16 DAYS OF ACTIVISM

AGAINST VIOLENCE AGAINST

THE FIJI WOMEN’S GRISIS CENTRE (FWGC) - a feminist organisation that
is an equal parts service provider and fearless public advocate
- has been a trailblazer in Fiji and across the Pacific since its
establishment in 1984.

Located in a prominent downtown Suva building, with its name
and bold messages emblazoned across its walls and fence, the
Centre was founded by a group of women alarmed by the rising
number of sexual attacks on women in and around Suva, and by the
glaring lack of Government support for survivors.

In a 1985 Broadsheet article, FWCC founding member Carole
Carter described the climate that prompted the Centre’s creation:
“An expatriate woman working with the government was raped by
two men who broke into her house where she was alone at night.
A police spokesman at the time of the incident told the press that
there had been quite a few cases of rape that
year and there was little the police
could do about it. He added that
police believed the men in this case
had watched the woman undress - :
before entering the house. He said ‘
that in some rape cases women had
tempted men by undressing in a room
where they could be seen from the
street and by going out alone at night.”

That victim-blaming response
reflected deeply entrenched attitudes
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about sexual violence - attitudes the founding members of FWCC
were determined to challenge.

From Feminist Collective to Crisis Centre
In early 1983, a group of lawyers, doctors, nurses, and community
workers began meeting regularly at their homes and at the Young
Women’s Christian Association. Following feminist tradition, they
formed a Feminist Collective in August 1983. One year later, on 13
August 1984, the Fiji Women'’s Crisis Centre became operational.
While the group initially aimed to support survivors of rape, their
investigations soon revealed the far wider, deeply rooted problem
of violence against women in Fiji - particularly domestic violence.
Confronted with the scale of the issue, they expanded their
mandate. FWCC'’s services were opened to all women and children
experiencing any form of violence.
Among the early members was Shamima
Ali, who joined the Centre a year after its
founding. She later became FWCC'’s
Coordinator - a position she continues to
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making structures where all members have an equal voice.

“It’s been a long road from that first informal gathering in
1983 to where we are today,” members often reflect. “A great
deal has been achieved, but we know our work is far from
finished.”

Core Work: Supporting Survivors and
Transforming Society
From its earliest days, FWCC’s central mission has been to
provide direct support to survivors of violence against women
and girls. Its trained Counsellor Advocates offer:

° emotional and psychological support

° information about survivors’ rights

° assistance navigating police and court processes

° help accessing emergency accommodation

Equally important has been FWCC’s commitment to
awareness, prevention, and education. The organisation
has consistently conducted community workshops, school
sessions, public seminars, and media campaigns, ensuring
that violence against women became a national conversation.

Struggle, Resistance, and the Fight for
Funding

FWCC'’s early years were marked by immense challenges.
The organisation survived largely on modest community
donations and volunteer labour.

During those “hard years of the eighties,” as Shamima
describes them, the United Nations agreed to fund FWCC
- but the Fijian Government refused to provide the required
endorsement. Officials feared that acknowledging violence
against women would tarnish Fiji’s international image as
a pristine island paradise. They even suggested the Centre
remove the word “crisis” from its name.

FWCC refused.

Instead, they turned to Australia. Although Australian aid
officials were initially sceptical as violence against women was
not yet considered a development issue, FWCC persisted.

A breakthrough came in 1990, when the Australian aid
program provided funding for the first time, initially channelled
through the NGO Freedom From Hunger (now part of Oxfam
Australia). In 1994, the Australian Government began funding
FWCC directly - support that has continued for nearly 35
years.

Learning and Adapting From the

Ground Up

Running an organisation like FWCC required

constant learning. With no blueprint to follow,

Shamima and her team built their expertise IT
through experience and their close work
with survivors.

FWCC observed what was happening
across Fiji and adapted their programs as
they went.

“We strategised after learning from
them - how violence affected them, what the
dynamics were, what happened when they
tried to access services like police, health, :
welfare, and the law,” Shamima explains. "h-
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“That helped us strategise on what we must do.”

Achievements and National Change

Despite immense struggles, FWCC’s advocacy and
persistence have been instrumental in shaping national
reforms.

Shamima says she feels deeply fulfiled when major
legislative and policy changes improve women’s human
rights.

“Particularly if you look at the Domestic Violence
Legislation contributing to the Family Law Act, and the
Crimes Act now, with things like de-facto relationships being
recognised. Whenever those things change, | feel great
satisfaction, and elation because | know the Crisis Centre had
a hand in this.”

