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Background & Circumstances of Fiji Women as a Group.

1. The situation of Fiji women as a group compared to that of Fiji men, is of significant historical
disadvantage. Women are latecomers to the political arena, and to being able to participate
in modern public and political life. It is difficult to compete with men when there is no pre-
existing level playing field, and therefore no fair competition. This historical and systemic
disadvantage needs to be acknowledged so that women’s status as a group can be addressed
by the adoption of legally permissible temporary special measures (TSMs) to progress them
into a similar situation to that of men as a group. When a level playing field is reached women
will be able to compete in open seats in the same way as men.

2. Granting women temporary special measure to promote women’s equality is permissible
under Fiji law when it can be shown that there are special circumstance which warrant it.
What are the special circumstances that provide a rationale for different treatment and
temporary special measures in the form of reserved seats for women in the legislature? The
following is a brief snapshot of women’s disadvantaged situation, their special
circumstances, as a group.

3. In Fiji, women make up only 11% of the current legislature, demonstrating their lack of
decision-making power over the population, which consists of 50% female. Male MPs are
making decisions about women, whose lived realties they seem to understand very little. The
labor force participation rate among females is 38.6%, and among males is 76.8% for 2023, so
women do not have the same or even similar access to paid work. Since 1990, the female
labor force participation has remained roughly the same, says the World Bank, a matter which
should be of great concern to all. This means that the economic gender gap between men
and women is considerable. In Fiji, approximately 19% of registered businesses are owned by
women. This figure suggests that a significant portion of the formal business sector is not yet
fully represented by women. Additionally, women-owned Medium Small Micro Enterprises
(MSMESs) in Fiji face a significant credit gap, with an estimated unmet demand of USDS111
million.!

4. Two-thirds of Fiji women face intimate partner violence and one in 6 women face sexual
harassment in the workplace, a significant disadvantage in open “fair” competition for seats.
The violence against women is a significant impediment to their participation in formal paid
work and their participation in public life. Women have less leisure time then men, and spend
2.9 times as much time on unpaid domestic and care work than men, consisting of child and
elder care, caring for the sick, cooking, cleaning, washing, supervising homework, and taking
care of their families and children.? An FWRM survey states that women do 5 hours more
than men a day doing unpaid work.3 Women constitute only 20% of government boards and

1 (https://genderdata.worldbank.org/en/economies/fiji)

2 (https://genderdata.worldbank.org/en/economies/fiji)

3 Beyond 33%: the economic empowerment of Fiji women and girls / Wadan Narsey. -- Suva, Fiji: Fiji Women’s Rights
Movement, 2023. https://www.fwrm.org.fj/images/PDFs/researchanalysis/Breaking The 33%201.pdf
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commissions across 38 boards of State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs), and only 2 out of 38 Board
Chair positions are held by women, or 5%, showing their lack of power in decision making.*

5. Taken together, a combination of the above special or disadvantaged circumstances,
envisioned in s.44 of the 1997 Constitution and s.27 (6) of the 2013 Constitution, place
women at serious disadvantage and justifies temporary special measures for reserved seats
for women in the legislature as a short term solution. This is not a permanent solution.

Overview

6. We, the representatives from non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and civil society
organisations (CSOs) listed, take this opportunity to collectively present our submission on
our key priorities for reforming Fiji’s electoral legislation. The issues presented in this paper
are the voices of women, children, vulnerable and marginalised groups that we collectively
represent.

7. We have together been responsible historically for pushing for reforms in law and policy that
affect women and vulnerable groups including - the Family Law Act, domestic violence
legislation, human rights commission legislation, sexual harassment and employment laws,
constitutional reform and general human rights provisions of all types of legislation.

8. Despite having a plethora of good legislation and policies, there is a gap between legislation
and implementation. Additionally, this government, just like previous governments, pays lip
service to women’s rights, gender equality, and true representative democracy, which
includes getting more women into decision making positions. Therefore, we hope that this
process does not lead to the same outcome for this electoral law process. Despite our
reservations, it is our hope that our contributions will be considered, and that the normative
principles for the rule of law, democracy, and free and fair elections are upheld in the 2026
National General Elections.

9. Our key priorities in this submission include the following:

e Key priority one: Temporary special measures (TSMs) for increasing the representation of

*In Fiji, women make up only 11% of the current legislature, demonstrating their lack of decision-making power over
the population, which consists of 50% female. Men are making decisions about women, whose lived realties they seem
to understand very little. The labor force participation rate among females is 38.6%, and among males is 76.8% for
2023, so women do not have the same or even similar access to paid work. (World Bank Gender Data Portal. (2024). Fiji
Country Overview. Retrieved from https://genderdata.worldbank.org/en/economies/fiji) An FWRM survey states that
women do 5 hours more than men a day doing unpaid work (Fiji Women’s Rights Movement. (2023). Beyond 33%: The
economic empowerment of Fiji women and girls.

