females have the highest incidence of poverty, at 61% to 43% for rural men.'"®" Most rural
women are “subsistence workers with no or negligible cash incomes, unpaid homemakers or
officially unemployed.”'™

During a CEDAW consultation, 95% of rural participants believed there were inherent conflicts
between human rights, religion, and culture.'"” While FHRADC is responsible for human rights
education and training, it appears not to be undertaking any activities to address or mitigate this
perception of conflict. In fact, the State’s report places the onus on rural women to shift from being
victims of discrimination and violence to agents of change;'** and that training will help rural women
“become equal partners in decision-making and contribute to the rural sector development.”

In contrast, policies like the Village Bylaws seek to “ensure that traditional leadership is upheld,
respected, and protected” and reinforce patriarchal leadership structures in contravention of
CEDAW." Following a circulation of a draft of the Village Bylaws which included a women’s dress
code, there were reports of public flogging and other physical violence directed at young women by
village headmen.'® Furthermore, the State report acknowledges problematic customary practices in
relation to marriage of rural iTaukei women whereby they are made “dependent on men throughout
their lives.”"*” Some women can become disenfranchised from their rights to customary land, “other
than those permitted by their fathers or husbands.”'® Rural women cannot become equal partners in
decision making unless measures are taken to ensure that customary practices do not contravene
women’s rights.

An additional concern impacting rural women is that the cost of food has risen dramatically, as
household incomes grew 51% for urban households and only 10% for rural households between
2003 and 2009."” An aggravating factor is the intensification of natural disasters and climate change
affecting the agricultural sector and ruining crops. In the aftermath of TC Winston, rural families
found themselves relying on markets to purchase food supplies, changing their diet from traditional
crops to bread, butter, rice, lentils, and canned food, and eating twice a day instead of three times or
sharing much smaller portions.”™ Subsistence farmers on leased land, many of whom are Fijian
farmers of Indian descent,”’' are particularly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change and
disasters in addition to facing other challenges.

2. Government Rural Development Policies and Programmes (as referred to by
Concluding Observations 9935, 42)

While the government has made investments to reduce poverty, eliminate violence, and
economically empower rural women, there is limited disaggregated data to showcase the efficacy of
the investments.'” This is unsurprising given the insignificant budget dedicated to the WPA and lack
of formalised monitoring and evaluation procedures.” As previously mentioned, rural women are
the most affected by natural disasters, but are often not included in development and planning.
While some efforts to engage rural women by NGOs have resulted in networks of rural women
leaders, the government has not taken a similar proactive approach.

3. Rural Water and Sanitation Policy

The government claims in its State report that by 2010 the “remaining unimproved water source is 5
8 p y 8 provs
percent” and that 95% of water sources in rural areas have been improved.”" However, medical
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centres and hospitals in parts of Fiji have been affected by water and power cuts.'” The government
encouraged rural families to sustain backyard farms in the aftermath of TC Winston in 2016, but
some rural women reported that unreliable water sources made it impossible to do so.'

4. Rural Education (as referred to by Concluding Observations §29)

Many of the improvements to infrastructure the State report mentions are sorely needed to promote
quality education. While Primary and Secondary school education may be free in Fiji, one of the
primary concerns expressed by many rural women is the peripheral cost of education for their
children.”” Clothing, shoes, and other school requirements are large expenses for families earning
little per week (e.g. $50-$60 FJD/week for a working person), especially for those with multiple
children. The rate of school enrolment for females is considerably lower in rural than urban areas, at
71% to 84% for senior secondary (16-18) and for tertiary levels (19-22) at 20% to 43%. Women
express that it is difficult to obtain employment, and that children are not being enrolled in further
education because parents cannot afford it."”*

ARTICLE 16: MARRIAGE & FAMILY LIFE (AS INTERPRETED BY GENERAL
RECOMMENDATION 21)

1. Marriageable Age / Arranged Marriage (as referred to by Concluding Observations
9921, 39)

The State has taken the appropriate steps in amending the Marriage Act to reflect the marriageable
age as 18 years of age for both males and females in Fiji, consistent with CEDAW. As the State
correctly cites the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, “child marriage is rooted in unequal
gender status and power relations that result in the perpetual subjugation of girls.”'”” Recognising the
shift in policy, the State must vigorously ensure that child marriages do not occur, and if they do,
that they are promptly annulled and those responsible charged under the Crimes Act.