She also noted the establishment of Fiji’'s National Action
Plan to Prevent Violence Against All Women and Girls, calling
it a testament to the dedication of women’s rights activists
across Fiji.

FWCC is also a founding member and secretariat of the
Pacific Women’s Network Against Violence Against Women,
the region’s longest-running network of more than 10

organisations working to eliminate violence against women .

and children.

As secretariat, FWCC has run the Regional Training
Program on Gender, Violence Against Women and Girls, and
Human Rights since 1995. More than 2,000 women and men
from Fiji and around the region have completed the intensive
4-week training.

A Lifetime of Activism: Personal Reflections
from Shamima

Now at 72, Shamima reflects with pride on the Centre’s
achievements. “I have always had the objective of growing
old disgracefully - as all feminists do - that we work until the
end, that we continue activism until the end. And that’s what |
have done all my life.” She hopes to continue inspiring women
across generations.

“Ageism is very rife among women. Age should not be
a barrier. We need to heal the generation gap created by
patriarchy. Everyone has a place. Elders must listen to young
people - they have bright ideas. And young people should
also want to learn from the elders.”

Shamima also wants to see many more women - in all
their diversity - entering politics, and stresses the need for an
enabling environment.

“For me, the women’s
movement is political.
We lobby for changes
to make our lives
better. When
democratic and
human rights spaces
shrink, our rights
shrink further. It’s in
our interest to push
the boundaries.
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Focusing on the theme Violence against Women and Girls: Ending Impunity, the
Fiji Women’s Crisis Centre has launched its 16 Days of Activism against Violence

against Women campaign with an intensive two-week training on Gender, Violence
against Women and Girls, Human Rights, Legal Literacy and Technology Facilitated

Violence against Women and Girls on Beqa Island.
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ThL Ba Women’s Crisis Centre held an awareness session on gender, violence against
omen and girls and human rights with 25 women from the Bulolo Sath Sang Baal
‘T Ramayan Mandali in October.

Participants of FWCC’s Male Advocacy training in the village of Namakala, located in the
outskirts of Lami in April.

Fii Women's Crisis Centre

Fiji Women’s Crisis Centre: ................... 9209 470
Ba Women’s Crisis Centre..................... 9239 775
Labasa Women’s Crisis Centre:............. 9377 784
Nadi Women’s Crisis Centre.................. 9182 884
Rakiraki Women'’s Crisis Centre:........... 9129 790

-

3% years of 164

Days of Act

The 16 Days of Activism Against Violence Against Women

runs from 25 November to 10 December each year. This
international campaign was conceived in 1991 during
the first Women’s Global Leadership Institute at Rutgers
University, New Jersey in the United States.

FWCC Coordinator Shamima Ali was one of 23
women leaders from around the world who attended
the institute and founded the campaign at Rutgers that
year. Participants chose the dates to symbolically link
violence against women (25 November) and human rights
(10 December) and to emphasize that violence against
women is a gross violation of human rights.

In Fiji and the Pacific, 16 Days has not only put the
focus on the continuing violation of women’s human
rights, but it has also played a significant part in the
movement for democracy, rule of law and human rights.

SIGNIFICANT DATES DURING THE
16-DAY PERIOD INCLUDE:

25 NOVEMBER: International Day for the Elimination of
Violence Against Women

29 NOVEMBER: International Women Human Rights
Defenders Day

29 NOVEMBER: International Day of Solidarity with
the Palestinian People

30 NOVEMBER: Day of Remembrance for all Victims
of Chemical Warfare

1 DECEMBER: World AlDs Day

1 DECEMBER: Global Solidarity Flag Raising Day for
West Papua

2 DECEMBER: International Day for the Abolition of
Slavery

3 DECEMBER: International Day of People with
Disabilities

6 DECEMBER: White Ribbon Day to commemorate the
Montreal Massacre

9 DECEMBER: International Day of Commemoration for
the Victims of the Crime of Genocide

10 DECEMBER: International Human Rights Day
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We Rentember..

More than 60 women have been killed
in Fiji in the last 12 years by their
intimate partners. These are not

isolated tragedies. They are patterns
- repeating, escalating, and deeply
rooted in gender inequality. Every
time a woman dies due to domestic
violence, it reflects our collective
failure - all of civil society and
government to empower women
and girls. We must all work
together to end the impunity
against violence against women
and girls. We want to stress

that we don’t know the true

\ numbers. Femicide or the
murder of women is a

growing concern in

Fiji, and it needs to be

addressed urgently.
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