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A. INTRODUCTION

1. This report by the Fiji Human Rights and Anti-Discrimination Commission (“Commission”) to the CEDAW Committee for the upcoming Pacific Technical Cooperation Session Fiji, April 2025 addresses the list of issues raised by the Committee prior to the submission of the sixth periodic report of Fiji.

2. It expounds on the legislative provisions ensuring the Commission’s independence, progress towards its accreditation, and human rights interventions. It also appraises the State’s fulfillment of its obligations under the Convention and makes recommendations.   

B. GENERAL 

3. Fiji is committed to promoting gender equality and equity and fulfilling its obligations under the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). To effectively monitor and implement the Convention, the collection and analysis of disaggregated data are crucial, in addition to other initiatives the Government has been engaged in over the years such as gender mainstreaming activities in the public sector to ensure that public policy, planning, budgeting and implementation are gender-responsive.

4. In 2023, the Ministry of Women, Children, and Social Protection launched a national report: Fiji Country Gender Assessment Visual Report 2023[endnoteRef:1], which provides an analysis of the progress that has been made in recent years as well as persistent challenges and gender gaps facing Fijian women and girls across various sectors and areas, such as health, economy, education, environment, gender-based violence, social and cultural norms, and leadership.  [1:  Refer to Fiji Country Gender Assessment Visual Report 2023, 
https://www.mwcsp.gov.fj/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/0227_DeepDive_SINGLE_PAGES.pdf 
] 


5. Some highlights include the gender parity ratio in early childhood education, primary and secondary schools, and tertiary institutions and universities; women’s representation in Parliament and the Cabinet; violence against girls and women, with concerns expressed that the statistics do not reflect the true extent of this violence, as many victims do not report it. Fiji faces one of the highest rates of violence against women and girls worldwide, at 64 %, compared to the global average of 35%. Other highlights encompass women's and girls’ access to healthcare, women’s participation in the labor force and agriculture, the impact of climate change and disaster risk management on women and girls, and the cultural effects on women and girls in Fiji.

Recommendation 1: The State to strengthen its data collection mechanisms to support evidence-based policymaking that is also rights-based to ensure that all women and girls benefit from targeted initiatives aimed at achieving gender equality and equity.

6. The Commission has set up a comprehensive complaints management system to capture human rights trends on types of complaints lodged by women and girls in Fiji. The nature of complaints the Commission has received and dealt with from women and girls includes: 

· Strip search in a public place and the presence of a male police officer;
· Detained in a cell with a drunk male suspect who allegedly molested her;
· Detained in police custody without supervision of female officers;
· Domestic violence;
· Marital rape;
· Refusal by police to facilitate medical examination; 
· Child sexual abuse;
· Arbitrary eviction by landlords;
· Workplace discrimination based on pregnancy status.

7. The Commission has assisted aggrieved families with the filing of a Domestic Violence Restraining Order (DVRO).

C. WOMEN’S RIGHTS AND GENDER EQUALITY IN RELATION TO THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC AND RECOVERY EFFORTS. 

8. The Ministry for Women, Children, and Poverty Alleviation in March 2021 issued a press statement informing the public that the COVID-19 pandemic had “amplified and exacerbated gender inequalities in Fiji”, with women and girls suffering increased violence and being affected more severely by the economic impacts of the pandemic. 

9. The Commission was operational during lockdowns in 2020 and the second wave of the COVID-19 pandemic. The concerns shared by the Ministry of Women were reflected in the complaints that were brought to the Commission during the COVID-19 pandemic and recovery period. 

10. The Commission continues to receive complaints and concerns including: 

· Women working in garment factories raising concerns about mandatory COVID-19 vaccination as a new precondition for employment. 
· Allegations of discrimination faced by persons in quarantine facilities and hospitals. 
· Lack of food during lockdown. 
· Misinformation, hate speech, and fake news on social media platforms.
· Job losses and concerns over the invocation of Force Majeure (“Act of God”) by employers to terminate work contracts or pay cuts faced by salesgirls. 
· Domestic violence and request for filing of Domestic Violence Restraining Orders. 
· Violation of the right to access information by the deaf community and request for the provision of sign language interpreters for news hour. 

11. The rights of vulnerable groups including women, children, persons with disabilities, and the LGBTI in the context of COVID-19 remained central to the work of the Commission.

12. The Commission advocated through mainstream and digital media platforms on key human rights concerns, particularly in relation to access to health and medical services, COVID-19 vaccination including access to critical information pertaining to the vaccine, access to food, right to economic participation, employment relations matters, rights of arrested and detained persons, freedom of movement, and personal liberty.  

