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Executive Summary 
 

On 15 May 2025, the International Centre for Democratic Partnerships (ICDP) 
hosted a collaborative online Dialogue/Talanoa “Count Her In: Recognising women’s 
roles in strengthening farmer organisations in the Pacific”, on the importance of 
recognition, data and research on women in Pacific agriculture.  
 
The Dialogue brought together 29 participants from across the South Pacific region, 
and featured ICDP Suva Hub Coordinator Salote Waqairatu-Waqainabete, an 
agribusiness researcher with over twenty years of experience, and Anneliese 
Austin, Project Coordinator of Bees for Sustainable Livelihoods at Southern Cross 
University’s Bee Research and Extension Lab in Lismore, Australia. 
 
The event, facilitated by ICDP Director Catherine Fritz Kalish AM, explored the critical 
role of women’s leadership in Pacific-based agriculture and aquaculture farmer 
organisations. Discussions emphasised how demonstrable economic outcomes 
strengthen women’s visibility and influence, and highlighted the need for targeted 
technical and governance training, robust gender-disaggregated data collection and 
mentorship structures to support sustained leadership within predominantly male 
sectors and particularly within the context of farmer organisations. 
 
The Dialogue also highlighted innovative extension approaches from Papua New 
Guinea (PNG), including digital training tools developed with the Fiji Beekeepers 
Association.1 Anneliese Austin called for greater focus on financial literacy and 
business planning. Both thought leaders stressed the need to pair gender-
disaggregated data with local insights to shape effective, inclusive policies. 
 
Further discussion focused on practical ways to support women in agribusiness, 
including the use of Zoom and offline tools for training and social media as a 
powerful platform for information spreading. Participants spoke of the importance 
of gender-responsive programs that build financial literacy, provide structured 
mentorship and help bring women’s contributions into the spotlight to ensure 
greater recognition of their leadership and economic impact across their respective 
farmer collectives and sectors. 
 
Ideas and recommendations emerging from the Dialogue will guide ICDP’s ongoing 
support for women-led agribusinesses in the Pacific and inform policy briefs to 
regional governments and development partners.  
 
The Dialogue was supported by the ICDP Foundation and its corporate partners 
DLA Piper and Pyne & Partners. 
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Welcome & Introductions 
 

Catherine Fritz-Kalish AM GAICD, Director of ICDP and 
Managing Director of Global Access Partners (GAP) 

 

 
 
Catherine Fritz-Kalish AM opened the Dialogue and welcomed participants from 
all participating countries including Australia, Fiji, New Zealand, PNG, Samoa, 
Solomon Islands, Tonga, and Vanuatu, as well as several hub coordinators from 
the ICDP Pacific Network.  
 
She provided a brief overview of ICDP’s mission, explaining that the organisation 
was founded in 2017 to strengthen the relationship between Australia and the 
Pacific through partnerships and national hubs established in PNG, Samoa, 
Solomon Islands, Tonga and Vanuatu.  
 
These hubs are led by local coordinators who play a key role in connecting 
members and supporting locally driven business development. Special 
acknowledgment was given to Suva Hub Coordinator Salote Waqairatu-
Waqainabete, whose leadership has been instrumental in ICDP’s work in Fiji. 
 
Ms Fritz-Kalish then invited Salote to formally open the Dialogue and introduce 
guest speaker Anneliese Austin. She reminded participants that this Dialogue was 
intended to be a collaborative and interactive discussion and encouraged 
everyone to share their insights and experiences.  
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Women’s Roles in Farmer Organisations 
in  Pacific Agriculture and Aquaculture 
 
 

Salote Waqairatu-Waqainabete, Managing Director of Landscaping 
Solutions and ICDP Hub Coordinator for Suva, Fiji 

 

 
 
Ms Waqairatu-Waqainabete opened her presentation by acknowledging the vital 
and often underestimated role that Pacific women play in sustaining agriculture, 
aquaculture and rural livelihoods, and called for more inclusive systems that 
elevate their leadership and economic influence. 
 
Speaking from her experience as the Suva Hub Coordinator for ICDP and as an 
agribusiness and aquaculture researcher, Ms Waqairatu-Waqainabete reflected 
on how women in the Pacific have traditionally provided the backbone of food 
systems, managing production, family nutrition and community food security. 
However, she noted that their contributions are often invisible in policy spaces, 
economic data and institutional decision-making, particularly where economic 
benefits are invisible.  
 
Drawing on her work with the Tilapia Fiji Farmers Association, she illustrated how 
women’s leadership is frequently only recognised once it generates tangible 
economic outcomes. For example, the group’s female president was appointed 
by a largely male membership after her farming enterprise demonstrated 
significant financial impact. This underscores the need for systemic support that 
goes beyond symbolic inclusion, particularly in male-dominated sectors like 
aquaculture. 
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She stressed that for women to meaningfully participate in and lead farmer 
organisations, they require both technical training specific to their production 
areas and governance skills that enable them to manage operations, make 
strategic decisions and engage in external partnerships. These support systems 
must be contextualised, considering the diversity of Pacific cultures and the 
operational realities of rural communities. 
 
