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Women’s Link Worldwide, a 
rights group. “The violence 
here may be different, but 
it emanates from the same 
place. This is a culture where 
machismo reigns, where men 
do what they want to do.”

A woman in India might 
be attacked over a dowry, 
or in Pakistan because she 
 ventured outside without 
a veil, but in Colombia, a 
woman might be attacked 
because of sheer rage over 
her independence or even by 
a disturbed man she doesn’t 
know.

That’s what happened to 
Maria Cuervo in 2004, when 
a complete stranger shout-
ed, “This is so you don’t 
think you’re so pretty” and 
drenched her face with acid.

Mostly, though, a jilted 
boyfriend or a husband in-
toxicated with jealousy is be-
hind the attack.

“He had hit me because 
of jealousy, so I ended it,” 
Erica Vanessa Vargas, a 
slight, soft-spoken woman 
of 20, said of the day she 
ended her relationship with 
a boyfriend four years ago. 
“He then said, ‘If you’re not 
mine, than no one will have 
you.’”

Her former boyfriend paid 
a small boy $1.75 to throw 
acid at her — changing the 
course of a young life. “I 
stopped going to school, I 
can’t work, I can’t depend on 
my own self,” said Vargas, 
wearing a scarf to shield her 
scarred neck and chin.

The statistics on acid at-
tacks are hazy in Colombia, 
as in other countries where 
they take place.

Bogota city councilwom-
an Olga Rubio, a victims’ ad-
vocate, said about 100 of the 
assaults have occurred so far 
this year across Colombia. 
It’s on pace to easily surpass 
last year’s total of 150.

The state’s forensic sci-
ence institute registers more 
than eight cases a month, 
although most involve male 
victims, many of whom were 
assaulted by muggers using 
acid as a weapon. The at-
torney general’s office, mean-
while, said it is investigating 
56 cases, 36 of them involv-
ing women.

But Attorney General 
Eduardo Montealegre said 
he thinks “a considerable 
volume of crimes and aggres-
sions are not reported.”

“Experience shows that 
what’s reported does not cor-
respond to reality,” he said, 
explaining that victims are 
sometimes attacked by rela-
tives and fear coming for-
ward.

Noting an increase in acid 
attacks, Montealegre said 
he is creating a new team 
of prosecutors and crime-
scene experts to investigate 
the crimes. The team also 
would determine whether 
authorities have inadver-
tently downgraded the grav-
ity of reported acid attacks, 
instead of cataloguing some 
of them as attempted homi-
cides.

The perpetrators often 
receive no jail time because 
the attacks are treated as mi-
nor assaults, said Sen. Car-
los Baena.

“The punishment is very 
light and doesn’t take into 
account the very dramatic 
pain that the victim has to go 
through,” said Baena, who is 
sponsoring a bill to impose 
at least a 20-year prison term 
on convicted attackers.

He and the city council-
woman, Rubio, also are pro-
posing regulations to require 
buyers of acids to register 
their purchase.

Such reforms might have 
an impact. The number of at-
tacks in Bangladesh fell from 
about 500 a year a decade 
ago to about 100 a year after 
that country imposed tough-
er sentencing guidelines and 
began to register acid sales, 
said Jaf Shah, the executive 
director of London-based 
Acid Survivors Trust Inter-
national.

Health care providers de-
scribe a heinous crime that 
can literally wipe away a vic-
tim’s face.

Linda Guerrero, director 
of the Foundation for the 
Burned, which provides plas-
tic surgery, physical therapy 
and psychological assistance 
to victims, said the chemi-
cals in the acids corrode the 
proteins in facial skin and 
sear through delicate tissue.

“It’s the worst thing that 

can happen to your skin,” 
she said.

And then there is the 
psychological damage to the 
victim, of having to live with 
a gruesomely disfigured face 
she does not recognize, a 
face that can repel even her 
family. The shock seems to 
be magnified in a society like 
Colombia that so venerates 
beauty.

“Our society is not pre-
pared for people with de-
formities and less so people 
with facial deformities,” said 
Alan Gonzales, a plastic sur-
geon has operated on several 
acid attack victims. “They 

are discriminated by society, 
perhaps not in a premedi-
tated way, but spontaneously 
because we do not have a cul-
ture that is equipped to deal 
with tragedies like these.”

The acid thrown at Vivi-
ana Hernandez, 29, not only 
burned her face and chest 
but also damaged a cornea 
and ate through her eyelids. 
“It’s devastating economi-
cally and psychologically,” 
she said of the 2007 attack 
by her former partner. “But 
I think more psychologi-
cally than physically. This is 
something you never, ever 
leave behind.”
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