CONTEXT:

There are various international treaties or conventions
that provide for the freedom of religion and the
perimeters in which this is exercised including the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and the
FIJI LBTQ'I' International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR).

These frameworks underscore that there is no exception

PEOPLE or limitation to those who can be protected under these

Human Rights provisions. Everyone is protected including

LBT women and GNCP who have the right to freedom of
DEALI NG WITH thought, conscience and religion.
RELIGIOUS

agreements and national legislation with the right to
IM PACTS’ freedom of religion, conscience, belief and others

FAITH AN D protected by the Bill of Rights in the Constitution of the

Republic of Fiji 2013. These laws provide protection and
ACCESS TO assurance of one’s choice of religion and practice, as well

as the right for LBT women and GNC people to be safe
JUSTICE from hate speech and/or practices of homophobia and

transphobia practised by faith institutions. However,
implementation of these rights and the extent at which
they are exercised is still an issue. LBT women and GNC
people continue to suffer discrimination from religious
groups as revealed from the survey. They face enormous
internal pain and guilt and yet many still attend services
at their respective religious institutions due to their faith.
Homophobic and transphobic insults are often spoken or shouted from the pulpit but also through
insults at church functions, forced prayer sessions, ‘laying of hands’ and other violations of the bodily
autonomy and integrity of LGBTI people attending the faith group. It happens in some denominations
of Christian churches more than others, and there is right now more work to differentiate these, for
more effective dialogue and action. Sometimes pastoral-led sessions with LBT women and GNC
people can involve violence and physical assault, and there have also been cases where pastors have
used their positions in Church to sexually assault members of the Church, under the guise of
exorcisms, laying of hands, pastoral care and other invasive practices.

Unjust, Unequal,
Unstoppable

In Fiji, there are clear links between these international

The implementation of the Bill of Rights on Freedom of Religion and the Right to Equality and
Freedom from Discrimination, is only as effective as it is able to translate into a strong protection
mechanism of the human rights and legal rights of LGBTI people. It is hoped that these Constitutional
and human rights frameworks can be used more consistently and effectively by State and non-state
actors to ensure that there is public societal understanding that people must be able to practice their
religion and faith without stress and duress, in complete mental and physical safety. It is important
that we are clear on the massive societal impact of Christian pastors and constituencies on the
wellbeing of LBT women and GNC people just from sheer constituency size in Fiji, and that the State
must take very seriously and diligently its role as duty bearer for human rights including the rights of
LGBT people to worship freely, openly and without violence, stigma and fear. So too for Church
leaders, CSOs and NGOs, and the wider community.
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CONTEXT

Of the 645 LBT women and GNC people who
participated in this survey, 92% of the
respondents self-identify as Christians. This is
consistent with the respondent sample that is
heavily skewed toward iTaukei LBT women and
people, as raised in other sections. Given the
significant proportion of iTaukei LBT women and
people who identify as being Christian in this
survey; the reporting of high instances of stigma
from Christian religious groups (4 in 5
respondents), and as they suffer major
internalised guilt for their sexuality while still
attending their places of worship every week
(84%) while trying to deal with consequential
stigma, violence, removal from homes,
homelessness and other issues - it would be
useful to have access to further census data
disaggregated by gender, ethnicity and religion,
for this work.

In 2014, the Fiji National Gender Policy was
signed and approved by the then Minister for
Social Welfare, Women and Poverty Alleviation,
the late Dr. Jiko Luveni. The Policy was designed
to promote gender equality in Fiji. The Policy aims
to:
e Improve the quality of life of men, women,
boys and girls, at all levels of society through
the promotion of gender equity and equality.

92.44%

of the 645 LBT women and GNC research respondents
identify as Christians

6 of the 645

LBT women and GNC research respondents identify
as Hindus

30 of the 645

LBT women and GNC research respondents said that
they had some other religion but did not provide
details, and 11 others say they do not have a religion

¢ Reinforce the inextricable links between
gender equality and sustainable
development goals in national development.

e Promote active and \visible gender
mainstreaming in all sectors and within civil
society to ensure agency for gender equity
and equality in all spheres of national life.

¢ Remove all forms of gender inequality and
gender discrimination in Fiji.

While the policy refers to removing all forms of
gender inequality and gender discrimination in
Fiji, in the National Gender Policy there are no
specific references to LBT women and people.
There is a brief reference to religion and culture,
providing for a regular consultation to take place
with traditional and religious leaders and
provincial organisations to ensure progressive
changes of cultural practices which discriminate
against women. Secondly, there is also mention
of a consultation with faith-based organisations
in the Policy to ensure “the inclusion of gender
competence training in all faith-based seminars
and workshops to ensure that religion is not
used to entrench gender inequity.”

As stated earlier, about 84 percent of the

respondents attend some form of worship either
in a church, masjid or temple.

