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Broken promises: women and 
the 2006 Fiji election

Rae Nicholl

prior to the 2006 election, the two major political parties specifically promised 
that there would be an increase in the number of female candidates. Yet, of 
the 338 candidates they selected, only 27 (8 per cent) were women.1 this was 
a reduction of four compared with the 2001 election – and the same number 
that stood in 1999. How could there be so few women candidates when the 
parties had promised so much? 

promises to women began in 1993, when the Fiji government ‘established 
a policy to increase women’s membership of boards, committees and 
councils by 30 to 50 per cent within the following five years’.2 this policy 
initiative was followed in 1995 by Fiji’s ratification of the united nations 
convention on the elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women (ceDAW). Although countries cannot be forced to comply, article 7 
of the convention requires signatory states to take ‘all appropriate measures to 
eliminate discrimination against women in the political and public life of the 
country’. in particular, ceDAW refers to the right of women to vote and to 
stand for election; the right to participate in the formulation of government 
policy; and the right to participate in non-governmental organizations and 
associations concerned with the public and political life of the country.3 the 
1997 constitution also contains commitments to women, specifically in the 
Bill of rights. the constitution guarantees that ‘every person has the right to 
equality before the law’ and that ‘a person must not be unfairly discriminated 
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against, directly or indirectly, on the ground of his or her actual or supposed 
personal characteristics or circumstances, including…gender’.4 it is possible 
that the weight of expectation – engendered by government promises, ceDAW, 
and the constitution – led political parties to make some rash promises in the 
run-up to the 2006 election. 

the promises began in September 2004, when the Fiji labour party (Flp) 
announced that it had decided to set aside a significant percentage of seats for 
women in the 2006 election. A large proportion of these would be safe seats, a 
party spokesman announced, adding that gender equality was one aspect of the 
Flp’s broader commitment to human rights and social justice.5 eight months 
later, the national Alliance party (nAp) announced that it would allocate 50 
per cent of its seats to women in the next election.6 

Hopes rose further when the minister for Women, Social Welfare and 
poverty Alleviation, Adi Asenaca caucau, informed an international Women’s 
Day celebration on 8 march 2006 that, after giving the subject much thought, 
she had undergone a ‘change of mind’. After years of opposing quotas, she 
believed now that ‘quotas are the way forward, enabling women to become 
candidates’. She claimed to be in the process of making a submission to cabinet 
asking for a 30 per cent quota, which would apply to the SDl party only and 
would contain a sunset clause. there was, she admitted, no strategy for placing 
women in winnable seats.7 

Hopes were reinforced on the night before a huge rally in Suva on 17 march 
2006, when prime minister Qarase told viewers of Fiji one’s prime time 
television news that he was expecting to see a large number of female candidates 
running for his party, the Soqosoqo Duavata ni lewenivanua (SDl). 

Women MPs
For women, the results of the election were bitter sweet: bitter, because there 
had been a reduction in women candidate numbers, but sweet because a total 
of eight women won seats in the House of representatives. this was an increase 
of three women compared with the 2001 election, but the same number as was 
elected at the 1999 election (table 12.1). 

in the 2006 election, the SDl won 36 seats, five (13.9 per cent) by women. 
the Flp won 31 seats, two of which went to women (6.5 per cent). the 
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upp won two seats, with one going to a woman (50 per cent). the two new 
independent members were men. 

the SDl consists mainly of indigenous Fijians, is both fiscally and socially 
conservative, and has close links to the methodist church of Fiji. While the 
party may appear to be an unpromising choice for career-minded women, 
it has attracted a number of female candidates. Historically, Fiji has had a 
number of influential women leaders. importantly, they have – until recently 
– either been chiefs themselves or have come from chiefly families and enjoyed 
high status among the indigenous people. Voting for such women is culturally 
acceptable.

on the other hand, the Flp, which has a large Fiji indian membership, 
does poorly in attracting women candidates. this is despite the party having 
had a woman president, jokapeci Koroi, since 1991.8 (Following the 2006 
election, Koroi was nominated by the leader of the opposition to the Senate. 
She had previously served as a Senator and vice-president of the Senate during 
the period 1999–2000 when the Flp was in power.) Koroi is one of the Flp’s 
Fijian members and, in general, women in the Fijian community are more 
likely to rise to prominence in their own right than women from the Fiji indian 
community.9 According to chandra reddy, Fiji indian women remain in a 
subordinate position because they live within a culture that ‘condemns women’s 
assertiveness as disrespectful to those with traditional power’.10 Such cultural 
norms may well inhibit women from seeking candidacies, but the paucity of 
female representatives in the Flp remains disappointing given the promises 
that the party had made to women in 2004. 