[https://fwrm.org.fi/images/PDFs/researchanalysis/Boards Research Updated.pdf]

Women constitute only 20% of government boards and commissions across 38 boards of State-Owned Enterprises
(SOEs), and only 2 out of 38 Board Chair positions are held by women, or 5%, showing their lack of power in decision
making (Fiji Women’s Rights Movement. (2023). Unmet promises: Women on boards in Fiji still well below

30%. https://fwrm.org.fi/news/media-releases/unmet-promises-women-on-boards-in-fiji-still-well-below-30-8-06-
2023).
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women in the national legislature,

e Key priority two: Reforming electoral laws governing parties for better representative
democracy, and

e Key priority three: Constituency representation model (geographical) for true
representative democracy.

Key priority one: Temporary Special Measures (TSMs) for increasing the representation of
women in the Legislature, (Responding to Question 5 of the Prompt Questions)

Why do we need more women in the legislature?

10. Women running for elections face overwhelming and significant challenges all over the world,
most especially in developing countries like Fiji —including addressing discrimination or
cultural beliefs that limit women’s role in society, confining them to the home and domestic
sphere, balancing private, family and political life, gaining support from their own
communities and political parties and securing campaign funding. Women also endure a
disproportionate care burden®, experience high incidences of intimate partner violence®,
have poor outcomes for income security in formal and informal work, and face gender related
health challenges (e.g. caring for the sick).

11. Women represent half the population and in a truly representative democracy catering to
the needs of all Fiji citizens, should therefore naturally constitute at least half the members
of the national legislature. Women’s political participation is critical for a balanced, fair,
representative, inclusive and well-functioning democracy. Their inclusion is not only a matter
of justice, but is critical in creating more effective policies, better responsive legislation and
governance. As found by the Inter-Parliamentary Union, having more women in Parliament
and policymaking has been demonstrated to be of real and practical value - under women’s
sponsorship it is more likely that there will be legislation on crucial issues, such as health,
education, childcare, infrastructure and ending violence against women; and also serves as
an inspiration for girls to pursue higher education and career opportunities.’

5 While women’s share of the Labour Force has been slowly rising over the years, Females were unfortunately only 34%
of the Labour Force while Males were 66%. In contrast, Females were 98% of Unpaid Full-Time Household Workers,
commonly referred to as “housewives” - Report: Beyond 33%: the economic empowerment of Fiji women and girls /
Wadan Narsey. -- Suva, Fiji: Fiji Women’s Rights Movement, 2023

6 VAWG is one of the world’s most common human rights violations, and Fiji’s rates of VAWG are among the highest in
the word, with IPV and sexual violence being the most prevalent forms of violence. Overall: nearly 2 in 3 ever-
partnered women in Fiji have experienced physical and/or sexual violence from a male intimate partner in their
lifetime. Fiji Women'’s Crisis Centre, 2013, ‘Somebody’s life, Everybody’s business! National Research on Women’s
Health and Life Experiences in Fiji’. See:
http://www.filiwomen.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/National-Survey-Summary.pdf

7 https://www.ipu.org/impact/gender-equality
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12. A salient example of this was during the adoption of the Fiji Family Law Act 2003 in which
women legislators in both Houses made it clear to their parties, that they would cross party
lines to vote if it was needed. This legislation addressed systemic discrimination and barriers
experienced by Fijian women in family law matters. In the end the legislation was passed
unanimously but it displayed the potential of female legislative empowerment in the
legislative- making process.

13. Research by the Global Institute for Women's Leadership suggests that a higher rate of female
political representation is closely linked to legal equality and economic opportunity.®
However, political representation of women typically comes before legal equality of
economic opportunity and further that only representation of women in the law-making
process achieves legal equality. Representation of women in politics comes with overall
improved economic performance, which might be linked to the correlation between
representation and legal equality of economic opportunity.®

14. Of note is that there is well documented research showing that a higher proportion of women
in elected office is correlated with lower levels of corruption. There are competing theories as
to why this happens, including their marginalisation from male-dominated elite networks and
their greater concern for well-functioning public service delivery.'® In a World Bank study
researchers used the International Country Risk Guide’s corruption index to see how
corruption correlated with the involvement of women in parliament in more than 100
countries. Their findings were clear- “The greater the representation of women in parliament,
the lower the level of corruption.” Another important study linked private sector data with
public sector data in Georgia. The results led to the same conclusion as the World Bank study
-women are less corrupt than men, female managers bribe less, and countries with a higher
percentage of women in government and within the staff of their local companies have lower
corruption levels.!! Other evidence shows that more women in government results in lower
incidences of corruption??, and better outcomes for women in infrastructure i.e. transport,
water, energy, housing and inclusive healthcare services.

15. It therefore makes sense that we want to see more women leaders in parliament who will
understand, emphasize, relate and prioritise our needs, lived realities and aspirations.

16. Increasing women's representation in the national legislature, and therefore leadership, is
not only an aspiration but is central to building a strong, more progressive and inclusive
democracy. It also has significant symbolic value to younger generations of women. Having

8 https://www.oliverwymanforum.com/global-consumer-sentiment/2023/sep/representation-matters-women-
political-leaders.html

% Ibid

10 https://www.u4.no/publications/the-impacts-of-corruption-on-women-and-their-role-in-preventing-corruption

11 https://genderchampions.com/news/iaca-alumni-magazine-the-link-between-gender-and-corruption-why- equality-
matters-in-dealing-with-corruption

12 Research in Europe shows the likelihood of having to bribe is lower in regions with a greater representation of
women in local-level politics. In a cross-country analysis of over 125 countries - Women in government, public
corruption, and liberal democracy: A panel analysis. October 2012 Crime Law and Social Change
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women represented in leadership is therefore also good for optics and symbolism for young
girls. It instills in young girls and women the belief that they too can be leaders and decision
makers.

