
country report 

Fiji's Decade 
of Struggle 

by Leti Boniol 
"Several Pacific Island nations have tax-free zones. Wages in these zones are set by employers 

and are not negotiable. Workers are not allowed to organize and working conditions fairly 
stringent. Most of the tax-free zones in the Pacific are host to garment industries whose labor is 

predominantly women." 

In Fiji, the garment workers are among the lowest paid in the tax-free zones and work under the 
most intolerable conditions. Fiji in the past practiced tripartite bargaining as a method of settling 
disputes between employers and employees. With the advent of structural adjustment programs 
(SAPs), the government has abandoned tripartite bargaining and instead passed draconian labor 

laws with no room for wage negotiations, improvement of safety standards or of working 
conditions. This has worsened the condition of workers in Fiji. Whereas before there was a 

legislated minimum wage for the manufacturing sector, now there is nothing." 

"Obstacles to Peace and H u m a n Securi ty i n the Pacif ic" 
Plenary Speeches from the NGO F o r u m , Bei j ing 1995 

by Ame l ia Rokutu i vana 

The year 1986 was a banner year for the women 
of Fi j i , an archipelago in the south Pacific. It 
was dur ing this year when a group of ind iv idu
als associated w i th the Women's Cr i s i s Center 
and the Young Women C h r i s t i a n Assoc iat ion 
formed the F i j i W o m e n ' s R i gh t s Movemen t 
(FWRM). Tired of being d iscr iminated under the 
law and the treatment of women workers i n the 
garments industry , the F W R M wanted to i m -
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prove the women's status, specifically their le
gal and pol i t ica l s tatus. 

In November 1996, the F W R M celebrated its 
10th year. F i j ians now consider F W R M a force 
to reckon w i th . 

LOBBYING FOR CHANGE 
Lobby ing Par l iament and government bod

ies, the F W R M wanted changes in laws and poli
cies. A m o n g them are const i tut ional rights, c i t i 
z ensh ip laws, family and rape laws and laws on 
e m p l o y m e n t s t a t u s to target q u e s t i o n s of 
women ' s inequal i ty i n the workplace and at 
home (unpaid labor and subsistence agriculture 
a n d fishing). They also wanted to campa i gn 
against domestic and communi t y violence. 

Among the movement 's activities dur ing its 
first years were: 
• an inquiry into the condit ions of women work
ers i n the garment indus t ry that was reported 
to the government's Garment ' s Industry T r i bu 
na l . The report out l ined the plight of non-un ion
ized workers and demanded m i n i m u m wages 
and improved work ing condit ions for them. The 
T r i b u n a l set a m i n i m u m wage that was far from 
adequate. The s i tuat ion of some 12,000 garment 
workers has deteriorated since the 1987 coups. 
• moni tor ing of media attitudes towards women 
a n d u s i n g the media to highl ight government 
a n d j u d i c i a l a t t i tudes towards women . The 
F W R M was responsible for the progressive but 
short- l ived guidel ines promulgated by the Chie f 
Jus t i c e i n February 1988 command ing longer 
sentences for rape and an improvement i n j u d i 
c ia l at t i tude. 
• the pub l i ca t i on of a survey of pol i t ica l cand i 
dates that graded their att i tudes on women's 
i ssues and d iscr iminatory laws. The publ icat ion 
caused widespread consternat ion and forced a l l 
poht ica l part ies to inc lude women's issues on 
their agenda for the first time i n Fiji 's pol i t ica l 
h istory. 

The coups of 1987 d isrupted F W R M ' s ac
tivit ies. The movement 's work in f luenc ing po
l i t i ca l part ies was diss ipated w i th the mi l i tary 
regime's rac ia l policies and restr ict ions on po
l i t i ca l activities. The rac ia l policies destroyed the 
movement 's potent ia l to mobil ize on the basis 
of gender t ha n race. F W R M ' s membersh ip was 
across c lass and race l ines and the coups turned 
away w o m e n at t rac ted to the organizat ion 's 
mu l t i - r ace compos i t i on . The government ar
rested, ja i l ed and convicted some of the women 
who were involved i n pro-democracy activit ies. 

Then, the organization chose not to deal with 
the post-coup government un t i l the first demo
cratic government was elected in 1992. Because 
of the five-year hiatus, the various rape and anti-
violence law reforms worked at by F W R M from 
1987 to 1992 d id not get presented to the gov
ernment. 

It d id , however, make substant ia l submis 
sions to the post-coup Const i tut iona l Review 
Committees set up by the government to elicit 
the views of the publ ic on the new Cons t i tu 
tion. It d id not succeed i n removing d iscr imi 
natory provisions on citizenship and other rights 
from the draft Const i tu t ion but it was partly 
responsible in forcing the government to include 
gender d i sc r iminat ion i n Article 16 of the 1990 
Const i tut ion . The newly publ ished Reeves Con
st i tut ional Report inc ludes recommendations to 
remove sexual d i sc r iminat ion from the Const i
tut ion. The F W R M init iated the move and the 
Women ' s Coa l i t i on for Women 's C i t i zensh ip 
Rights (WCWCR) supported it. The WCWCR was 
spearheaded by F W R M . 