the mps forming the smallest party in the House were those elected to 
‘General’ electorates, seats set aside for representatives of citizens who do not 

Table 12.1 Fiji general elections: women candidates and members of 
parliament, 1999–2006

Year of election total number  number female  number women  percentage women  
 of seats candidates elected elected to parliament
1999 71 27 8 11.27 
2001 71 31 5 7.04 
2006 71 27 8 11.27
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belong to the other ethnic groups (Fijian, indian and rotuman). in the 2006 
election, the upp attained the feminist goal of achieving equality between 
the sexes. While it is acknowledged that the party has only two members, one 
female and one male, from a symbolic viewpoint, attaining parity is a significant 
achievement.

of the eight women elected, four were returning incumbents and four were 
new mps. the four incumbents – ro teimumu Kepa, Adi Asenaca caucau, 
nanise nagusuca and losena Salabula – had been ministers or assistant ministers 
in the previous SDl administration and went into the campaign with the 
advantage of name recognition in the electorate. 

not all four new members were well known nationally, although two of 
the women were household names. Known throughout Fiji as the ‘Hot Bread 
Queen’, the new SDl member, mere Samisoni, was contesting for the third 
time. She is a successful businesswoman – and founding owner of the Hot 
Bread Kitchen chain of bakeries. Bernadette rounds Ganilau, the new mp for 
the upp, had already achieved a high level of visibility through her broadcasting 
and other media work and her ‘larger-than-life’ personality. the other two 
new members represented the Flp. Adi Sivia Qoro was a former diplomat and 
women’s development adviser at the Secretariat of the pacific community, and 
monika raghwan, who is considerably younger than the other women mps, 
was an executive officer in a family business, raghwan construction, one of 
the largest construction companies in Fiji.

two women did not return to parliament after the election. marieta 
rigamoto, the independent member for rotuma, who had been the minister 
for information, communications and media relations, retired from politics. 
ofa Swann (Duncan), who had previously been a member of the new labour 
unity party, chose to run as an independent, and lost her seat. 

Cabinet appointments
By 24 may, the prime minister had selected his new cabinet. ro teimumu 
Kepa was reappointed minister for education, Youth and Sports, and the Flp’s 
new mp, Adi Sivia Qoro, was elevated to cabinet to become the minister for 
commerce and industry. in addition, the prime minister brought into cabinet 
a newly appointed woman senator, Adi Samanunu cakobau, as minister 
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Without portfolio in the prime minister’s office. in a controversial move, a 
man, George Shiu raj, was appointed the new minister for Women, Social 
Welfare and poverty Alleviation. 

in a new departure, the prime minister also named a number of state 
ministers, including Adi Asenaca caucau, who lost her position as minister 
for Women, Social Welfare and poverty Alleviation, and losena Salabula. 
Adi Asenaca caucau took on the position of minister of State for Housing, 
while losena Salabula, who had been an assistant minister in the previous 
administration, returned to a similar position as minister of State for the office 
of the prime minister. nanise nagusuca, who had been Assistant minister, 
culture and Heritage, was dropped from cabinet. Finally, subsequent to the 
upp becoming the official opposition, Bernadette rounds Ganilau became 
Deputy leader of the opposition.

The Senate
the term of the Senate, Fiji’s non-elected second chamber, is the same as that 
of the House of representatives and, as a consequence, new appointments are 
made after a general election. Six women (18.8 per cent) have been appointed 
to the Senate: Adi Samanunu cakobau and Adi lagamu Vuiyasawa (prime 
minister’s nominees); Adi Koila nailatikau and Adi laufitu malani (Great 
council of chiefs’ nominees); and jokapeci Koroi and lavinia padarath 
(leader of the opposition’s nominees). As four women (12.5 per cent) of the 
32 senators were appointed during the term of the 2001–2006 government, 
it is encouraging to see the increase in female presence in the Senate in the 
current government. 