Women'’s status in the national legislature

17. Fiji women’s participation in public life and the political domain lacks any clear national
prioritisation as we see no dedicated pathway to increase representation and parliamentary
leadership. In a 2014 study, of those polled, 81% of Fiji citizens believe that women are
underrepresented in government, and 71% believe that increased representation of women
would be beneficial.!> Moreover, while 75% say they would not be influenced by a candidate's
sex when casting their vote, gender bias remains, demonstrated by the fact that 40% of Fijians
still believe that men are better political leaders and the responsibilities of women lie at
home. Indeed, despite this government’s promise to increase women in leadership, the Fiji
Women’s Rights Movement’s recent research shows that women in Board positions has
decreased under the new government leadership from 21% to 20%.%°

18. The following table depicts some comparative analysis of women in the Fiji elections:

Women Candidates

44/248 56/235 54/343
(18%) (24%) (16%)
Women elected
8/50 10/51 6/55
(16%) (20%) (11%)
Votes received by 78,216/591,101 37,435/458,570 37,252/473,910
women (13%) (8%) (8%)

19. The Fijian Elections Office (FEO) has highlighted the declining trend of women candidates in
general elections. In 2014, women constituted 18% of candidates, which slightly increased to
24% in 2018 but saw a decline in subsequent elections (Fiji Elections Office, 2023). This trend
underscores the necessity for targeted initiatives to encourage and support women's
participation in political leadership. Implementing mentorship programs, providing campaign

13 FWRM and IWDA 2014. Public Perception of Women in Leadership.

1 Fiji Country Gender Assessment Visual Report 2023, p 2-B

15 Indeed, despite this government’s promise to increase women in leadership, the Fiji Women’s Rights Movement’s
recent research shows that women in Board positions has in fact decreased under the new government leadership
from 21% to 20% (FWRM Gender Equality, Diversity and Inclusion - Leadership in Fiji Government controlled boards,
2023 https://www.fwrm.org.fi/images/PDFs/researchanalysis/2023 Boards Update January to May%201.pdf)
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financing support, and establishing platforms for women's political engagement are essential
steps toward achieving gender parity in political representation.

Temporary Special Measures to Increase the numbers of women in the legislature

20. It is a matter of national shame, and unacceptable that after three national elections under
new electoral laws, there has been a drastic decline in women's representation from
contesting national elections to being elected to Parliament. It is clear from our history that
cultural, social, economic and political factors stand in the way of women’s political
empowerment. Aligning to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
Against Women (CEDAW) commitments to removing structural barriers for women requires
temporary special measures (TSM) or affirmative action laws.

21. We remind the Fiji government that it is a signatory to the CEDAW, and must commit to
proactive measures to ensure women's equal participation in political life. Article 7 of CEDAW
mandates the elimination of discrimination against women in political and public life,
including the right to hold public office and perform all public functions (United Nations,
1979).

22. TSMs to increase the numbers of women in the legislature can be an effective short-term
measure to rapidly increase women's representation. The success of similar TSMs in other
Pacific nations, underscores their potential effectiveness in achieving gender parity in political
offices, making it crucial for Fiji to adopt similar measures to ensure women’s active
participation in governance.® Affirmative action measures or TSMs such as gender quotas,
financial support for women candidates, and public education on the importance of women
in political roles can help reverse this trend and empower women to run for office.'’

23. Gender quotas work well. Research for Basic Statistics 2024 found that the economies in the
Asia and Pacific region with at least 30% women in their parliaments have all adopted quota
systems to improve political representation. For example, in Viet Nam, where one in three
legislators is a woman, 35% of electoral candidates must be female.!®

Legal framework for Temporary Special Measures (TSMs) for reserved seats in national law

24. We believe that the current constitutional legal framework allows the State to pass legislation
to be enshrined in the new Electoral Act allocating reserved seats for women, as a temporary

16 Further, Baines and Hopgood (2021)

7 ibid. TSMs are policy tools designed to address historic and systemic disparities in representation and participation,
particularly for underrepresented groups such as women. These measures, which include electoral quotas and reserved
seats, aim to accelerate the achievement of equal representation of women across political spheres
https://www.idea.int/events/exploring-temporary-special-measures-inclusive-governance-fiji

18 Asia Development Bank. (2024). Getting More Women into Asia’s Parliaments is Key to Gender Equality.
https://blogs.adb.org/blog/getting-more-women-asia-s-parliaments-key-gender-equality
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25.

26.

27.

special measure. It is proposed that these seats will be contested only by competing women
from various political parties or individuals, but that every voter can vote, of all genders. (Note
emphasis on temporary.) The 1997 Constitution of Fiji had an explicit legal framework for using
temporary special measures to promote women’s equality more broadly. Section 44 charged
Parliament with the responsibility to make provision for "effective equality of access" to
education and training, land and housing, and participation in commerce and in public
service, for groups that are seen to be disadvantages.

