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In the Colombian-Venezuelan borderlands, the reconfiguration of armed group presence and
mass migration create and reinforce conditions of high violence and risk. Against this backdrop,
we ask: What are the gendered security implications of the double crisis in the borderlands?
Based on fieldwork in four regions along the border, this article argues that the border effect is
gendered; the very factors that coalesce to produce this effect exacerbate existing gendered
power dynamics, particularly as these relate to gender-based violence. Accordingly, this article
demonstrates the specific ways in which the border — as a facilitator, deterrent, magnet, and/or
disguise — reinforces experiences of gendered insecurity in this region. The article finishes by
outlining the implications for other international borderland settings.
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1. INTRODUCTION
“Gender violence will always exist, but it is amplified by conflict, socioeconomic issues, and
migration.” This statement from a Colombian government employee in Cucuta (6 February
2019) illustrates the situation at the Colombia-Venezuela border in the late 2010s.

She made this remark during a period of heightened conflict. The demobilisation of the
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia—People's Army (FARC-EP) in 2016 after the signing
of a peace deal with the Colombian government led to power vacuums that other violent non-
state groups,® such as paramilitary successor groups, FARC dissidents, and criminal gangs
continue to contest in their search for control over territory and illicit economies. The region also
continues to face serious socioeconomic problems. In the context of weak state governance
systems, along and across the border, communities lack basic services including electricity,
health, education, road infrastructure to connect villages with towns and markets, and legal
economic opportunities to sustain their livelihoods. Beyond this, the region faces unprecedented
pressures caused by the influx of migrants and refugees from neighbouring Venezuela. The
socio-political and economic crisis next door has led to almost five million people spilling across
its borders into other countries in the region; almost 1.8 million of them settled in Colombia by
early 2020.2 Of those who settled, the majority inhabit Bogota, followed by the departments of
Norte de Santander and La Guajira — borderland areas where the humanitarian crisis worsened.

The reconfiguration of armed groups and the refugee and migrant crisis in combination
create and reinforce insecurity in the border areas. The Venezuelans that arrive in these
borderlands do not know the armed groups’ “rules of the game”. However, it is both
borderlanders —Venezuelan and Colombian — and those who transit the borderlands that are

exposed to precarious places.®



Both in contexts of armed conflict and in migration and refugee crises, insecurity affects
some groups more strongly than others; women, in particular, feature among these vulnerable
groups.* The literature shows that women already face gendered vulnerabilities in their condition
as migrants or refugees;® the context of (gendered) violence in borderlands compounds the
vulnerabilities to which they are exposed. Hence, in a setting where these two phenomena
converge, we expect there to be a double burden for women. Against this backdrop, we ask:
What are the gendered security implications of the double crisis in the borderlands?

To answer this question, we adopt a borderland lens that starts from the state’s
geographical and social margins: the border. The lens captures both conflict and refugee and
migration dynamics, including the ways in which they feed into and reinforce each other to
create a double impact of insecurity for borderlanders. This approach demonstrates that such
border regions are exposed to a “border effect [that] consistently intensifies the logics of violent
non-state group interactions, and with them, non-state order, making borderlands an extreme
case of a complex security landscape”.® It can take shape in four mechanisms: border as
facilitator, border as deterrent, border as magnet, and border as disguise.’

We argue that the border effect is gendered; the very factors that coalesce to produce this
effect exacerbate existing gendered power dynamics, particularly as these relate to gender-based
violence. The double crisis in the Colombian-Venezuelan borderlands makes the border effect
particularly discernible: it increases the insecurities and vulnerabilities of those exposed to it.8 It
also intensifies this gendered character of the border effect; the distinct insecurities women
experience in the context of the double crisis in the borderlands are particularly severe because

the border effect facilitates sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV), makes women —



including those migrants and refugees who pass through or newly inhabit borderland spaces —
vulnerable to prostitution and sexual exploitation, and hinders access to support systems.

Existing theories fall short in explaining the distinct experiences of insecurity that women
face in borderlands when exposed to the double impact of armed conflict and a refugee and
migrant crisis. The conflict studies literature, for example, shows that women experience armed
conflict in a way that is distinct from their male counterparts.® Accordingly, Cockburn stresses
that concepts of security must incorporate women’s differential experiences to secure lasting
peace.!® Boesten and Wilding add that “violence against women may take different forms and be
of a different scale during periods of conflict.”** They argue that post-conflict settings are often
unable to address the messier agendas presented by women’s multiple experiences, identities,
and voices.

In the case of the Colombian armed conflict, scholars have shown how women have been
affected in multiple and intersecting ways.'?> They do not problematise, however, situations in
which foreign nationals arrive in contested territories, where it is hard for them to meet their
basic needs, and where they lack social networks and an understanding of the local conflict
dynamics.