Party manifestos
While party leaders made rash promises to women in public forums, the 
policies relating to female representation, as set out in their manifestos, were 
more implicit than explicit. the first manifesto to be released came from the 
SDl, which held a huge rally in Suva on 17 march 2006 designed to showcase 
both the manifesto and the party’s candidates. the glossy booklet, published 
in both Fijian and english, contained a section on women along with a raft 
of other policies. the manifesto told women that they were ‘the pillars of 
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the nation’ and ‘the backbone of our families’ and that ‘the government has 
always stressed the important part women play in the development of Fiji’. 
While acknowledging that ‘more effort is required to increase the number of 
women mps’, the manifesto made no suggestions as to how this goal would 
be achieved.11 

the Flp’s manifesto conveyed similar sentiments regarding women’s 
representation. it stressed that ‘women are equal partners with men, and should 
play a full and active role in the political, economic, cultural and social life of 
Fiji’. Further, the party noted that ‘there are still many barriers to women’s full 
participation’ and that women are ‘not adequately represented in parliament’ 
although, as with the SDl, the party provided no initiatives as to how the 
problem of equitable female representation could be resolved.12 the upp gave 
no commitment to a quota system but indicated that it would include women 
parliamentarians in cabinet and the Senate and on select committees.13

the two largest losing parties also carried policies for women in their 
manifestos. As it had promised in may 2005, the nAp proved to be the only 
major political entity suggesting a quota for women candidates – but with a 
slight twist. it appeared to be encouraging other political parties ‘to adopt a 50 
per cent target for women candidates as part of their manifestos’ but without 
committing themselves to a similar policy, although the party did promise 
to ‘create an enabling environment for women, including young women, to 
seek and advance political careers’.14 in this respect, the nAp policy had a 
resonance with the policy proposals not realized in the SDl manifesto, but 
mooted by the minister for Women, Social Welfare and poverty Alleviation, 
Adi Asenaca caucau, when she had stressed the desirability of ‘creating an 
enabling environment for women’.15 the other big loser in the election, the 
national Federation party, also promised to ‘increase representation of women 
in parliament and other private and public sector boards and institutions’, but 
failed to give any indication of how this promise was to be effected.16

Women as voters
election observers, especially those from europe, were concerned about the 
heavy daily workload of women in Fiji, especially of those living a subsistence 
lifestyle in the rural areas and outer islands, where there is often no electricity 
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or running water. they saw women, many of whom were elderly, with their 
backs bent double under huge loads of firewood, trudging along dusty roads. 
When the observers came into the villages, they found that it was the women 
who had set out fishing at midnight, who had cooked meals for all the visiting 
election officials, and who had then cleaned up afterwards before returning to 
their homes to carry on with their own household duties.17 

these same village women, including many of the very elderly, voted in what 
appeared to be large numbers, but some were illiterate and needed assistance 
with filling out their ballot papers.18 While observers could not see or hear if 
these women were being told how to vote by election officials, media reports 
suggested that family members, in particular, were grooming them to vote in a 
certain way. journalist Verenaisi raicola supported this suggestion in an article 
published in The Fiji Times on 9 may, which was part way through election 
week. entitled ‘elderly unable to cast vote’, Verenaisi raicola told the story of 
a blind and deaf 83-year-old woman, Seni,  from the remote island of Qoma 
in tailevu. According to the reporter:

Seini said her son had instructed her how to tick the Dove symbol above the line and that 
she knew that much was right because she had been reminded over and over again.19 

the symbol of the dove represented the SDl party. A day after the story 
appeared in The Fiji Times, Shamima Ali, executive Director of the Fiji Women’s 
crisis centre, told the media that she had received complaints that women in 
rural areas were being pressured by their husbands and community leaders to 
vote in a certain manner.20 

in anticipation of the ‘grooming’ problem, four of Fiji’s women’s organizations 
– fem’linKpacific, Fiji Women’s rights movement, Fiji Women’s crisis centre 
and Women’s Action for change – combined to place full-page advertisements 
in the daily newspapers on at least two occasions during the voting period. 
titled ‘no-one sees who you vote for. no-one will ever know’, the advertisement 
encouraged women to read the party manifestos; to remember what had been 
said in the campaigns; and to ask what politicians had done for the community. 
the advertisement ended by reminding women that ‘this is your choice, your 
vote – yours alone’.21 

Although it could be argued that the placement of the advertisements was 
mis-timed, to this reader it seemed clear that they were designed to alleviate 
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the pressure to vote in a certain way that some women might be placed under 
by family members. However, the reaction to the advertisements by the 
Supervisor of elections, Semesa Karavaki, was one of displeasure. According 
to pacific media Watch, the Supervisor confirmed that there would be a police 
investigation into what he described as ‘the breach of Fiji’s electoral laws that 
ban electioneering once polling has begun’.22 At the time of writing, no police 
action against the women’s organizations had begun.

