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Right to defend rights

D
ignity and justice for all. This phrase summarizes the promise of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights adopted by the General Assembly of the United 

Nations in , and next December  will be its th anniversary.

For its anniversary, during  has been launched a worldwide cam-

paign initiated by the General Secretary of the United Nations and led by 

the Office of the High Commissioner of the United Nations for Human Rights that seeks 

to promote awareness of respect for the Declaration.

The Declaration is the first global recognition that the rights and fundamental freedoms 

are inalienable and inherent to all human beings, that we all are born free and equal, that 

we must fight social injustice and work towards human dignity, equality and equity.

Among these rights is the right to defend human rights, work that in Colombia and in 

many countries of the world is fulfilled by defenders in the middle of a risky situation.

Many have given their lives for this daily task. Others have been threatened, displaced, 

silenced, stigmatized or have been victims of theft and plunder of the information that 

is the axis of their work.

Given this situation it is necessary to remember that promote and protect human rights 

and fundamental freedoms are legitimate actions that strengthen democracy. The progresses 

and challenges related to the defenders will be part of the Universal Periodic Review of Hu-

man Rights.

The State has made progress in ensuring the work of the defenders, as schemes of protec-

tion through a special program of the Ministry of the Interior or other initiatives to protect 

their activities. The confessions from former leaders of the self-defense group have also been 

important within the framework of Law  through which many truths have been found: that 

that illegal group participated, in alliance with some State agents, in killings and other violations 

of human rights of leaders and advocates. One step that must be highlighted is the creation 

of a unit of the Prosecutor’s Office to move forward with the cases on trade unionists and the 

willingness expressed by the Government to assume seriously the complaints about alleged 

killings by members of the security forces of protected persons or outside the combat.

However, there are still challenges for the State to protect the work of defenders. The 

first one, total compliance with the presidential directive of September  that makes 

a special appeal for public servants to refrain from questioning the legitimacy of social 

rights organizations and their members. Without doubt, recognizing their commitment 

and their work politically is a path for armored them from violence and intolerance.

We invite to a constructive and tolerant dialogue to overcome the differences between the 

defenders and institutionality through discussion spaces that generate an authentic trust 

and in which the role that defenders play in strengthening and legitimating governance is 

recognized. Equally important is to advance in providing guarantees that allow dialogue 

between the State and human rights organizations to arrange a National Plan of Action 

on Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law.

The second challenge has to do with preventive measures that the State should continue 

developing against the actors that put this population at risk, which means a challenge, 

among others, for the Attorney General’s task of monitoring and punishing those public 

officials who do not fulfill their constitutional obligations.

A third challenge is to continue consolidating the Colombian justice system and achieve 

more progress in the fight against impunity to ensure justice on many actions that have been 

committed in Colombia against human rights defenders, either by individuals or agents of 

the State. A decisive step for the challenge of life will be undoubtedly to overcome these 

challenges and move forward so that through word and action the work of defenders will 

be respected, protected and ensured. 

—Bruno Moro 

Resident Representative, United Nations Development Programme, undp
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Follow up to the recommenda-

tions on human rights

Institutions and organizations of govern-

ment, civil society and the international 

community involved in the London-Cart-

agena-Bogotá Process will conduct, on 

November 13 and 14, the annual meeting 

to follow up the recommendations of the 

High Commissioner of the United Nations 

on Human Rights. Other control agencies as 

the Attorney General’s Office will also take 

part in this event. The meeting will be held 

a few weeks after the visit to the country of 

the High Commissioner, Navanethem Pillay, 

who received his position from the hands of 

Louise Arbor last September 1st.

Indigenous Governors have the 

Word 

The second meeting of indigenous Gover-

nors, which will bring together about 20 

governors of these communities of El Meta, 

will be held during the month of November, 

in Villavicencio. It will be a space to do a 

follow-up to the proposals that indigenous 

people have submitted to the governor of El 

Meta on education, health and agriculture, 

among other topics. The Governor of the 

Department and his secretaries will attend 

this meeting.

16 Days of Activism against Gen-

der Violence 

Every year between November 25 and 

December 10, NGOs from around the world 

conduct the campaign “16 days of activism 

against violence against women for gender 

reasons.” These 16 days start on Novem-

ber 25 with the celebration of the Interna-

tional Day for the Elimination of Violence 

Against Women, go on with the Interna-

tional Day of the Defenders of the Rights 

of Women (November 29), the World AIDS 

Day (December 1), the Anniversary of the 

Slaughter of Montreal (on December 6) 

and finish with the International Day of 

Human Rights, on December 10. This year, 

the campaign is part of the celebration 

of the 60th Anniversary of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights. The “Rock 

at the Park” Festival, which takes place on 

November 1, 2 and 3, is linked this year to 

the global campaign “Say NO to violence 

against women.”

“So life do not lose hope” 
Dear friends of Hechos del Callejón. Some 

civil society organizations of Antioquia, 

concerned about the issue of Humanitar-

ian Agreements that remains unresolved, 

have drafted a proposal for Humanitarian 

Agreements in meeting centers of peace, 

addressed to the Colombian government and 

insurgent organizations. The goal is to create 

a scene of encounter and dialogue between 

representatives of the Colombian govern-

ment and the guerrilla, with the participation 

of national and international community in 

the role of mediators, so that humanitarian 

agreements are a reality and allow opening 

paths towards building peace in Colombia. 

—Alirio Arroyave

Director, Corporation to support Constituent 

Assemblies.

Different looks
Hello to all the team of Hechos del Callejón, I 

am very happy that you have addressed the 

issue of forced displacement so extensive 

because many times we do not have the op-

portunity to see the different looks of each 

sector that works in the subject. So we can 

have a global look. Hopefully you treat other 

issues in the same way.

—Rosario Cruz

Displacement 
I read edition Number  of Hechos del Calle-

jón and found the investigative and jour-

nalistic display done on displacement very 

interesting. We (alternative radio media) a 

few days ago began to handle the subject, 

especially on the situation that occurred 

at the Pacific coast, exactly in El Cauca. We 

want to realize and go in depth on displace-

ment.

—Fransua Martínez

Journalist Radio Súper Cali

Reflection Tool
The theme of displacement is very interest-

ing. Currently I work on human rights in 

the private sector and would like to know 

more about this subject in order to improve 

relations inside my work and raise profound 

reflections on it. 

—Jesús.

Police officers are not empowered to arrest people only 
to verify their identity or for reasons of protection of the 
detainee.” 
Working Group of the UN on Arbitrary Detention, in its visit to Co-
lombia on October , 
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The difficult conditions faced by defenders of rights in more than  countries worldwide, including Co-
lombia, make working for the respect of human rights a very high-risk activity. This will be a central theme 
of the Universal Periodic Review, which in December will assess Colombia and  other countries.

number  of the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights, and of the first decade of the 

Declaration of the General Assembly on the 

legitimacy of the struggle advanced by the 

defenders, which requests to the States res-

pect for fundamental rights and for the work 

of those who defend them.

Next month, the third session of the 

Universal Periodic Review, upr, mechanism 

of the Human Rights Council of the United 

Nations to assess member countries, in 

which Colombia and  other countries will 

be examined, will also be carried out. 

According to the report by the Govern-

ment of Colombia for this Review “the issue 

of guarantees for the exercise of human 

rights defenders has been one of the most 

O
n October , Walberto Ho-

yos, a leader who claimed 

the return of land to the 

communities of Curvaradó 

and Jiguamiandó in Cho-

có, and who was considered key witness in 

investigations against paramilitaries for the 

killing of a leader like him, was killed 

At noon on September , in the village of 

Guachicono, Cauca, Ever González, a pea-

sant leader of the Integration Committee of 

the Colombian Massif, cima (for its acronym 

in Spanish), was murdered. That same week 

and in the same Department, Cesar Marín, 

of the National Association of Peasant Users, 

anuc (for its acronym in Spanish), had the 

same luck. 