In a study done on violence against women in iTaukei villages, there were findings that maintaining
communal harmony had led to cases where girls who had been raped were arranged to marry their
rapist. In this scenario, the village chief would coordinate conversations with the boy and his parents
which “generally results in the couple being married.”™ Similarly, there has been reporting of
“young girls being forced into marriage by their families living in a community outside Lautoka City”
mainly because of financial and cultural considerations.”” FWCC noted that the cases they see are
mainly from Fijians of Indian descent, traditionally-bound families, and low income families.*”
There have even been cases of young adults in their 20s having the courts step in to annul arranged
marriages because the young woman did not “enter freely into marriage.”””

2. Family Law Act 2003 (as referred to in Concluding Observations §39)

The Family Law Act, and its subsequent amendments, has been recognised to be one of the more
progressive approaches to addressing family life and was the product of decades of advocacy from
women’s rights NGOs. Nonetheless, almost 15 years since its passage, there has been no
comprehensive review to monitor and assess the implementation of the Act.*

The key to understanding the efficacy of this legislation is whether access to justice has improved for
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women and what barriers still remain. There are still several implementation gaps that organisations
like FWRM and FWCC have identified, including: 1) gender sensitive training for Department of
Public Prosecution (DPP), Police Prosecution, lawyers representing clients, frontline Legal Aid staff,
and frontline judicial staff; 2) design of family law facilities that take into consideration children,
lactating mothers, women with disabilities (i.e. wheelchair, hearing impairment),”” and elderly
women; and 3) gender-disaggregated data that is coordinated with police, corrections, DPP, and the
Family Law Court.

Some of the major concerns related to Family Courts are delays in maintenance payments and
tracking of that data,” serving timely DVROs,”" and property settlements. The lengthy delays
perpetuates the notion that these cases aren’t important and may also lead to re-victimisation of
women as they choose to reconcile with their abusive partners.””® For example, FWCC has
researched cases that started in 2000/ 2001 and were finalised in 2013 while other cases that started
in that same time period were never heard.”” According to the Chief Registrar, the number of
applications to the Family Court have increased from 5000 (2009) to almost 15,000 (2014),”"" but
this is likely only a fraction of the number of potential cases, since survey data shows that only 5%
of women choose Family Court as their primary mechanism to resolve issues.”’' As greater
awareness of the Family Law Court system becomes available, the courts will have to proactively
respond to the potential influx of new cases, which warrants a thorough review of the existing gaps,
so that access to the courts remains a viable option.
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RECOMMENDATIONS & QUESTIONS FOR THE STATE PARTY

ARTICLE 1 —-DISCRIMINATION

Amend the Public Order Act 2012 and Media Industry Development Act 2010 to protect
freedom of speech, assembly, and association.

What steps is Fiji taking to adopt a comprehensive and integrated approach to legislative
reform in the area of violence against women and girls?

Require the existence of a “unequivocal and voluntary agreement” and proof by the accused
of steps taken to ascertain whether the victim/ survivor was consenting.

Perpetrators of both domestic violence and sexual offences must receive custodial sentences
that reflect the gravity of the crime. Sentencing guidelines for domestic violence and sexual
offences should be graded based on harm and ensure consistency in outcomes.

What are the data-driven evaluation results from the Zero Tolerance Violence Free
Communities programme?

Remove the gender neutral language of the Domestic Violence Act because it masks the
disproportionate impact on women and enables men to manipulate the system for their
benefit.

Ratify the Optional Protocol for CEDAW.

Article 2 - Eliminating Discrimination

Increase the budget and provide more resources to implement, monitor, and evaluate Fiji’s
National Gender Policy and Women’s Plan of Action.

Promote and engage in gender mainstreaming activities in government, schools, and private
institutions.

Technical support for data collection systems need to be strengthened and data
disaggregated by sex, area (rural, urban), race/ethnicity, religion, age, sexual otientation etc.

Article 3: Measure to Guarantee Comprehensive Advances by Women

Ministry of Women, Children, and Poverty Alleviation should remove barriers that limit
freedom of expression, association, and assembly because of registration and permit
requirements.