0,

84%

of LBT respondents attend some form of worship
either in a church, mosque, temple etc

linevery2

Christian respondent feels guilty about their sexuality

81%

of LBT and GNCP respondents stated that members of
faith based groups that most discriminate against them
are their families




They also shared their experiences where faith was used as a weapon to discriminate, including in
religious institutions. As well as dealing with homophobia in their places of worship, the generalised
leadership environment in Fiji can be toxic and traumatising for LGBTI people. There is further
trauma when public figures reiterate views that ferment moral panic against Fiji citizens already
facing serious violations, stress and trauma in their lives, often from early childhood and adolescence.
As an example, when the Fiji Prime Minister recently stated that no Fiji First led government will allow
same sex marriage in Fiji, this became a running news story. Some religious institutions, when asked
by the media, publicly shared perspectives on this issue and agreed with the Fiji Prime Minister.
However, the Archbishop of the Catholic Church in Fiji, Peter Loy Chong had taken another tone
earlier (in 2016) that states that Catholics are to treat various gender diverse communities with
equal value. He further stated at the time; “For us, everyone is the same and this has also been
addressed by the Pope, who made special reference to members of the lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transexual and intersex (LGBTQI) community.” The Methodist Church of Fiji and the Arya Pratinidhi
Sabha of Fiji have also expressed similar sentiments.

In spite of some progressive views of Church leaders, discrimination against LBT and GNC people has
still not been adequately addressed as individual pastors, priests and congregations can be very
diverse. However, many LBT-led groups are now able to work more positively and consistently with
progressive Church leaders and others, so that in more areas there are human rights framed, just and
empathic approaches to sexuality, gender, SOGIESC, religion and faith, in ways not previously seenin
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My mum said,...please Luvequ, | know what you are
so please don’t do this, it’s against Christianity! You
know it is a big sin in front of God when we

KEY QUOTES

are having a relationship girl to girl or man to man. God will never forgive you, please don’t do this.

%9

‘6 So when | was a recruit, these two
pastors’ came and prayed for me one i | love being myself and very

day and according to them it was because | wasn'’t appreciative knowing that God has

doing well. | found out later that they heard a been faithful to me despite
rumour that | was a lesbian. They tried to drive the odds being a lesbian. In regards to the
lesbianism out of me, they took me down to the whole story of my life and being raised from a
shed and lay hands on me and prayed. | resented religious family background and the emphasis
them and they both knew it and when | was older of being righteous in the eye of God. I'm so
| talked to them straight asking them about that grateful that God is so down to earth that | can
day. They tried to drive it out of me like it was a be myself and be expressive and | don’t have
mistake” to pretend before God.

75% 58% 54%

of LBT and GNCP respondents of LBT and GNCP respondents of LBT and GNCP respondents

stated that members of faith stated that members of faith stated that members of faith
based groups that most based groups that most based groups that most
discriminate against them are discriminate against them are the discriminate against them are
pastors congregation their friends.




KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

e The State must be publicly clear on denouncing any religious and political
discourse that promotes stigma, violence and discrimination against lesbians,
gay men, bisexual women, transgender women, transgender men, people with
non-conforming gender identity and expression, and intersex people, and
provide positive informational campaigns on diversity and societal inclusion;

¢ Religious denominations need to advance progressive and ‘do no harm’
approaches to diverse non-heteronormative faith communities, and to
address cases of discrimination against LGBTQI members;

e The State and the Fiji Bureau of Statistics to consider including gender,
ethnicity and religion into publicly available Census Reports and policy
analysis;

¢ Policy makers and members of parliament need to be trained on human rights
enshrined in the ICCPR and the Bill of Rights regarding Freedom of Religion,
Right to Equality and Freedom from Discrimination in consideration of
LGBTQI people;

e Gender sensitization and SOGIESC trainings of Parliamentarians and policy
makers are needed to ensure the education and understanding of the Fiji
Constitution (2013) Bill of Rights, the ICCPR, UDHR and CEDAW so that
they can be reflected clearly and accurately in policies and processes of the
State;

¢ A multistakeholder approach to advocacy and education on inclusion of LBT
people by policy makers, government officials, faith based groups and CSOs.

e Religious leaders, priests, pastors and congregations need to attend Gender,
SOGIESC and Human Rights sensitisation trainings organised by government
and relevant LGBTQI-led civil society organisations. This will also allow
dialogue and practical progress to address fears, ensure evidence-based
knowledge and stop misinformation from circulating and causing damage;

¢ Religious leaders need to utilise an approach that is considerate of their
members intersectional identities, and interlinked needs;

e CSOs need to work with religious institutions in terms of monitoring
treatment of LGBTQI and their ability to exercise freedom of religion. This
could also assist in terms of identifying issues and working with religious
institutions to address them.

e LBT organisations to reach out to religious leaders, creating dialogue spaces
to talk about LBT inclusion, including providing LGBTQI, youth-led and
women-only spaces.