13. Other areas of intervention by the Commission in the context of the pandemic include:

· Assisted families in home isolations, quarantine facilities, and containment zones in facilitating the provision of food and other essentials particularly in Lautoka, Sigatoka, and in the Lami-Suva-Nausori corridor. The Commission also worked closely with the business community and social clubs such as the Rotary Club of Lautoka and the Ministry of Economy in assisting individuals and families in need. 

·  Worked closely with the Ministry of Health and Medical Services by bringing to their attention urgent requests from members of the public who sought medical attention, swabs, ambulance services, and information about vaccination.

· Attended to complaints in quarantine facilities.

· Attended to complaints from COVID-19-positive patients admitted to hospitals.

· Attended to complaints in relation to the “no jab, no access” policy implemented by service providers including statutory bodies. 

· Facilitated the provision of sign language interpreters on the two national television stations during peak news hour to ensure all Fijians including the deaf community have access to critical and accurate information.

· Ensured the deaf community had access to a specific contact number they could use to access critical information from the Ministry of Health and Medical Services or report matters relating to COVID-19.

· Spoke out against racist and xenophobic stereotyping against certain communities as well as religious vilification targeting certain communities in the context of the pandemic. 

· Assisted vulnerable groups who lost their jobs to access social security schemes.

· Monitored compliance of police stations and Correction facilities with COVID-19 safety protocols. 

D. OPTIONAL PROTOCOL TO CEDAW	

14. 	The Commission encourages the State to ratify the Optional Protocol to CEDAW.  This will:

· Strengthen women's and girls’ rights and protection and help address systematic issues such as gender-based discrimination.
· Lead to reforms of domestic legislations and policies in line with international human rights standards to ensure that legislations and policies are gender-sensitive.
· Address structural and systematic discrimination through inquiry instituted by the CEDAW committee which in promoting State accountability will contribute to sound governance.
· Strengthen international cooperation with other states and international bodies and agencies in the promotion and protection of the rights of women and girls and their empowerment.

E. VISIBILITY OF THE CONVENTION

15. The State has taken the initiative to raise awareness of CEDAW and its obligation under this international instrument.

16. The Commission participated in workshops organized by the Ministry of Women, Children, and Social Protection in recent years to raise awareness and build the capacity of stakeholders including CSOs, NGOs, Government officials, and other independent institutions of the international standards of human rights and the accountability of the State as the duty bearer under CEDAW.

F. NATIONAL MACHINERY FOR THE ADVANCEMENT OF WOMEN 

Human Rights and Anti-Discrimination Commission 

17. After losing its A status accreditation in 2007, the Commission was re-accredited with B status by the Sub-Committee on Accreditation of the Global Alliance of National Human Rights Institutions (GANHRI) in 2021 in recognition of its partial compliance with the Paris Principles. 

18. The Commission since, has been fully committed to ensuring compliance with the Paris Principles.  The Commission, with the support of the Government of Fiji through the Office of the Attorney General and the Asia-Pacific Forum of National Human Rights Institutions (APF), is currently working on addressing one of key the recommendations of the Sub-Committee. This relates to the appointment process of the Human Rights Commissioners including the chairperson, to be advertised and merit-based; and also, that those appointed reflect pluralism. This appointment process is consistent with the Paris Principles of an inclusive and transparent appointment process to ensure credibility, independence, and competence in relation to the work of the Commission.

19. Presently, out of the five Commissioners, three are women, whose combined professional credentials and experience demonstrate civil society and public service background, as well as legal expertise. 

20. In 2020 and 2024, the Commission underwent capacity assessments with the support of APF, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), and the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR). The exercise is designed to strengthen the organizational effectiveness of the institution in promoting and protecting human rights. 

21. The Commission publicly launched its Capacity Assessment Review Report in March this year with key stakeholders from CSOs/NGOs, State officials, and representatives from international development partners. The gathering discussed the outcome of the assessment and successfully explored opportunities where the Commission and Stakeholders can work together to support common interests.   

22. The Commission continues to advocate with the Government of Fiji on the need to adequately resource the Commission so it can carry out its mandated functions effectively. Currently, the Commission is understaffed (12 staff) and lacks experienced staff. The Commission is unable to effectively address specific human rights breaches such as women’s rights, children's rights etc without proper staffing, resources, and an adequate budget. 

Recommendation 2: The State to continue to support the Commission to become fully compliant with the Paris Principles.

Recommendation 3: The State to provide the Commission with an adequate budget and resources to carry out its mandated functions effectively. 

G. NON-GOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS, WOMEN HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS AND JOURNALISTS 

23. The Government of the day repealed the controversial Media Industry Development Act 2010. This has been labeled as a development in Fiji’s national media landscape as what was deemed a law that restricted and suppressed media freedom and the right of the people to information.