Refugee studies tend to highlight the capacities of women in their identity as vulnerable
actors.® Such scholarship, for instance, demonstrates female refugees’ agency in establishing
new livelihoods in the place where they settle. Rather than being passive victims, women for
example actively seek job opportunities, often as single heads of household. This literature also
reveals the difficulties women face due to gender-based discrimination and cultural norms, even
when they arrive in a supposedly safe environment.'* These dynamics hinder their social,

economic, and political integration in the host country.



The body of literature on human trafficking adds further insights, especially on those
elements of gendered violence that concern women “on the move”. For example, Freedman’s
research with Syrian, Afghani, Eritrean, and Iragi women in the EU highlighted the multiple
forms of SGBV they faced at home, on their journeys, and upon arrival, including at the hands of
smugglers, border guards and coastguards, and even other refugees.'® Other work shows similar
patterns of violence for women from Sub-Saharan Africa who are attempting to migrate to
Europe,’® and for Central American and Mexican migrants attempting to get to the United
States.’

Finally, borderland studies theorised the role of borderlands for armed conflict and
violence,'® and also recognised the gendered role of borderlands.’® However, this work does not
address the double impact women suffer in contexts of migration and conflict crises, despite the
frequent nature of such scenarios.

Our theoretical and empirical contributions lie in our analysis of women’s experiences of
multiple insecurities along the shared border of two states in crisis — admittedly different types of
crises — as a function of the nature of borderlands themselves, rather than as a clear-cut
combination of either the refugee and migrant crisis or the reconfiguration of a conflict zone. By
linking borderland studies, conflict studies, refugee studies, and the human trafficking literature
with gender studies, we move beyond solely looking at migrants, refugees, and borderlanders
and the specific risks they face. Instead, we account for the unique characteristics of the zones or
territories in which they move and live as spaces that are particularly dangerous for women
because of their reinforcement of insecurity in the context of conflict and mass migration.

While our research offers a nuanced picture of how the border can act to create sites of

risk for women, it does not mean to represent women as lacking agency or necessarily in need of



protection.?° Indeed, scholars are quick to highlight that focusing on (or even fetishising) sexual
violence can lead to a masculinist and securitising response to women’s experiences.?! Such a
response does not offer insight into the multiple and gendered coping strategies that migrants and
refugees (including men) adopt during forced migration.?? We do not wish to perpetuate this
pattern. Indeed, other scholars point to women’s mobilisational agency and empowerment that
develops as a function of their experiences with violence?, or after an experience of intense
conflict or atrocity.?* Instead, we reveal these patterns to provide a basis for further debates on
women’s experiences and agency in such contexts.

We derive the evidence of this study from qualitative research that includes semi-
structured interviews with borderland dwellers between January and May 2019. It focuses on
Venezuelan, Colombian, and retornado? populations who inhabit these territories. Field sites are
located in the Colombian border zone that adjoins neighbouring Venezuela. They are part of the
Colombian-Venezuelan borderlands affected by the border effect.

Fieldwork took place in four sites: (1) Cdcuta (metropolitan area and Villa Rosario), (2)
Catatumbo (Tibu and Sardinata), (3) Arauca (capital), and (4) La Guajira (Riohacha, Maicao,
and Paraguachdn). We selected these cases because of their representativeness of distinct parts of
the Colombian-Venezuelan borderlands and different types of non-state order. They allow for
insight into rural and urban settings in areas that all feature the presence of violent non-state
groups and an influx of migrants and refugees fleeing Venezuela’s humanitarian crisis. They
represent “most similar settings™?®, allowing us gain insight into the border effect. Despite this,
given distinct socio-political and cultural contexts, racial and ethnic makeup, geographical

features, and control by different conformations of armed groups,?’ research in these sites further



allows for a diversity of observations that facilitates insight into the differences between
borderland communities.

We draw on 149 anonymous interviews in Spanish in individual and group settings,
including five types of actors: Colombian retornados (25), Venezuelan migrants and refugees
(34), members of Colombian civil society organisations (54),2% representatives of international
NGOs or think tanks (IHO, 7), United Nations agencies or contractors (12), and representatives
of Colombian institutions (17). Of these, 26 interviewees were men and 123 were women (Cis
and trans). Interview data were complemented with participant observation in community
meetings, neighbourhoods, parks, red-light districts, formal and informal border crossings, and
shelters to gain a deeper understanding into the social situation.

After unpacking the theoretical value of adopting a borderland lens to studying insecurity, we
outline the contemporary context of the Colombia-Venezuela border (until May 2019) and
demonstrate how the four mechanisms of the border effect contribute to the gendered
experiences of insecurity in these borderlands. We conclude by discussing the relevance of our
findings for other borderland regions internationally, and outlining policy implications as well as

avenues for future research that emerge from our work.

2. THE BORDER EFFECT
Borderlands are territories that straddle both sides of an international borderline. They are
constantly in flux; their width is determined by the extent to which interactions near and across
the borderline influence dynamics in this territory. Borderlands are unique spaces in that they are
characterised by their distance from the state centres and their transnationality — they are

traversed by an international borderline.



