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Indigenous  Wayuu biking their babies to burial  



“Pikayrrasma”: (Wayúu Resilience)  
 

The Colombian government sold the only source of water supply of the 
Wayúu Indigenous Communities in La Wajiira (Guajira): the Rancheria 

river to the biggest transnational: El Cerrejón.  They have been 
extracting coal in open sky mode for about 40 years in the area

El Cerrejon in La Guajira, Colombia 

La Guajira: Facts
 
The Cerrejón is located in the middle part of the Ranchería river basin and has coal 
deposits that are in an extension of 69,000 hectares and also houses coal, important 
natural gas deposits. The coal in La Guajira, has high calorific content, conditions that 
make it striking for the European and North American markets.
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The perverse strategy of the company belonging in equal parts to BHP Billiton PLC 
(Australia), Anglo American PLC (South Africa) and Glencore PLC/ADR (Switzerland) - 
and its shareholders, who only seek to generate profits for their own pockets and 
maintain control over that territory and its natural assets under the protection of 
consumer countries and their economic power. A power that only translates into money 
and that has been for the indigenous Wayúu, the cause of its worst tragedies, has 
brought serious sociocultural implications, specially health related, (so far 4.975 
children dead) and the rupture of the social fabric of an entire population that has 
historically remained in their ancestral territory. What the communities most fear is 
that, with the changes that have taken place over the last 40 years without their 
knowledge or consent, their region changes so much that mining development destroys 
their ancestral customs, their peasant way of life and their culture.

The Ranchería River is one of the territorial spaces that has received the most impacts 
from the coal industry. The harmful effects are also multiplied because the river is 
almost the only superficial source for human consumption and productive activities in 
the region. The extraction has been carried out without taking into account the 
environmental control mechanisms over the river and the basin, therefore without an 
adequate prevention of the risks implied by contaminated water to the health of the 
inhabitants of the surrounding areas, mainly indigenous communities and afro-
descendants.

Since its inception the transnational company El Cerrejón has diverted 2 huge river 
streams and dried out completely 17 of them. The company uses daily 35 million liters of 
water for coal extraction. All little villages surrounding the mine were farmers, when 
the company arrived expropriated the land for pennies and by force a sangre y fuego: 
blood and fire. In 1960 La Guajira’s  GDP from farming was 40%, in 2010 is less that 5%. 
The whole farming ecosystem was destroyed. The contamination devastated all  
harvests, animals and now their people. Currently, the company intends a new serious 
attack on their territory and resources, the diversion of Arroyo (stream) Bruno, one of 
the main tributaries of the Ranchería River. 
The outrage of this new diabolic plan, if we take into account the current drought and 
famine that already threatens the Wayúus, with a project with an impact equally 
damaging, not only in environmental terms, but also from the aspect of the life of 
Woumainkat - mother earth - giver of life in our Wayúu cosmo-vision. 
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They need the attention of the national institutions, as well as of the international 
community, so that the rights of the Wayúu, afro-descendant and peasant communities 
that share the territory and the natural assets of La Guajira won't be violated again.

Basically that is the reason why we wanted to inspire our International Festival in 2020 
on their struggle. There’s 2 aspects very important in this project: The preservation of 
Wayúu Indigenous knowledge and culture that needs to be saved from the corporate 
genocide and the way how we can create an international campaign multiplying allies 
and denouncing their environmental and social situation. Nothing will change to stop 
the destruction of the area from the end of the local government. The only solution is 
to target the transnationals’ public image unmasking and exposing their actions, 
because the only issue they care about is the stock market.

Now since there’s so much similarities between Native American communities no 
matter where they are located, they have the same problems and solutions I would like 
to use this international exchange to create a network or a sisterhood of tribes and 
women supporting each other.                                                                                                         
(1)  ExtractivismoenColombia.org
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El Cerrejon contaminates the air, the earth, the crops with the coal's dust 

http://EXtractivismoenColombia.org


Paintings from Wayuu artist and activist 
Guillermo Jayariyu

     


Wounmainkat for the Wayúus!  

The Wayúu are consider one of the last matriarchal society in the world, women are the 
breadwinners. They do not settle in villages but they are organized into matrilineal 
clans where the woman is at the center of the organization. The legal parental 
authority is exclusively maternal. One of the traditions is the encierro/ confinement 
consider a rite of adulthood passage for women.  

The Wayúu is one of the tribes that was never conquered by the Spaniards. This is a 
very important aspect of their culture and it was little altered, all their cosmo-vision is  
clean and pure with almost no catholic or Christian influence, there were multiple 
attempts to evangelization but not in the amount we find on Aztec, Mexica, Mayan, 
Mapuche, Yanacona, Misak, Yaqui and various Native American tribes in USA and 
Canada.  All women and girls weave Mochilas (bags) and Chinchorros (hammocks), 
they learn to do it as a spiritual and social custom since the moment they get the 
menstruation and get out of confinement. 
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 In this project I want to focus on women and girls. Women are under great pressure, 
are the ones most suffering with the rate of mortality, so far almost 5.000 children died 
of starvation and drought. 
Women are the spiritual healers Outsu who through their dreams and spirits, connect 
with their ancestors and guide the community.  

With the cultural exchange in the Festival we would like to to explore and research 
Wayúu Indigenous knowledge and culture: the origins of the Mochila: bag or carrier 
based on the spiderweb, that’s the meaning of their weaving. It has a very profound 
ancestral symbolic meaning is a way of storytelling. The women dream the designs, it 
relates to their daily lives. The body of the bag is the current life and the strap is their 
fate. The designs go from geometric shapes, animals, plants, tribal casts. Another 
elements very interesting are the dances. The most important better known as the 
Yonna. https://youtu.be/jCOkp34z7HA
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https://youtu.be/jCOkp34z7HA
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