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Rehabilitating Trade Union Victims of Violence

“Rehabilitation must not be perceived as a mere act of charity, but as a human right”

Professor Manfred Novak, UN Special Rapporteur on Torture

INTRODUCTION

This project, which began in March 2007, is managed by the Permanent Committee for Human Rights (CPDH), the largest human rights organisation in Colombia.  It is funded by the British trade union movement via Justice for Colombia.

The project followed on directly from a pilot project that was funded by Justice for Colombia and which functioned from September 2006 to the end of February 2007.  In December 2006 various British trade unionists visited the pilot project in Colombia and met with those implementing it and some of those benefiting.  All concerned felt that the project was doing very positive work and wished to see the project continue into the future.

********************
BASIS FOR THE PROJECT

Colombia is famous for being the country in the world where more trade unionists are murdered than any other.  But trade unionists are attacked in many other ways too: some are imprisoned without trial, many are forced to flee their homes and jobs after being threatened, some simply disappear and others are the victims of attempted assassinations that leave them both physically and mentally scarred.  Torture and physical attacks are also common in Colombia and some trade union members have been abducted and tortured before being released with a warning to leave and give up their union activities.  It is an extreme situation and the Colombian Government does nothing to prevent the violence.

In early 2006, a group of trade unions approached Colombia’s largest human rights organisation, the CPDH, and asked them to look at the possibility of starting a project to assist those union members who had suffered psychologically as a result of the violence.   Three groups of people were identified who required such assistance:

a) Trade union members (and their families) who had survived assassination attempts;

b) Trade union members (and their families) who had been tortured or physically attacked;

c) The children of trade unionists who had been murdered (often murdered in front of the children).

It was also determined that the vast majority of people in these categories were displaced people – that is they had been forced to flee their original homes and jobs and move to live in the shanty towns that surround the Colombian capital Bogotá.  Most of them were therefore unemployed and living in extreme poverty and this severely added to the psychological troubles that they suffered from.

Colombian Government programmes for displaced people are totally inadequate: They receive some food vouchers but little else.  In addition, as in many cases it is agents of the State who have attacked them, many displaced trade unionists are afraid to register their whereabouts for fear of being targeted again.

The project aims to assist these people.  It aims to support and ease their recovery progress and assist them with adapting to life in a large city.  Most of those involved come from rural regions and there is a huge gap between urban and rural life in Colombia – they arrive lost, disorientated and with skills that are of little use in the city making it hard to find employment.  In many cases the children are terrified of the city, having never experienced anything similar before.
********************
THE BENEFICIARIES

All of the beneficiaries of the project are trade union members, the spouses of murdered trade union members or the children of trade union members.  Most of them have fled violence or threats of violence in their home regions to come to Bogotá where they are now living in the most precarious conditions.  Others have witnessed terrible violence, including having seen family members murdered.
In total 17 families have so far benefited from the project.  
These families are made up of 29 adults, 16 adolescents (aged 13 to 16) and 20 children (aged under 13) – a total of 65 individuals.  

These people live in shantytown areas of Ciudad Bolivar in Bogotá where over one million displaced people live.

********************
PROJECT IMPLEMENTATION

The project is administered by the CPDH who are responsible for liaising with trade unions to select those to be involved in the project and also overseas expenditure.  The project is implemented by professional therapists and social workers.  These people along with CPDH staff are responsible for evaluation of the project.  

It is important to note from the outset the CPDH has ensured that all of the activities carried out in relation to this project have respected to the utmost the dignity of those involved.  At no time are false promises made, and participants are not preached to.  The CPDH has also strived to ensure that participants have not developed a dependency on the project as the aim has always been to generate independence for those involved.

Most of the activities carried out as part of the project have been therapy sessions of one type or another.  These sessions give the opportunity to share experiences and benefit from mutual support (in the case of group sessions) and have allowed people a safe space in which to face their fears and talk about how to deal/cope with them.   

In all therapy sessions participants are asked what they would wish to discuss and the sharing of difficulties and experiences is always voluntary.  However, as participants have suffered similar experiences of violence, it has generally been the case that most participants open up relatively easily once they believe that they are among people facing similar issues to them. 

The activities being carried out as part of the project include:

· 48 group therapy sessions – these included dedicated sessions for children, for adolescents and for adults as well as sessions including all ages.  Most of these sessions lasted three hours.

· 6 family therapy sessions for some of the more extreme cases, in particular where the family has witnessed the assassination of an immediate family member.  At these sessions, family development strategies and plans of action were drawn up.  Most of these sessions lasted two hours.   

· 32 individual therapy sessions – mainly with adults who requested them.  The length of these sessions varied widely.