There is a growing border studies literature that examines how bordering practices
negatively influence the security of those at whom these practices are aimed.?® In particular,
bordering practices at international borders harm those trying to cross.® Cassidy, Yuval-Davis,
and Wemyss highlight that such bordering is intersectional; it is not simply a question of “who
moves and who does not but also about who is in a position of control in relation to
movement.”3! In this sense, the concept of bordering helps understand how this process of
differentiating between “us” and “them” produces bordering effects, e.g. by contributing to the
stigmatisation of (female) migrants and refugees arriving in another country, therefore increasing
their vulnerabilities. It does not, however, provide analytical leverage to understand the effect of
the geography of borderlands — dissected by an international borderline — on everyday lives in
these spaces, both the lives of those on the move and of those who remain permanently.

We therefore follow Idler by adopting a transnational borderland lens and engaging with
her theorisation of the border effect to examine the gendered security implications of the double
crisis in the borderlands.®> Rather than only focusing on the border and related practices, this
approach facilitates a direct focus on the challenges of (mass) migration in the context of an
armed conflict; these challenges are interlinked with the geography of borderland spaces, which
lies at the core of the border effect.

In contexts where the state’s capacities do not fully reach its peripheries, and where
neighbouring countries have not adequately coordinated their respective economic, justice, and
security systems, the universal characteristics of transnationality and distance from state centres
translate into weak state governance, a proneness for impunity, and high incentives for engaging

in illicit cross-border activities. Together, these factors create a “border effect” that intensifies



people-centered insecurities while obscuring them from those outside the borderlands in four
ways: as a facilitator, a deterrent, a magnet, and a disguise.*

As a result of the borderlands’ transnationality, the border acts as (i) a facilitator and (ii) a
deterrent. The border is a “facilitator” for violent crime, due to its ‘filter mechanism.” Beyond
landscapes, history, and everyday life that are shared by both sides of the border,®* non-state
actors also spill across borders, while law enforcement agents are constrained by national
sovereignty®, increasing the vulnerability of local communities to abuse. It is a ‘deterrent’
because the transnationality of borderlands deters violent non-state groups from trusting their
counterparts on the other side of the border. Such heightened inter-group mistrust also makes
them suspicious of borderlanders and their allegiances. This fuels interpersonal mistrust.

Due to the distance from the centre, the border is (iii) a magnet and (iv) a disguise. It is a
‘magnet’ for those involved in illicit businesses, given the profits that can be made through illicit
cross-border activities in the context of weak state presence and hence a relatively low likelihood
of being prosecuted for these illegal activities. The high prevalence of illicit economies and
presence of multiple actors involved in them impacts people’s local livelihoods and economic
opportunities. Additionally, it can act to ‘disguise’ nuanced forms of violence. State-centric
views stigmatise borderlands as generally violent spaces;*® borderlands are seen as unruly and
dangerous spaces, without acknowledgement of the many nuances in which insecurity might take
shape and the distinct ways in which different groups — including women — are affected by
them.%’

The transnational borderland lens adopted in our research facilitates investigating how
the geography and political economy of borderlands produces distinct forms of gendered

insecurities in the context of ongoing conflict- and crime-related violence in Colombia, and the
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additional pressure resulting from the humanitarian repercussions triggered by the Venezuelan
social, political, and economic crisis.

In multi-party conflicts in which both armed conflict and organised crime converge, as in
Colombia, reconfiguration of armed actors — not their disappearance — characterise transition
periods that follow a peace deal with one rebel group. Still active rebel, paramilitary, and
criminal groups (as well as dissidents of the demobilised group) aim to fill the power voids of the
demobilised group, especially if this group not only aimed to overthrow the central government,
but also had considerable stakes in the illicit economy. The border effect is a useful ‘ally’ to
achieve this goal.

When this re-ordering of armed groups takes place in the context of a massive influx of
migrants and refugees from the neighbouring country suffering a crisis, the border effect
exacerbates additional risks. First, not only borderland communities, but also arriving migrants
and refugees are exposed to the heightened insecurities that result from the activities of the
armed actors — that is, the sheer number of people suffering in this context increases. Secondly,
these people are particularly vulnerable, as they often arrive without documents, access to
services, or a clear understanding of how to navigate a situation of ongoing armed conflict.

A gender lens that analyses power dynamics in the context of the double crisis highlights
that women and girls (both cis and trans) are exposed to insecurities resulting from the border
effect in a distinct, and particularly severe way. The risks to them are different from their male
counterparts. In the Latin American context of machismo, women face SGBV, including sexual
abuse, often in a context of normalisation of this violence.® Girls and women are more prone to
becoming victims of human trafficking and more likely to engage in prostitution, including

survival sex.® Just as these dynamics are obscured under the disguise of general “danger” in
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borderlands, these specific and gendered insecurities also remain hidden, making women
vulnerable to an exacerbation of the situation without any action being taken to alleviate the

suffering.

