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Entrusted with Stories: A Window on Colombia

Over the past four decades, Colombia has been caughtin a
horri ccon ict that has claimed tens of thousands of lives and
forced millions of people to ee their homes and seek the
relative safety of metropolitan slums. For over twelve years, with
our colleagues from Project Counselling Service (PCS), Inter
Pares has supported displaced people to organize themselves,
inform themselves of their rights, and strengthen their capacity
to negotiate with the government for durable solutions to their
situation. In Colombia, indigenous people are nearly eight
times more likely to be forcibly displaced or to su er human
rights abuses, and it is not coincidental that the land they are
being chased from is rich with natural resources.

To draw national and international attention to ongoing
human rights violations, the National Indigenous Organization
of Colombia (ONIC) organized the International Veri cation
Mission. Delegates from Canada, Europe, Latin America,
Colombia, and the United Nations were invited to witness the
crisis faced by indigenous Colombians and to document
their ndings. Inter Pares approached the Native Women'’s
Association of Canada (NWAC) to participate in the mission,
with the aim of building long-term links between indigenous
people in Canada and Colombia.

Inter Pares sta  member David Bruer travelled to
Colombia with Beverley Jacobs, president of NWAC, as observers
in the mission. ey travelled to the north-eastern department
of Arauca to hear the testimony of the U’'wa people, whose
territory is situated on some of Colombia’s largest oil reserves.
Below we share an excerpt from David’s trip report.

road to the small indigenous community of Playas de

Bojaba. There were ten of us in the back of the truck,
including Beverley, who - like me — was trying to pretend she
was enjoying the bumpy ride. From the front seat, Victoria,
a member of the National Indigenous Organization of
Colombia (ONIC), smiled and assured us that this was a
pretty good road for Arauca.

As we passed through the oil fields, we were stopped at
military checkpoints every few minutes, where soldiers
examined our documents. We passed the checkpoints easily,
unlike many indigenous people who are detained and some-
times taken to the army base, where they may be tortured
and accused of being guerrillas.

When our delegation finally arrived in Playas de Bojabd,
the community leaders invited us into the school where

T he dust was thick in the air as we bounced along the

Caqueza, Colombia.

U’wa people were waiting to testify about the impact of the
conflict that the oil company’s presence had brought to their
land. We struggled with our anger and sadness as one
person after another stood up to tell their stories, of how it was
not their war, that they just wanted to be left alone on the
land they had lived on for thousands of years. People told us
how the guerrilla came to their community to “educate”
them and then forcibly recruit young people to join their
ranks. Others related how the paramilitaries had brutally

murdered two youths who had been sent out to harvest fruit.

“They say that the paramilitaries have turned in their guns,”
one man exclaimed, referring to the peace process between
the government and the paramilitaries, “but everyone here
still knows who they are, and they still do a lot of the same
things they were doing before.”

During our time in Arauca we visited several more
indigenous communities. “We know you can’t stop the war,”
said one man, “but you are witnesses to our stories. You can
tell others, and if enough people know, maybe they will do

something.”
continued page 2
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Entrusted with Stories: A Window on Colombia (continued)

David Bruer of Inter Pares, Beverley Jacobs of the Native Women’s Association
of Canada, and Victoria Neuta, member of the National Indigenous
Organization of Colombia.

Back in Bogota with its hustle and bustle, it seemed a
world away from where we had been and what we had seen.
Next on the agenda was the Indigenous Women’s Forum,
which brought together over forty women from across
Colombia to tell their stories, and to share their experiences
of displacement and living in the midst of conflict. The
Forum was the result of work that Beverley and I had done
with Victoria during the months prior to the mission to
ensure that the voices of indigenous women were heard.

At the Forum, Beverley recounted her personal story of
living with violence in her home and her community in
Canada. She shared how, in the process of confronting the
violence, she became a lawyer and a leader in a national
organization of indigenous women. She spoke passionately
of the violence that indigenous women face in Canada, about
the situation of women forced into prostitution, and the
appalling number of indigenous women who have been
raped and killed without their cases ever being solved.
Beverley told the painful truth about what is happening to
indigenous women in Canada, but
also talked about the many people
working to address the situation.
NWAC collaborated with Amnesty
International to produce the report
Stolen Sisters, bringing the situation
to public attention.! NWAC’s Sisters
in Spirit campaign educates
Canadians about the violence faced
by indigenous women and proposes
solutions. Colombian women were
surprised to hear that indigenous
women in Canada faced problems
similar to theirs, and were inspired to
hear what they were doing about it.

