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A very pleasant evening to you all!

Let me begin by setting the mood for tonight with a little quote from HG Wells. Speaking on racial prejudices, Wells wrote and I quote:  


“There is no more evil thing in this world than race 

              prejudice …


It justifies and holds together more baseness, cruelty and abomination than any other sort of error in the world.”  

How many of us whose forefathers went through the degrading and de-humanising experience of  the Indenture system will bear testimony to the racial baseness and cruelty perpetrated under the guise of profit and British mercantilism?

How many of us who have been the victims of racial prejudice,          and who have suffered a denial of civil and political rights because of our colour and creed, will bear testimony to the truth of HG Wells pronouncement that race prejudice justifies more “baseness, cruelty and abomination” than any other evil in the world?

Ladies and gentlemen, we are assembled here this week-end to share our experiences on human rights violations against our fellow human beings, the People of Indian Origin. I would regard it as one of the greatest idiosyncrasies of our age that even though we have made tremendous strides in science and technological advances, we the so-called super beings, have not been able to shake off centuries-old prejudices based on race!     

Else why would we have a Kosovo, the atrocities witnessed in Bosnia, the madness in Kashmir, the terror and violence unleashed in Palestine and the Middle East, the police brutalities in Guyana or Trinidad not to mention the atrocities we have suffered in Fiji at the hands of extremists who propagate the paramountcy of one race over others?

Even here in the United States of America, the so-called great bastion of        individual rights and freedoms, the African-American had to endure           centuries of indignities perpetrated by those who believed in White               supremacy.     

In today’s globalised world where knowledge, information and skills are shared every minute transversing national boundaries and racial barriers, racial prejudice seems as irrational as someone still tapping out letters on a typewriter. 

Yet, our presence here tonight and particularly that of myself and  my colleague from Trinidad, Basdeo Panday, is manifestation itself of the tragic fact that racial prejudice is as much a cancer in our society today as it was, say,  in the time of Adolf Hitler in Germany. 

Our experience has, perhaps, been with the more extreme forms of      racism. But I have no doubt that many of you here have experienced or suffered forms of racial discrimination at some stage of your lives or careers... more subtle, even fleeting perhaps, but nevertheless still there. 

Human rights violation based on race rears its ugly head in many shapes and forms. 

We in Fiji experienced it initially through the brutalities and indignities of Indenture … 40 years of hell or narak suffered by our pioneering forefathers under an evil system. After indenture, we continued to be subjected to discrimination on the social, civil and political fronts. The British colonial government provided no schools for our children because they were seen as a permanent pool of unskilled labourers. We could not attend the same schools as the children of White planters and settlers. Tennis courts, golf courses, cricket fields were for the exclusive use of the White population… I’m sure that’s a story you’ve heard before! 

Segregation was so rigid that no Indian could even walk up the steps to the office of the Colonial Sugar Refining Company, an Australia sugar milling company that held sway over the Fiji economy for decades and kept Indian cane farmers servile and subservient to their whims and wishes. 

Either we provided our own schools and sporting facilities or went     without. Gaining acceptance and recognition for our rights and status as citizens was a struggle all the way through. 

After independence, there were a few golden years of equal               recognition, co-operation and integration. So much so that in 1986, on a visit to Fiji Pope John Paul II, impressed by the façade of our               multiracial harmony, declared us “the way the world should be”. 
He had, no doubt, spoken too soon. The very next year, in 1987 we       suffered our first two racially-inspired coups plunging Fiji into years of racial tension and political instability. The 1987 coups ushered in an era of politics of extremism and racism which led the country into severe economic stagnation accompanied by a massive brain drain of skilled and professional people...resulting in the virtual collapse of our medical and hospital services, a shattered education system and rapidly deteriorating infrastructure. 

As in Uganda and Guyana, the years of decline brought with it an awakening and the realisation that racism does not work.              Of course, behind the scenes those of us who believed in multiracialism and democracy, worked hard to pressure the international community, the trade union movement and             pro-democracy organisations not to give recognition to a State that practised such overt racism and violation of human rights. 

By and large, international aid and recognition remained suspended as long as Fiji indulged in a racist Constitution. As in South Africa, we then went through a process of much public consultation, studied a number of similar setups abroad as in Mauritius, South Africa, Australia, New Zealand, Malaysia etc and drafted our own national charter which was hailed throughout the world as a commendable recipe for multiracial governance and    co-operation. 

Under this new racially inclusive Constitution we went to the polls in 1999 and my Party, the Fiji Labour Party, won the elections             comfortably. 