Similarly under 26(7) of 2013 Constitution it is provided that: “7) Treating one person
differently from another on any of the grounds prescribed under subsection (3) is
discrimination, unless it can be established that the difference in treatment is not unfair in
the circumstances (emphasis added).”

This section means that it is legally permissible for TSMs to be imposed as long as the special
treatment is justifiable in the special circumstances of women’s current overall situation in
Fiji, described in the Background section above. In the current special circumstances, where
there is no level playing field between men and women as a group, TSMs for women in the
this does not constitute discrimination against men, and the different treatment is fair in the
circumstances.

It is widely accepted that TSMs are necessary to promote women’s equality to bring about a
level playing field between men and women. This is not a measure against men, but, is rather
a measure to bring women forward to enable them to participate more fairly in the legislative
process.

TSMs for women in the legislature under international law

28.

29.

Articles 1 and 2 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), enshrine the
entitlement of all persons to non-discrimination, including on the basis of sex. Women’s equal
representation is an indispensable key to democracy, and must be represented in
institutional bodies that affect their lives.

The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) protects the rights of all
individuals in public and political life. Article 2 states that:

Each State Party to the present Covenant undertakes to respect and to ensure to all
individuals within its territory and subject to its jurisdiction the rights recognized in the
present Covenant, without distinction of any kind, such as race, color, sex, language,
religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status.

Where not already provided for by existing legislative or other measures, each State Party
to the present Covenant undertakes to take the necessary steps, in accordance with its
constitutional processes and with the provisions of the present Covenant, to adopt such
laws or other measures as may be necessary to give effect to the rights recognized in the
present Covenant.



30. Additionally, article 25 provides that:

Every citizen shall have the right and the opportunity, without any of the distinctions
mentioned in article 2 and without unreasonable restrictions:

To take part in the conduct of public affairs, directly or through freely chosen representatives;

To vote and to be elected at genuine periodic elections which shall be by universal and equal
suffrage and shall be held by secret ballot, guaranteeing the free expression of the will of the
electors;

To have access, on general terms of equality, to public service in his country.

31. The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW)

defines temporary special measures in Article 4(1) where

“Adoption by States Parties of temporary special measures aimed at accelerating de facto
equality between men and women shall not be considered discrimination as defined in the
present Convention, but shall in no way entail as a consequence the maintenance of
unequal or separate standards; these measures shall be discontinued when the objectives
of equality of opportunity and treatment have been achieved”*®

32. Article 4 of CEDAW clarifies TSMs as:

Broad scope: TSMs “should aim to accelerate the equal participation of women indicating
that TSMs apply to many areas beyond the electoral or even political sphere”?°

Temporary character: TSMs “must be discontinued when their desired results have been
achieved and sustained for a period of time”. .State parties therefore should "clearly
distinguish" between TSMs and other social policies implemented to improve the situation
of women.

Diversity of measures: “The term "measures" encompasses a wide variety of legislative,
executive, administrative and other regulatory instruments, policies and practices, such as
outreach or support programmes; allocation and/or reallocation of resources; preferential
treatment; targeted recruitment, hiring and promotion; numerical goals connected with time
frames; and quota systems.”

Context-specificity: “The choice of a particular "measure" will depend on the context(...)and
on the specific goal it aims to achieve”. TSMs should be designed, explained, evaluated and
reported upon according to the special context setting concrete targets. There is no "one-
size fits all" approach to TSMs.

33. Additionally, we reference Article G of the Beijing Platform of Action that Fiji has

19 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women New York, 18 December 1979

ttps://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-elimination-all-forms-discrimination-

against-women
20 Gender and Elections

https://aceproject.org/ace-en/topics/ge/ge2/ge22/key-concepts-about-temporary-special-measures
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committed itself in 1995, and it states that governments must:

“Take measures, including, where appropriate, in electoral systems that encourage
political parties to integrate women in elective and non-elective public positions in the
same proportion and at the same levels as men” (190.b)

“Review the differential impact of electoral systems on the political representation of
women in elected bodies and consider, where appropriate, the adjustment or reform of
those systems” (190.d)

34. Additionally we respectfully remind the Fiji government of the Commission on the Status of
Women'’s Sixty-ninth session in New York, in which Fiji participated. In the political
declaration, member states reaffirmed their commitment to accelerating progress towards
women’s full, equal and meaningful participation in leadership and decision- making, across
sectors and at all levels, including through, as appropriate, temporary special measures, and
ensuring a safe and enabling environment for women and girls and removing any structural
barriers that prevent their participation (article m).?!

35. Furthermore, we have commemorated the 30 year anniversary of the Pacific Platform for
Action for the Advancement of Women & Gender Equality in 2024. It identified as a specific
objective the need to “promote and encourage the full participation of women in family,
political life and decision making”. The 2018-2030 PPA endorsed by Pacific leaders in its
political declarations call for governments to:

“Adopt measures, including temporary special measures (such as legislation to establish
reserved seats for women and political party reforms), to accelerate women’s full and
equal participation in governance reform at all levels and women’s leadership in all
decision-making”.??