3. HOW THE GENDERED BORDER EFFECT PLAYS OUT IN THE
COLOMBIAN-VENEZUELAN BORDERLANDS
Colombia’s borderlands have been exposed to armed conflict for decades. The areas that adjoin
the 2,200km long borderline that both separates and unites Colombia and Venezuela have been
some of the country’s most conflict-affected regions. Within the borderlands, however, there are
inter-regional differences. For example, the department of Arauca in the south faced a brutal war
between the ELN and FARC guerrilla groups in the 2000s. This guerrilla war ended in 2010, but
armed activities against the state, and especially the oil industry continue; in 2020 it remains a
major ELN strong hold. Further north, in Norte de Santander, multiple groups including the
FARC, ELN, EPL, and paramilitary groups both cooperate in and fight for control of strategic
corridors used in the cocaine business. The Catatumbo region in particular — a site of coca
cultivation, cocaine production, and transit zones — has historically hosted armed actors, while
state presence is mostly limited to military installations. Further north, in Cesar and in La
Guajira, the trafficking dynamics likewise converge with conflict dynamics, complicated by the
presence of the indigenous Wayuu, a binational population inhabiting the Guajira Peninsula on
both sides of the border.
The social, political, and economic dynamics in this border zone cannot be understood
without also considering the Venezuelan side of the border. Since long before the crisis (that

intensified in Venezuela after former president Chavez’ death in 2014), family and commercial
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links have extended across the border; and armed groups have operated across the borderline as
well. The more recent situation complexifies matters even further: Colombian refugees in
Venezuela decided to return to their home country (retornados); Venezuelans left their country
in the hope for better opportunities in Colombia and elsewhere, and armed groups extended their
presence both ways, taking advantage of the messy situation.

This context is not static. Even during fieldwork, the security landscape was constantly
changing, particularly related to border closures and the subsequent required use of informal
trails across the borders. Against this backdrop, in the remainder of this section we demonstrate
how the border effect heightened gendered insecurities in the Colombian border zone affected by

this double crisis.

3.1 Border as Facilitator
When the border acts as a facilitator, it facilitates the concealment of victimisation, promotes
illegal economies, and obscures social control by violent non-state groups, allowing for illicit
cross-border authority. This plays out in multiple gendered ways across the Colombia-Venezuela
border, particularly in its manifestations as gendered violence in informal border crossings and
human trafficking.

Insufficient cooperation between law enforcement authorities across the border, and
deficient state presence, gives rise to impunity. This situation brings particularly severe risks for
women: when crossing the border at informal trails, they find themselves at the mercy of violent
non-state groups.

In addition to official border crossings between Venezuela and Colombia, the border is

crisscrossed with informal ones.*® While local communities use them to visit family members,

13



take their children to school, and engage in small-scale (illicit) cross-border trade of household
goods, conflict and criminal actors do so to cross the border out of the sight of authorities.
During the closure of the official border posts (which took place during field research), these
crossings — some parallel to the official ones — were the only way for migrants, refugees, and
border-dwellers to cross between the two countries. They became the object of competition for
territorial control between both Colombian and Venezuelan violent non-state groups who
charged tolls to anyone who wanted to transit the passage.

Interviewees recounted experiences of passing through informal trails on foot near the
Simén Bolivar bridge in Cucuta and through the desert crossings in Paraguachon in La Guajira,
as well as via canoe in Arauca. In the Catatumbo region, where no official crossings exist, people
use terrestrial and fluvial informal passages. While these had been in use for a long time, they
became the only way to move between Colombia and Venezuela during border closures.

In Paraguachdn, for example, women who passed through La Cortica or La Ochenta (the
two major informal crossings) were required to pay those who control the passage. Interviewees
described how women who traversed were sometimes subject to sexual violence if they or
someone in their group did not have sufficient resources to pay the toll. This sexual violence
ranged from touching, to forced sexual acts, to rape, which often took place publicly.

At the informal crossings next to the Simén Bolivar Bridge in Clcuta, women were also

vulnerable. The local head of an international humanitarian organisation confirmed:

We know that when [women] cross, especially those who are undocumented and are moving in an irregular
fashion, are subject to harassment, extortion, rape, and transactional sex when they cross the border...that’s
a huge issue because basically all of the border crossings are controlled by armed groups and criminal

gangs (Interview, 5 February 2019).

14



A UN employee in Cucuta further described another element of the specifically gendered

repercussions of violence in the informal crossings:

The situation is getting worse... the worst cases are for those who enter through informal border crossings,
I have heard thousands of stories. There is sexual abuse, and many of these cases end up in
pregnancies...but because of the dynamics in Venezuela they don’t denounce to anyone because they’re

afraid (Interview, 7 February 2019).

Incidents of gendered violence facilitated by the border are not confined to border crossings, they
concern women on the move more broadly, especially in the form of human trafficking. The
literature around human trafficking highlights the gendered vulnerabilities people face when they
occupy, are fleeing from, and are transiting through conflict-affected areas, including in
borderlands like Myanmar-China and Eritrea-Sudan.** Similarly to these cases, there are
particularly gendered implications of human trafficking in the context of the Venezuela-
Colombian border. The border effect facilitates human trafficking due to the way it renders this
crime invisible and conceals the violence associated with it.