Other leaders of organizations of human 

rights defenders have received threats or 

been forced to move or have been killed, as 

happened to Walberto, Ever or César.

The difficult conditions faced by defen-

ders of rights in more than  countries 

worldwide, including Colombia, make “wor-

king for the respect of human rights a very 

high-risk activity” such as the Observatory 

for the Protection of Defenders of Human 

Rights, which leads the World Organization 

Against Torture, omct (for its acronym in 

Spanish) and the International Federation 

of Human Rights, fidh (for its acronym in 

Spanish), assures.

This will be a central theme in the com-

memoration in December of the anniversary 

 Defenders of Life 
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controversial issues faced by the govern-

ment”. And this, although in  the gover-

nment created the Program for Protection 

of the Ministry of the Interior, which seeks 

to protect the rights to life, integrity, free-

dom and personal security of human rights 

defenders, in general, and union leaders, 

journalists and leaders of ethnic communi-

ties, in particular. 

While protecting them, what they repre-

sent in a society is also protected, as noted 

by the former Special Representative of 

the Secretary of the United Nations on the 

situation of human rights defenders, Hina 

Jilani: “If the work of the State is seeking the 

common welfare, concept which modern 

manifestation is nothing different than pro-

moting, protecting and defending human 

rights, the work of defenders of these rights 

is only the exercise of a public function, in 

collaboration or in opposition to the first 

obliged that is the State .

Protection also means ensuring their 

actions, which have been crucial to reveal 

cases of violation of rights to life and liber-

ty; the economic, social and cultural rights 

and collective rights, for which currently 

struggle, among many others, many indi-

genous and Afro-Colombian communities, 

especially in Cauca (See For the defense of the 

land).

The activity of defenders has also been 

essential in clarifying the massacres of 

El Aro, El Naya, Trujillo, Mapiripán, La 

Rochela, San José de Apartadó, El Salado, 

or murders of union leaders, like those 

in Arauca, or that of the  traders, in 

Puerto Araújo and Puerto Boyacá.

For Alirio Uribe, president of the 

Lawyers Collective José Alvear Restrepo, 

the struggle of defenders has produced 

significant results. “For over  years we 

have pointed out many of the things that 

at this time are being proved, as the links 

between politicians and paramilitaries, 

and between them and State officials. 

None of those demobilized who have 

gone through Justice and Peace has not 

said that this is true”.

In their struggle to disclose these ties, 

during these  years, defenders have 

filed tutelages, right to petition, systema-

tized data and testimony that support their 

claims, as the case of a Jesuit priest Javier 

Giraldo, who in  joined the judicial pro-

cess against Rito Alejo del Rio -now retired- 

as “popular actor in the name of humanity”. 

Another example is Sister Yolanda Cerón, 

killed by her determination to defend the 

lands of Afro-Colombian communities in 

Tumaco (See Brave Heart).

The situation in Colombia 
The vulnerability faced by human rights de-

fenders in Colombia for the attacks that are 

victims was discussed by the Inter-American 

Commission on Human Rights, cidh (for 

its acronym in Spanish), in its latest annual 

report: “The cidh has received complaints 

about the electronic distribution of threats 

against human rights organizations, intimi-

dation acts and theft of information at their 

headquarters on the part of all actors in the 

conflict. Concern about the judicial “far-

ce” against defenders of human rights also 

continues”.

In its assessment of the first half of , 

the Human Rights and Political Violence 

Database Network, coordinated by Cinep, 

expressed “substantial concerns” as the social 

movements and grassroots organizations that 

supervise compliance with human rights” 

continue to be the target of intense perse-

cution, being the chances of claiming rights 

First, the defense of the land

Since December 1999, 3.450 Afro-Colom-

bian families organized in the Greater 

Community Council of the People’s Peasant 

Organization of the High Atrato, Cocomopo-

ca, have defended the titling and regulari-

zation of their collective lands, as establis-

hed by law 70.

Today, almost 10 years later and after 

numerous processes, rights to petition 

and administrative orders, they continue 

fighting while their communities are suffe-

ring under the siege of legal and illegal per-

sons who enter and mistreat their territory 

and their people.

This is the biggest fight of many organi-

zations that defend human rights in Chocó, 

as the Network of Women of Chocó, which 

brings together 57 organizations, is present 

in 17 municipalities and defends the right to 

life, collective rights and economic social, 

cultural and environmental rights, especia-

lly of women and displaced population.

In this field, the defenders have accom-

panied the community councils of black 

communities, as Cocomopoca in their 

demand for making the territory the main 

priority above the interests of multinational 

and private companies. For a member of 

the Network, “in Chocó we have to fight 

for the right to territory because when you 

do not have an own land, either by displa-

cement or because the collective title is 

denied, all other rights are violated”.

and Liberty
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pronouncements of the Inter-American Court 

of Human Rights- “that the vast majority of 

violations committed against the civilian po-

pulation and especially against defenders of 

Human Rights are perpetrated by the parami-

litaries with the complicity of the State by act 

or omission”. Of the total number of prosecu-

tions for actions against human rights defen-

ders, they assert that  per cent has not been 

clarified, has not been punished or repaired.

Faced with this situation, the country has 

mainly two programs for the protection of 

human rights defenders: the Early Warning 

System (sat for its acronym in Spanish) of 

the Ombudsman’s Office and the Program 

for the Protection of Threatened Persons 

of the Ministry of the Interior and Justice, 

which provides security measures for them, 

either in the country or abroad.

Currently, .  human rights defen-

ders have some of the protective measures 

offered by the Ministry. In addition, between 

 and , the cidh has asked the Go-

vernment of Colombia for  

precautionary measures (See 

Precautionary measures: an effort 

to preserve life).

“While there are still viola-

tions of the rights of defenders, 

they have decreased substan-

tially and no longer occur in 

the same proportion as  years 

ago”, says Rafael Bustamante, 

director of Human Rights of the 

Ministry of the Interior.

Currently there are two 

situations of special concern 

for the Ministry, as they have 

happened repeatedly in the 

current year: threats to the or-

ganizers of the march of March 

 and the theft of information 

to ngos. Given this, the Minis-

try has implemented security 

measures at the headquarters 

of  ngos, reinforcing their 

entrances and training them in 

how to save the information in 

a safe manner, among others.

The concern of the gover-

nment for the involvement of 

public officials in violation of 

human rights has forced it to 

take special measures, as those 

described in its report to the 

epu: Directives of the Ministry 

of Defense to prevent such inci-

dents and evaluate the results of the security 

forces giving more value to demobilizations 

and captures than to “casualties”; provisions 

of the Prosecutor’s Office to immediately 

investigate the deaths of civilians in the 

context of confrontations and the creation of 

a Unit of the Prosecutor’s Office responsible 

for the cases of trade unionists, among other 

(See Unionism, progresses and challenges).

In addition, the Government in partners-

hip with the Office of the High Commissio-

ner of the United Nations for Human Rights, 

ohchr, has made visits during  and 

 to the divisions of the Army to jointly 

review the cases reported, the instruction 

and control methods, and the implementa-

tion of the new directives.

Some recommendations
In addition to the measures taken to pro-

mote the safety of human rights defenders, 
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Yolanda Cerón: brave heart

Yolanda Cerón, the thin woman, with big 

glasses, thoughtful gesture and brave 

heart, was murdered in front of the church 

of La Merced, in Tumaco, Chocó, one Wed-

nesday at noon. She knew that the parami-

litaries would come by and so they did on 

September 19, 2001.

As director of Social Pastoral, Yolanda 

led the accompaniment of the Catholic 

Church to Afro-Colombian and indigenous 

communities in the fight to preserve their 

territory and strengthen their organizations.