24.  The Commission has received complaints regarding the unreasonable restrictions of issuing permits under the Public Order Act 1969 to persons who wish to carry out peaceful protests. Furthermore, section 21 (1) of the said Act, prevents the Commission, judiciary, or tribunal from reviewing the decision of the Police Commissioner to grant a permit. With the establishment of a Law Reform Commission (LRC), several archaic laws are under review including the Public Order Act 1969. The Commission welcomes the review. 

25. The Commission is working closely with human rights defenders including the media in protecting and promoting their rights.

Recommendation 4: The State to take necessary measures to repeal all laws and policies that unlawfully restrict the fundamental rights of freedom of association and assembly to bring them into compliance with Fiji’s obligations under the ICCPR. 

Recommendation 5: The State to take measures to implement the Declaration on Human Rights Defenders at the national level to ensure that human rights defenders can freely carry out their legitimate activities.

H. TEMPORARY SPECIAL MEASURES 

26. The Commission is keeping a close eye on the proposed reform and review of the Constitution of the Republic of Fiji 2013 (Constitution). The reason by the LRC for the current review of the Electoral Act 2014, which is to strengthen the nation’s democratic framework, is welcomed.  

Recommendation 6: The State to -
· Put in place measures for Gender quotas- a certain percentage should be allocated to women candidates 
· Reform the Electoral system
· More capacity building for women
· More awareness 

I. GENDER STEREOTYPES

27. The Commission has received and investigated gender stereotyping complaints relating to gender-based discrimination in the workplace, public spaces, and homes.

28. The Commission also provides support to victims of gender-based violence and closely monitors laws and policies introduced by the State. 

J. GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AND GIRLS 

1. The Commission works closely with diverse vulnerable groups such as sex workers, LGBTI communities, and faith-based organizations. 

2. The Commission holds gender-sensitization training with the police. 

3. The Commission also engages with the media to raise awareness including the use of social media and online communications technology.

4. The Commission receives complaints against state actors (disciplinary forces) when they are involved in violence against women and girls. It creates awareness of the need to “report violence” in communities, informal settlements, and maritime zones including schools.

5. An emerging and critical human rights issue affecting women and girls is technology-facilitated gender-based violence. The Commission has received complaints from women related to technology-facilitated gender-based violence. Women and girls are subjected to sexual exploitation in cyberspace, revenge porn, sextortion, doxing, body-shaming, and hate speech.

6. The Commission has been working closely with the Online Safety Commission in addressing cyberbullying and other online-related breaches. The Commission however notes that the Online Safety Commission lacks resources and mandate requires strengthening to effectively investigate and prosecute perpetrators. 

Recommendation 7: The State to adequately resource the Online Safety Commission and strengthen its legal mandate to effectively address cyberbullying/online violence. 
 
K. RAPE AND SEXUAL OFFENCES 

7. The Crimes Act 2009 and the Criminal Procedure Act 2009 apply to rape and sexual offences.  Any complaint of a sexual nature received by the Commission is referred to the Fiji Police Force for investigation. 

8. Victims of sexual violence should be entitled to compensation and the State should provide reparation for gender-based violence.  

L. TRAFFICKING AND EXPLOITATION OF PROSTITUTION 

9. The Crimes Act 2009 criminalizes trafficking. 

10. The Commission received a complaint of a domestic trafficking case involving a girl child who was being sold to a foreigner. The perpetrator is serving his sentence and the Commission encouraged the victim of trafficking to undergo counselling.

Recommendation 7: The State to strengthen mechanisms to identify, protect, and assist victims of trafficking and sexual exploitation and to provide them with legal support. 

M. EXPLOITATION OF PROSTITUTION 

11. The Commission works with groups representing sex workers in creating awareness about their rights and on reproductive rights and access to health care (HIV testing and access to contraceptives).

12. The Commission has conducted training sessions for the police on respecting the rights of vulnerable groups including sex workers.

N. PARTICIPATION IN POLITICAL AND PUBLIC LIFE 

13. The Commission has raised awareness on the “right to vote” and on the right of candidates including women candidates during the build-up to the general election.

O. EDUCATION 

14. Despite a policy on free education, some children are still unable to access education simply because they don’t have a birth certificate. Nor can they access social protection schemes. 

Recommendation 8: The State to facilitate support for children who are unable to attend school due to no birth certificates. 

15. The Commission raises awareness of human rights values in schools around the country. It developed educational materials on anti-bullying policies to prevent all forms of harassment and violence in schools.

16. The Commission has issued press statements reminding teachers and parents that corporal punishment is prohibited in schools and the prison system. It has also received complaints about bullying and the infliction of corporal punishment in schools. 