Beverley’s words released a flood
of stories and solidarity from the

What we see:

What they say:

Colombian women. “We suffer because we are indigenous,”
concluded one elderly woman, “but we also suffer because we
are women.” Women spoke about the sexual harassment
they suffer at the hands of all of the armed actors. They told
stories of their daughters being raped by soldiers, and then
ostracized by their own people for having brought shame on
their community. A young woman cried as she related how
her friend had been forced to clean the uniform of an army
officer, and while washing it in a stream, was shot by a
guerrilla patrol who accused her of helping the army.

As Beverley and I returned to Canada, we began
discussing how to carry these stories across borders. We
agreed that a first step would be to bring aboriginal organi-
zations and Canadian NGOs together so that we could share
what we had seen and heard, and find ways of building
stronger links between Canada and Colombia. We came
away feeling a responsibility to tell the stories with which we
had been entrusted.

Weeks later, Victoria told me of the recent assembly of
the Embera people, another indigenous nation in Colombia.
She proudly recounted how women had stood up in public,
many for the first time, and spoken about the violence they
suffered, about the need for justice, and the need for the truth
to be told about what they were experiencing. The issue had
never been raised before at an assembly, she said, and she
knew that part of the reason it was being raised now was
that several Embera women had been at the Women’s Forum.
This victory reinforced for me the importance of Inter Pares’
support to indigenous women in both Colombia and Canada
to organize and ensure that their stories do not go untold. ¢

In addition to the generous support of our donors, Inter Pares gratefully acknowledges
the support and assistance of CIDA Americas Branch and CIDA’s Indigenous Peoples
Partnership Program.

1 Canada: Stolen Sisters— A human rights response to discrimination and violence against
indigenous women in Canada. Amnesty International, 2004.

econ ictin Colombiaisawar about drugs.

The present conflict in Colombia began long before there was
any large-scale production and marketing of cocaine. While

the reasons people take up arms are complex, the conflict was clearly rooted in the
tremendous inequity in the distribution of wealth and resources, and the complete
impunity for those who abused people’s human rights in order to maintain this
system. Since that time, guerrilla forces have adopted tactics that violate the human
rights they once defended. The wealthy elite in turn created paramilitary forces to
protect their power. The paramilitary forces have come to dominate the drug trade,
and the guerrillas have increasingly used money from the drug trade to finance
their activities. Drug money has exacerbated the war, but drugs were not the cause.
Extreme social inequity and impunity for human rights violations still exist, and
must be addressed if Colombia is to achieve durable peace.
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Blood Money: Doing Business in Colombia

olombia is a wealthy country, with a large number of

very poor people. As in so many places around the

world, the wealth of Colombia has been extracted from
the poor.

Colombia has huge tracts of fertile agricultural land, as
well as petroleum, natural gas, coal, timber, emeralds, and
various precious metals, including one of the largest gold
deposits in the world. If you take a map of Colombia and mark
the location of minerals, petroleum and the best agricultural
land, you will find precisely where the worst of the violence
has occurred, and from where the greatest proportion of the
population has been forced to flee for their lives.

This is not a coincidence.

Colombia is also one of the most dangerous places in the
world to be a member of a union. Over 2,000 trade unionists
have been killed in the last decade because they asked for
higher pay or safe working conditions.

This, also, is not a coincidence.

The war in Colombia has been a war for control of
resources, and for control of the people producing the wealth
from those resources. While rural poverty has increased
over the last decade, concentration of land has also intensified,
with 61% of agricultural land now in the hands of 0.6% of
the population.

The paramilitaries have been responsible for much of
the displacement and almost all the union killings, and have
become the major force in coca cultivation and drug
trafficking. The Comptroller General of Colombia notes that
drug traffickers and paramilitaries now “own” almost half
the agricultural land in Colombia. They also possess a
significant portion of the non-agricultural land. As well as
controlling organized crime, paramilitaries control many
sectors of the legitimate economy, including mining and trade
of emeralds, and some oil and gold producing areas.
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The indigenous Bari people protecting their land from petroleum company
drilling and exploration.

Canadian companies are significant investors in
Colombia, particularly in the oil, gas and mineral sectors.
In many places in Colombia, exploration or development of
these sectors inevitably means doing business with the
paramilitary structures - in effect with organized crime
syndicates. Paramilitaries, and by extension those who do
business with them, glean profits from the horrendous
crimes they have committed, while making it even less likely
that the people who were dispossessed of their land will ever
be able to return.

Displaced people are organizing with other victims of
the violence. They are pressuring the Colombian government
to establish an authentic truth process to uncover all war
crimes, as well as an end to impunity and reparation to the
victims, including the return of land. In the meantime,
Canadians should ensure that we do not profit from the
proceeds of crime, and that our business interests do not

become an obstacle of Colombian
victims’ search for justice and

reparations.