The Fiji Human Rights Anti-Discrimination Commission (FHRADC) must take steps to
comply with the Paris Principles and seek re-certification from the Global Alliance of
National Human Rights Institutions by establishing sufficient independence from the State.
What steps is FHRADC taking to provide disaggregated data on the complaints it has
received?
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Article 5: Sex Roles & Stereotypes

e Conduct and publish studies on the effectiveness of police policies (i.e. no-drop policy) and
legislation (Domestic Violence Act 2009) in the prosecution of GBV cases.

e Recruit greater numbers of female police officers, military personnel, and corrections
officers. Continue to emphasise the important and expanded responsibilities given to police
under the Domestic Violence Act 2009 while adequately funding”'? the Fiji police force.

e Judicial training must include lessons on explicit and implicit (i.e. gender stereotypes) bias
and how it impacts judicial decision making, specifically in domestic violence and sexual
offence cases.

e Expressly forbid the use of formal (bulubuln) and informal reconciliation practices as a means
for mitigating or suspending sentences in domestic violence and sexual offence cases.

Article 6: Exploitation of Women

e Increase efforts to investigate, prosecute, convict, and punish traffickers, especially for those
involved in prostitution and exploitation of rural or impoverished women and children, and
to employ strategies to reduce the demand for forced labour and commercial sex acts.

e Decriminalise sex work under the Crimes Act 2009.
Accede to the 2000 U.N. Trafficking in Persons Protocol

Article 11: Employment

e Take special measures to ensure gender equality and gender-mainstreaming in all levels of
political, social, and economic participation.

e Increase resources to implement the Women’s Plan of Action especially in relation to
increasing women’s employment opportunity and wage parity.

e Include women in disaster management planning and ensure that evacuation centre designs
account for women and children’s needs.

e Reinstate the age of 60 for retirement, and ensure that other measures are taken to address
age and gender discrimination in the labor market.

e Amend Employment Regulations Promulgation 2007 to include paternity leave and the
recognition of both men and women as caretakers, and provide avenues to redress claims
where women lose employment because employers do not wish to pay for maternity leave.

e The government should enforce its policy requiring written policies and procedures to
address sexual harassment in the workplace, and remove exemptions for law enforcement,
military, and corrections. It should also ensure that mechanisms to address complaints, such
as the Employment Relations Tribunal, are functioning and accessible.

Article 12: Health

e What steps is Fiji taking to retain medical professionals (physicians and nurses) who have the
requisite technical expertise, and to ensure that health systems in rural areas have the
necessary staffing, medicine, and equipment to deliver essential services?

e Comprehensive sexual and reproductive health education (starting from primary school),
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access to contraceptives (without cost or parental permission), and progressive legislation
(legalising abortion) are essential to removing both the stigma associated with sexual and
reproductive health and the downstream effects of high rates of STIs (including HIV),
teenage pregnancies, and unsafe abortions.

e Post exposure prophylactics (PEP) for rape survivors must be accessible in rural areas.

e Voluntary Confidential Counselling and Testing (VCCT) must be accessible at health
centres.

Article 14: Rural Women

e Increase resources to implement the Women’s Plan of Action to combat poverty, eliminate
violence, and empower rural women, and include rural women in the design, planning, and
implementation of local development strategies.

e What data is available from the Government’s on rural development programmes for
women and girls?

e Promote existing grants and assistance programmes to rural communities, as many women
are unaware of resources available to them.

e Employ monitoring and evaluation strategies to evaluate the government’s rural
development programmes and assist in strategic planning, and promote educational
programmes for rural women, including on human rights.

e Greater emphasis must be given to the use of community radio (e.g. femLink Pacific) to
counteract harmful stereotypes, present positive models of gender equality, and provide
disaster awareness (especially to rural and outer island areas).

Article 16: Marriage & Family Life

e Child and “arranged marriage” (where the woman did not freely enter into marriage) must be
strictly prohibited.

e When will a comprehensive review of the Family Law Act 2003 (and subsequent
Amendments) take place?

e Family Law Courts must continue gender sensitive training for all frontline staff, lawyers
representing clients, police, and prosecutors.

e Gender-disaggregated data must be coordinated between police, corrections, DPP, and
Family Law Courts.

e Eliminate delays regarding the issuance of DVROs, ensure timely litigation of family law
matters, and monitor and enforce maintenance payments.
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