
TC WINSTON: GENDER SNAPSHOT No. 1 (29 February 2016)  

 The gender equality situation 
 

More than 51,0001 people have been displaced by Tropical Cyclone Winston, the 
cyclone affecting an estimated 350,000 people, of whom 170,000 are female.  
Assessments currently being carried out by the government will give a more 
precise picture of the damage and impact on women, girls, boys and men of all 
ages in the affected communities. 

Gender considerations need to remain at the core of the humanitarian response 
recognising the prevailing inequalities faced by women and girls in Fiji in their 
daily lives. These inequalities will be more pronounced in during and post 
disasters 
 
Overall, Fiji ranks relatively well on the gender inequality scale. It numbers 87 out of 187 countries according to 
UNDP HDI report 2015. For the Pacific region Fiji has one of the highest levels of participation of women in 

decision making, with 16 per cent representation in parliament, and the number of women involved in private 
enterprise as business owners is almost on par with men. Decision making in the private sphere however, is still 
based on traditional gender roles, with men as head of household, making most key decisions for the family. 
Women and girls do the vast majority of unpaid domestic work, and women’s role and decision making in the 
family is often limited to the care of children and domestic matters.  
 
Only 37.5 per cent of women participate in formal employment as compared to 72 per cent of men, with the 
majority of women engaged in the informal agricultural sector
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 . Between 60 and 70 per cent of vendors are 

women.   Women’s critical role in food production not only provides food security for their own families but for 
rural communities across Fiji.  However, women in the informal sector are disadvantaged by lower pay which 
limits their access to financial services such as bank loans and credit, further restricting women’s economic 

empowerment. The percentage of female headed household is quite low and stands at 11-12 per cent.  Single 
and windowed heads of household have 71 per cent higher poverty rates3. 

 

While there are some legislative protection for women and girls, the rate of 
violence against these groups in Fiji is one of the highest in the Pacific. Overall, 
71 per cent of women in Fiji have been subjected to physical and/or sexual 

violence by either partners and/or non-partners in their life. Overall 72 per cent of 

ever-partnered women in Fiji experienced physical, sexual or emotional violence 
from their husband/partner in their lifetime, and many suffered from all three forms 
of abuse simultaneously
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. 

 
Official reporting to police, health and social services remains low due to stigma, fear, shame, high levels of 
community intolerance, inadequate response from police and legal services, and lack of access to services in 
some rural areas and smaller communities, with  limited options or support to escape the violence.  
 
Almost 50 per cent of the total female population of 837,271, is of reproductive age, and 9 per cent are elderly. 
Women have longer life expectancy than men (73 and 67 respectively).  
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Impact of TC WINSTON 
 

These factors combined with the devastation of TC Winston will further impact on gender relations in 
communities already struggling with the effects of El Niño-related drought.  Over the past year, this dry weather 
has severely affected food production and access to fresh water. Of the 67,000 Fijians targeted with water 
deliveries by end of January, the vast majority live in the corridor most affected by the cyclone. 

 More than 51,000 people have been displaced to 811 formal and informal evacuation centres, in addition to the 
many more estimated to be displaced and taking  refuge with friends and family. Sex and age disaggregated data 
is still being compiled to provide a more comprehensive picture of those affected, there are urgent concerns for 
women, children, the elderly and the disabled, who are often at increased risk of sexual and physical violence in 
such centres. There are already cases being reported in the media of sexual violence in and around these 
centres5. A lack of privacy, overcrowding, a lack of police presence and oversight of centres, a lack of safe water 
and access to hygiene materials are critical issues that need immediate action.  Access to privacy and safe spaces 
is also needed, as well as access to information about basic services including psychosocial support.  

Immediate actions: Conduct protection monitoring, and oversight of centres to reduce risks of harassment, 
physical and sexual violence.  

WASH facilities in and around evacuation centres need to be safe, well lit, with separate latrines for men and 
women.  

The cyclone has destroyed farms, gardens and markets, increasing the food insecurity in the affected 
communities.  As an indication of the impact on women’s livelihoods, initial assessments indicate that around 
1750 female market vendors whose livelihoods support an estimated 9915 individuals, and provide food for 
wider community, are affected by the destruction of markets in Ba, Levuka, Rakiraki, Tavua, Savusavu.  More 
comprehensive figures will be available once the government assessments of affected areas are complete. 
 