In many opportunities Sister Yolanda 

confronted the authorities and denounced 

the links of some members of the Security 

Forces and the Police with paramilitary 

groups. “The pain of the poor hurts Yolan-

da, seeing them persecuted, displaced, 

defenseless, marginalized and hear their 

cries and pleas reminds her that her duty 

as a Christian and religious is to devote 

herself to them”, as said in the book If the 

grain of wheat ... that the Diocese of Tuma-

co just edited on her life and commitment 

to defend human rights.

The demobilized Guillermo Pérez Alzate, 

alias Pablo Sevillano, a former member of 

the paramilitary Bloc Libertadores del Sur, 

confessed the murder of Sister Yolanda 

in the free version that he submitted on 

January 23, 2008 and justified it for consi-

dering her as “collaborator of the guerrilla”.

by democratic and legal channels more and 

more closed, through practices of terror,” 

The report submitted by different ngos 

to the Universal Periodic Review, epu (for its 

acronym in Spanish), indicates that between 

July  and December  there were  

violations of the right to life of human rights 

defenders, in addition to threats, arbitrary 

arrests, theft of information, raids and judi-

cializations that they have been victims of. 

“In the past we defended the rights of 

others. Now we must also defend our rights.  

We are a control body of the State and the 

strategy of those of us who question is to be 

immobilized and avoid making denounces 

and that is why they persecute us”, says Ali-

rio Uribe. Women are not released from this 

harassment, as described in the latest report 

of the cidh, in which it urges Colombia to 

legitimize and protect effectively the work of 

defenders. 

With respect to the origin of the attacks, the 

report of the Review by ngos states -based on 
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many entities have submitted other recom-

mendations and some observations that 

could help to safeguard the lives of these 

citizens.

. Avoid disqualifying speeches “that 

cause insecurity to the defenders and 

social leaders and encourage the ever-

existing paramilitary organizations in their 

criminal aims”, assures the Observatory for 

the Protection of Human Rights Defenders. 

“Given the situation of armed conflict, the 

defenders need the unfailing support of 

all institutions of a democratic and social 

State of law that guarantees their safety,” 

he says.

. In relation to the Protection Program, 

it is advised to assign guard officers who 

arouse the confidence of those protected be-

cause, according to the Observatory, “many 

of the beneficiaries of the Protection Pro-

gram do not trust the das (Security Adminis-

trative Department) agents that are given to 

them as escorts.”

. “It is important to complement the 

security measures with the speed on the 

progress of the investigations, as who are 

those who send e-mails containing threats”, 

assures Rafael Bustamante.

. Give more efficiency to the Early 

Warning System of the Ombudsman’s 

Office, which could be achieved if the 

Ombudsman’s Office is included in the Inter-

Institutional Early Warning Committee (ciat 

for its acronym in Spanish), which resolves 

whether or not to emit the alert. Social 

organizations warn that this absence of the 

Ombudsman’s Office damages the credibility 

of the protection. These organizations have 

also suggested eliminating the participation 

of the das and army and police officers in 

this Committee.

. The cidh insists on the responsibility of 

prosecutors of the Justice and Peace Law of 

clarifying the crimes committed by paramili-

taries at the time of verifying full compliance 

to the eligibility requirements set out in that 

regulation.

For human rights defenders, their orga-

nizations and international agencies it is 

necessary to implement these and other re-

commendations to protect them and ensure 

their activities, not only because they are 

the “engine” of the inter-American system of 

human rights protection, as the cidh says, 

but because of the need to defend, as they 

do, life and human freedom. 

Precautionary measures: an effort to preserve life

The protection and preservation of human life is the main objective of precautionary 

measures. Human rights defenders, social leaders, journalists, trade unionists or people who 

have made allegations of abuse of their human rights have been benefited by these measures 

throughout the continent.

This is a mechanism of the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (CIDH) which 

states that “in cases of seriousness and urgency and when necessary according to available 

information, the CIDH may, at its own initiative or on application, request the concerned State 

to adopt precautionary measures to avoid irreparable damage to people”. It may also request 

information from interested parties on any matter related to the adoption and validity of such 

measures.

The measures are granted to those who demonstrate: 

Urgency. It refers to the immediacy of the measures because at the delay of its implementa-

tion human rights of a person may be violated. 

Seriousness. This is a situation of particular significance because fundamental human 

rights are at risk.

 Need to avoid irreparable damage. There is a dangerous situation. The adoption of mea-

sures is essential to ensure that human rights are not violated and no damage impossible to 

repair is caused.

The Commission has requested these measures to the Colombian Government since 1996. 

From that year, until 2007, it has asked for 144 precautionary measures, especially in 2002 

and 2003. The precautionary measures do not come into force: the CIDH defines depending on 

each case and on its discretion.

The obligations of the government once the CIDH requests the measures are: 

 Make available to beneficiaries the tools of institutions to ensure protection of their 

human rights. 

 Work in an interdisciplinary way to reduce the risk to beneficiaries as a result of the ac-

tions of the State

 Provide information to the CIDH at its request on the situation of human rights of the 

beneficiaries. 

 Arrange with beneficiaries the measures to be taken by the State
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Syndicalism: progress and challenges
The recognition of the work performed by the labor unionists, safety, and justice for the crimes committed 
against them are issues on which there is increasing demand for more results.

The Minister said that “We cannot say 

that in Colombia there has been, or that 

there is a policy focused and aimed at 

exterminating the Colombian trade union 

movement” and that, on the contrary, what 

has been is a widespread problem of vio-

lence that has been faced through the policy 

of democratic security.

He also warned that the commitment to 

this sector is evidenced by the increase in 

the budget for the protection program of 

the Government. While in  the program 

spent .  million dollars for trade unionists, 

journalists, social leaders and politicians, in 

 the resources to protect trade unionists 

were nearly $  million dollars.

However, the National Syndical School 

(Escuela Nacional Sindical) –ens (for its ac-

ronym in Spanish)-, a corporation that works 

with the syndical sectors of the country, in 

its latest report The labor and syndical situation 

- , indicates that violence against 

them is systematic and continuous. Proof 

of this, he says, is that between January and 

April   syndical leaders were killed.

The syndical sectors believe that there 

are still a number of security barriers to 
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T
he unionists sectors call them-

selves a symbol of democracy 

because they defend the rights 

of workers and know that in 

this respect they are funda-

mental in a democracy. 

The situation of trade unionists is not 

only a concern of the government or social 

organizations, but also of the international 

community, especially of a U.S. sector that 

has come to ask for greater progress regard-

ing respect to unionist’s lives, to support the 

signing of the Free Trade Agreement be-

tween Colombia and the United States.

For the Colombian government there are 

significant progresses, especially since the 

meeting number  of the International Labor 

Conference of June , , when the Tripartite 

Agreement on Freedom of Association and 

Democracy was signed between the Colombi-

an government, Colombian labor unions, and 

employers of the country. However, for the 

labor unions there are still many things to do.

Three are the main topics on the situation 

of trade unionists in Colombia: the recogni-

tion of their work, safety, and justice for the 

crimes committed against them.

Safety and Protection
While the government has made efforts 

to improve protection for trade unionists, 

leaders of this sector think that there may be 

even greater progresses, as they find ob-

stacles for developing syndical activities in a 

safe manner.

On September , at the rd General 

Assembly of the United Nations, President 

Álvaro Uribe said that crimes against public 

safety have decreased, that there is an em-

phasis on the protection of trade unionists, 

teachers and journalists and that the govern-

ment provides individual protection to .  

citizens, of whom .  are linked to labor 

unions.