36. These international and regional commitments reaffirm that the Fiji government cannot
continue to neglect affirmative measures to increase women's representation in parliament,
in its pursuit of the rule of law and a healthy democracy come the 2026 general elections.
FWRM strongly recommends the inclusion of TSM’s for women in the electoral laws to
address the historical and systemic inequalities that have hindered the full political
participation of certain groups, particularly women and marginalized communities.

Reserved Seats for Women in the legislature

37. We ask for 30% reserved seats for women, either through additional national dedicated
constituencies or by implementing a quota system within the existing electoral framework.

21 CSW69 Political Declaration 6 March 2025 https://docs.u n.org/en/E/CN.6/2025/L.1
22 pacific Platform for Action for the Advancement of Women & Gender Equality 2018-2030
https://www.spc.int/sites/default/files/wordpresscontent/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/PPA-2018-Part-I-EN2.pdf
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38.

39.

40.

41.

We prefer additional seats. This would ensure guaranteed female representation, protecting
women from being marginalized in a predominantly male political landscape.

This approach would require a certain number or percentage of seats within the legislature
to be set aside for women. Notably, even where a specific number of seats are reserved for
women, a long-term strategy would ensure that continuous civic education be undertaken
with voters, to promote their awareness of the value of women’s political participation.
Women candidates should also be supported to run as candidates in both open and reserved
seats, to ensure that in the long-term, women are eventually elected in relatively equal
numbers into reserved seats.

There are examples from different countries in which TSMs for women legislators have been
implemented which Fiji could look to for guidance and best practice. In Argentina for example,
the state enacted a law mandating that political parties incorporate a gender parity clause,
which guarantees that women make up 50% of candidates in national elections. Introduced
in 2017, this legislation pertains to the national legislature. As a result of this law, the
representation of women in Argentina's Congress has risen considerably, approaching forty
percent. This increase has enabled women to push for policies and legislation that address
gender issues, such as gender-based violence and reproductive rights.?3

In Samoa, a constitutional change made prior to the 2016 election implemented a '10 percent
law' that mandates a minimum of five women in the 49-seat Parliament. If fewer than five
women are elected during a general election, extra seats are created to fulfill this
requirement. This system enables all candidates, regardless of gender, to compete for the
same positions, with the temporary special measure serving as a safeguard to ensure a
baseline level of female representation. The amendment has gradually boosted the
representation of women in Parliament. This progress positions Samoa as a frontrunner
among Pacific nations regarding gender quotas and women's involvement in politics.?* The
Solomon Islands is making progress in implementing TSMs for women legislators. In
December 2023, the Cabinet approved a proposed change to the Provincial Government
Amendment Bill 2018, which aims to secure more seats for women in Provincial Assemblies.
This effort is designed to tackle the long-standing issue of low female representation in
politics and is anticipated to be presented during the first session of the 12th Parliament. The
recent initiative introduced by the Provincial Government Amendment Bill 2018 aims to
establish reserved seats for women in Provincial Assemblies, promoting positive
discrimination and paving the way for future female political leaders. This move is part of a
broader strategy to enhance gender balance in national and provincial politics through
Temporary Special Measures (TSMs) for women.

Additionally in Rwanda, the law has improved women’s representation in leadership
positions. It stipulates that women must occupy at least 30% of all elected decision- making

2 https://civicus.org/images/Argentina-Natalia_Gherardi.pdf

24 https://www.icdp.com.au/2019/08/26/the-samoan-model-offers-hope-to-female-politicians-in-the-pacific/
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positions, which includes 24 out of the 80 seats in the lower house of parliament. The
implementation of the gender quota significantly boosted women's involvement in
parliament. In the 2003 elections, women obtained 48.8 percent of the seats, which rose to
56 percent in 2008, and further increased to 67 percent in 2013. By 2024, women represented
63.8 percent of the seats in the Chamber of Deputies.?® Furthermore, Rwanda has enforced
laws that protect women from discrimination in areas such as inheritance, land rights, and
labor protection.

The role of political parties and women

42. Having multiple political parties are supposed to be a symbol of democracy that represents
the political will of the people in public life. It is an institution that is supposed to advocate for
public policy priorities recommended by its members and supporters. It is supposed to be
educating its constituencies on political and electoral systems, social issues, civic needs etc.
The most widely visible function is the nomination of candidates in the electoral campaign.

43. The low number of women in parliament is not only the failure of government but also, that
of political parties, which are equally responsible for women’s underrepresentation in
political leadership in Fiji. They are the most significant gatekeepers and roadblocks for women
to attain positions of power, influence and decision making. Political parties are in the main,
a ‘boys club” in which leadership models within political parties stem from tradition, culture
and masculine values that dictate women’s participation in politics and key decision-
making positions. This manifests itself when the majority ministerial portfolios or the most
significant portfolios are held by men.?®

44. As an example - when it matters, we should expect political parties to denounce women’s
negative portrayal in the media, including social media. But instead, political parties often
reinforce gender-based stereotypes, which make it particularly difficult for women to enter
politics because of the fear of reputational damage. The media portrayal of men in politics is
generally favorable in similar situations.