Venezuelan migrants and refugees are prime targets for violent non-state groups who
either run or support trafficking networks. Data about trafficking are almost completely lacking
(as will be discussed below); a government employee in Clicuta revealed: “there are two cases of
human trafficking that have crossed my desk, but I think this is the just the tip of the iceberg”
(Interview, 6 February 2019). She referred to multiple stories whereby Venezuelan women came
to Colombia to work as domestic staff and end up without documents and without being allowed
to leave the house.

A UN employee discussed the involvement of violent non-state groups who recruit

women — often those who do not understand the local dynamics of conflict — to go and work on a
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farm. The women are forced to cook, clean, harvest coca, and meet combatants’ sexual needs;
“we don’t know anything about these women, who they are, where they are. We know that there
is human trafficking and that there are many clandestine locations in Catatumbo where they are
exploited sexually” (Interview, 8 February 2019).

Many interviewees referred to Arauca as a particularly dangerous place for women in
terms of trafficking. According to an employee of a women’s centre in the city the phenomenon
was worsening: “Arauca is used as a corridor for migrants and refugees to get to bigger cities,
there is no control. It is a very easy corridor to move things. If they are minors, children, you can
takeout whatever you like” (Interview, 29 March 2019). Another civil society representative
explained: “you hear a lot about the trafficking of young girls. Arauca is a small and isolated city
— we have a river and you can cross anything you like” (ibid.).

In the absence of accessible official statistics on trafficking, a UN employee explained

the mechanics of the trafficking business that increased in the context of the Venezuelan crisis:

There are groups waiting to prey on girls when they arrive at the transportation terminal. For example, ten
girls disappeared from the terminal last year. It is hard to identify these cases. The groups might not be
running the networks, but they approve of it because they control everything [here]. The [state] institutions
don’t respond to what is going on. No one activates the routes. There is a committee about this, but nothing
ever happens. The government institutions pawn it off on the humanitarian organisations (Interview, 29

March 2019).

Three other interviewees independently confirmed these mechanics and the lack of state
response, suggesting that it had become a little visible, but worrying pattern along the borderline.
It is not only women on the move, but also those settled in borderland spaces who experience the

double impact of both the conflict’s insecurities and the refugee and migrant crisis. Adopting the
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borderland lens sheds light on how the gendered border effect negatively influences the security

of these individuals, even in borderland spaces that are not directly situated at the borderline.

3.2 Border as Deterrent
When the border acts as a deterrent, it reduces predictability, increases exposure to selective
violence, fuels distrust between violent non-state groups, and intensifies interpersonal distrust.
When it comes to women’s experiences of insecurity, this is most clearly manifested in two
phenomena: xenophobia and prostitution.

Interviewees all along the border considered Venezuelan migrants and refugees engaging
in prostitution a new problem.*? In borderlands, prostitution is related to xenophobia in two
ways: (1) given the lack of trust relationships and discrimination against female migrants more
broadly,** migrant women were unable to find an income source and hence felt they must resort
to prostitution, and (2) Venezuelan women were assumed to be prostitutes, often just because of
their accents, and were treated with varying degrees of violence as a result. Moreover, in order to
earn more money, some women sold sex in dangerous settings controlled by violent non-state
groups (as discussed in below sections).

Of twelve Venezuelan prostitutes who participated in a group interview in a brothel in
Cucuta’s red light district, none had previously been a sex worker. Among them was a waitress,
a radiographer, a security guard, and a lab technician. One woman related that she had tried to
sell ice cream when she arrived in Colombia, but when her son got a lung infection, she needed
to earn more money quickly, and the only job a female migrant could perform to earn
sufficiently was selling her body for sex (Interview, 8 March 2019). Another woman began to

work as a prostitute to send money to Venezuela to buy food for her children since, having
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travelled without passport, she was not legally allowed to work in Colombia and could not find
any other job. Similar stories abounded: “many of [us] arrive without documents...so we end up
in this role, sex work” (Interview, 5 February 2019).

The xenophobic attitudes extended beyond prostitutes. As an international organisation

representative explained:

The first thing that Venezuelan women are offered is sex work. The first thing they are offered, but not the
first thing they choose. We have many cases of women who say, | tried [many things], but | had to accept
that | was going to be a prostitute. Many women are involved in informal work, at the traffic lights [selling]
lollipops or phone chargers... And [they face] stigma and discrimination, constant sexual harassment... in
the street, in the business areas. If a Venezuelan girl is a waitress, there’s an assumption that she’s a

prostitute as well.” (Interview, 6 February 2019).

