Hope in a violent land
Despite being confronted with the grim reality of death and mutilation at the hands of paramilitary groups, Colombian women’s organizations such as Organizacion Femenina Popular (OFP) continue to voice their opposition to the continuing war, the US-funded Plan Colombia and the ensuing paramilitary violence in this Latin American state.

By Brad Miller

_______________________________________________________________________________________
THE body of 24-year-old Diana Patricia Perez swung in the heavy, petroleum-laden air in a village in Colombia's Magdalena Medio region.  Perez had been abducted by paramilitaries the previous day, and had not been seen again until she was found hanging from a tree, a rope constricting her neck.  Perez had arrived in the Barrancabermeja area only three months prior, to care for her daughter and sick mother.
A month earlier, Organizacion Femenina Popular (OFP) member Esparanza Amaris Miranda (40) was taken from her home by three men belonging to the paramilitary group Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC), then killed and dumped in the street in front of the Camilo Torres Restrepo College in northeastern Barrancabermeja.  Her 21-year-old daughter attempted to stop the abduction by grabbing onto the vehicle, was pulled 600 feet and then thrown to the pavement. Other members of the OFP called the police, but there was no response, despite the authorities' assurances that they would react immediately in the case of human rights abuses.

As the acts perpetrated in the Magdalena Medio brutally illustrate, the penalty for speaking out in Colombia can be the most definitive one possible.  But women's rights organisations such as La Ruta Pacifica de las Mujeres, La Iniciativa de Mujeres Colombianas por la Paz, La Red Nacional de Mujeres and the OFP continue to voice their opposition to the continuing war, the US-funded Plan Colombia and the ensuing violent paramilitary activity.

In the Colombian government's four-decade-old conflict with leftist guerrillas, the military and police have operated in collusion with armed, right-wing paramilitary units, employed to protect the interests of rich landowners, cattle ranchers, drug runners and corporations. The US aid flowing into Colombia strengthens the heavy hand of the death squads, encouraging them to eliminate anyone perceived to be a 'leftist threat'.

Violent wave

The Barrancabermeja-based OFP has denounced the 'violent wave that is washing over our city, and in particular the violence exercised against women, victims simply for being the mothers, wives, daughters or lovers of a participant in the war, or for assuming a commitment to the defence of Human Rights, or for being a social leader'.

Born from the Liberation Theology of the Catholic Church in July 1972, the OFP began its struggle for women's rights amidst the greater social movement in Latin America that was focused on the inequity of land ownership, and the effort to redistribute it among the poor. Since then, the organisation has grown into a vital community resource of 2,300 women from the ages of 18 to 60, assisting not only women, but men, children and displaced families with affordable housing, health services, legal aid and education.  And in the Magdalena Medio, where violence arrives frequently and in various forms - from domestic abuse to assassinations - there is no shortage of those needing assistance.

The direct profits from Barrancabermeja's lucrative oil economy have bypassed the city's northern sector, where much of the population is made up of those displaced from other regions - fleeing from war, anti-narcotic aerial fumigation and poverty.

'I moved from Valledupar to Barranquilla, and then from Barranquilla to Barrancabermeja,' one woman says.

Many in the neighbourhood have taken it upon themselves to grab some of the riches offered by the bonanza of 'black gold' by buying and selling gasoline stolen from the refinery pipelines of Colombia's national petroleum company, Ecopetrol.  In a country with one of the highest disparities in wealth in Latin America, the small-scale 'gas robbers' are surviving by selling a gallon or two a day to eat.  

The large 'gas cartels', many of which are run by paramilitary units, are doing more than scraping by.  The paramilitaries also coordinate coca-growing operations in the less-populated countryside of the Magdalena Medio.  These illicit occupations are the only ones available to many campesinos (peasants), who are not only taxed by the paramilitaries in charge, but must also suffer the subsequent persecution of the authorities - police harassment and Plan Colombia's aerial fumigation.  In a region where unemployment is hovering at around 35%, some girls have turned to sleeping with police and soldiers for money or food, unable to find other work in a land so rich in oil and cattle.      

Edilsa Beltran looks out into the barrio of the dislocated.  Beltran is in charge of the Casa de Mujer-Sector Norte, one of the six community centres run by the OFP in Barrancabermeja.  They also have Casas in some of the smaller municipalities of the Magdalena Medio, as well as in Bogota, Cartegena and Neiva, where organisational meetings, classes in leadership and intervention skills and workshops in art, music and dance are held.  People can receive general medical, gynaecological, eye and dental care and be advised on family planning.  Legal and psychological aid are offered to those suffering from the trauma of violence and forced dislocation, with an emergency hotline available for anyone needing advice concerning inter-family violence or human rights violations. The OFP also provides scholarships for students in their University Youth Movement, which was initiated in 1999 to aid young people in defending their right to a public education and their freedom to reaffirm their cultural, economic and social potential.   

In the Magdalena Medio region, where as much as 70% of the population lives in poverty, the training and materials provided by the OFP to families constructing their own houses are vital. The organisation's community kitchens and 'Comedor Populares' provide affordable meals to approximately 4,000 people.  An OFP member testifies that 'now when hunger squeezes our homes, we gather in the Casa de Mujer, and with the contributions of everyone, little by little the pot gets full so we can continue eating and resisting with dignity.'  

Beltran motions with her head towards the door as two paramilitaries walk past.  The 'paras', or 'paracos', are not allowed to enter any OFP premises.  The military, police and guerrillas are also barred, as is made clear by the sign on the wall - a black silhouette of an automatic weapon covered by a red circle and slash mark.  

