
“…in our neighbourhood, a teacher was sexually assaulted, forced to leave 
her home and became displaced. She had to leave her things behind so as 
not to raise suspicion and keep them from knowing she was leaving. When 
those in the group found out she had left, they climbed onto the roof of the 

house and destroyed it.”

Tes t imony  f r om a  membe r  o f  t he  Buenaven tu r a  Commun i t y

The armed conflict in Colombia has spanned over five decades and displaced more than 5.7 million peo-
ple. While the Colombian government and the FARC guerrilla group are pursuing a political settlement to 
end the armed conflict, innocent civilians are still being affected by the conflict and violence. This report; 
Buenaventura, Colombia; Brutal Realities, based on interviews conducted with victims in Buenaventura 
and desk research, shows that in Colombia sexual violence disproportionately affects women, and parti-
cularly afro-Colombian women. Sexual violence is systematically used as a weapon on the battleground. 
The result is that many women and their children are forced to leave their homes in order to escape the 
threat of violence or reprisals. 

In Colombia, official statistics show that 51.2% of all internally displaced are women. However, when 
it comes to sexual violence 86% of the victims are women. Studies indicate that 2 out of 10 displaced 
women fled as a result of sexual violence. In this context the Colombian constitutional court have granted 
displaced women special protection due to their high vulnerability, historic inequality and the impact of 
sexual violence.

When examining Buenaventura, one of the most violent cities in Colombia, the report finds that illegal 
armed groups use sexual violence and threats of sexual violence systematically in order to sustain and 
impose territorial control. Due to extreme poverty, tragically, the victims often have no place to flee and 
are many times forced to remain in Buenaventura faced with the risk of being targets again. 

In testimonies collected in Buenaventura, rape, sometimes by several men, is reported to be the most 
frequent sexual crime committed. Moreover, women may risk being raped and killed if they refuse the 
advances of a member of illegal armed groups.
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“... One night while we were asleep a member of an illegal armed group, ‘a 
close friend’ of my husband, raped me, later he threatened to kill my husband 
and my children. He returned several times and forced me to be with him, and 

made death threats against my children…”  

Tes t imony  o f  a  women v i c t im o f  sexua l  v i o l ence  d i sp l aced i n  Buenaven tu r a

The report notes that while the Colombian government has taken concrete steps to enact legislation and 
enable prosecution of the perpetrators to protect women the reality on the ground is very different. Due 
to threats and intense fear women rarely report the crimes. At great personal cost, they remain silent, 
isolated and traumatised. The resulting psychological impact on the women, their families and the entire 
community is dramatic. Since the threat of brutality is pervasive many victims feel they have no one they 
can trust. Yet due to the silence this grim reality remains largely invisible and untreated. 

“We are all victims in a collective sense. What happens to my neighbour 
happens to me, too, and to my whole community. Armed violence in general 
and sexual violence did away with traditional family and cultural practices. 
People no longer sit at the door of their house to talk and share, to play 
bingo. Nor do they talk with their neighbours for fear of retaliation. Sexual 
violence decreased my safety and my ability to relate with others. I became 

silent and distrustful.” 

Tes t imony  f r om a  membe r  o f  t he  Buenaven tu r a  Commun i t y

The extremely vicious nature of the crimes and the generalized fear it generates affects everyday life in 
Buenaventura. This report argues that grassroots initiatives are the best placed to give support and solace 
to the displaced and abused women and their families. Assisting women victims to sexual violence is a 
long-term challenge. The work requires an intimate knowledge of the culture and traditions. This report 
argues that local organisations, such as Red Mariposas de Alas Nuevas Construyendo Futuro are the 
best equipped to make this contribution and need to be further empowered. 

 