A Venezuelan woman living in an informal settlement near the Cdcuta airport
complained: “I sell coffee, I don’t sell my body!” (Interview, 7 March 2019). She referred to a
trait related by many interviewees across field sites: the image of the Venezuelan migrant who
sells coffee out of a thermos as a way to identify a prostitute. For example, asking a woman how
much it would cost for “the entire thermos” is a euphemistic way of asking how much she
charges for sex.

Certainly, Colombian women working as prostitutes are also exposed to abuse, yet the
additional factor of being a Venezuelan woman from across the border — in a context of
xenophobia and distrust — increases their vulnerability when arriving in the Colombian border
zone. Although technically any SGBV that women of any nationality face on Colombian soil is
illegal under Law 1257 (2008), Venezuelan women without regular migration status fear that

approaching the authorities will lead to deportation. Prostitutes and NGO workers interviewed
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mentioned that Colombian migration authorities and the police had actually been perpetrators of

violence against them.

3.3 Border as Magnet
Border zones are close to borderlines, and thus attract multiple violent non-state groups due to
the high opportunity-low risk environments. This boosts profits, reduces civility and respect,
thwarts government countermeasures, and consolidates consent to illicit authority.** Examining
this dynamic with a gender lens reveals that women are primarily affected given two phenomena:
(1) the coalescence of armed groups, illegal economies, and sexual exploitation, (2) ongoing
territorial contestation and control.

As examples such as the coca industry in Catatumbo or the contraband and trafficking
industries in Arauca and La Guajira demonstrate, border areas offer huge profits in illicit
economies. Border-dwellers, both Colombians and Venezuelan migrants and refugees, with few
other options join these industries; in the case of Catatumbo this manifests as raspachines, coca
leaf harvesters.*® Secondary industries spring up around coca-growing and harvesting. Many
rural workers spend their weekends drinking at local bars and paying for sex with prostitutes. In
the rebel camps, women are often brought in as cooks and cleaners, and are forced to meet the
militants’ sexual needs.

Beyond the presence of violent non-state groups, it is also the change of who is charge
affects women exposed to these dynamics, particularly since the FARC’s demobilisation.
Catatumbo represents a dangerous location for women involved in prostitution. The region is
divided between violent non-state groups who, at the time of fieldwork, engaged in violent

combat to (re-)gain parts of the region. Only days before fieldwork was conducted, FARC
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dissidents had entered the municipal centre of Tibl to destroy a series of security cameras
installed by the municipality and fought the Colombian army. An interviewee from a dangerous
neighbourhood on the outskirts of Tibu recalled increased incidences of feminicide in the area,
mainly against prostitutes in the bars frequented by armed groups — “it is a slaughterhouse!”
(Interview, 4 April 2019). Another interviewee, herself the survivor of sexual violence at the

hands of the paramilitaries and the Venezuelan Guard, related:

Venezuelan women have a hard time — they [armed groups] are killing them... [there is] sexual and labour
exploitation... some of them have been tricked into groups, they kill them in the billiards halls, [there is]

social cleansing (4 April 2019).

The varying degree to which different groups permit prostitution complicates the
situation. In Sardinata, for example, armed groups allow sex work two bars while in other places
they prohibit it. An interviewee reminisced about how “when there was FARC control, there was
respect, but now there are disputes [between the ELN, EPL, and FARC dissidents]” (Interview, 2
April 2019). Data points on feminicide in these contexts are difficult to confirm with official
statistics;*® as we will discuss below, gender-sensitive data collection mechanisms could shed
more light on the nuances of this phenomenon.

When territorial control is constantly shifting due to competition over illicit cross-border
economies, so too do the rules of social behavior. Particularly for those who do not know how to
navigate armed conflict contexts — i.e. Venezuelan migrants and refugees — this can have deadly
repercussions. An OCHA report expresses worry that the enforced clandestine nature of
prostitution results in difficult verifying that the rights and health of sex workers are respected. It
also states that the situation may give rise to sexual and human trafficking networks.*” A UN

employee who works in Catatumbo confirmed:
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It is very difficult to know who is entering, if they get recruited or are disappeared and taken to farms, we
don’t know how many are there... we don’t know anything about these women, who they are, where there
are. We know that there is human trafficking and many clandestine locations in Catatumbo where they are
sexually exploited.... the armed groups begin to control women’s bodies. The groups have social, political,

economic control. (Interview, 8 February 2019).

Field research in La Guajira and Arauca provides multiple examples that confirm this dynamic in
these parts of the country as well.*3

The double problem of the humanitarian crisis and the heightened presence of violent
non-state groups can create insecurity for vulnerable women, particularly those engaging in
survival sex, many of whom are Venezuelan or retornadas. The risks around sex work
Venezuelan migrants in the borderland territories face differ depending on the violent non-state
group in control. Assessing these risks, however, is difficult, given the change in who is in
control. Moreover, Venezuelan migrants and refugees do not have experience living in contested
territory and do not know “the rules of the game.”