45, Furthermore, political parties should target and engage women as voters, with campaign
messages, policy and law recommendations to address human rights concerns of women and
girls. In reality, the current political strategies do not result in women’s inclusion,
participation and representation in politics and party priorities.

46. Having women members and candidates in political parties must be more than tokenism. We
hope that provisions in the new law include a compulsory party quota where political parties
would be required by law (through the constitution or through ordinary legislation) to
nominate a minimum percentage of female candidates (e.g. 50% as advocated by the Fiji

25 Rwanda's 30 percent gender quota led to the world's largest share of women in government
https://www.sdg16.plus/policies/rwandas-30-percent-gender-quota-led-to-the-worlds-largest-share-of-women-in-
government/

26 \Women’s participation in politics: technical note. : Sida, Thematic Support Unit, December 2022.

https://cdn.sida.se/app/uploads/2022/12/07184109/10206829 Sida_TN_Womens_participation_in_politics_web. pdf
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Women’s Forum). This would mean that voters would still have complete freedom at the
polls to choose a man or a woman, but political parties would be required to tangibly uphold
CEDAW and the non-discrimination clauses of the Constitution by nominating equal numbers
of women and men.

47.TSMs are indeed supposed to be “temporary”. The idea is that women will receive initial
support to enter political life, but once women have gained sufficient experience, recognition
and opportunity to engage on an equal footing with men, this temporary support will be
removed. This is an opportune time to make good on the commitments to CEDAW, BPFA and
PPA by including affirmative action provisions in the new election laws that accelerate
progress for women in political leadership.

48. If we are to move towards a society in which half the population is reflected in all
leadership spaces and opportunities, we must be gender responsive in the approaches we
take to achieve gender equality. It is the duty of the government to ensure that all Fijians
are represented fairly, without prejudice and discrimination. It must ensure that half the
population is adequately represented in parliament.

Key priority two: Reforming electoral laws that govern political parties

Registration of Political Parties

49. The Political Parties (Registration, Conduct, Funding and Disclosures) Act 2013 sets clear
criteria for party registration in Fiji. This includes party identity, constituency numbers?’, legal
documentations i.e. party protocol, constitution, financial and institutional structure etc. The
law also includes provisions that restricts individuals from holding party membership or
leadership positions i.e. undischarged bankrupts, those convicted of offenses with
imprisonment of six months or more in the past five years, and public officers (including
members of statutory bodies, the judiciary, police, and military).?8

50. The Political Parties (Registration, Conduct, Funding and Disclosures) Act 2013 sets clear
criteria for party registration in Fiji. This includes party identity, constituency numbers?®, legal
documentations i.e. party protocol, constitution, financial and institutional structure etc. The
law also includes provisions that restricts individuals from holding party membership or
leadership positions i.e. undischarged bankrupts, those convicted of offenses with

27 A party must have at least 5,000 members, with specific regional distribution: 2,000 from the Central Division, 1,750
from the Western Division, 1,000 from the Northern Division, and 250 from the Eastern Division. This high threshold is
seen as a barrier to the formation of new and smaller parties. In contrast, countries like New Zealand and Australia
have lower membership requirements for party registration, facilitating a more inclusive political environment.
Political Parties (Registration, Conduct, Funding and Disclosures) Act 2021, Section 6 — Application for registration-
https://www.laws.gov.fj/Acts/DisplayAct/2495#

2political Parties (Registration, Conduct, Funding and Disclosures) Act 2013, Section 8 — Grounds for refusal of
registration:
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imprisonment of six months or more in the past five years, and public officers (including
members of statutory bodies, the judiciary, police, and military)?’.

51. While these measures are designed to ensure legitimacy and integrity, the high membership
threshold and strict eligibility criteria may pose challenges for emerging political movements,
potentially limiting political diversity and representation. However, there are gaps in this
provision, wherein, there is a lack of clarity on the re-entry of individuals who leave public
service—there is no clear waiting period before they can engage in political activities.

Financial Transparency- Declaration of assets and diversification of party funding

52. The Act emphasizes financial transparency through mandatory disclosures. Political
parties must submit an annual financial report to the Registrar within 90 days of the end
of the financial year, detailing funding sources, donations, and financial transactions.??
Election candidates are also required to declare their assets, liabilities, and campaign
expenditures.3® However, past cases have revealed weaknesses in this requirement, with
reports of MPs and political figures using legal loopholes to evade full disclosure.
Additionally, non-compliance should carry stricter penalties, including disqualification
from office for wilful misrepresentation or failure to declare significant assets.

53. The Act also stipulates that political parties can only receive funds from membership fees
and individual contributions. Foreign governments, companies, and NGOs are prohibited
from donating3! and failure to comply with this requirement will result in fines,
suspension, or deregistration. The reality is that women in Fiji lack financial resources and
support to campaign for the elections, and thus limits political engagement for women. Fiji
can look at best practices in neighboring countries to allow broader participation of
different sectors to allow more public funding opportunities for candidates, especially
women.

