
1 

Gender Economics 4    Can gender gaps in occupations and 

incomes be reduced through  

“win-win” development options in which men do not lose out? 

This lecture explores policies for improvements in gender balance in the 

economy?   

 

Difference between  

 

 “Zero sum games” and  

 

 “Win-win” solutions 

 

Also highlights the importance of gender stakeholders being interested in 

national development policies which indirectly can have a major impact 

on the welfare of women- positively or negatively. 
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How reduce gender gaps  in employment and incomes? 

How reduce the Gender Gaps in  

 

 proportions of economically active persons 

 

 proportions of educated persons being full-time household workers 

 

 hours of household work being done by Economically Active persons 

 

 Proportions of higher level occupations being occupied 

 

 Average incomes in particular industries and occupations, given 
 qualifications 

 

 

Ultimately, the real challenge is how to provide employment for all the Females who 
want to work, at decent rates of pay? 

 

 

How counter the huge problem of the “zero sum game” where if Females gain, then 
Males somewhere lose. 
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1   National educational campaigns? 

To encourage 

 

(a) Men and boys to do their fair share of household work. 

 

(b) Females to maximise their higher education and to enter the paid Labour Force 

  

(c) Females job-seekers to focus jobs on better paying occupations and industries 

 

(d) Employers (public sector and private sector) to hire, train and promote Female 

 and Male employees equally 

 

(e) Employers (public sector and private sector) to reward Female and Male 

 employees equally for work of equal productivity through equal pay. 

 

But what if educational campaigns do not work... 
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2  Can State action reduce Gender Gaps in the Informal Sector  

Government’s Wages Councils mechanism one way to fix appropriate minimum wages in 
industries and occupations. 

 

But see the findings and extremely detailed recommendations in my book  Just Wages for 
Fiji: published jointly with ECREA in 2006, on long-term failure of the Wages Council 
Mechanisms to legislate appropriate minimum wages in different industries. 

 

Failure of the Ministry of Labour to implement the institutional and operational changes 
required, two years on 

 

Previous Government and Interim Government (even female Minister of Labour 
ineffective) 

 

Some progress may be made now, with a new more committed and energetic Chairman of 
Wages Council being appointed (Father Kevin Barr) 

 

But unfortunately, the economy is in deep trouble since the 2006 coup. 
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3:   How improve garments workers wages? Swimming against the tide! 

* the struggle to improve garments wages has been going on for more than 20 years with 

huge employer resistance to unionisation 

 

* and now with the loss of our protected markets (eg SPARTECA),   

* with increased competition from China, Bangladesh, India,  

* whose workers are more productive than ours 

* whose wages are a third of our already low wages 

 

* Our factories have been closing down over the last five years, employment reduced from 

20,000 to only about 7,000 now, political instability discouraging investment in new 

machines to enhance productivity:   

 

The market forces are all stacked against significant improvement in garments workers 

wages 

 

No real possibility of garments workers wages being increased either by state intervention 

(futile)  or market forces. 
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4    Futile recent attempts to improve nurses’ salaries  

Generally accepted that Fiji nurses should be paid higher salaries, given their qualifications 

and training, the highly technical and crucial work they do, and the obvious international 

demand for their services 

 

But many unsuccessful confrontations and strikes over the last thirty years over nurses’ 

pay.  Last year: with the nurses’ strike broken by government, ridiculous public calls for 

nurses to be “Florence Nightingales” working for a pittance, and despite legal victories by 

the nurses: ie government’s budget balancing objectives deny nurses their proper 

remuneration. 

 

Current economic decline, decline in government revenue, continued uncontrolled blow-

out of military expenditure. 

 

There may even by cuts required of Health and Education- the largest cash cows for 

budgetary cuts:   

 

No real prospect of nurses’ salaries increasing. 
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5.  Increase the proportion of women in higher management etc  

Problem much less severe in Government and Public Enterprises where salaried women 

seem to be doing reasonably OK. 

 

How improve the balance in the private sector, where great resistance may be expected 

from shareholders and the Males who are entrenched at those levels?  

 

How can gender stakeholders exercise influence?  “Moral suasion” does not appear to be 

working. 

 

Recent fascinating and apparently successful Norwegian experience of legislating a 

minimum of 40% women on boards of 463 of the largest publicly listed companies, and the 

difficulties being encountered. 
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6   Increase the proportion of women parliamentarians?   an MDG goal 

For women to comprise half of Parliament, half of current parliamentarians need to move 
out. 

 

Fijian chiefly society dominated by males; and Indo-Fijian society discourages females 
from electioneering and standing for public office 

 

No minimum women numbers of MPs legislated in our Constitution 

 

Extremely poor record: even with military junta instituted by decree after 2006 coup 

 

Q:  If there were more women officers in the Fiji Military Forces, might there have been a 
few more women Ministers in the Interim Government and more military Women 
appointed to high civil service positions? 
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How serious is the problem of the zero-sum game  

Generally the case, for Females to move up to the higher levels and benefit, and equivalent  
number of Males have to move out and lose. 

 

Benefits and costs “sum to zero” 

 

Another view suggests that organisation gains in overall productivity as co-operative better 
qualified women replace aggressive competitive less qualified males. 

 

But inevitably, those who are likely to lose, will resist. 

 

While the aggregate data for all age groups indicates significant lack of parity at the higher 
occupation groups, there has been significant progress for the younger age groups  

 

Is there an alternative way to skin the cat? 
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Influence national economic policies and economic growth strategy 

Some years ago, at a regional conference for women parliamentarians  I gave a presentation on 
“engendering the national budget”: the need to foster “women-friendly” or “pro-women” public 
finance policies in taxation, government expenditure and capital development projects. (no 
sight or sound of that initiative)  

 

But gender stakeholders must go further: to fight for a national economic development strategy 
which directly fosters  women’s employment and incomes in a win-win situation for Females 
(rather than a zero-sum game) 

 

Normally such an approach might be called “micro”, but the examples I will give here are 
potentially such large projects with such major national benefits, that you can also call it a 
“macro” approach. 