In the same sense the minister for social 

protection, Diego Palacio, declared in the 

th International Labor Conference of the 

oit (for its acronym in Spanish), held in 

Geneva between last May and June, when he 

said that in  there were  murders of 

people linked to the trade unionist move-

ment and that they were reduced to  this 

year. That is, that there was a decrease of 

%, although he acknowledged that the 

number was still very high.
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The unionists sectors call themselves a symbol of 

democracy because they defend the rights of workers.

overcome. The first, says the ens, is that the 

increase in the protection of trade unionists 

is not due to a concern of the Government 

for the defense of syndical rights, but to a 

political strategy to discuss the Free Trade 

Agreement, as the Report says.

Secondly, it lacks to overcome “the cli-

mate of anti-syndical violence,” warned the 

General Secretary of the General Confedera-

tion of Labor, Julio Roberto Gomez in the 

Geneva Conference. This situation, he said, 

has serious implications for the democratic 

spectrum and the social state of law. 

This position is shared by the General 

Secretary of the Confederation of Workers 

of Colombia, Miguel Morantes, who asserts 

that safety of union leaders is fundamental 

because they are protagonists of democ-

racy to the extent that they ensure workers’ 

rights. 

A third factor to overcome is the stigma-

tization of trade unionists, warns Tarcisio 

Mora, president of the United Workers 

Central –cut (for its acronym in Spanish)-. 

For him, employers contribute to this stig-

matization because instead of recognizing 

the work that unionists play in a society, they 

consider them enemies. The media also have 

their share of responsibility, he says, because 

when they describe syndical protests as 

something baseless, they generate a rejec-

tion in society.

To discredit trade unionists as sympathiz-

ers of the rebels, besides that is not true, 

poses Morantes, generates violent retalia-

tions for them by paramilitary groups.

Justice vs. impunity
Justice is one of the major challenges 

faced by the country and an issue on 

which progress has been made, but 

still requires more. There are currently 

 people convicted for the murder 

of workers, of which  are in jail. The 

President showed these figures in the 

Assembly of the United Nations as a 

sign that there is increasingly less impu-

nity in cases involving defenders.

Other important achievements, he 

noted, are the increase of the budget 

for strengthening justice, the security 

policy and the Tripartite Agreement. 

To this is added, said the Minister for 

Social Protection, the decisions from 

the International Labor Conference of 

the oit held in , where the creation 

of special courts for relief was identified 

as necessary. To answer those concerns three 

special courts for relief were created that 

have improved the results against impunity, 

he said.

The oit and some syndical sectors have 

acknowledged the creation within the At-

torney’s General Office of a special unit 

dedicated exclusively to investigate crimes 

against people linked to the trade union 

movement as something positive. The 

chairman of the General Confederation of 

Workers -CGT-, Julio Roberto Gómez, said 

in the last Labor Conference in Geneva that 

the Unit of the Attorney’s General Office “is 

the best ally of those who kill trade unionists 

and has permitted to obtain some results”.

Despite the progress pointed out by the 

Government, the syndical sectors observe 

three main areas for improvement.

The first one is related to impunity. Ac-

cording to the report delivered by ngos to 

the Universal Periodic Review of the United 

Nations, last July, “there have been .  

murders between January st,  and June 

th, . There have been only  judg-

ments involving  victims, that is, there is 

a level of impunity of . %”. Reports from 

the ens and from the epu argue that in most 

cases the perpetrator is convicted, but the 

mastermind is not clarified.

The second one is related to the objec-

tion of the syndical sector to the Attorney’s 

General Office because in its investigations it 

does not take into account that many of the 

violent actions against them are due to their 

syndical status.

A third aspect that worries them is that 

the Attorney’s General Office and the Gov-

ernment continue to argue that the main 

reason of violence against trade unionists 

is their supposed membership in an illegal 

armed group. In this way, “victims are re-vic-

timized and their dignity and good name are 

threatened,” says the ens. But in addition, 

Morantes says, “his memory is stigmatized 

because he is not recalled and recognized 

as the union leader of healthy and positive 

attitudes, but as a criminal.”

Finally syndical sectors are demanding 

the removal of conducts against them by the 

institutions and employers to create condi-

tions that allow workers to organize freely 

and without fear of losing their lives or jobs, 

say Gómez.

Morantes recognizes that it is important 

that the syndical sector moves from an at-

titude of complaint to another of proposal 

to seek agreements that will generate labor 

tranquility and peace in the country. 
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The government and the defenders
If the purpose of achieving the full effect of human rights is common, a constructive relationship that does 
not hide the differences, does not compromise the independence and does not drown criticism, is possible 
and should be established. And one of the foundations of a constructive relationship is objectivity.

By Francisco Santos Calderón
Vice-President of the Republic of Colombia

that violence creates greater risks 

for the work of those who exert 

any kind of political freedom, for 

the work of journalists, politicians, 

trade unionists and defenders, 

among others. In an atmosphere 

of imposition by force, the work of 

those who appeal to persuasion 

and observation is developed in 

an environment where vulner-

abilities increase.

The absence of counter-powers 

within democratic institutions 

and the weakness of institu-

tions, create a situation in which 

many sectors of society can be 

violated. Hence the importance 

of strengthening pluralism in our 

society. At the moment, within the 

Congress of the Republic  politi-

cal parties are present and none 

of them holds more than % of 

the representation; departmental 

and local authorities are elected 

on separate ballots and in a direct way, 

control and justice bodies operate on an 

independent basis.

Another circumstance that creates risk is 

the weakness of integral State control over 

the territory. When the State does not have 

this capability, anyone imposes its law. And 

we talk about integral State control because 

it includes the independent and effective 

work of institutions such as municipal om-

budsmen and the judiciary; hence the virtue 

of the goal of achieving the rule of institu-

tions throughout the territory.

Some thinkers have developed concep-

tions about the role of culture as legitima-

tor of violence; the remnants in the culture 

of our society of ideas contrary to public 

scrutiny, to control, carriers of exclusion, 

promoters of mistrust in institutions, are 

ideas and concepts that do not benefit a 
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W
ithout a doubt, one 

of the most difficult 

issues for the National 

Government is the 

subject of internal and 

external perception on the full guarantees 

for the work of those who claim to be de-

fenders of human rights.

For the National Government, human 

rights are a priority and it has considered 

that its emphasis should focus on how those 

rights are for the population, what policies 

should be developed to ensure those rights 

and to promote a culture among public of-

ficials of their role as guarantors of rights.

The democratic security policy, the nation-

al development plan and territorial develop-

ment plans, as well as sectorial public policies 

are based on human rights and the Millenni-

um Development Goals, among other bases.

Human rights are the reason to be of 

defenders, their objective. For the National 

Government, are an ethical imperative, a 

legal obligation and a condition for the real-

ization of human dignity, full democracy and 

peaceful coexistence. This is a fundamental 

problem of our policy.

In relation to the situation of defenders of 

human rights, trials, valuations that ignore 

important issues of context are done. If these 

issues are adequately valued it would be 

possible to find ways to raise standards of 

full guarantees for defenders and for joint 

work with the State; reducing the problem 

to statements does not solve it and does not 

allow a serious work for the common goal: 

human rights.

I believe that there are various factors 

that create a difficult climate for the work of 

defenders. Among them I would like to stress 
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The defenders of human rights have made great contribu-

tions to the agenda of the country, norms, culture, to the 

best quality of institutions.
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climate of security for those engaged in 

this work of human rights defenders, or for 

some minorities, or for those who want to 

exercise freedoms.

The Government believes that it has made 

significant progress in these issues, which 

have resulted in more and better guarantees 

for the exercise of freedoms and for the work 

of human rights defenders. A policy that of-

fers them special protection when required 

has been developed, it guarantees their work 

by providing the information requested 

and mobility throughout the country and 

responding to their reports, criticisms and 

suggestions according to the criterion of the 

Government. But this relationship has not 

been easy.

It is worth noting some difficulties to try 

to overcome them.