· An individual meeting with each parent (or pair of parents) in the group to discuss child development and address any specific problems facing their child and how best to deal with it, this included liaising with schools to ensure that the special needs of the children involved were being met.  These were held after group sessions.
· A day visit to the historical centre of Bogotá including visits to the Botanical Gardens and the Gold Museum.  All the children and adolescents over the age of five along with four parents participated in this visit.

· A home visit to each family to assist with housing and public service access (water, gas, etc) problems.  Assistance was also provided with establishing bank accounts.

· Legal advice was provided to those individuals who wished to make formal denunciations of their situations.  This was provided in house by CPDH legal experts.
· Assistance with finding and applying for employment.  Again provided in house.
********************
PROJECT OUTCOMES

Because of the sometimes intangible nature of this type of work, it is hard to explain or quantify with words the achievements of this project.  However, it has allowed some of the people who have suffered more than any other in Colombia to regain some dignity in their lives.  It has been one of the most positive projects that we have implemented and the improvements in stability and emotional recuperation of those involved is clear to see.
Concrete results that are easy to quantify include the improvements that have been seen in the academic achievements of the majority of the children involved.  Despite their severe emotional problems, these children have been able to return to education and the benefits are clear, as their teachers’ have confirmed.

Whilst the adolescents in the group have more complicated issues, for example, most have lost contact with all their friends, positive progress has also been made with them and the fact that they now understand the reasons for their suffering and can see a way forward has been of great help.  Parents have also reported that the adolescents are now more aware of the suffering that their own parents went through and that the issue of ‘blame’, which many had previously attributed to their parents, is now easier to cope with.

The outcomes for the adults involved in the project have been very positive and most have now come to accept that they now have new lives in Bogotá allowing them to settle peacefully.  The adults have shared their experiences and provided mutual support to one another meaning that they have created a new ‘community’ or network of friends that they can benefit from.  Most of the adults involved have re-gained their independence by finding employment which is once again allowing them to support their families and meanwhile restoring their self confidence and dignity.  In some cases this has also enabled them to become involved in trade unionism once again.

A final indication of the successfulness of the project is that two trade unions have lobbied for it to be continued.

********************
FUTURE PLANS
The CPDH intends to continue providing support and therapy to the group as outlined above.  In many cases sessions will be less frequent although each case will be judged individually to asses the level of participation required as time goes on.    

A key aim is to assist those adults who are not yet in work to find gainful and meaningful employment.  We are in contact with various productive projects and, due to it being a relatively small group, we envisage being able to fulfil this task quite easily.  

The primary plan for the future is to begin treating a new group of displaced trade unionists.  In conjunction with trade unions we have already begun identifying those who might benefit.  We predict that the next group will be slightly larger than the first group treated and that work with them will begin early in 2008.

********************
CASE STUDIES

(To protect the identities of those involved names and places have been changed)

To follow are some examples of those who have benefited from the project:

Monica Lazaro 

Formerly the deputy leader of the agricultural workers union in the region of Sucre, she is now living in the Ciudad Bolivar neighbourhood of Bogotá.  Monica was with the leader of her union in 2005 when the army arrived and assassinated him.  She witnessed the murder and the soldiers beat her and threatened to return for her if she did not leave the region.  She fled to Bogotá with her children where she has been ever since.  She suffers from a variety of psychological problems attributable to the violence.

Roberto Cordoba
A member of the National Executive, and former President of his union, he worked in a plant in the southern region of Valle.  In 2005 he was the victim of an assassination attempt in front of his home during which he was shot.  He was left for dead though his wife and children managed to get him to a hospital.  Since that time he has suffered from posttraumatic stress, nightmares and various medical difficulties.  He and his family moved to Bogotá soon after the attempt as it was feared that another attempt would be made on his life.

Gloria Gonzalez
An active member of her union in Choco department.  Paramilitaries threatened her husband and three children and murdered her best friend (also a union activist).  In 2005 the paramilitaries detained her for two hours during which time they beat her and threatened to kill her if she did not agree to leave the region immediately.  The family now lives in Bogotá and Mrs Gonzalez suffers from a variety of psychological problems as well as physical disabilities due to her beating.

Patricia Pastrana
Wife of an assassinated union leader from Santander department, she left the area with her children days after he was killed.  She initially fled to the neighbouring department of Boyaca although could not find work or proper accommodation there so ended up in Bogotá.  According to Mrs Pastrana “The project has helped in many ways.  It has helped me to come to terms with what happened and understand why it happened.  But it has helped my children even more as they did not understand why their father was murdered, why they had to leave their school, their home, and their friends.  They are both now in school here in Bogotá and their grades are getting better.  My husband will never come home but we are learning to cope.”
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