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Introduction

The Fiji Women's Rights Movement (FWRM), established in 1986, is a multi-ethnic and
multicultural non-governmental organization committed to removing all forms of discrimination
against women through institutional reform and attitudinal change, through targeted research and
advocacy. FWRM’s core institutional values are feminism, democracy, multiculturalism, good
governance, rule of law and human rights.

FWRM welcomes this opportunity to contribute to discussions relating to the upcoming proposed
Local Government Elections which will be conducted after a lapse of more than a decade.

Fiji’s Context

Under the 2013 Fijian Constitution, Fiji has held three national elections under new electoral laws?,
and despite strengthening our democratization processes, we have seen a continuous decline in
women’s representation both when contesting elections and being elected to Parliament.

In the 2018 Fiji General Elections the six registered political parties included Fiji First Party, Social
Democratic Liberal Party, Fiji Labour Party, National Federation Party, Unity Fiji Party and HOPE
Party. Of the 56 women candidates represented in either of the six registered political parties,
analysis showed low votes received for women candidates. Only 10 women were elected to
parliament that year.

In the 2022 General Elections, there were eight registered political parties, and it included All
People's Party, Fiji First, Fiji Labour Party, National Federation Party, Social Democratic Liberal
Party, The People's Alliance, Unity Fiji and We Unity Fiji Party. Of the eight registered political
parties, only 6 women were elected to Parliament.

FWRM strongly reiterates that deeply rooted negative social norms, gender stereotypes and biases
must be dismantled through policy implementation and attitudinal change if the progress of

1 Electoral Act (2014), Political Parties (Registration, Conduct, Funding and Disclosures) Act (2013) and Electoral
(Registration of Voters) Act 2012 govern all aspects of elections in Fiji.



increasing women in leadership positions is to gain any traction. Data shows that women are still
underrepresented in many leadership spaces in Fiji. The government must ensure that there is fair,
equitable and inclusive representation of women in all areas without any form of discrimination.
Special measures (permanent and temporary) must be in place to ensure representation of half the
population in national processes and institutions.

Forming the basis of this submission, particular regard is made to Fiji’s commitment towards the
Convention on the Elimination on All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), the
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and the Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities (CRPD). By ratifying these international commitments, Fiji is bound by international
principles laid out in these conventions and must strive to meet these standards as it relates to all
women and girls in Fiji, in all our diversities. Principles such as Non-Discrimination, Substantive
Equality and State Obligation under CEDAW together with adopting a Rights Based Approach
pursuant to CRC and CRPD must be at the forefront of any government process including holding
local government elections.

CEDAW General Recommendation 40 calls for State Parties to ensure that there is gender parity
in leadership spaces, requiring special measures to accelerate women’s participation in all spheres
of leadership including at local government level. According to the UN Office of the High
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) globally, only 25 percent of parliament members are
women. Women are largely underrepresented from the highest levels of decision-making, peace
negotiations and international meetings. This has trickled down to local government level where
women are also underrepresented. The CEDAW Committee is working towards recommending a
50 % representation of women in leadership (from 30%), which ideally reflects the population of
Fiji as well. Article 4 of the CEDAW Conventions states that “temporary special measures aimed
at accelerating de factor equality before men and women shall not be considered discrimination”.

Goal 11 of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) also works towards making cities and
human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable. We can only have an inclusive society
if we include women at the table and have their participation in a meaningful way.

Given that the Local Government Elections process is governed by the Fijian Local Government
Act of 1972, FWRM puts forward key issues in relation to the governing law, together with our
submissions for the upcoming local government elections process. With these brief statements,
FWRM highlights these issues and make recommendations:

Fiji’s Local Government Act 1972
Section 2: Interpretation

The 2013 Constitution of Fiji recognizes is equal before the law and has the right to equal
protection, treatment and benefit of the law. The Constitution safeguards the protection of each
person from being unfairly discriminated against, directly or indirectly based on his or her sex,
gender, sexual orientation, gender identity and expression, among other things.

Recommendation

FWRM submits that ALL laws must include language which reflects all of society. Various
diversities and identities should be incorporated into the interpretation of any laws and must make
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special reference to terminologies such as “gender”, “gender equality”, persons with diverse



SOGIESC (sexual orientation, gender identity and expression and sex characteristics), persons
with disabilities and others.

Section 3

Being a woman or a girl child in an urban, overpopulated area presents key challenges. All Fijians,
particularly women and girls need access to quality public services and amenities, access to
education and employment opportunities. Building sustainable cities and towns requires an
understanding of population movement and trends, proper town planning, management and
governance.

Recommendation

For section 3 the State should consider the emergence of new population concentrations and
therefore classify it accordingly based on population trends around towns and cities.

Sections 4 and 9

The existence of systemic and structural barriers faced by women in Fiji hinders holistic
opportunities and participation of women in decision making spheres. The prevalence of
patriarchal and heteronormative values, emphasis on gender roles, and discrimination faced by
marginalized women is an impediment to increasing women in leadership positions

Recommendation

Women in all our diversities must be represented in all decision-making bodies including
Committees and Councils. Women’s representation in these spaces should reflect population data
and that is women and girls make up half the population. Setting up quotas to ensure at least 30%
representation of women (CEDAW) for each Committee and Council will a step in the right
direction in ensuring we reach our gender equality targets. Other key recommendations:

Recommendation for Section 5

When declaring a town or city as such, populations which live outside these areas (rural and peri-
urban) must be included and heard relating to any decisions which can affect them. This is because
government services like schools, police stations, hospitals and health centers are usually only
available to them within towns and cities. The State must not forget our rural and peri-urban
population and must endeavor to make inclusive and accessible provisions for their voices to be
heard during consultations.

Recommendation for Section 11

FWRM welcomes the intention of the State to reduce the voting age from 21 years to 18 years in
line with national electoral laws.

Recommendation for Section 12

FWRM urges the State to make provisions for pre-polling, just as it happens for national elections,
to ensure that no voter is left behind on voting day. Current voter trends would indicate a highly
mobile population that may find use in engaging in pre-polling if they are not available on the



voting day. Women juggle multiple roles at once, so a one-day voting might not be suitable or
appropriate for them, considering the family and communal obligations outside of paid work. In
addition to this, with current daily commuters who may work outside of their municipality, taking
time off from work to travel and vote will be almost impossible for a normal working day.

Conclusion

In conclusion, FWRM strongly emphasizes that laws and government processes are meant for the
people, all people, including women in all our diversities. We must not leave anyone behind, in
not only discussions, but in adopting concrete steps towards ensuring that all women’s voices are
heard, in every space in Fiji and beyond. In addition to this, FWRM is more than happy to be part
of observer groups to provide additional oversight on how the local government elections are
conducted.
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