First, the ability of the judiciary to clarify 

all the facts denounced in the whole terri-

tory: the persistence of unpunished facts 

prevents attacking the causes and factors 

that produce them. Additionally, it provides 

assessments that are based more on subjec-

tive criteria than in real events and generate 

controversy.

Another determining factor in these 

difficulties is the quality of relations. The 

defenders of human rights complain about 

the assessments that from time to time the 

government makes on their work –I do not 

pretend to justify them in this article-. For 

that purpose I would like to draw attention 

on the importance of seeking a constructive 

relationship between the State and 

defenders and the importance of objectivity.

If the purpose of achieving the full 

realization of human rights is common, 

a constructive relationship that does not 

hide the differences, does not compromise 

the independence and does not drown 

criticism can and should be established. 

And one of the foundations of a constructive 

relationship is objectivity, recognition 

of achievements when possible, but 

unfortunately it seems that for some 

defenders that is not possible. Here it is not 

intended to hide the mistakes, faults and 

shortcomings, but what helps to overcome 

them is to appreciate the dynamics of 

the phenomena within which there are 

accomplishments to recognize. The lack 

of objectivity makes it lose credibility and 

invites pugnacity because those who feel the 

absences are forced to specify them.

The defenders of human rights have 

made great contributions to the agenda of 

the country, norms, culture, to the best qual-

ity of institutions. Many of those contribu-

tions have been made with great sacrifices or 

have had to be at risk, but sacrifice and risks 

have not been exclusive to those who claim 

to be defenders of human rights.

Today the conditions have changed 

significantly: the possibilities of the exercise 

of rights and freedoms are becoming greater 

in Colombia. I hope that it will be possible 

to restore a more constructive relationship; 

open to criticism on both sides; which do 

not cut off dialogue with the first difficulty; 

which achieves to build common goals and 

develop an agenda for the benefit of those 

goals and full guarantee of rights for all who 

inhabit this territory. 
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The Declaration of Human 
Rights: more relevant than ever
As the date of the th anniversary of the Declaration is approaching near, it is necessary to highlight the 
timeliness of its universality and its relation to everything we are. Human rights defenders are, in every place 
in the world, the ones who, in spite of attacks or threats against them, keep the flame of human rights.

By the Office in Colombia of the High Commissioner of the United Nations for Human Rights

quintessentially local values and commit-

ments made at national scale in interna-

tional bodies and national constitutions 

and laws.

The vision of the drafters of the Univer-

sal Declaration has inspired many human 

rights defenders who have fought in the 

past six decades to turn this vision into 

reality.

Human rights defenders are, in every 

place in the world the ones who, in spite of 

attacks or threats against them, keep the 

flame of human rights. They are the people 

who promote understanding of the Decla-

ration and at the same time, the ones who 

claim and denounce its non-realization.

The achievements and implementation 

of human rights have been the result of the 

tireless work of the defenders and all those 

who have promoted the implementation 

of these rights without imagining, many 

times, that they are or 

have become human 

rights defenders.

Every mother, every 

grandmother, every 

man and every boy or 

girl that not only feels 

his rights but claims and 

respects those of others 

becomes a defender 

and at the same time, a 

master of the lessons of 

the Declaration.

“All human beings 

are born free and equal 

in dignity and rights 

and gifted as they are 

with reason should 

behave fraternally with 

each other”. This first 

article is also the first 

reflection of the way 

D
ignity and justice for all 

people. This is the motto 

of the th Anniversary of 

the Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights and the 

High Commissioner of the United Nations 

for Human Rights doesn’t want it to be just 

a phrase, but that the entire Declaration be-

comes a living instrument, a promise which 

becomes reality every day.

The Declaration is the foundation of 

international human rights regulations, is 

the first universal declaration on the basic 

principles of human rights. As the date of 

the th anniversary of the Declaration is 

approaching near, it is necessary to high-

light the timeliness of its universality and 

its relation to everything we are. Today the 

Declaration is more relevant than ever.

The Declaration adopted by the General 

Assembly of the United Nations in  has 

a preamble and  articles which provide a 

wide range of human rights and fundamen-

tal freedoms to which all men and women 

are entitled, regardless of where they live 

and without any kind of distinction.

The Declaration was drafted by repre-

sentatives from all regions and all legal 

traditions. In the course of time it has been 

accepted as a contract between govern-

ments and their peoples. Practically, all 

States have accepted it.

In a world threatened by racial, econom-

ic and religious divisions we have to defend 

and proclaim, more than ever, the universal 

principles of justice, fairness and equality, 

non-discrimination and universality, which 

are core values of the Declaration and must 

be applied and exercised by all people.

Human rights are not only the common 

heritage of universal values that transcend 

cultures and traditions, but they are a 
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In a world threatened by racial, economic and religious 

divisions we have to defend and proclaim, more than ever, 

the universal principles of justice, fairness and equality.

that opens the Declara-

tion for each person.

Rights for all
The current building of 

human rights that started 

the Declaration should be 

cause for celebration, but 

it still does not benefit all 

of humanity equally. The 

fight is far from over.

As guards and benefi-

ciaries of the Declaration, 

we must all claim and 

appropriate it. While it is 

true that we are entitled 

to our human rights, we 

must also respect those 

of others and help make 

them a reality for all.

The Declaration re-

quires that basic human 

needs be addressed and 

recognizes the indivisibil-

ity and interdependence 

of all rights, whether 

civil and political rights or 

rights to life and freedom 

of speech, or economic, 

social and cultural rights, 

including the rights to 

employment, social secu-

rity and education.

The performance of a law contributes 

to the fulfillment of others. Similarly, one’s 

deprivation has an adverse impact on oth-

ers. The right to enjoy all human rights is 

essential for a decent life.

The basic principles of human rights are 

fundamental to achieve justice. The non-

discrimination, for example, has become 

one of the inter-sector principles of human 

rights regulations.

This principle is one of the major human 

rights treaties and is the central point of 

some of them, as the International Con-

vention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Racial Discrimination, the Convention on 

the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimina-

tion against Women and the International 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities.

How can we project them?
The international norms of human rights 

establish obligations that States must com-

ply. Being a party of international treaties, 

States assume obligations and duties under 

international law regarding the respect, 

protection and enforcement of human 

rights.

The obligation to respect means that 

States should refrain from restricting hu-

man rights or interfere in their realization. 

The obligation to protect requires States to 

protect individuals or groups of individuals 

from violations of human rights. The obliga-

tion to comply with them means that States 

should adopt positive measures to facilitate 

the enjoyment of basic human rights.

By ratifying international human rights 

treaties, governments are committed to 

implement domestic measures and legisla-

tion compatible with their obligations and 

duties under the treaties.

Consequently, the 

domestic legal system 

provides the main legal 

protection of human 

rights guaranteed under 

international law.

When the domestic 

legal procedures do not 

respond to the violations 

of human rights, there are 

mechanisms and proce-

dures at regional and inter-

national levels to address 

complaints from individu-

als and groups in order to 

ensure respect, implement 

and enforce the local in-

ternational regulations on 

human rights.

Eleanor Roosevelt, 

widow of Franklin D. 

Roosevelt, president of 

the United States, chaired 

the Drafting Committee 

of the Universal Declara-

tion of Human Rights and 

she was, when presenting 

the Declaration, who in-

sisted more that this text 

should reach all corners 

of the world.

