Frontline against Impunity: Women Human Rights Defenders in Mesoamerica
Human rights defenders are often movement activists on the frontlines of social justice struggles around the world, and as a result often suffer threats, intimidation and even death in reprisal for their work. This violence is perpetrated by both State and non-State actors whose interest in illicit activities, whether drug trafficking, unlawful natural resource exploitation, trafficking in persons, the murder of dissidents, or otherwise, are threatened by defenders’ efforts to promote human rights and dignity. 
In the case of women human rights defenders, the gender inequality pervasive in most societies can result in women experiencing gender-specific forms of violence such as rape and other forms of sexual assault. In addition, women are targeted in ways that their male colleagues generally are not, simply because they are women and because their activism often means that they are transgressing deeply entrenched social customs, practices and conventions. This is especially true when women challenge gender-specific norms such as the role of women in society and can result in women human rights defenders being targeted by those closest to them: their partners, their families, their friends and their communities.

Despite states’ responsibility to protect their citizens, and specifically to protect human rights defenders, the rising security crisis in Mesoamerica coupled with the deterioration of state institutions and power, as well as what is oftentimes the active involvement of state actors in perpetrating this violence, has left female human rights defenders in the region largely unprotected and constantly under threat. Many women human rights defenders grapple constantly with the reality that, as a result of their involvement in work that questions the status quo and the dominance of deeply entrenched powers that be, they, their families, and other loved ones may be subject to threats, intimidation, and grave violence at any given time. 
As a result of this situation, and as a result of the demonstrated inability or unwillingness of national and international institutions to provide adequate protection for women human rights defenders, JASS, in partnership with the Alianza Feminista Centroamericana, the Association for Women in Development (AWID), Consorcio para el Diálogo Parlamentario y la Equidad Oaxaca, and the Unidad de Protección a Defensoras y Defensores de Derechos Humanos de Guatemala (UDEFEGUA), convened a three-day meeting in Oaxaca, Mexico from April 23-25, 2010 in which nearly 60 women human rights defenders from every country in Mesoamerica, as well participants from other parts of the world, gathered to:

1. Facilitate the creation of a safe space among women human rights defenders and activists who have been attacked, or otherwise suffered violence as a result of their work. 
2. Analyze the types of violence experienced, who perpetrates this violence, and the forms this violence assumes, as well as the factors that increase the vulnerability of women human rights defenders. 

3. Strengthen local documentation work and efforts to prevent violence against women human rights defenders, as well as efforts to effectively address violence when it occurs. 
4. Examine the potential for joint action, particularly at the regional level, to confront and end this violence. 
Over the course of three days, the human rights defenders reflected on their own lives and experiences; on the experiences that shape their communities; on their own country-specific context, and on the Mesoamerica regional context as well. They considered and debated the accepted definitions of the term “human rights defenders” and together contemplated the meaning of that moniker. They listened to their colleagues in other countries describe the challenges they face in carrying out their work, and shared their own challenges and frustrations. National, regional and international mechanisms intended to protect human rights defenders were considered and debated, culminating in a call for a new protection and urgent action mechanism, one that would be far more dynamic and responsive than those tied to national or international institutions. 
The meeting organizers and participants left Oaxaca with a significant list of desired actions and outcomes, as well as overlapping mandates from all involved to continue moving the organizing process forward for greater protection for women human rights defenders. For more information, check out the meeting’s final statement, and watch this site, as well as the sites of our partners (listed below) for exciting future updates!
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