Ms Waqairatu-Waqainabete further highlighted the importance of mentoring 
programs, especially peer-led initiatives that encourage women to build 
confidence and influence through shared learning. Women play a critical role in 
bringing youth into agriculture, often involving their children and younger 
community members in farming activities. This dynamic presents an opportunity 
to revitalise ageing farming populations and ensure generational continuity in 
agricultural knowledge and enterprise. 
 
In closing, she called for the generation and use of gender-disaggregated data to 
better inform planning and policy. She noted that without accurate and context-
rich data, including both quantitative statistics and qualitative storytelling, the 
design of programs and support mechanisms will continue to fall short. Her 
remarks set the tone for a Dialogue focused on tangible, community-driven 
strategies to elevate women’s leadership in agriculture and aquaculture-based 
collectives across the Pacific. 
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Strengthening Women’s Roles in 
Pacific Beekeeping and Agribusiness 

Anneliese Austin, PhD candidate and Project Coordinator, Bees for 
Sustainable Livelihoods, Bee Research and Extension Lab at Southern 
Cross University, Lismore, Australia 

Anneliese Austin joined the Dialogue from PNG Highlands, where she co-leads a 
multidisciplinary research initiative focused on developing sustainable, productive 
and profitable beekeeping industries across the Pacific. 

Funded by the Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research (ACIAR), and 
in partnership with the University of Adelaide, the Pacific Island Farmers Organisation 
Network and other regional institutions, her work takes a value-chain and sector-wide 
approach to agricultural development. At its core is the strengthening of farmer 
associations and building capacity at the community level, with an emphasis on 
collaboration between grassroots groups and government institutions to co-create 
context-specific solutions. 

A central theme of Anneliese’s presentation was the limited visibility of women in 
industries such as beekeeping, despite their extensive contributions to enterprise 
diversity and market activity. These “market mamas” are actively running businesses 
but are often overlooked in mainstream agricultural narratives. Initiatives such as the 
Fiji Beekeepers Association’s mentorship program2 were highlighted as examples of 
how targeted support can enable women to build technical knowledge, strengthen 
networks and participate more fully in commercial value chains. 
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Anneliese advocated for a shift away from a focus on participation numbers toward 
a focus on training quality. Training must equip women with skills they can convert 
into tangible economic outcomes, such as new or value-added products, improved 
production methods positively impacting quality and market access.  
 
To be effective, programs must be gender-responsive, integrating financial literacy, 
business planning and flexible delivery methods that accommodate women’s time 
constraints, mobility limitations and social responsibilities. 
 
She concluded by calling for a more holistic approach to agricultural data collection. 
While gender-disaggregated statistics, like those collected in Fiji’s recent agricultural 
census,3 are a vital step forward, she stressed the need to pair this with qualitative 
research that captures the lived experiences of Pacific women. Their stories can 
reveal how community relationships and informal market networks are often the 
foundation of women’s entrepreneurial success.  
 
By redefining entrepreneurship to include these everyday realities, women can begin 
to see themselves as business leaders, opening new pathways for empowerment, 
visibility, growth and influence in their farmer collectives and respective sectors. 
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Enhancing Women’s Participation in 
Pacific Agriculture and Aquaculture 

Group Discussion  
Facilitator – Catherine Fritz-Kalish AM 

The discussion began with a participant highlighting how the COVID-19 pandemic 
accelerated the adoption of digital tools such as Zoom for knowledge sharing and 
training, particularly when in-person gatherings were impossible. While face-to-
face training remains preferable, online platforms have become valuable for 
reaching remote communities and delivering content on topics like marketing, 
branding and product development. However, the support needed for this 
required good connectivity and a practical level of tech knowledge. 

One participant emphasised the importance of tailoring training content to 
local contexts. She noted that short instructional videos and recorded webinars 
have been especially effective in overcoming geographic and infrastructural 
barriers. However, these approaches depend heavily on stable internet 
connectivity and access to digital devices, which vary widely across regions. 

One initiative shared involved providing cooperative members with data and 
internet access so they could act as digital focal points within their communities. 
This model proved effective, particularly when combined with locally relevant 
content such as storybooks or visual guides designed for women farmers. 
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Participants then turned to market access challenges faced by women farmers. 
Several speakers noted that lack of market intelligence and direct customer 
connections remain significant barriers. In response, digital platforms like 
Facebook are increasingly utilised for informal market testing and product 
promotion, enabling women to assess customer interest and collect feedback. 
 