As Prime Minister, I wrote a new chapter in multi-party governance when in keeping with the spirit of the new Constitution, I invited all racial groups (party politics in Fiji is still racially polarized) to participate in my coalition government even though we had the numbers to govern by ourselves alone. 

In the composition of my Cabinet I gave special consideration to the sensitivities of the indigenous community by giving them 12 out of the 18 Cabinet positions; even to the point of including members of a radical non-coalition party in my Cabinet.  

By way of background information, I should point out that in an          attempt to phase out racially exclusive governments, the new Fiji      Constitution provides for power-sharing under a provision that makes it mandatory for the prime minister to invite any party with 10% or more parliamentary seats to be represented in the Cabinet.

For the Fiji-Indian community this was a great breakthrough because throughout history, due to a communally-based electoral system, we were forced to take the backseat as the opposition, even though prior to 1997 we constituted just over 50% of the population. 

The power sharing provision in the Constitution was a shift in paradigm which enabled the PIO community to finally take its proper place in the governance of the nation.                   

Unfortunately, our expectations on this were shattered not longer after. Even as my government got on with the task of national reconstruction which was long overdue, subversive forces were at work to undermine our efforts and, indeed, to overthrow the government. 

My government was toppled in a coup in May 2000, exactly a year     after I assumed office. It was paraded as a civilian takeover but, in fact, relied on soldiers from the Counter-Revolutionary Warfare Unit to storm Parliament and take my government hostage. Furthermore, it had the backing of certain senior officers of the army and the Police, including the Commissioner of Police himself who was a key instigator in the terrorist plot.  

You may be interested to know the same Police Commissioner is now in New York as Fiji’s ambassador to the United Nations! That says a lot about how things are done in Fiji.     

The ensuing political crisis plunged the country into months of racial turmoil and violence causing serious economic dislocation which in turn led to much suffering and hardship as factories businesses and hotels closed down or where forced to lay off workers. 

Hundreds of people in rural areas were displaced, made homeless by acts of arson and terrorism, and several hundred just fled the  country. 

Some of you may be aware, I and members of my government were kept hostage in parliament for 56 days by the rebels and subjected to physical and mental torture, and religious abuse.

Ten days into the crisis, Fiji’s President Ratu Sir Kamisese Mara, a high ranking indigenous chief and the country’s first prime minister who held office for 17 years was also unceremoniously deposed by the army and the rebels. The army commander took over executive power, declared marshal law and abrogated the Constitution. But it was he who finally secured our release after 56 days in captivity.

On our release, we, of course, fought back. We had to take a number of legal action to get the Courts to declare that the Constitution had not been abrogated and that the interim government appointed by the military was illegal. 

Despite this ruling by the Court of Appeal, the military-backed          authorities conspired not to reinstate us. 

The new President whose appointment was backed by the army and the extremist elements, called fresh elections with explicit instructions to the indigenous community that “this time they must get it right”. This they did through massive electoral fraud and vote buying. 

We came a close second in the 2001 general elections, emerging as the only other party qualified to be represented in Cabinet in line with the power-sharing provisions of the constitution. 

But we were denied this right by the Prime Minister and once again had to take recourse through the courts of law. The process was delayed for 21 months despite the extreme importance of the constitutional issue in contention. The Supreme Court when it finally heard the case in July last year, ruled in our favour.   

Since then we have been locked in another battle with the Prime       Minister who resorted to tokenism rather than full compliance with the spirit and intent of the Constitution. He refused to give us our full entitlement to Cabinet positions. At the same time, the portfolios offered were not full ministries in the conventional sense but mere departments of existing ministries. Budget allocation and staffing for the seats offered were simply tokenism.     

We questioned the prime minister’s sincerity and referred the matter of our entitlement to the Supreme Court for further clarification. The appellate court is now expected to sit next month to adjudicate on the issue, again after an inexplicable delay of some 8 months. 

So that in a nutshell is the story of our struggle for political rights in Fiji. There are other forms of serious violation of PIO rights in Fiji which will be tackled in tomorrow’s business session. But I should explain that the Prime Minister’s current action in keeping us out of Cabinet, has effectively disenfranchised the Indian community which today constitutes 44% of Fiji’s population. The Fiji government therefore continues to be illegal and unconstitutional.     

We in Fiji are determined to continue with our fight to reclaim our    constitutional rights. Some have accused me of being confrontational or too rigid in my demands. To them my reply is that: I am fighting for the rights of an entire community. 