The F W R M officially launched its anti-rape 
campaign i n the latter part of 1988. It aims to 
educate the publ ic and law-associated agencies 
about the social and cu l tura l aspects of rape 
and to p u s h for law reforms. The campaign in 
c luded research on the socio-cultural and legal 
aspects of violence and a nationwide outreach 
program. It also inc luded the publ icat ion of ar
ticles in the mass media, the production of pam
phlets and posters and the production of a video 
entit led Forceline (forceline is a local term i m 
ply ing that rape is an acceptable cu l tura l prac
tice). Publ ic television aired the video "Forceline" 
for the first time i n 1992. Also included in the 
campa i gn were street d r a m a and educat ion 
workshops w i th schools , medica l personnel , 
police officers and jud i c i a l personnel. F W R M 
also conducted workshops and seminars for 
r u r a l women's groups in an attempt to educate 
women about rape and to obtain their support 
for its law reforms. 

As its first presentation of the rape law re
form package, the government told F W R M to 
get the support of the majority of the popula
t ion, i n effect, a referendum for law reforms. 
The movement refused to comply, po int ing out 
that no other reform required a referendum. But 
as of November 1996, F W R M has already ob
tained the signatures and support of the ma
jor i ty of women's organizat ions and other h u 
m a n r ights organizat ions i n Fi j i . 
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F W R M ' s other accompl i shments inc lude : 
• the submiss i on of its recommendat ion to the 
Fij i Law Reform C o m m i s s i o n 
• the appo intment by the government of one of 
its members as the Fami ly Law Reform Com
miss ioner 
• the secur ing of funds to l a u n c h a short- term 
project to lobby members of par l iament , the j u 
diciary and other powerful lobby groups to con
vince these bodies to suppor t the law reforms 
• the conduct of the first t ra in ing of women 
paralegals i n M a r c h 1993 on law and women. 
W i t h a v a i l a b l e f u n d s , F W R M i n t e n d s to 
co tnuous ly t r a i n women to become effective 
paralegals on the more detailed aspects of the 
law 
• ass ist iance i n the sett ing up of a s imi lar para
legal t r a in ing program for women's groups i n 
other Pacific i s l and states 
• m a k i n g women's voices be heard publ ic ly on 
a day-to-day bas is and access ing the pub l i c 
doma in signif icantly. The women wrote regu
la r l y i n a reg iona l magaz ine . Pacific Island 
Monthly, submitted a weekly c o lumn in the larg
est newspaper, Fiji Times, and contr ibuted i n 
var ious radio p rograms i n F i j i an a n d H i n d i . 
F W R M ' s views are cons tan t l y sought on a l l 
women's issues aired i n media . The organiza
tion is regarded as a legitimate mouthpiece of 
women. 

CURRENT WORK 
F W R M is current ly work ing on a project that 

wi l l b r ing about awareness of women's cond i 
t ions in employment. It is also lobbying for leg
is lat ion that wi l l improve women's condi t ions 
i n p a i d l abo r , o b t a i n l ega l r e c o g n i t i o n for 
women's unpa id labor i n the home, i n subs is 
tence f a rming a n d ag r i cu l tu re . F W R M also 
wants to improve women's economic r ights and 
for this has adopted a strategy s imi la r to that 
employed in the ant i-rape campaign . 

In February 1994, F W R M hosted the first 
Pacific Is land Regional Roundtable Meet ing on 
Women and Polit ics. It brought together a cross-
section of women pol i t ic ians and pol i t ical activ
ists to d i scuss ways of improv ing women's par
t icipation i n pol i t ics i n the Pacific Islands. 

In Apr i l 1994, F W R M hosted and conducted 
the first Regional Seminar on Women and the 
Law in the Pacific Islands, br ing ing together over 
40 women lawyers and act iv ists from 16 Pacific 
Is land nat ions. Th is was i n col laborat ion w i th 
the International Commiss i on on J u r i s t s . 

ORGANIZATION RESTRUCTURING 
Primari ly because the previous organizat ion 

s t ruc ture set up by the first c ons t i tu t i on of 
F W R M d id not adequately cater to the size and 
breadth of its projects, the organizat ion had to 
restructure in August 1993. The organizat ion 
had not imagined that it wou ld become effec
tive or that it would be able to access fund ing 
or that its projects would be big. Therefore, the 
in i t ia l organizat ional s t ructure h a d envisaged a 
smal l group of women doing pr imar i l y vo lun
teer work and its const i tut ion provided little i n 
terms of accountabi l i ty i n so far as pa id staff 
was concerned. The r e s t r u c t u r i n g set up of 
Management Committee that more closely co
ordinated the activities of paid staff who enabled 
F W R M to cont inue its current project tempo
rari ly brought to a halt by the res t ruc tur ing . 

A FORCE TO RECKON WITH 
Al lus ions to F W R M are not always positive 

though. Sometimes, its members are openly 
threatened but F W R M sees this as a measure 
of the organization's effectiveness. F W R M has 
enormous potent ia l to mobi l ize women of a l l 
races and classes on the basis of gender and 
has signif icant potential to promote women's 
status. 

F W R M member Imrana J a l a l says that the 
movement has been a dr iv ing force and , seeing 
it grow from a nascent movement into a power
ful pol i t ical force, is a personal source of tre
mendous satisfaction. "It has been perhaps the 
strongest focus of my life, even though it has 
meant many personal sacrif ices for me over the 
years." 

V i n i a n a Secto sa id her assoc iat ion w i th the 
movement is very m u c h the result of a heartfelt 
convict ion to jo in other sisters i n the nat iona l 
and global struggle to e l iminate the subord ina
tion for women in every area of human i t y . "Be
ing part of the movement al lows me to partake 
of its programs and activit ies and , to some ex
tent, contr ibute to the processes w h i c h facil i
tate a n d advocate changes i n the s ta tus of 
women." ) 
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