As well as being voters, women played other roles in the election. the 
election cycle began with the registration of voters, a process carried out all 
over the country by teams of enumerators, people who travelled the length 
and breadth of Fiji to make sure every eligible citizen’s name appeared on the 
electoral roll. enumerators were expected to travel by foot and walk house-to-
house, often over rough and mountainous terrain. in some cases, they were 
required to travel overnight and sleep in villages. Because of racial sensitivities, 
one problem that arose during the voter registration process was the suggestion 
that more Fijians than Fiji indians were taking on the enumerator role. Some 
members of the Fiji indian population were suspicious of Fijian enumerators 
who came to their houses and felt that their enrolment details might not be 
treated with sufficient diligence. Another concern was the shortage of female 
Fiji indian enumerators, especially in rural areas where some older Fiji indian 
women were reluctant to give their personal details to men. According to the 
returning officer, northern Division, acquiring a racial – and gender – balance 
of enumerators was desirable, but it had proved difficult to maintain, and the 
necessity for enumerators to occasionally sleep away from home may have been 
a factor in the low recruitment of Fiji indian women.23

Besides being employed as enumerators, many women worked during election 
week as polling clerks, joining teams of up to 18 members (including two police 
officers). the teams were all of mixed gender, but, on the whole, the polling 
clerks were women and the presiding officers were men, although there was a 
handful of women who took on the senior roles in the polling stations and vote 
counting centres. many women voters, especially those with literacy or health 
problems, reported feeling more confident and comfortable if a woman assisted 
them. providing more senior women in leadership roles at election time would 
be another step towards making the electoral process more female-friendly.
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Action to increase women’s participation and representation 
the women’s movement in Fiji has worked for decades to improve the profile 
of women in public life, and its various organizations have produced numerous 
documents and reports on the issue.24 these publications have highlighted 
the many barriers to women’s advancement, but, as yet, there have been no 
incremental increases in the number of women elected to the Fiji parliament 
since eight women were elected in 1999. While disheartening, this stasis has not 
stopped women’s organizations from taking action to improve the situation. 

As previously discussed, four organizations jointly took out advertisements 
in the daily papers, reminding women that their vote was secret and that no 
one needed to know how they had cast their ballot. in addition to assisting 
with the advertisements, the fem’linKpacific women’s media organization 
broadcast interviews with women candidates and covered issues concerning 
the election. 

one of the well-documented barriers preventing women from campaigning 
effectively is the lack of campaign finance.25 the cost of running an effective 
campaign in Fiji can be considerable. ofa Swann (Duncan) spent two terms 
in the House of representatives (1999 and 2001) and was contesting her third 
election in 2006 as an independent candidate. She claimed that the estimated 
cost of her campaign was F$25,000 and that her main methods of fundraising 
would be hosting private parties and selling clothes.26 

political parties in many countries usually contribute a small amount to 
individual campaigns, sometimes through the production of advertisements 
featuring the party leader with the candidate, but large costs often remain to 
be absorbed by candidates. Women, generally, do not have the capacity to 
generate large sums of money, especially not in Fiji where wages and salaries are 
low. As well, women often are in no position to take out loans or mortgages. 
Feminists have understood this problem and, in some countries, financial 
assistance for women may come from organizations such as emilY’s list in 
the united States, which raises money for candidates who are members of the 
Democratic party.27

in an effort to assist women candidates in Fiji with their heavy financial 
obligations, the Fiji Women’s rights movement launched the Women in politics 
(Wip) Appeal by donating F$1,000 to start the fundraising campaign. the 
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appeal was designed to assist female candidates, irrespective of their political 
affiliation, and to mobilize women voters.28 While the time frame for the 
appeal was short, it was successful, and, on the first day of election week, the 
Fiji Women’s rights movement placed an advertisement in the press thanking 
all donors to the Wip Appeal and affirming that their ‘generous donation was 
shared equally amongst all women candidates in the 2006 elections, irrespective 
of their political party affiliations’.29 the movement also produced a leaflet 
that was inserted into the daily newspapers entitled ‘Women Ask’, which 
identified the ‘strengths and strategies proposed by political parties to address 
the concerns of women’.30