P. EMPLOYMENT

17. The current Employment Relations Act 2007 clearly outlines fundamental principles and rights guiding the implementation of employment laws in Fiji including non-discrimination on the grounds of gender, sexual orientation, pregnancy etc.  

18. Despite this, the Commission has received complaints concerning workplace discrimination, pay parity based on gender, non-payment of maternity leave, sexual harassment and violence at the workplace, and job loss based on the “no jab, no job” mandatory policy. 

Recommendation 9: The State to strengthen the enforcement of the Employment Relations Act 2007. 
 
Q. HEALTH 

19. The Commission raises awareness on eliminating discriminatory attitudes of medical professionals particularly dealing with sex workers, after abortion care, and HIV patients.

R. ABORTION

20. Abortion is a criminal offense, however, the State permits abortion in special circumstances such as rape from closely related perpetrators and during medical complications. 

S. PREVENTION OF CERVICAL CANCER 

21. The Commission advocates a vigorous public awareness campaign to promote early detection. 

Recommendation 10: The Commission encourages the State and private actors/community to encourage women and girls to understand the risks associated with cervical cancer and break cultural barriers preventing them from having an open dialogue about reproductive health rights. 

Recommendation 11: The State should invest in upgrading the oncology unit at all public hospitals to ensure women with cancer have timely treatment and prevent untimely deaths. 

T. ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT AND ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL BENEFITS 

22. The Commission encourages banks to raise public awareness on financial literacy and ease requirements for women who intend to open bank accounts and have access to credit facilities as presently vulnerable groups including women fall victim to loan sharks who charge high interest rates. 

U. RURAL WOMEN 

23. The Commission creates awareness in remote and rural communities on domestic violence, child rights, the right to political participation, and access to social welfare benefits.

V. DISASTER RISK REDUCTION AND CLIMATE CHANGE 

24. The Commission has visited 27 villages to listen to and document the impact of climate change on their rights and freedoms and the challenges of displacement because of climate change.

25. The Commission is engaged in a community-led Human Rights development project at a grassroots level, e.g. of the community of Vutia district, the inclusion of 3 villages in the Province of Rewa where the team held human rights awareness in helping the community recognize human rights violations. It developed action plans to address the long-existing water crisis which is disproportionately impacting women and girls during menstrual cycles and general hygiene.

Recommendation 12: The State to ensure responses to disaster risk reduction and climate take a human rights-based approach with an emphasis on women's participation.    

W. DISADVANTAGED GROUPS OF WOMEN 

26. Section 26   3 (a) in the Bill of Rights Chapter of the Constitution places safeguards on protecting the rights of vulnerable groups – free from unfair discrimination on the grounds of their gender, sexual orientation, gender identity, and expression, disability, economic, social and health status, marital status and pregnancy status.

27. There are domestic laws promoting disability rights, fair employment, access to justice, and protection under the Crimes Act.

X. WOMEN AND DISABILITY 

28. The Constitution and the relevant legislation provide safeguards to protect women with disability from unfair discrimination and ensure they have equal job opportunities, by promoting employment opportunities including access to transport and social benefits.

Y. MARRIAGE AND FAMILY RELATIONS 

29. The Commission raises public awareness on the legal rights of a woman in a de-facto relationship and child custody matters and has dealt with a case of child marriage.

30. The Commission has received concerns about conflicting values based on religion, vanua, and human rights principles particularly when dealing with village by-laws, religious values on divorce, and abortion, and cultural disciplinary practices on children.

Recommendation 13: There should be a collective effort from the Government, NGOs/CSOs, and other stakeholders to conduct awareness to dispel the misconceptions about human rights and the conflicting values of human rights, religion, and culture. 

Z. ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 

31. Women are still subjected to patriarchal, traditional, and customary norms in rural settings as they are not allowed to actively participate in decision-making on matters affecting them the most such as reproductive rights and bodily autonomy, right to participate in democracy, employment and economic activities. 

AA. CONCLUSION 

32. The Commission acknowledges the actions the Government has taken in advancing the rights of women and girls, However, the increased gender-based violence, and the continuing gender gaps, inequality, and inequities across various sectors demonstrate persistent societal or cultural barriers, discriminatory norms and values, and systemic biases which resist and challenge the empowerment of women and girls.  

33. The Government is urged to address with urgency these gender issues by reviewing and strengthening its national mechanisms, and if necessary, designing and implementing new interventions to accelerate gender parity. It must ratify the Optional Protocol to CEDAW at the earliest and implement the recommendations in this report. 

34. The Commission remains committed to working with the Government, civil society, NGOs, and the wider communities in monitoring the implementation and impact of CEDAW in the promotion and protection of the rights of women and girls. 
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