Violence Against Women in Politics

54. Women in leadership, especially women in parliament — who take up roles traditionally
assigned to men, face significant challenges and barriers. In the context of the Pacific, these
barriers are systemic and deeply rooted in cultural gender stereotypes and norms, which must
be recognised and addressed. The already existing gender inequalities in all facets of women’s
lives also need acknowledgement. Women in politics face constant harassment in the form
of derogatory and demeaning remarks of a mostly sexual nature, which their male

2 political Parties (Registration, Conduct, Funding and Disclosures) Act 2021, Section 23- Publishing source of funds

30 political Parties (Registration, Conduct, Funding and Disclosures) Act 2021, Section 25- Declaration of assets liabilities
and expenditure in relation to elections

31 political Parties (Registration, Conduct, Funding and Disclosures) Act 2021, Section 21-Sources of funds for political

parties and independent candidates
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counterparts do not have to endure. A report that interviewed women and men in political
spaces in Fiji, Solomon Islands and Papua New Guinea captured that women in politics in
these three countries are often subjected to psychological violence, hate speech, defamation,
character assassination, and circulation of obscene materials that depicts them, threats,
intimidation, harassment, insults, verbal and physical abuse.3? With increasing digitalization
and the rise of technology and social media platforms, these acts of violence against women
in politics are further exacerbated due to easy manipulation of information and images,
easiness of sharing such information, and increased accessibility.

55. Women in politics cannot find a safe platform on which to advocate their political views. They
continue to face vilification about their personal choices, dress, and lifestyles and being
judged based on their morals, in a way not faced by men - and are usually held up to a higher
standard than that of their male counterparts. Fiji’s culture is deeply entrenched in patriarchy
and misogyny and it is critical for Fiji to take effective steps to eliminate harmful gender norms
and stereotypes perpetuated against women in politics. These harmful norms and
stereotypes are often perpetuated by both mainstream and social media where female
politicians’ dress codes or personal choices are discussed instead of their political views.33 Fiji
needs to recognise that violence against women in general has a salutary effect on women
engaging in politics, because violence is gendered. It has the overall effect of discouraging
women from any political activity and achieving their full political rights.3* It is imperative to
fight against impunity, and violence, harassment and discrimination against women in politics
- spaces commonly thought only for men-3°

56. Creating safe spaces and an enabling environment for women to fully participate and achieve
their political rights is crucial. An effective way to change attitudes towards women in politics
is for Fiji to consider criminalising violence against women in politics. In addition, the
legislation needs to create an accessible and safe channel for women to report incidents and
receive necessary support, ensuring their safety and encouraging their participation.

57. Reference is made to Bolivia, a country which, in its effort to foster gender parity, has passed
landmark law against harassment and discrimination of women political leaders.3® The law in

32 political Parties (Registration, Conduct, Funding and Disclosures) Act 2021, Section 21-Sources of funds for political
parties and independent candidates

33 “Quialitative Report on Violence Against Women in Politics: in Fiji, Solomon Islands, and Papua New Guinea” National
Democratic Institute (Accessed on:
https://www.ndi.org/sites/default/files/Violence%20Against%20Women%20in%20Politics%20Report%20%28v.3%
29.pdf)

3 ibid

35 https://www.idea.int/news/criminalising-political-violence-and-harassment-bolivia

36 Law 243 Against Political Harassment and Political Violence Towards Women defines political harassment and
violence as: Political harassment includes acts that put pressure on women to resign, women’s persecution by
disseminating personal information, bullying by giving women functions that do not respond to their posts, and
threats. Political violence can be physical, psychological, or sexual, with the goal of restricting a woman’s political
rights.
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Bolivia provides a 2-to-5-year sentence for anyone who pressures, persecutes, harasses or
threatens an elected woman or those exercising public functions. The penalty for practising
physical, psychological or sexual aggression is 3 to 8 years imprisonment.

58. In Bolivia’s case a monitoring mechanism was put in place through the Gender Unit of its
Plurinational Electoral Body created the Gender Equality Observatory (GEO) the observatory
which monitors the number of women in positions of power at different levels. The
observatory has been able to show that there has been a marked increase in women political
participation in Bolivia since the passing of the landmark legislation in 2012.3” Therefore, it
is submitted that as in the case of Bolivia that it is absolutely necessary to control the exercise
of parity, by breaking down structural barriers through effective legislation making to achieve
parity in political representation in order to generate symbolic and cultural changes in our
national political system.

59. In addition, constant monitoring parity achievements, key development processes, trends
and opportunities affecting gender equality is crucial.38

Leadership Accountability and Safeguards Against Corruption

60. There is an urgent need for stronger laws that restrict political leaders and individuals
involved in coups, corruption and abuse of office, to run for elections or hold political
positions. Individuals guilty of these crimes are still being allowed to run for elections, and this
only shows how weak our laws are in screening and approving electoral candidates, despite
provisions that prohibit such individuals.