Recruiting female candidates
one reason why political parties fail in their promises to field more female 
candidates is the shortage of willing and credible women. unfortunately, 
attracting female candidates is problematic worldwide as capable women are 
not always interested in the prospect of a political career.31 Women in Fiji are 
no different. Adi Asenaca caucau noted that ‘the SDl has as much trouble as 
any other party in attracting credible candidates even though there is strong 
grass roots support in the party’. in the bid to find candidates, the SDl had 
‘not only approached chiefly women, but other women as well’.32 

if political parties really want to appear sympathetic to gender equality, they 
need to actively seek more women candidates and to allocate them safe seats, 
where they have a good chance of winning. once women are selected, parties 
must acknowledge the barriers that they face. in particular, they must help 
women candidates raise the funds to cover the costs of campaigning. 

The alternative vote and a quota system
Fiji uses the alternative vote electoral system to elect its members of parliament. 
imported from Australia, the alternative vote replaced the first-past-the-post 
voting system and has been used since the 1999 election. the alternative vote 
is a majoritarian system very similar to first-past-the-post in that both systems 
are based on single-member electorates; the principal difference is that the 
alternative vote gives electors the choice of ranking candidates in order of 
preference. in any system with single-member electorates, there is a strong 
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tendency to choose ‘safe’ candidates, who will not offend any citizens within 
the voting community. the result of this selection process tends to be a dull 
uniformity of middle-aged middle-class male candidates across all parties. 
the system does not assist those groups in society, such as women and ethnic 
minorities, who traditionally have been under-represented in parliament.33

the quickest way to bring diversity to parliament would be to abolish the 
alternative vote with its concomitant multiple communal rolls and introduce 
a proportional representation system, either the mixed-member proportional 
system used in new Zealand or the list system used in South Africa. Both these 
voting systems have been successful in bringing a critical mass of women (usually 
considered to be 30 per cent) into parliament. For instance, in 2004, women 
won 32.8 per cent of the seats in South Africa’s lower house, the national 
Assembly. in the following year, new Zealand women won 32.2 per cent of the 
seats in that country’s House of representatives.34 A critical mass is considered 
important because there is an assumption, supported by the united nations, 
that the greater the number of women in a legislature the more seriously women’s 
social, economic, legal and cultural needs will be taken.35 

one alternative to changing the electoral system could be the introduction of 
a quota system. political parties need to be encouraged to consider this option 
seriously, to look at overseas models, and to consider ways in which they could 
institute a quota within their organizations. For example, South Africa’s ruling 
party, the African national congress, has enshrined a 30 per cent quota for 
women within its constitution.36 

Another form of quota could be the use of reserved seats for women. Fijian 
constitutional lawyers could look at the new Zealand example of reserved 
seats for maori, although the difficulty of introducing a new system that asked 
citizens to complete accurately a third ballot paper (there is already one ballot 
paper for the communal roll and another for the general roll) might prove a 
disincentive in pursuing this idea.

Conclusion
Attitudinal changes will be needed if women in Fiji are to forge ahead into 
leadership roles. conservative views about women remain strong, as was 
evidenced by a recent letter to the editor in The Fiji Times. under the heading 
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‘Good leaders’, the correspondent stated that: ‘it is imperative to mention that 
we prefer a male president of Fiji. Women should be barred from holding the 
post’.37 While feminists may not have been too surprised by the correspondent’s 
misogynistic tendencies, they were dismayed and disappointed when the 
Assistant minister for culture and Heritage, nanise nagusuca, made several 
public statements that appeared to criticize the work of women’s organizations. 
in one statement, she said: 

the traditional Fijian set-up does not make mention of the woman being superior or even 
on equal standing with men. A lot of Fijian women know that they should be subservient 
to their husbands and be good mothers to their children. they should see that the home 
is well looked after and that the life of the family members is comfortable. Women’s rights 
is a western concept and shouldn’t be adopted.38

the stagnation in women’s political advancement in Fiji was apparent in 
the 2006  election. While the situation had improved over the 2001 result, 
women have yet to build on their 1999 success, when eight women were elected 
to parliament. unless mps and political parties decide on a critical review of 
the voting system and the consequent changes required to the constitution, 
or seriously consider introducing a quota system, women have little hope of 
increasing their parliamentary presence. if changes are not made, promises of 
increased representation for women will continue to be empty rhetoric and 
to be broken.
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