How can their future be compromised for short term gains or political     expediency? The struggle is likely to be long and arduous but in the end we will secure the long term future of our people of Indian origin in Fiji. 
Faced with such criticism of my leadership, I often take courage and inspiration from the uncompromising stand that the eminent Nelson Mandela took in his struggle for freedom and the rights of his people in South Africa. He was wont to say that:

        “ A leadership commits a great crime against its own people 

           if it hesitates to sharpen its political weapons which have 

           become less effective...”    

Indeed, our struggle in Fiji is not just confined to the rights of the      Fiji-Indian community. With our fight for social and economic justice is closely intertwined the fate of thousands of indigenous Fijians and other minority groups who are also victims of the current  government’s elitist and anti-people policies.

What lessons, then, can be gleaned from our experiences in Fiji? There are several that I think should be of interest to any study that concerns itself with violation of the human rights of PIOs!

· First, is the recognition that racism is easily exploited and        manipulated by vested interest groups to further their own agenda. It is now clear that Fiji’s 2000 coup was plotted by a group comprising unscrupulous big business interests, power hungry politicians, rogue elements in the army and police and a pack of self-seeking opportunists and adventurers. 
· This oligarchy of the military, the politician and corrupt     business interests remains a scourge in the country and a threat to any government that seeks to bring about much needed social reforms to improve the lot of the ordinary people and in doing so create a wider support base cutting across racial barriers. 

· In 2000, special forces soldiers were promised big sums of money to support the rebel group. It should also be noted that in Fiji, the military is almost exclusively ethnic Fijian in composition and has always been used to thwart the legitimate aspirations of the Fiji-Indian community or usurp the democratic will of the people of Fiji expressed through free and fair general elections in 1987 and 1999. Going back as far as the indenture days, indigenous Fijians in the army have been used to quell protests by Indian farmers or mill workers against exploitation or injustice. 

· Finally, but, just as significant, is the lack of unity within our own PIO community in Fiji. The interests of the group as a whole tends to be undermined by a group of elitist, self-serving big business interests; several of whom are known to have financed the 2000 coup. It is believed some also financed the first 1987 coup and the destabilisation campaigns that preceded these coups. 

These are Indians who have always put their interests before those of the community at large. Take for instance, the current situation. The illegal and unconstitutional government of the day is getting full recognition and much of its financial backing from big Indian business houses even though it is blatantly practising instutionalised discrimination against the Indian community. 

It is unfortunate, but a reality, that we as Indians tend to focus too much on our own material interests rather than the rights and interests of the community. This is an inward-looking approach that makes our community passive and docile in the face of an assault on our rights. Here is an issue that the present conference may wish to explore a bit more. Because such an attitude is undermining the cause of the PIO, certainly in Fiji, and I would not be surprised if the same situation does not exist elsewhere in the PIO community subjected to heavy human rights violations. 

It is this very group that is making calls for me to be less rigid and more compromising in my dealings with the current government in Fiji! Because all they want is political stability at any cost so that they can have a stable environment in which to make more money.  

That also brings me to the role that international organisations such as the UN, the European Commission and the Commonwealth should play in fighting against human rights violations and State sponsored racial discrimination. I personally am very disappointed with the response of these institutions, and in particular, the Commonwealth. 

There are international instruments which safeguard against the         violation of human rights; but how often, and how effectively, are they invoked to deal with crisis situations?  

My own experience is that the response generally is unsatisfactory. There is initially a lot of loud noise and criticism from member       countries but these fizzle out in the face of self-interest, particularly, trade and strategic concerns. 

I have a suspicion that the Commonwealth still has a colonial hangover and that it is much more receptive to issues concerning Whites. 

A case in point, is the very strong and persistent stance it adopted against human rights violations in Zimbabwe against the White community.                             

Yet, similar atrocities against the Fiji-Indian farming community in the months after the 2000 coup when they were terrorised and made homeless by gangs of marauding natives prompted by the rebels in Parliament, failed to draw appropriate responses from the               Commonwealth or even the nearby governments of Australia and New Zealand. 

And what of India? Yes, we in Fiji are very disappointed with the         almost passive stance taken by the Government of India. I have often been asked by the PIO community both in Fiji and overseas why the Indian Government was keeping such a low profile on the 2000 Fiji crisis. 

Because it is the land of our ancestors and because of our common    heritage, we tend to look to India to give us support and succour in times of crisis. I believe one of the resolutions passed by GOPIO at its recent conference in New Delhi calls on the Government of India to take a stronger and more vocal line against human rights violations in PIO countries. 

In fairness to the Government of India, let me state that in the aftermath of the 1987 coups, India was our strongest weapon in the fight against racism in our country. India relentlessly pursued our case against all odds and did not concede until we had a multiracial Constitution in place. This was very encouraging to those of us who were engaged in the fight for democratic rights.