Today her words, ex-

pressed in  under the 

title “In our hands” give a present mean-

ing to the Declaration: “Where do human 

rights begin? Well, in small places, close 

to us, in places so close and so small that 

they do not appear on maps. But those are 

the places that make up the world of each 

person: the neighborhood in which he lives, 

school or college to which he attends, the 

factory, field or office. Those are the places 

where every man, every woman, every girl 

and every boy seek to be equal before the 

law, in opportunities, and dignity, with-

out discrimination. If these rights mean 

nothing in these places, they do not mean 

anything anywhere. Without decisive action 

by citizens to defend those rights around 

them, no progress will be made in the rest 

of the world. “ 
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Stigmatization of defenders: 
risk for democracy

permanent contact with citizens” is 

imposed to the President. In exercising this 

power and duty, according to the Court, 

the President has a position of guarantor 

of fundamental rights, under which he 

must refrain from injuring or putting 

them at risk, a position that is important 

to subjects of special protection as the 

human rights defenders, because their 

state of vulnerability. Thus, the exercise 

of power and duty is not discretionary 

and should be subject to parameters of 

objectivity, accuracy, factual justification 

and reasonableness, among others.

On February , , the President 

stated before the Committee on Foreign 

Affairs of the European Parliament that 

Reinaldo Villalba Vargas, a lawyer of the 

human rights ngo Collective Lawyers 

José Alvear Restrepo, belongs to an orga-

nization “that is behind their quality of 

human rights organization to defend the 

guerrillas”. In this case, ruling T-  of 

 of the Constitutional Court failed to 

protect the rights of the defender, citing 

again a procedural reason. However, the 

Court reiterated what was stated in the 

ruling T-  of  over the power and 

duty of the President in his address to the 

citizens.

Then, following a report by the Colom-

bian Commission of Jurists (ccj) on the 

situation of human rights during the 

government of Álvaro Uribe, 

the presidential 
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T
he promotion of human rights 

is an essential work in uphold-

ing the democratic and social 

State of law, especially in a 

country where the armed con-

flict persists. Governmental respect to this 

task is a security to develop it and indicates 

the degree of political commitment to the 

democratic system. However, in Colom-

bia, human rights defenders are subject to 

repeated attacks by the current administra-

tion.

On September , , during the ten-

ure of the commander of the Air Force, the 

President mentioned the critics of the gov-

ernment and referred to the organizations 

that attended meetings on international 

cooperation in London on July  and , 

. The President classified them as: 

i) Theoretical, to which the President 

respects, but disagrees with them, ii) 

Human rights organizations that “have 

all the space in Colombia”, for which 

the Government’s decision is “to pro-

tect human rights activists, maintain 

a dialogue with them, disagree with 

them when they have no reason” and 

iii)” Politickers in the service of terror-

ism, who cowardly stir up in the ban-

ner of human rights, to try to restore 

in Colombia to 

terrorism, the space that the security forces 

and citizens have steal from it”.

In the ruling T-  of , the 

Constitutional Court examined whether the 

president should rectify such statements. 

While the Court did not grant tutelage for 

a procedural reason, it pointed out, for 

reasons of constitutional pedagogy, the 

limits to which any president should be 

subjected when arguing with the opposition 

or to defend his government. The Court 

noted that the “power and duty to maintain 

Signs and verbal attacks of the Government against human rights defenders are recorded regularly, a situa-
tion that violates the legal and legitimate work of defending human rights and also raise serious concerns, 
generates constant risk to life and integrity of human rights defenders

By Gustavo Gallón and Astrid Orjuela, 
Director and Lawyer of the Colombian Commission of Jurists, ccj
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Governmental respect to this task is a security to develop 

it and indicates the degree of political commitment to the 

democratic system.

adviser José Obdulio Gavíria 

pointed out that the statistics of 

the organization are out of his 

“ability to deform the truth”. “The 

Colombian Commission of Jurists 

has a persistent desire to deny fa-

vorable facts first, and second, to 

criminalize the State itself, saying 

that the State commits crimes” (El 

Colombiano, February , ). 

Following these statements the 

presidential adviser was invited 

in February  to the Commis-

sion, where they showed him the 

databases and working methods 

used to make the reports. Gavíria 

took extensive documentation 

and said that in case he had 

comments, he would inform the 

Commission. To date, he has not 

reported any.

It is not the first time that a 

high ranking government official 

makes accusations to the Commission in 

order to discredit its allegations. On August 

, , in a debate about the increase 

of extrajudicial executions, The House of 

representative’s member Guillermo San-

tos pointed out that his sources are the 

Inter-American Court of Human Rights, the 

Observatory for Human Rights and Interna-

tional Humanitarian Law (which is part of 

the Coordination Colombia Europe United 

States (cceeu)) and the Colombian Commis-

sion of Jurists. Minister Juan Manuel Santos 

answered: “We are seeing many times the 

guerrilla fighters in civilian clothes, and then 

they kill them and immediately, almost au-

tomatically they blame: “Look, extrajudicial 

executions”, and it immediately goes to that 

list of that organization that you cited. And 

then it is counted: “Look what the security 

forces are doing”. There’s a lot of political 

war, there’s a lot of legal war and that we also 

have to confront”.  In a communication to 

the Minister, the ccj and the cceeu asked 

to report cases that he or the Ministry knew 

that members of a guerrilla killed in combat 

have been recorded by such organizations as 

civilians killed out of combat. If he did not 

know any case, the organizations requested 

him to rectify. While tutelage was granted 

to protect the right to petition, to date the 

Minister has not indicated such cases and 

has not made the rectification. 

As far as he is concerned, the presidential 

adviser Jose Obdulio Gavíria, in relation to 

last march of March , stated that “it was 

totally a march called by the Farc” and said 

he had documents that showed it.

Then, last May , the President attacked 

Ivan Cepeda in Montería, saying that he is 

a defender of human rights of those who 

“cowardly go out [to say] that the govern-

ment is putting them in danger”. The 

President asked “those who support him in 

the international community to come and 

see what is happening in Colombia before 

feeling sorry for the crocodile tears of these 

impostors of human rights”.

Last May , in a letter to El Especta-

dor newspaper, the President stated that 

the newspaper made known “slanderous 

information” as a result of a column of Iván 

Cepeda on a visit to Cordoba and that this 

columnist “poses as victim of violation of 

human rights and in practice is a harasser to 

violate human rights”.

In short, signs and verbal attacks of the 

President against human rights defenders 

are recorded regularly since the beginning 

of his administration and empower his 

subordinates to support him. This situation 

allows speaking of a climate of widespread 

and systematic attacks against the legal and 

legitimate work of defense of human rights. 

In addition to raising serious concerns, it 

generates constant risk to life and physical 

integrity of human rights defenders.

All this is contrary to the obligations of 

the State and public officials, according 

to the Constitution, the resolutions of the 

United Nations (Resolution No. /  of 

December , ) and of the oas (Resolu-

tion ag / res.  (xxxvii-O/ ), which 

recognize the legitimacy of human rights 

work, as well as Presidential Directive  

of September ,  that “orders all public 

servants to refrain from (i) questioning the 

legitimacy of human rights organizations 

and their members, who act in accordance 

with the Constitution and laws, (ii) make 

statements that discredit, harass or incite 

harassment to these organizations, and (iii) 

to issue public or private statements the 

stigmatize the own work of these organiza-

tions”. Above all, it is contrary to the very 

foundations of democracy and good gover-

nance. 

. Congress, Plenary of the House of Representatives, 

debate of political control on extrajudicial executions 

by members of the security forces, Aug. , .
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Colombia, hostile for the defense of rights 
Those of us who are committed to the defense of human rights hope that one day the reports on defenders 
reveal stories without torture, illegal detention, enforced disappearances, threats and extrajudicial execu-
tions. For now, in Colombia that is the rule rather than the exception.

is a clear message that they can continue to 

commit violations without facing justice. The 

entry into effect of the new accusatory crimi-

nal system has become a serious obstacle 

for victims to exercise their right of access 

to justice and in an additional ingredient to 

facilitate the impunity that characterizes these 

crimes.