Inter Pares is a founding
member of the Canadian Network
on Corporate Accountability,
which is calling on Parliament to
develop legislation to hold
Canadian companies and their
directors accountable in Canada
when found complicit in human
rights abuses in their activities
overseas. I

i Colombia is more peaceful now since 30,000 paramilitaries
What they say: . R
have laid down arms under federal demobilization programs.
e Acco.rdlng to Ampesty Internatlopal, the para.lmlhtarles. .
continue to exercise complete social, economic, and political

control over many parts of the country, including the health and education system,
public works, private security firms, shipping and ports, as well as criminal
activities such as prostitution, extortion and gambling.? Only one gun was turned
in for every three paramilitary fighters who went through the demobilization
process to return to civilian life,” and the political and economic structures of the
paramilitaries have not been dismantled. In the past six months, five of Inter Pares’
Colombian counterparts have received death threats from groups that describe

themselves as the “new paramilitaries.” For more information on the CNCA and its

activities, see www.halifaxinitiative.org/index.php/
Issues_CNCA.

*Colombia. e Paramilitaries in Medellin: Demobilization or Legalization? Amnesty International, September, 2005.

’A quick look at the last OAS report on the AUC demobilization, Center for International Policy, 2006.
(http://www.ciponline.org/colombia/blog/archives/000318.htm)

INTER PARES BULLETIN, FEBRUARY 2007 3



Displaced Communities — Learning to Exercise Their Rights

ucaramanga is a city of two million people in the

northeast of Colombia. Over the course of the conflict,

tens of thousands of uprooted families have arrived
here seeking safety. The majority are women and children,
forced to flee the violence in the surrounding countryside,
where the guerrilla, the paramilitaries and the army are
fighting for control. They live hand to mouth in shacks on
abandoned land, with little sanitation or water, and are often
refused health care or education for their children.

Four years ago, most displaced Colombians were unaware
that under national and international law, the government
is obliged to provide them with food, shelter and education.
Since then, Inter Pares has supported local Colombian
organizations, Compromiso and the Luis Carlos Pérez
Lawyers’ Collective, to assist displaced women and men in
forming associations to represent themselves and negotiate
with state institutions. By forming these associations,
displaced people now know their rights, and understand the
complex system of local and regional government that,
under Colombian law, should be responding to their needs.

Associations of displaced people have realized that laws
only become reality when citizens join together to pressure
authorities to comply with their obligations. “We have learned
alot,” said Agostino, a leader of one association. “Now we
know our rights and we work together. Before we only asked
for short-term assistance like food. Now we are pressuring
the government for longer-term solutions, like housing,
employment opportunities and education for our children.”

In the municipality of Floridabanca, three associations
successfully lobbied the municipality with Compromiso’s
assistance to provide land, infrastructure, and housing for
more than three hundred families. In Café Madrid, over 100
families have been living in cramped, squalid conditions in
old coffee warehouses on the outskirts of the city for over six
years. Last year they successfully negotiated with the municipal
government to build decent housing for their families.

Inter Pares’ support for the local organization, Women
and the Future Foundation, has enabled displaced women to
receive training, and thereby gain the confidence to build
new organizations that respond to women’s particular needs
such as reproductive health, income generation, and literacy.
In three shantytown neighbourhoods, displaced women
created the Community Network against Violence towards
Women, which educates people on the issue of family violence
and provides counselling for women. With the assistance
of the Foundation, women organized a city-wide network to
bring their concerns to the attention of municipal govern-
ments and to present proposals for programs that respond to
the needs of women and their families.

Through such organizing, displaced people have focused
national attention on the inhumane conditions that hundreds
of thousands have been forced to endure due to government
neglect. In 2004, in response to presentations from displaced

people and from organizations like the Lawyers’ Collective,
the Colombian Constitutional Court ruled that state treatment
of displaced people was unconstitutional, and ordered the
government to develop a national plan to address their needs.
Local associations of displaced people in Bucaramanga have
become affiliated with national organizations. With support
from Inter Pares and our long-time counterpart Project
Counselling Service, they are using the opportunities created
by the national plan to ensure the creation and implemen-
tation of programs that benefit the displaced population.

Inter Pares’ work in Colombia with displaced people will
remain a priority. “It is slow work,” said Agostino, “but we
must continue. This is our country and we want things to be
different for our children.” 3¢

What they say:

Fewer people are being displaced now so things
must be getting better.

What we see:

Since 1985, more than 3.7 million people have been
displaced from their homes; they continue to live

in miserable conditions, while the government
refuses to provide access to housing, education, health
care or employment. During the first six months of
2006, over 112,000 people joined the displaced
population due to ongoing violence of paramilitary,
guerrilla and army forces. Ongoing displacement
by “demobilized” paramilitaries is no longer counted
in official government figures.
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