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Reinventing Life Through Art provides an environment in which vulnerable young people, many of whom are far from their homes and the support of their families, can generate community networks, develop their artistic talents, and learn to express themselves through acting, dance, writing, and painting.  Implemented by MADRE and Taller de Vida (“Workshop of Life” in Spanish), our partner organization in Bogotá, Reinventing Life Through Art serves Afro-Colombian, Indigenous, and mestizo (Spanish-descent) youth between the ages of 13 and 19 who live in the poorest neighborhoods of Bogotá and are at high risk for aggressive recruitment by Colombian military and paramilitary forces.  
Massacres are characteristic of the Colombian war and are the most common reason for population displacement, with an average of 224 people displaced per massacre.  Though Indigenous Peoples and Afro-Colombian women and youth represent 11 percent of the total population, they account for about 33 percent of the displaced persons in the country and disproportionately suffer from human rights abuses such as assassinations, torture, and kidnapping as well as from economic injustices.  Youth face aggressive, often forced, recruitment by the military and paramilitary.  Many join because they see no other economic or employment options for their lives or are so badly physically, sexually, or psychologically abused in their homes that any way out seems preferable.  Others are simply kidnapped and forced to fight.  Between eleven and sixteen thousand children between the ages of 8 and 17 currently serve as combatants in guerrilla and paramilitary groups in Colombia, representing 25 percent of all combatants.
At Taller de Vida’s innovative art school, Colombian young people who have been displaced by political violence and who are at high risk for military or paramilitary recruitment are able to:

· Generate community networks that help protect them from aggressive recruitment by the military and paramilitary;

· Strengthen their social networks and get to know and trust one another in a relaxed, fun, creative environment; 
· Share difficult experiences through acting, dance, writing, and painting, which will help them heal from the traumas they have endured as a result of displacement and war; 

· Use, develop, and share their creative and artistic skills; and

· Perform and exhibit their artwork, which allows them to share their stories. 

MADRE is working with Taller de Vida, through a program of financial support, training, and technical assistance, to conduct the following activities through Reinventing Life Through Art, a three-stage project (currently in Year Two and serving a new group of participants while simultaneously conducting follow-up with students from Year One):

· Stage One: Introduce students to activities such as acting, music, pottery, capoeira (a Brazilian martial art), video, rap, contemporary dance, and photography (4 three-hour sessions over three weeks);

· Stage Two: Strengthen students’ skills in a particular artistic discipline through intensive study and practice, preparing them for a public presentation of their work (25 four-hour sessions over four months); and

· Stage Three: Facilitate student presentations at high schools and universities and in students’ neighborhoods; conduct monitoring and follow-up activities to ensure continuation of student involvement in the school; and plan international tours/exhibitions of student work (15 four-hour sessions over three months).

MADRE is an international women’s human rights organization that works in partnership with community-based women’s groups worldwide to address issues of health, education, economic development, and other human rights.  Since we began our work in 1983, MADRE has delivered over 22 million dollars worth of support to women’s groups in Latin America, the Caribbean, the Middle East, Africa, the Balkans, Asia, and the United States.  

We have been working with Taller de Vida since 2001.  Created in 1993 under the leadership of two Afro-Colombian sisters, Taller de Vida offers critical services to Afro-Colombian and Indigenous women, youth, and children who have been displaced due to social and political violence. Activities include trauma counseling; remedial education to help displaced children catch up on their schooling; and after-school sports, art, and theater programs for young children.  Since its creation, Taller de Vida has become a vital institution in its community and an essential gathering place for young people trying to live their lives outside the limited sphere offered by the military and paramilitary.  
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