Despite such dark background, there is a 

faint glimmer of hope looming at the end of 

the tunnel: the detention of Colonel Hernán 

Mejia, commander of La Popa Battalion, as 

alleged responsible for numerous extrajudi-

cial killings of indigenous and peasants in the 

north part of the country; the security mea-

sure against many military accused for their 

involvement in the massacre of San José de 

Apartadó; the destitution of two generals of 

the police and two sectional chiefs of the Gov-

ernment Attorney’s Office for their relation-

ship with paramilitary leaders; the destitution 

of Colonel Luis Francisco Medina, Com-

mander of the National Army Special Forces, 

for his alleged responsibility in the massacre 

of  unionists in Arauca, and finally, the deten-

tion, for the second time, of General Rito Alejo 

del Río, identified as one of the main drivers of 

the expansion of paramilitarism in the region 

of Urabá. These facts underline that the vic-

tims and human rights defenders were right.

Despite the infamies, attacks and the risks 

involved in their work, human rights defend-

ers do not silence their voices. Recent deci-

sions of bodies like the Inter-American Court 

of Human Rights have raised the legitimacy 

of their work. For Hina Jilani, former special 

representative of the General Secretary of the 

United Nations for Human Rights Defenders, 

“the manifestation of human rights violations 

and the search for redress largely depend on 

the degree of security that the human rights 

defenders enjoy”.

Those of us who are committed to the de-

fense of human rights hope that one day the 

reports on defenders reveal stories without 

torture, illegal detention, enforced disappear-

ances, threats and extrajudicial executions. 

For now, in Colombia that is the rule rather 

than the exception. 

By José Humberto Torres Díaz
Human rights defender lawyer Committee for 

Solidarity with Political Prisoners

I
n Colombia, as in other places in the 

world, the problem of violence and 

oppression against human rights de-

fenders and their activities remains a 

recurring practice. On many occasions 

it has been declared that those of us who work 

for the defense, protection and promotion of 

human rights are fulfilling an important role 

in society. However, we are often subjected 

to threats, harassment, and insecurity, theft 

of information, arbitrary detention, enforced 

disappearance and arbitrary executions.

The volume of aggression against rights 

defenders is of such magnitude in Colombia 

that has aroused the concern of the interna-

tional community. Since , the Human 

Rights Commission of the United Nations 

drew attention to the lack of effective judi-

cial investigations of the crimes committed 

against defenders and by the lack of judicial, 

administrative and effective security mea-

sures for their protection. Also, the Human 

Rights Committee of the United Nations has 

recommended the government to take special 

measures to ensure that defenders are able to 

exercise their rights and freedoms, particu-

larly freedom of expression, assembly and 

association, without 

any intimidation.

Despite multiple 

recommendations 

of the universal and 

regional system of 

human rights and 

the now almost  

years of effect of the 

Declaration on the 

right and duty of individuals, groups and insti-

tutions to promote and protect human rights 

and fundamental freedoms, the Colombian 

government has failed and has acted against 

the recommendations.

This attitude is reflected in the frequent 

accusations and attacks against the legitimacy 

of the defenders, including by the President 

of the Republic and high ranking officials of 

his government, accusations that create a sce-

nario of animosities that favors the increase of 

aggressions against them.

The climate of hostility against defenders 

has reached such a point of aberration that 

in most criminal proceedings against them, 

officials of the Public Ministry adopt positions 

contrary to the dignity of the accused. In a 

criminal process, agents of the Public Ministry 

should act in defense of fundamental rights, 

but not always do so within those standards. 

An example: in a criminal trial, in Bucara-

manga, the Public Ministry agent demanded 

condemn for rebellion for the four human 

rights defenders, arguing: “Their intellectual 

capacity makes them more dangerous than 

the subjects that are armed”.

The attacks against life are perhaps the 

most ignominious expression of intolerance 

and aggression against defenders: between 

July  and December   cases of 

crimes against these defenders were recorded 

in Colombia, which demonstrates that gov-

ernmental protective measures are not effec-

tive to guarantee the right to integrity of those 

who work for the defense of human rights.

Impunity of human rights violations 

against defenders is %. Of the  homi-

cides that up to September  have 

been committed against trade 

unionists in Colombia, 

there is no condemn 

known against the 

perpetrators.

For the perpe-

trators of these 

crimes, the lack 

of effective-

ness in criminal 

investigations 
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For a vision from montes de María

social tissue opens scenarios for 

reconciliation”. It also means not 

to re-victimize them, but respect 

them as political and social 

subjects that from their condition 

may contribute to the building of 

new scenarios.

That joint vision has been 

built taken into account the 

organizational dynamics of 

the region and the skills of the 

victims and their organizations, 

which has enabled them to know 

that more than victims they are 

citizens with rights. In this pro-

cess, there have been two main 

axes: the leadership of the vic-

tims and organizations and the 

institutional and international 

accompaniment.

Leadership from the 
population
Leadership has consolidated 

through work in the region of sev-

eral organizations like the Women’s Network, 

the Association of Victims of Chengue, the 

Association of Victims of Libertad and San 

Onofre and the Path for Life, among others.

Many of these organizations, including 

the Women’s Network were organized after 

realizing that solutions could not come from 

outsiders who tell them what they should do. 

“If we are the ones who are here, solutions 

must begin from the inside, from ourselves”, 

says one of the leaders. This was how they 

decided to try to find solutions from their 

knowledge and insights.

This process has been an opportunity to 

claim their rights together and to be recog-

nized as subjects of rights and not as “poor 

victims”, says Martinez. Leadership has also 

been demonstrated by accompanying the 

victims and their organizations.

Today, they say, victims have been reaf-

firmed in their rights. There is no longer a 

displaced person who comes to talk to the 

authorities, but the chairman of an associa-

tion of victims who comes to claim for their 

rights. That makes the difference, they say.
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The population of Montes de María is working to avoid resentment, to strengthen the social organization, to 
demand reparation for their rights and to influence the political agenda in their region.

tions, and accompanied by national organi-

zations and the international community.

The purpose is very clear for them, as it 

is raised by the Women’s Network of Montes 

de María for Living: they want to rebuild 

the social tissue, help building peace and 

influence in politics through development 

plans. “The idea is to influence the decision-

making processes that have to do with us, 

the victims”, says Kathrins Martínez, leader 

of the network.

And although the process is difficult 

because it involves integrating communities 

and authorities in  municipalities and two 

departments, there is regional awareness of 

the need to build a vision of victims together.

As well as in Montes de María there was 

“a map of death” built by paramilitaries and 

guerrilla fighters, now they are working on 

a path to restore the dignity of the victims 

which means to believe in life despite death, 

says Father Castillo. This means, he says, “to 

open scenarios where the truth rehabilitates 

the victim, the practice of justice rehabilitates 

the perpetrator and the reparation of the 

T
he grandmother left the church 

after praying for her husband 

and her son, killed by the con-

flict, and then went to the cem-

etery. She was with her grand-

daughter, a six years old girl, who had some 

flowers in her hands. She left some of these 

flowers at the grave of her relatives and kept 

the others for another grave. Which one? 

“The tomb of the murderer of my husband 

and my son because I always come to pray 

with the girl so that she knows that we can 

remember in a different way and that there 

is no right to transmit this spiral of hate and 

resentment to future generations”.

This was said by a woman who hasn’t any-

one left, only her granddaughter, “who has 

the right to grow healthy and with good inten-

tions instead of being poisoned by hate and 

revenge” says Father Rafael Castillo, executive 

director of the Foundation Montes de María.

These stories are part of the process that 

 municipalities of Montes de María live to 

build a regional concept of victims, led by 

the victims themselves and their organiza-
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The different organizations in the region 

are already working on creating a regional 

network that brings them together, an idea 

which is in its initial phase. Instead of work-

ing only by themselves, they want to do it in 

a more organized way.