It is quite conceivable that in 2000, the Government of India may not have received appropriate advice. It is therefore important that New Delhi ensures that it is privy to advice from seasoned diplomats in the troubled spots where PIOs  reside. 

There are international instruments, which can be effectively invoked to support campaigns against human rights violations. I refer to the Commonwealth’s Harare Declaration, the United Nations Durban Declaration Against Racism, Racial Discrimination … , the UN’s charter on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial Discrimination and the Cotonou Agreement between the EU and its ACP member States. 

These are specific in their demands for adherence to international norms on human rights, democracy and good governance. They either provide for specific sanctions against all forms of racial discrimination or condemn it in the strongest terms.           

If these instruments can be invoked against Zimbabwe why not against countries where PIO rights are under assault?

In the face of such obvious double standards, I believe it becomes      incumbent on organisations such as GOPIO to take a higher profile               internationally and become a lot more vocal and critical on human rights issues particularly where they infringe on the rights of PIOs. 

To be able to do this effectively, GOPIO needs to become much more cognisant of what is happening in the diaspora: it needs to be kept regularly informed of developments and to this end I believe urgent consideration needs to be given by the conference to the best way in which GOPIO can organise itself to deal with such situations more effectively. I intend to speak more on this at tomorrow’s session. 

Human rights violations, as I said at the beginning, come in all shapes and forms. 

· It can be a more subtle discrimination at work or  

· religious intolerance manifested through attacks on temples and mosques

· attacks on cultural practices such as the recent ban in France on Muslim girls wearing head-dress to schools

· ill treatment of Indian workers particularly women domestic servants in the Gulf

· Police brutality and harassment as in Guyana and Trinidad, to some extent in Fiji

· deliberate delays in court proceedings to thwart justice 

· discrimination at immigration level. 

The immigration issue is becoming a real concern since the attack of 11 September 2000 and the crackdown by the US Government on Muslim terrorists.     

Complaints I have personally received point to the fact that the US Government is getting somewhat paranoid over this issue to the point where it is subjecting ordinary innocent people to gross human rights violations. 

Let me give you just two examples from my own country: a Muslim woman from my constituency recently travelled to the US on a 10-year multi-entry Visa. On departure, her 10-year Visa was cancelled and she was told to re-apply with the Suva embassy next time she wished to travel to the US. This is simply an imposition: her visa was still very much valid and there is no history of any subversive activities. 

Recently, controversy erupted in Fiji when it was disclosed in the      Media that members of the Fiji Muslim community sending money overseas to their relatives had each transaction personally scrutinised by the US Embassy before a clearance was granted. 

These are intrusions into the privacy of individuals not justified by any evidence of terrorist or subversive activities.  

Talking of immigration matters, certain embassies, particularly         Australia and New Zealand are making all kinds of humiliating           demands on ordinary people who apply for visitors Visas to these    countries. They want to see bank accounts, support letters, letters from the employer, marriage certificates not to mention a letter of permission from the spouse agreeing to the travel. These are all intrusions on the privacy of a person. What concern is it, for instance, of these embassies whether a person is travelling with or without permission of his/her spouse? Even after arduously providing all this information, there is no guarantee that the person will receive a Visa!

Usually the victims of such humiliating intrusions into their privacy are ordinary persons who have no clout  or social standing. A revamped GOPIO, I believe, can do much to stage a sustained campaign against such instances of violation of the rights of ordinary people. 

So as we see, violation of human rights can take many forms: they range from a denial of political and civil rights to mal treatment by               employers, at shops, restaurants and theatres to discriminatory          treatment by diplomatic missions and their immigration departments.    

Without taking up much more of your time, I would like to commend GOPIO for initiating this conference on human rights violations. I think it is very timely and I fervently hope that we can initiate a machinery that will henceforth help GOPIO to emerge as a much more effective lobby in fighting against all forms of human rights violations and atrocities against PIOs wherever they may be. 

Surely 20 million global PIOs, equipped with the resources I know our people have, can collectively present a formidable force to fight against injustices meted out to their fellow PIOs. 

For those who may think I am asking too much, let me end on an        inspirational note from Robert Kennedy, a man who died for his beliefs in civil and human rights, and I quote:

            “It is from a numberless diverse acts of courage and belief that human history is shaped. Each time a man stands up for an ideal or acts to improve the lot of others or strikes out against injustice, he sends forth a tiny ripple of hope... 

            And crossing each other from a thousand differing centres of energy and bearing, these ripples build a current which can sweep down the mightiest walls of oppression or resistance…” 

Once again I wish you all a pleasant evening and an enjoyable dinner. Thank You. 
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