One interviewee stated a paramilitary soldier raped her at gunpoint while she was
working at a bar in a village in rural Catatumbo. The village, a long-time hotbed for illegal
economies — did not allow the state (i.e. the army) to enter, and violent non-state groups were
required to follow a local set of “Coexistence Guidelines”.*® When she reported the rape, the
local authorities did not take steps to guarantee her ongoing safety. At the time of fieldwork, she
lived in Cdcuta, and frequently received threats from her attacker.

While local authorities try to mitigate the violence of clashing violent non-state groups,
this can lead to situations whereby women — particularly those engaging in (or assumed to be
engaging in) prostitution — are not able to enjoy safety given the complex dynamics that result

from the presence of multiple armed groups. Ensuring a pacific dynamic between the various
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groups and the town therefore eclipses women’s — including an influx of Venezuelan women’s—
specific safety needs. In Arauca, an interviewee reported: “there are very few denouncements
here because of fear of the groups” (Interview, 29 March 2019). This is a common narrative
repeated throughout the borderlands. For example, in Sardinata, a town in Catatumbo, an
interviewee reported “the [armed] groups are using GBV — rape — but they threaten [you] with
murder if you denounce them, and they follow through with their threats” (Interview, 2 April
2019). This creates a situation of rule of silence whereby citizens do not report acts of violence.*
They are afraid of violent retribution, one of the main barriers to justice for borderlanders,
particularly women who are already rendered vulnerable by the ubiquity of survival sex and

machista power dynamics that silence them.

3.4 Border as Disguise
Given borderlands’ distance from power centres, they are considered as stigmatised spaces,
alienating the communities who live there from the state. When the border acts as a disguise, it
impacts women insofar as it translates into (1) a lack of access to justice, and (2) a lack of
nuanced data and data collection mechanisms.

Along the border, access to justice systems, for both migrants and Colombians, was
lacking. Again, while this is the case for men as well, it has gendered dimensions when it comes
to women’s experiences of insecurity. For example, multiple sources noted that if a woman is a
victim of abuse at an informal border crossing, she cannot report it because the abuse did not
take place in Colombian territory. Furthermore, migrants and refugees do not know their rights

as foreigners on Colombian soil. A Colombian government employee confirmed:
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[Venezuelans] don’t know how to access justice institutions, they have barriers to access because public
functionaries sometimes don’t receive their complaints because they’re Venezuelan. The Law 1257 is for

all women who are in the national territory” (Interview, 6 February 2019).

A double dynamic is illustrated here: (1) women do not know their rights and do not
know how to access justice, and (2) even when migrant women do report crimes, Colombian
institutions do not register or accept their denunciation. A worker of an international

humanitarian organisation elaborated:

Venezuelan women go to the police, but they are told that they won’t receive their denunciations. And this
isn’t true, but it shapes their relationships with [state] institutions. If you go to the institutions and are

rejected or blamed for what happened, you stop going to the institutions (Interview, 4 March 2019).

Added to this dynamic is a culture of fear around deportation or ongoing violence at the

hands of armed groups. In Arauca, the head of an NGO expressed:

The girls don’t know the laws. They don’t know their rights. They think that as children they’re going to be
taken away and locked up by [family services], or if they’re Venezuelan they think they’re going to get in

trouble with Migracion, so they don’t look for help. (Interview, 29 March 2019).

NGO workers in Tibd corroborated: “In the rural areas... women don’t denounce because
they’re afraid, and because of cultural machismo” (Interview, 4 April 2019). The same was the
case in La Guajira: “there isn’t anything going on at the border regarding GBV..... There aren’t
any answers here for women. They are afraid to denounce because they think they’ll be
deported” (Interview with UN official, 10 April 2019).

Deficient state capacity also prevents women’s access to justice. In Arauca, for example,
a safe space for Venezuelan women arriving in Colombia was only opened in March 2019. A

UN employee noted:
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Institutions don’t respond to what is going on. No one activates the route here. There is a committee, but
nothing ever happens. The government institutions pass it off on the humanitarian organisations and rely on

them” (Interview, 29 March 2019).

Although this attention centre represents an opportunity for women to access services, its limited
capacity meant that many cases did not receive due attention.

One of the biggest challenges to understanding gendered insecurities in the borderlands is
the lack of data related to SGBV along the border. As Goetz reminds us, particularly in the case
of gendered violence: “it is a truism among monitoring and evaluation specialists that what
doesn’t get counted doesn’t count.”® Beyond this, in a border context, armed actors take
advantage of this invisibility of SGBV dynamics. As a government worker in Clcuta stated: “the
women are afraid; they are invisible. The perpetrators take advantage of the fact that they are
almost invisible” (Interview, 6 February 2019).