Most of the assassinations in Barrancabermeja are committed in the north.  Favourite targets of the paramilitaries include labour union members, human rights activists, indigenous leaders and other alleged 'leftists'. Victims are often found with anti-communist messages.  Bodies left floating in the Magdalena River have been 'disappeared' days earlier, according to the Corporacion Regional para la Defensa de los Derechos Humanos - CREDHOS.  Some show signs of torture, others amputation.  Some are never matched with a persona, destined  to remain 'CNI' - 'Cuerpos No Identificados'.  In the Magdalena Medio, three families a week are forcibly dislocated  mainly due to the pressure and death threats of the AUC, adding steadily to the three million refugees created by Colombia's civil war.  The regional Defensor del Pueblo, the government's appointed public defender, also notes that as many as 38% of the violent acts reported are committed against women.

While it keeps its coffers fat with money earned from the illegal narcotics trade and its large-scale 'gas-robbing' operations, the AUC enforces its 'manual of behaviour' on the rest of Colombian society. They police the barrios, maintaining 'order' by shaving the heads of youth who break curfew, publicly humiliating alleged adulteresses and, in the case of a 13-year-old from Cantagallo, punishing him for being a homosexual by sticking an electrified cable up his rectum.  They also take a head count in each house, rationing out how much food they think each family needs and justifying that any extra is being donated to the guerrillas.

Impunity and collusion

'The paramilitaries control everything,' says the OFP's Director Yolanda Becerra, dismissing the official government line that Barrancabermeja is peaceful and secure.  With the AUC in control of the social, economic and political aspects of everyday life, what has been created is a 'para-estado', or para-state, where Barrancabermeja remains one of the most violent cities in Colombia.


Becerra has questioned the government's willingness to restrain the AUC in the past when she declared that it was not known whether the 'paramilitaries were in the barrios or behind the desks of the institutions of the state'. 

According to Regulo Madero Fernandez, Director of Corporacion Nacion, the military never really confronts the paramilitary units.  The disarmament or detainment of individual 'paras' is portrayed in the media as reflecting the government's desire to rein in the AUC, but the problem is never resolved and the terror continues.

The impunity and collusion under which the 'paras' operate has not decreased under the right-wing rule of Colombian President Alvaro Uribe, as the President promised.  Instead, only months after taking office in August 2002, Uribe began stripping the country's constitution of civil rights protections, establishing the 'State of Unrest and Democratic Security' and several zones of 'Rehabilitation and Consolidation', creating an atmosphere of martial law where military authority supercedes elected civilian officials and security forces are immune from responsibility if they commit human rights abuses while battling 'terrorism'. For daring to question the legality of the government's tactics, the administration labelled members of human rights and environmental organisations 'terrorists', leaving them even more exposed to harassment and execution.  

Most of the military's funding and energy is focused on destroying the insurgent Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) and Ejercito de Liberacion Nacional (ELN).  While the rebel groups also have a history of human rights abuses, Amnesty International attributes 70% of the atrocities in Colombia to the paramilitaries.  And while the Bush administration has put the AUC on its list of 'global terrorists' along with the guerrillas, Human Rights Watch says it has not abided by US law as detailed in the Leahy Amendment, requiring that Colombian security forces cut their ties with paramilitary units before receiving aid.  Colombia receives $700 million a year from the US - aid which can now be used openly for counter-insurgency purposes and the protection of US oil corporations - and more discreetly for powering the 'dirty war' ('Guerra Sucia')  the paramilitaries are waging against the civilian population.

The 'Guerra Sucia' claimed another victim when Jesus Rojas Castaneda (34) was assassinated in Barrancabermeja.  His 'crime' was being a marching band instructor, member of a teachers' union and brother of OFP member Jackeline Rojas.

The paras often give people three choices, says Edilsa Beltran - 'Leave the city, join them, or die.'  Some choose the OFP.

In the Casa de Mujer, Sector-Nororiente, where Esparanza Amaris worked, hangs a sign - 'Silence is an accomplice of violence.'  The penalty of silence in Colombia can also be the most definitive one possible.

Continuing struggle

And so the OFP is committed to continuing its struggle for human and women's rights.  It plans to further educate regional, national and international audiences with its magazines, radio and TV programmes and website.  It has strengthened its Social Movement of Women Against the War, having held an International Construction of Peace seminar from 3-6 October in Barrancabermeja, where women leaders from 20 different Latin American, Asian, European and North American countries met to share experiences and join forces in the pursuit of peace.  For nine days in April, they held a vigil for peace along with numerous other human rights organisations across Colombia.

The OFP has also connected with 'sister' organisations like the Colombian Support Network (CSN) in Madison, Wisconsin.  The CSN, a non-profit organisation with 400 members and 16 chapters across the US, takes delegations to Colombia several times per year on fact-finding missions and to build relationships with local communities.

As Mario Cano, the 'Flor de Trabajo de Colombia', fought for the rights of women and the working class during the first half of the 20th century, the OFP battles for 'civility and autonomy' in the 21st.  In a barrio in Barrancabermeja, they rescue a young girl threatened with death by concealing her in a car amongst the clothing of a pregnant woman and driving her to safety.  They follow a group of paramilitaries who have abducted a woman for a summary trial, stand in front of the house where she is held, and shout until she is released. 

And OFP member Dora Guzman rides her moped, delivering flyers announcing an upcoming demonstration against rising utility rates, despite prior threats on her life - as Maria Eujenia, Sandra Gutierrez and Patricia Ramirez walk in the heat of the village of San Pablo to advise families constructing houses and then bring a woman's sick baby back to the main office for medical attention - as thousands of OFP workers prepare meals, hold art workshops, sing, teach children to dance, celebrate, live with dignity and reaffirm without question that 'they can destroy our bodies but will never destroy our hope.

Brad Miller, who is currently working in Colombia, has written for Pacific News Service, the Progressive, Cultural Survival Quarterly's Weekly Indigenous News and other publications.
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