Women’s livelihoods in the Pacific have traditionally been affected more severely by disasters than men’s 
because women are more dependent on subsistence agriculture. Further, due to the subsistence nature of their 
livelihoods, they tend to become invisible in the national economic tracking systems. Current estimates on 
damage to agriculture stand at around US$60 million with 100 per cent of crops destroyed in the worst affected 
areas6. The extensive damage of farms, gardens and crops will have a profound effect on women’s livelihoods, 
and hence domestic food security and wellbeing. Fijian women will lose one of their few sources of revenue, at a 
time when additional income is need the most.   
 
Women’s traditional gender roles as carers will be further burdened by the childcare needs created by school 
closures and on top of the responsibility of providing water and food security for their families. This will also add 
to their time poverty and the inability to return to their economic livelihoods at a time when they are needed 
the most.  
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SHELTER 

FOOD SECURITY AND LIVELIHOODS 



Immediate action: Urgent food and seed distribution to vulnerable women and families, and consideration of 
the needs of female market vendors in humanitarian assistance and early recovery efforts including seeds, 
tools, and livelihood packages.   

Water supplies are severely affected, fears that women may have to walk longer distances than usual to fetch 
water, and in many instances, will have to cope with dirty and unsafe water supplies. 

Women’s specific hygiene needs are not being consistently met due to lack of access to sanitary products in 
some areas. The lack of access to sanitary products may be an impediment to girls attending school when school 
resumes. Further, women and girls living with host families may not be easily identified and accessible for 
distributions.  

Immediate actions: Map the hygiene and sanitation needs of displaced adolescent girls to offset the risks of 
girls not attending school due to lack of sanitary products and safe WASH facilities. 

Government officials and civil society have flagged fears of a potential increase in reports of sexual violence in 
and around evacuation centres.  
 
In previous emergencies, including the 2013 Fiji floods, women and girls complained of rape and incest in 

evacuation centres
7
. In this event, increased incidences of domestic violence were also reported due to the 

additional stress, pressure and trauma during crisis. There were also other forms of gender based violence linked 
to inappropriate accommodation, overcrowding, and a lack of adequate lighting and safety measures.  

Reduced availability of food and a decline in living conditions both increase women and adolescent girls’ 
exposure to sexual exploitation and abuse, and the risk of being forced to engage in maladaptive coping 
mechanisms in order to survive.  

An increase in the incidence of gender based violence will be catastrophic for public health and the overall 
wellbeing of the women of Fiji in the aftermath of the disaster. Furthermore, service providers will be stretched 
as they themselves have been affected by the cyclone, and are juggling the increased demand for their services.  

Immediate actions:  

 Carry out rapid assessments to identify factors that increase women and girls’ vulnerability to 
violence, gaps in services, and obstacles to service delivery and survivors’ access to services. Methods 
may include safety audits, service mapping, focus group discussions, and key informant interviews. 

 Establish multi-sectoral standard operation procedures (SOP), including referral pathways to ensure 
the immediate health, psychosocial, safety and legal needs of GBV survivors are met 

 Support existing service providers to be able to provide safe spaces where survivors can access 
emotional support, accurate information about services and referral from trained staff.  

 Work with existing health actors to identify and train health staff who can provide clinical care for 
sexual assault survivors  

 Develop, translate and disseminate key messages about service availability through information 
boards, information sessions, radio transmissions, etc. 
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WATER, SANITATION & HYGIENE 

PROTECTION & GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE 



 Humanitarians should consider the needs of women and girls, and their risks of gender based violence 
in the planning and delivery of WASH, health, shelter, food, protection and other humanitarian 
assistance and early recovery efforts. 

 All agencies and organisations should circulate information on codes of conduct and the prevention of 
sexual exploitation and abuse by humanitarian actors.  

For further information, contact April Pham, Interagency Regional GenCap Advisor for Pacific Humanitarian Team, at UN 
Women/OCHA (nhung.pham@unwomen.org) +679 999 2791 