The importance of developing comprehensive marketing plans was 
emphasised. Understanding the market landscape, consumer preferences and 
competitors was seen as critical. Some projects had introduced demonstration 
value chains, linking specific products, such as live fish, with known buyers, to 
provide clearer market pathways for farmers. 
 
The group agreed that market linkages are often neglected during project 
planning, with too much focus placed on technical support. They suggested 
adopting a strategic, market-driven approach to production planning to 
improve outcomes for women producers and their collectives. 
 
Capacity building was another key theme. Participants agreed that two types of 
training are vital: technical training to boost women’s confidence and skills in 
managing agricultural and aquaculture production across value chains and 
organisational and leadership training to empower women to participate more 
effectively in cooperative governance and community decision-making. 
 
One speaker noted that leadership confidence is critical for women’s increased 
involvement in decision-making processes. When women grasp both the technical 
and organisational sides of their work, they are more likely to speak up, influence 
operations and secure funding opportunities. 
 
Mentorship programs also featured prominently in the discussion. Participants 
described various models supporting both male and female mentors and 
mentees. Cultural context was noted as a key factor determining the 
appropriateness of mentor-mentee pairings; in some communities, women 
prefer female mentors, while mixed-gender arrangements work where trust has 
been established. 
 
Successful mentorship programs were characterised by long-term development 
goals, with mentees encouraged to eventually become mentors themselves. This 
cyclical model was seen as a powerful way to build sustainable local leadership. 
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In male-dominated sectors, the presence of male allies or “champions” 
advocating for women’s participation was highlighted as crucial. Such allies help 
create space for women’s voices in decision-making forums and help bridge 
entrenched power imbalances. 
 
Looking ahead, participants expressed strong interest in continuing collaboration 
and networking. Suggestions included establishing a WhatsApp group for real-
time information sharing, leveraging ICDP’s social media and website platforms 
for distributing training materials and case studies, connecting on LinkedIn to 
foster professional relationships, and creating a central resource hub for market 
studies and toolkits. 
 
The participants were encouraged to contribute content to ICDP channels and 
offered support for those interested in writing blogs or sharing their work more 
broadly. 
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Recommendations 
 
 

Participants reaffirmed the need to improve visibility and recognition of women’s 
contributions to agriculture and aquaculture farmer organisations in the Pacific. 
Despite playing key roles in administration, marketing and community 
engagement, women remain underrepresented in data and policy. Farm 
organisations like the Tilapia Fiji Farmers Association demonstrate that visible 
female leadership can emerge when supported by strong economic performance 
and community trust, but institutional structures must ensure that leadership 
translates into influence. 
 
Mentorship and governance training were identified as priorities. Structured, 
peer-to-peer mentoring, as seen in the Fiji Beekeepers Association, supports 
confidence, decision-making and long-term sustainability. While gender-
disaggregated data such as census findings remain critical for policy, participants 
stressed the value of narrative and storytelling to capture local insights and 
support context-specific development efforts. 
 
Inclusive, well-designed training was seen as essential. Many women face barriers 
to participation due to family responsibilities, travel constraints or cultural 
dynamics. Dialogue participants called for training programs that prioritise quality 
over quantity, focusing on practical outcomes in areas such as financial literacy, 
business planning, product diversification and quality control. 
 
An upcoming Fiji-based event supporting women in agriculture, organised by a 
separate local group and at this stage is planned for June, may be a good platform 
to also share this report and scope synergies with ICDP’s broader network. 
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Vote of Thanks 
 

 
Catherine Fritz-Kalish AM thanked all participants for their time, insights and the 
rich exchange of experiences during the Dialogue. She expressed particular 
gratitude to Salote and Anneliese for their insightful presentations and ongoing 
contributions to supporting women in agriculture and aquaculture. She 
encouraged participants to continue the conversation, share resources and make 
use of the ICDP platform to promote their work and connect with one another. 
 

 
 

Action Points 
 
 

 Participants will continue sharing resources via ICDP’s email network, social 
media and website. 

 
 ICDP invited contributions for blogs, case studies and training materials. 
 
 A WhatsApp group was proposed to maintain peer exchange and 

communication. 
 
 Participants were encouraged to connect on LinkedIn to build professional 

networks. 
 
 Several attendees offered to share existing tools and resources relevant to 

the group. 
 
 ICDP committed to supporting follow-up engagement and welcomed ideas 

for future dialogues. 
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Endnotes  
 
 

1  Fiji Beekeepers Association, https://www.fijibeekeepers.com/ 
2  Fiji Beekeepers Association’s mentorship program, 

https://www.fijibeekeepers.com/beekeeper-mentor-program/ 
3  Fiji Agriculture Census 2020, https://www.agriculture.gov.fj/censusrep.php  

https://www.agriculture.gov.fj/censusrep.php
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