 

Just two examples/case studies/possibilities : that require that gender stakeholders MUST 
become involved in national economic policy and major development initiatives for Fiji- and 
not just remain confined to narrowly defined “women’s issues”. 
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To lift sustainable economic growth in Fiji 

Sugar collapsing ($500m to $250m); Garments collapsing: 20,000 to 7000 workers 

Fish possibly collapsing; Local manufacturers uncompetitive without high protection: 

WTO/PACER will decimate them;  

 

Fiji does have tourism, water, fish, gold, but general investment collapsing because of coups  

 

Search for comparative advantage WTO compatible industry  

 

Two huge service industries  possible over the last ten years:  

 

 one just barely getting off the ground (call centre and data-processing industries);  

 

 the other (retirement homes) is nowhere in sight. 

 

Both stymied by bad government policies 
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Case 1: The “criminal” absence of call-centre, data-processing industries 

* By 1997, Fiji had Southern Cross optic fibre cable connecting Fiji to North America, 

Australia, NZ and the whole world: still using less than 5% of the capacity of that cable 

 

* Fiji’s school leavers have excellent spoken English skills (compared to India), and our skilled 

labour costs way below those in Australia, NZ, North America and Britain. 

 

* Fiji in convenient time zone: in-between the Americas and Asia, and the opposite side of 

Europe: our people can be working while our client company staff are asleep  

 

*All Cable and Wireless had to do was to drop telecommunication charges with the rest of the 

world, and by now we could have developed a massive call-centre industry  

  

* Such an industry has not developed in Fiji:  purely because of disastrous economic policy  
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1998 public policy crime:  

creation of telecommunication super-monopoly ATH 

In 1998, faced with $250 million borrowing to cover the NBF disaster, Govt 

 

* refused to separate govt shareholdings in FINTEL (international), Telecom (local), 

Vodaphone (mobiles) to foster competition 

 

* created a super-monopoly ATH holding company which controlled all three monopolies 

 

* Govt sold half its shares at an inflated price of $253 millions to our pension fund FNPF 

 

* which thereafter had a short-term financial interest in maintaining the monopolies 

 

* prices kept high, super-profits made  

 

* and a potentially large industry has not even got off the ground 
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What do Call Centres have to offer women? 

In one such Fiji enterprise which has struggled to get going, with government doing little to 

encourage them financially, even charging high duty on necessary equipment: 50% of the 

workers are women;  earning on average $20,000 per year;  flexible hours and excellent 

working conditions 

 

Industry could have over the last ten years been  

 

 * employing some 30,000 people  

 * at average salary of $20,000 per year  

 * total income: $600,000,000 (more than sugar, tourism etc all combined)  

 * total taxes: $125 million 

 * total FNPF contribution: $96 million 

 

These are all  new jobs not requiring any men to lose theirs! 

 

In Bangalore India this industry has been growing at 30% per year for the last ten years, is now 

a $50 billion dollar industry, employing 1.6 million people. 
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Case 2 .  The “missing” retirement homes industry in Fiji 

Fiji’s caregivers are going all over the world, earning in excess of $50,000 per year 

 

Fiji’s comparative advantage: location; climate; service oriented people  

 

In 2000, an Australian multinational (PRIME) flew me to a Melbourne conference on 
housing for the elderly; convinced, ready to come; all stopped with the 2000 coup! 

 

Connections given to the FTIB; who called for a feasibility study; offered contract to NZ 
company (who wanted to invest themselves!)  

 

NZ company embargoed its report; has tried to invest; had trouble with land-owners;  project 
on hold; still no retirement homes industry. 

 

Detailed proposals put to cabinet sub-committee on investment: govt inputs necessary to get 
such a project going: secure land leases, specialist medical services for the elderly, training 
for the staff, etc;  

 

Only outcome:  a few tax incentives in the 2006 Budget; no other action.  And still no 
industry; 

 

Because more money, with less headaches, in a normal tourism investment,  
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What do Retirement Homes have to offer Women? 

Retirement industry workers would be mostly women; 

 

Salaries in excess of $15,000 a year 

 

How many could we be employing?   10,000 earning $150 millions? 

    20,000 earning $300 millions? (>sugar industry) 

 

Foreign exchange earnings? Multiply total income by 2. 

 

Australia, NZ, US, Canada, Japan, all aging rapidly; their climates are cold during winter; they 

are labour short; retirement homes there are expensive. 

 

Retirement homes industry jobs would be all new jobs:  no need to displace men 
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New industries are “win-win” situations not “zero-sum” games 

These are just two examples of possible economic growth initiatives that can offer massive 

benefits to women’s employment and incomes; and reduce gender gaps in Fiji in a very 

significant way 

 

Without requiring large losses on the part of Males (and their resistance); hard legislative slogs, 

and fighting over the same cake. 

 

Gender Stakeholders can still put some energy into reducing gender gaps through the other 

strategies at existing sites of gender inequality: This is not an “either:or” choice to be made.  

Both strategies can be followed. 

 

But I suggest that a greater focus and emphasis on the economic growth strategies, in “Pro-

Women” growth areas, will be “Win-Win” situations for Women, Men and Fiji as a whole. 

 

Such a strategy, with women’s combined energies behind it, might even save our nation from 

the calamitous disaster that currently is staring us in the face. 