They have been through a constant train-

ing and have had national and international 

support. With the trainings they now know that 

what happened to them is not a normal conse-

quence of the situation of violence, expresses 

Freddy García, Coordinator of the Socio-politi-

cal Area of the Montes de María Foundation.

Moreover, the accompaniment has promot-

ed and protected these leaderships and has 

helped the formation of organizations around 

the concept of being victims and of demand-

ing their rights. This is how some questions 

have arisen, for example, what can we do to be 

repaired if the State should protect us?

The process of leadership, training and 

capacity building has helped to promote 

scenarios such as the Laboratory for Peace, 

the Development and Peace Program and 

also the joint construction of a development 

plan for Montes de María.

Their requirements and incidences
That vision is being built from what the 

victims and the organizations want: truth, 

know what happened and why did it hap-

pen, find the bodies of their relatives, have 

justice and political incidence.

Truth. The creation of a regional network of 

victims is an idea that gathers them in a space 

where they can talk about their collective 

progresses, a space that generates confidence 

and awareness that truth is not an exclusive 

property of the perpetrators, but a heritage of 

all of Colombian society, and especially of the 

victims themselves, says Porras.

Lost bodies. For some widows and their 

children there is an interest and a need: eco-

nomic reparation. For others this is an option 

that makes them feel that they are selling their 

children, poses Edgardo Ríos, coordinator for 

the department of Bolivar of the Organization 

of Victims of Colombia from Montes de María.

Justice. For some victims and organiza-

tions there is concern about the penalties for 

those involved in the scandal of the paramil-

itary politic in the region. “They are going to 

pay very little and nothing happens, despite 

being intellectual authors of what was here 

called the map of death”, says Father Castillo. 

The emerging groups are also a cause for 

concern. The victims do not know yet if they 

will be claimed on their rights and that his-

tory will not be repeated.

Challenges
There are many challenges faced by victims 

and organizations in Montes de María, like 

having greater political impact, promoting 

the strengthening of the regional process, 

overcoming the division between the organi-

zations and dis-idealizing the debate about 

the rights of victims.

Despite the work they do, there is still lack 

of “political weight”, says Father Castillo. The 

first steps are taken because the idea is that 

the victims themselves and the organiza-

tions assume their cause. “The ideal is that 

organizations go out and the victims walk 

alone influencing the political processes of 

their region”, says Porras.

People have been organized, but on the 

one hand, there are some interests that 

prevent the consolidation and, on the other, 

the conflict remains being a threat to this 

joint work. Another weakness is that there 

is still ignorance on key issues such as legal 

proceedings to defend rights, as the right to 

reparation. This situation has led lawyers to 

try to take advantage of victims. 

Another problem they face is the divisions 

that prevent greater coordination between 

the organizations. Porras says that “there are 

some human rights ngos that do not support 

the law of justice and peace or the CNRR, 

while there are others that work without any 

problems with these two instruments. Other 

organizations say that it is necessary to turn 

to international instances of justice, but they 

forget that to get there they must turn first to 

national organizations. All these differences 

make difficult a greater articulation”.

More than political opinions that seem 

irreconcilable, we must observe more and 

listen to communities, suggests Father Cas-

tillo. For him and many leaders and organi-

zations in the region is important to open a 

space of reconciliation because hate, anger 

and revenge generate more hate, more anger 

and more revenge.  

A woman who hasn’t anyone left, only her granddaughter, 

“who has the right to grow healthy and with good inten-

tions instead of being poisoned by hate and revenge”
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Weaving links of confidence
In the village of El Carmen, in Dagua, Valle del Cauca Department, the Project 
of School for Democracy and Peace trainers seeks to build a culture of peace, 
to defeat confidence, and to instruct in human rights.

the promotion of human 

rights, psychosocial sup-

port to victims, and non-

violent transformation of 

conflicts in communities 

that have been hit by dif-

ferent kinds of violence.

Fears have been 
faded away
Every Saturday morn-

ing, about  students: 

parents, community 

leaders, youngsters, rep-

resentatives of schools, 

professionals and others 

involved in the school 

begin their day’s games, 

dynamic, lectures and 

other activities. In this 

way, little by little they 

have helped to transform 

the factors of exclusion, 

resentment, fear and 

distrust that rounded in 

the area.

This educational 

process, that lasts two 

years, is developed on the basis of knowl-

edge, experiences and proposals of its social 

actors. Therefore, they use participatory 

methodologies that seek to train for action. 

They even make the working materials with 

their students, so they replicate this model.

After eight months of training, students 

of the school of El Carmen call each other by 

their name, a climate of trust has been cre-

ated, and many fears have been faded away. 

Ever and his team have seen significant 

changes, especially in interpersonal relation-

ships: “Problems no longer drown in the 

four walls of the house or go everywhere in 

the village. They are placed on the table and 

discussed to find solutions”.

The group has the expectation that the 

students of today, tomorrow will be trainers 

of new groups and promoters of building a 

culture of peace, the goal that has passionate 

Ever and his team since they were trained.

Now, among the plans of the School of El 

Carmen is to share experiences with schools 

in other regions which advance similar initia-

tives, and to continue the expansion of this 

network to improve their educational and 

pedagogical processes. Reiner Ort, coordi-

nator of the Podion Foundation, and those 

behind this project know that “the country 

lacks places where people can speak with 

confidence, where they can say what they are 

feeling and experiencing in the daily life of 

the conflict... Spaces that allow the creation 

of bonds of trust in the communities”. 

By Diana De la Rosa G.

ere you must stop 

bothering, you 

come here, begin to 

do things, and then 

you go and leave 

us lying around”. 

These were the first words that Ever Montaño 

heard upon arrival to the village of El Carmen, 

in Dagua, Valle del Cauca. Although he was 

frightened, these words encouraged him to 

continue with his proposal: to found a School 

for trainers in Democracy and Peace.

Problems of coexistence and high lev-

els of disputes and aggression were part of 

the panorama of El Carmen. Ever and his 

partner Carlos Jacinto Gallego discovered 

the lack of communication in this small 

town, where everyone knows each other and 

secrets can not be hidden: “They didn’t call 

each other by their name, didn’t speak to 

each other, nor tolerate what the other said. 

Communication was difficult even in the 

school of the village “, he recalls.

Therefore, before the community, Ever, 

Carlos Jacinto and members of social or-

ganizations supporting the project, joined 

with the purpose of building a school for El 

Carmen, like those schools operating in  

Departments of the country, created with 

the support of the Podion Foundation and 

the German Cooperation Agency (ageh for 

its acronym in Spanish).

Ever, who was trained in one of these 

schools, and the others of the team, began 

to work based on the popular knowledge of 

the area and the decision of not letting the 

process halfway, as they were sentenced. So, 

eight months ago, they founded the School 

for Peace and Democracy in El Carmen, to 

help in building a culture of peace, based on 

www.saliendodelcallejon.pnud.org.co

“Problems no longer drown in the four walls of the 

house or go everywhere in the village. They are placed on 

the table and discussed to find solutions”.

‘‘H



W
ith camera in hand and the advice of their instructors in mind, dozens 

of girls, boys and teenagers from Antioquia, Colombia, photographed 

their neighborhoods and their people. That view is reflected in their “On 

the shoulders of giants”, the recent publication of the Office in Colombia 

of the High Commissioner of the United Nations for Human Rights. The 

selection of photographs is a product of a series of workshops developed from  to  

in the neighborhoods of several communes of Medellín. They involved more than a hundred 

girls, boys and young residents of Altos de la Torre, El Pacífico, Carpinelo, Moravia, Bello-

Oriente, Iguaná, El Salado,  de Julio, Aures Tres, La Sierra, and Las Independencias, and 

nine villages in the municipality of Amagá. In all these are areas poverty and violence impose 

marginality to their inhabitants. The “giants” have their eyes on each of these regions. 

The Giants photograph the city
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