Data on SGBV are lacking in many parts of the country yet it is heightened in
borderlands due to the deficient capacities of governmental and international organisations in the
context of the double crisis (Interviews with UN employee in Riohacha, government employee in
Maicao, international organisation staff member in Cucuta, and others). The closure of the Simoén
Bolivar bridge that led to all passage from Venezuela to Colombia having to take place through
informal channels further limited the ability to collect data. When paired with the lack of access
to justice and the fear and rumours that Venezuelans hold regarding their ability to denounce
crimes, the situation further muddies. A gender specialist at an international organisation in
Bogota said: “[regarding trafficking networks], there is no way to document is. Venezuelans
don’t denounce. No one else denounces. But everyone knows it’s happening” (Interview, 21

February 2019).
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In concert, this leads to a situation where authorities do not know how to either effectively
measure SGBV or activate the necessary routes to provide support. An interviewee in Arauca
was clear: “We are in the peripheries and we are completely invisible, even though we are
governed from Bogota” (Interview, 29 March 2019). When the border acts as a disguise, there is
an assumption in the power centres that borders are dangerous without looking at the
disaggregated risks this means in reality. For both Colombian and Venezuelan women who
navigate a complex security environment, this has severe repercussions. So long as SGBV is ‘not
counted’, it remains invisible and thus is not included in humanitarian and government

programming.

4. CONCLUSIONS
In the Colombian-Venezuelan borderlands, “conflict” did not end with the signing of the 2016
Peace Accords. Moreover, violence — particularly as it manifests as SGBV - in this territory
cannot be attributed solely to the reconfiguration of the security landscape as new and existing
violent non-state groups vie for territory and access to illegal economies. Indeed, at the time of
writing, almost 1.8 million migrants and refugees have crossed the borderline — and for now
remain — in Colombian territory. Many arrive without employment opportunities or social
networks, and, notably, without the long-standing knowledge of the “rules of the game” when it
comes to armed conflict shared by their Colombian neighbours. Women — Colombian,
Venezuelan, and retornadas — who navigate these complicated borderland spaces, are at risk of
heightened SGBV. This risk becomes clearest when a borderland lens is adopted, which takes the
transnationality and distance from the centres of power (Caracas and Bogotd) of these

borderlands as a starting point for analysis.
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Accordingly, this article demonstrates the specific ways in which the border — as a
facilitator, deterrent, magnet, and/or disguise — reinforces experiences of gendered insecurity in
this region. It increases women’s susceptibility to SGBV in the context of both Venezuela’s
humanitarian crisis and the reconfiguration of armed group presence in Colombia’s changing
security landscape.

This finding is relevant for border areas across the world. Today, many settings of
violence and fragility spill across state border and migrants and refugees frequently arrive in
unknown, violent contexts, rather than safe havens. Indeed, the world’s most lethal crises today
comprise transnational, rather than national dynamics of violence and illicit economies and thus
affect individuals and communities even after crossing the border. Regions including the Middle
East and North Africa, South Asia, and the Horn of Africa feature borderlands affected by both
an influx of refugees or other migrants and ongoing national conflicts. In such settings, desperate
for income, food, and shelter, and unfamiliar with how to access (often limited) state resources,
women migrants and refugees in particular are at risk for violence — including recruitment,
trafficking, and inclusion in illegal economies — by violent non-state groups. Consider for
example female migrants crossing from Somalia into Kenya, from Libya into Tunisia, from Syria
into Iraq, or from Afghanistan into Pakistan, to name just a few examples. Such contexts feature
additional complexities for example to ethnicity and religion, that are largely absent in the
Colombian-Venezuelan context. Our study suggests that in such cases the border effect likewise
reinforces gendered insecurities. Further research with a borderland approach and a gender lens
that considers the unique characteristics of these cases would be necessary to scrutinize whether
the four border effect mechanisms play out in a similar way. This will further add to feminist

understandings of armed conflict, which do not always draw deeply from borderland scholarship.
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Indeed, by gendering the border effect, we are able to expand beyond a peace/conflict binary to
understand the nuanced ways in which women inhabiting borderland spaces are exposed to
SGBYV as a function of the interaction between conflict and refugee and migration dynamics.
Moreover, beyond refugee literature that examines women’s experiences in their home countries,
on the move, and in receptor countries, this article helps understand the particularities of what it
means to inhabit or pass through a borderland itself.

Certainly, women in such contexts are not solely vulnerable victims. Accordingly,
framing the border effect as gendered opens up the opportunity to further discuss the grounded
realities of women’s experiences in a double crisis. Such a task is important for understanding
conflict, and responding in a holistic, feminist fashion.

The research presented in this article therefore has important policy implications. With
the border effect being gendered, humanitarian programming and security policies need to take
differential approaches to the way that they both identify, categorise, understand, and react to
SGBYV in border regions. Moreover, it also opens a discussion about how to best support
programmes that bolster women’s agency in these complex security settings. Perhaps most
importantly, this begins by finding ways to appropriately collect data in a nuanced fashion, a feat
that is anything but simple in a context where survivors of violence are often reluctant to report,
and access to justice institutions is scarce and underfunded at best, and absent at worst. By
unpacking the various ways in which the border effect has distinct repercussions on the security
of women, and thus highlighting its gendered nature, we hope this article makes a first step

toward this direction.
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