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Residents of Venezuela s southern Bol var
state are suffering amputations and other
horrific abuses at the hands of armed groups,
including Venezuelan groups called syndi-
cates in the area and Colombian armed
groups operating in the region, both of which
exercise control over gold mines. The armed
groups seem to operate largely with govern-
ment acquiescence, and in some cases gov-
ernment involvement, to maintain tight social
control over local populations.

Venezuela has reserves of highly valued resources like gold,
diamonds, and nickel, as well as coltan and uranium. Al-
though the government has announced efforts to attract part-
ners for legal mining and a crackdown on illegal mining, most
gold mining in southern states, including Bol var, is illegal,
with much of the gold smuggled out of the country. The vari-
ous syndicates that control the mines exert strict control over
the populations who live and work there, impose abusive
working conditions, and viciously treat those accused of theft
and other offenses in the worst cases, they have dismem-
bered and killed alleged offenders in front of other workers.

The operations of these illegal mines are also having a dev-
astating impact on the environment and the health of work-
ers, local sources said. Internal economic migration due to
the economic and humanitarian crisis in Venezuela has in-
creased the number of people seeking to work in mining
areas. Many residents live in fear and are exposed to harsh
working conditions, poor sanitation, and an extremely high
risk of diseases such as malaria.

In October 2019, Human Rights Watch interviewed 21 people
who had worked in mines or mining towns in Bol var state in
2018 and 2019, including the mines near Las Claritas, El
Callao, El Dorado, and El Algarrobo. In October and Novem-
ber, Human Rights Watch interviewed 15 other people, in-
cluding leaders of indigenous groups in the area, journalists
and experts who visited the area recently, and family mem-
bers of people working in mines, and reviewed reports by in-
dependent groups and media outlets, which were consistent
with accounts from the people interviewed in the field.
Human Rights Watch also reviewed satellite imagery that
shows the growth of mining in this area.

Numerous people interviewed said that many mines in Bol -
var are under the tight control of Venezuelan syndicates or
Colombian armed groups. The International Crisis Group has
reported that both the Colombian rebel group National Lib-
eration Army (Ej@rcito de Liberaci n Nacional, ELN) and at
least one dissident group that emerged from the demobilized
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (Fuerzas Armadas
Revolucionarias de Colombia, FARC) operate in the area. Sev-
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