61. We call for stronger, more rigorous screening measures in our law that includes:

o A Democratic Fitness Test — Assessing candidates based on their past adherence to
democratic principles, including their involvement in unconstitutional activities such
as coups.

e Independent Integrity Committees — Establish a neutral body involving non-MPs to
review candidates’ backgrounds, financial dealings, and ethical standing before

37 For example, it could be seen that in 2016, 50 per cent of deputies at the Plurinational Legislative Assembly (ALP) of
Bolivia were women, while in the Senate only 44 per cent. In the Executive, of twenty Ministries, only four are led by
women. At a departmental level, only 8 per cent of mayors are women but at the council level, this number rises to 51
per cent. By 2018, 30 per cent of Senate committees were assumed by women and 55 per cent of committee
presidencies are chaired by them. Likewise, at the Commissions of the Chamber of Deputies, 29 per cent of the
Assembly Members are women and in the committees, 67 per cent. With respect to the gender composition of the
directives of both chambers, 33 per cent and 43 per cent are women at the Senate and at the Chamber of Deputies,
respectively.

https://www.idea.int/news/criminalising-political-violence-and-harassment-bolivia

3 ibid

16


http://observatorioparidaddemocratica.oep.org.bo/
http://observatorioparidaddemocratica.oep.org.bo/
http://observatorioparidaddemocratica.oep.org.bo/
https://www.idea.int/news/criminalising-political-violence-and-harassment-bolivia

allowing them to contest elections.

e Mandatory Anti-Corruption Training for Political Leaders — Requiring elected officials
and political candidates to undergo training on governance, ethical leadership, and
financial transparency.

® Public Accountability Mechanisms — Introducing a public reporting system where civil
society and watchdog organizations are given serious consideration when raising
concerns about potential breaches of integrity.

62. Furthermore, political parties are bound by the provisions in the Code of Conduct for political
parties3? but in our experience, political parties do not generally adhere to ethical standards of
respect, uphold democratic process, and uphold human rights, equity, social justice and non-
discrimination principles. As such, we recommend the following reforms:

e Robust candidate vetting: establishing a robust vetting system that includes
background checks on political candidates for human rights violations, corruption, and
coup involvement, with disqualification criteria for individuals implicated in such
activities.

e Stronger enforcement and independent oversight: establishing an independent
electoral ethics commission to oversee compliance, conduct investigations, and issue
legally binding recommendations.

e Mandatory political ethics and gender sensitisation training: requiring all political
candidates and officeholders to undergo gender sensitisation, ethics and governance
training to reinforce the principles of inclusivity, democratic leadership and
accountability.

e Strengthening internal democracy in political parties: mandating internal democracy
requirements for party leadership selection processes. Ensuring transparency and
inclusivity in leadership appointments to enhance party credibility.

e Coup-related disqualifications: enforcing specific provisions barring individuals
directly involved in unconstitutional takeovers from contesting elections, unless
cleared by an independent judicial review.

Key priority three: Constituency representation model (geographical)

63. Our current system is the proportional representation model which, to be candid,

39 political Parties (Registration, Conduct, Funding and Disclosures) Act 2021, Subsidiary Legislation- Code of Conduct
for Political Parties.
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epitomizes the “Big Man” patriarchal autocratic model— and discourages independent
candidates from contesting elections. Additionally, our past three national elections saw
candidates with a mere hundreds of votes being awarded Parliamentary seats, over
candidates who had thousands of votes. This shows that the voting process is not fair, is
unethical and a complete waste of votes and people’s time. This system does not in any
way comply with a representative democracy. Furthermore, independent candidates
and smaller parties are not able to get seats because this method of voting favors bigger
parties.

64. The mark of a true and effective representative democratic country is one in which elected
leaders genuinely represent their people. A Minister who is in parliament because of his/her
political party or the autocratic leader, is not effectively representing the electorate.

65. Perhaps it’s time to adopt a model that is truly representative, and there are several countries
in the Pacific region that use multiple constituency systems of elections that have worked so
far. Vanuatu, the Solomon Islands and Samoa are a few examples. Fiji, prior to the 2013
election laws reforms, also used the same system including mix and communal open seats.
The advantages of the multiple constituencies are:

e Stronger diverse representation and Inclusivity: voters get to choose from their different
constituencies to ensure their voices are heard in parliament. This also enables the
distribution of power between the rural and urban areas.

® Encourages public trust in elections: candidates from the different constituencies are
accountable and responsive to their voters which enhances trust in the political system.

e Healthy political competition: This will prevent one party from gaining total control if
support is not evenly distributed.

Overall recommendations

1. We call for 30% reserved seats for women in parliament preferably through extra seats.

2. We call for a compulsory party quota where political parties would be required by law
(through the constitution or through ordinary legislation) to nominate a minimum percentage
of female candidates

3. We hope to see tangible measures in place for financial and logistic support for women
candidates so that they are able to participate fully in their election campaign

4. We call for efforts to strengthen civic education and awareness programs on voter rights,
women’s leadership and societal norms that hinder this.

5. We place urgency on the need for stronger laws that protect women from bullying,
harassment and violence in the media and online platforms

6. We call for greater collaboration between political parties, the government and media
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companies and women'’s rights' organisations, to prevent and eliminate gender bias in media
reporting on political issues.

We call for a constituency model that is truly representative of people in this country.

We strongly recommend mandatory political ethics and gender sensitisation training:
requiring all political candidates and officeholders to undergo gender sensitisation, ethics and
governance training to reinforce the principles of inclusivity, democratic leadership and
accountability.

19



