Country Advice
Fiji
Australian Government Fiji — FJ136644 — Military reservists —

November 2000 Mutiny — Commodore

Frank Bainimarama
15 June 2010

Refugee Review Tribunal

1. Is there any information that military reservists who failed to go to the barracks in
the November 2000 mutiny, when called to do so by the military, have been targeted
by the current military regime?

Reports on the anti-Bainimarama mutiny of 2 November 2000 focus on the soldiers who
instigated it and the military’s response; no information was found regarding reservists
who failed to report to barracks. Sources suggest that military commander Frank
Bainimarama was deeply shaken by the mutiny and took a keen interest in the punishment
of the rebel soldiers, but none mentioned reservists or their subsequent treatment by the
current regime. One news story described a separate occasion on which many reserve
troops did not come to barracks when called — shortly before Bainimarama’s December
2006 coup. There was no indication that these men were later punished or targeted by the
regime.

The coup

The mutiny of November 2000 was precipitated by a coup led by George Speight, an
ethnic Fijian businessman whose business interests had suffered following the 1999
election of the country’s first ethnic Indian Prime Minister, Mahendra Chaudhry.* On 19
May, Speight led a group of indigenous nationalists in storming Fiji’s parliament, taking
Prime Minister Chaudhry, many cabinet members and several MPs hostage.? Speight
declared himself PM,® saying he had “reclaimed Fiji for indigenous Fijians™.*

Within ten days, Bainimarama “moved against Speight and declared martial law™>

to
“restore calm and stability”,® and on 4 July, with no end in sight to the hostage crisis, the

military installed an interim administration headed by Laisenia Qarase.” Speight refused to
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recognise the administration® and only released the last of the hostages on 13 July, after
reaching an agreement with the REMF for the “election of a new president by [Fijian]
tribal leaders”.” Josefa lloilo, of whom Speight approved, was named interim president
soon afterwards. '

Speight’s victory was short-lived: although he and his gunmen were initially granted
amnesty by Bainimarama, they were later arrested and Speight was charged with
treason.™

The mutiny

The November 2000 mutiny at the Queen Elizabeth Barracks in Suva was staged largely
in response to Bainimarama’s actions against Speight.*? The mutiny’s instigators,
members of the army’s special “Counter Revolutionary Warfare unit”*®, were Speight
loyalists who had supported the May 2000 coup.** According to the Europa World
Yearbook, they planned to “assassinate Bainimarama and...liberate...Speight”, who was
by that time in jail awaiting trial.®> Bainimarama narrowly escaped and, with the
assistance of troops loyal to him, “retook the barracks following an eight-hour assault in
which five rebels and four loyal soldiers were killed”.*®

Military response

In the wake of the mutiny, surviving rebel soldiers and suspected collaborators were
treated harshly by the RFMF. Reports indicate that many of the arrested rebel troops were
beaten,*” and up to five were bashed to death.'® The captain accused of leading the mutiny
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was eventually sentenced to life imprisonment, while other participants received “lesser
sentences”.'® Bainimarama, who was reportedly deeply shaken by his near-death in the
mutiny,”® “criticized the majority of the sentences for being too lenient”.?

In a further demonstration of his interest in seeing the rebels punished, following the
Qarase government’s 2005 proposal to enact legislation pardoning those who were
involved in the 2000 coup and mutiny, Bainimarama threatened to stage a coup himsel
He made good on that threat on 5 December 2006.”® Commentators have suggested that an
additional motivation for the coup was Bainimarama’s desire to end a police probe into
the RFMF killings of the mutinous soldiers — for which he was suspected of being at least
partly responsible.?*

f.22

Reservists

Reports on the mutiny located for this research response do not mention reservists, and no
information was found regarding reserve troops who failed to respond to a call to barracks
in November 2000. However, one report was found on a separate call-up of reserve forces.
The Fiji Times reported that many reservists did not assemble at barracks as ordered prior
to Bainimarama’s December 2006 coup. An army spokesman told the newspaper that “of
the 3000 reserve soldiers, less than 1000” had come in.”> ANU academic Jon Fraenkel
also commented on this “poor turnout of reservists called into the army camps shortly
before the coup”, saying it “indicated some lack of enthusiasm”.?® No follow-up reports
were found to indicate that “no-shows” were punished or targeted by the regime.
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