
   

 

  

 

Colombia Caravana Limited 

Registered at the above address 

Registered in England and Wales 

Company number 07223671 

59-60 Russell Square 
London  

WC1B 4HP 
United Kingdom 

15 September 2012 

Juan Manuel Santos Calderon 

President of the Republic of Colombia 

Carrera 8 No. 7 – 26 

Palacio de Nariño 

Bogotá 

Colombia 

Dear President Santos, 

Re:  attempted murder  of  human rights defender Mr Jhonel Cárdenas Castrillón 

We are writing to you on behalf of the UK members of the International Caravana of 

Jurists and the Union Internationale des Avocats – International Association of Lawyers  
(U.I.A.) During visits to Colombia in 2008 and 2010, and in our recent visit in August 

2012, we called upon the Colombian government to protect lawyers’ ability to represent 

their clients and to refrain from any interference in their work in order to comply with 

Colombian legislation,1 and International Law.  

We are deeply concerned because on Friday, September 7th, at 6:30 pm Mr. Jhonel 

Cárdenas Castrillón has been the subject of an attempted assassination and the police 

response appears to have been negligent in relation to this serious crime.  

Mr.  Cárdenas is a human rights defender, community leader, and the local president of 

the political party Polo Democrático Alternativo (Democratic Alternative Pole).  

Representatives of both of our organisations had the opportunity to meet him during our 

recent visit to Colombia and upon hearing about his account about past events  we  were 

already alarmed by his situation. 

The attempted murder occurred by shots being fired at Mr. Cárdenas whilst he was at his 

home.  Fortunately he was not injured and was able to disarm the perpetrator who ran 

out of Mr.Cardenas’s house and escaped on a motorcycle which was driven by an 

accomplice.   

 The incident was reported to the police in the municipality of Curumani, where Mr. 

Cárdenas resides. However, despite the perpetrator being identified as a former member 

of the paramilitary groups in the city of Cúcuta, no effort was made to arrest the suspect 

                                                      

1
 Law 1426 of December 29 2010. 
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for this crime.  Moreover, the police commander refused to take a formal statement from 

Mr. Cárdenas. We understand that such action would have formally commenced the 

investigation and permitted   the collection of evidence. 

We also understand that police from Curumani police station have informed NGOs the 

whole incident occurred as a result of a fight among friends in a party.  These statements 

appear to be false and do not coincide with the account of the incident that we have 

been received.  Moreover, if the version of the events being publicised by police does not 

match the available evidence, it is counterproductive to attempts to trace the perpetrator 

or perpetrators of this crime. 

Our concerns are heightened further, because Mr Cárdenas is a member of the Cesar's 

Social Integration Committee, he has been involved in the land restitution process and 

has been filing complaints of water pollution caused by mining in the main source of  

Curumaní's aqueduct, on the river San Pedro. We also understand that Mr Cárdenas was 

illegally detained with other social leaders (JOSE PICON, DAMIAN CABALLERO and 

DOBER JAIME) by the Colombian army from 16 March until 24 March 2011. He was 

tortured whilst in custody in Curumaní and forced to give his email passwords to the 

Sijin (police intelligence). He was charged with rebellion but the Prosecutor decided to 

close the investigation against Mr. Cárdenas. Moreover, a complaint was made by Mr. 

Cárdenas regarding the police action but the case was closed by the local prosecutor.  

We are deeply concerned because due to the above activities and this attempted 

assassination, we believe his safety could be at considerable risk.  

Due to the work of Mr. Cárdenas we consider that the Colombian authorities are 
required to provide protection for him in accordance with the Victims’ Act,2      This Act   
defines victims in   Article 3 as people who have suffered harm from intervening to assist 
victims in distress or preventing victimisation. Therefore,   the  human rights defenders 
named above who have received the threats described, fall within the Acts’ remit.  
 
In addition, Article 31 of the Act states inter alia, that competent authorities should take 
protective measures for the victims ...... where necessary according to the level of 
assessed risk for each individual case. Moreover, Article 32.1 requires protection 
programs to include measures commensurate with the level of risk to the victim before, 
during and after their participation in judicial or administrative proceedings and Article 
32.4 stipulates that protective measures should be timely, targeted, appropriate and 
efficient. 

                                                      

2
 Law 1448 of 2011 
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Moreover, because Mr. Cárdenas is a human rights defender we also respectfully remind 

you of the UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders (adopted by the UN 

General Assembly on 8 March 1999)3. We understand that he has been performing the 

functions of a lawyer in cases involving land restitution and pollution and as a 

consequence of this, we also draw your attention to the UN Basic Principles on the 

Role of Lawyers(adopted by the UN General Assembly on 18 December 1990)4.  

Therefore we call upon you to: 

 Ensure a timely, thorough and impartial investigation into the attempted 

assignation of Mr. Cárdenas with the intention of brining those responsible to 

justice; 

 Ensure a timely, thorough and impartial investigation, by a civilian authority into 

the alleged negligence by police officers in relation to their response to this 

incident and the subsequent investigation; 

 Where criminal or disciplinary offences appear to have been committed, the 

suspected police officers should be brought to justice via criminal or disciplinary 

proceedings in accordance with the type of offence they are charged with; 

                                                      

3
 Which states  at Article 12:  

1. Everyone has the right, individually and in association with others, to participate in peaceful activities 
against violations of human rights and fundamental freedoms. 
2. The State shall take all necessary measures to ensure the protection by the competent authorities of 
everyone, individually and in association with others, against any violence, threats, retaliation, de facto 
or de jure adverse discrimination, pressure or any other arbitrary action as a consequence of his or her 
legitimate exercise of the rights referred to in the present Declaration. 

3. In this connection, everyone is entitled, individually and in association with others, to be protected 

effectively under national law in reacting against or opposing, through peaceful means, activities and 

acts, including those by omission, attributable to States that result in violations of human rights and 

fundamental freedoms, as well as acts of violence perpetrated by groups or individuals that affect the 

enjoyment of human rights and fundamental freedoms. 

 
4
 Which states at  Principles 16 and 17:  

16. Governments shall ensure that lawyers ( a ) are able to perform all of their professional functions 

without intimidation, hindrance, harassment or improper interference; ( b ) are able to travel and to 

consult with their clients freely both within their own country and abroad; and ( c ) shall not suffer, or be 

threatened with, prosecution or administrative, economic or other sanctions for any action taken in 

accordance with recognized professional duties, standards and ethics. 

17. Where the security of lawyers is threatened as a result of discharging their functions, they shall be 

adequately safeguarded by the authorities. 
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 Undertake a risk assessment of the current threat to the safety of, Mr. Cárdenas 

provide adequate protection to ensure his safety and in accordance with his 

wishes.  

 We will continue to monitor the developments of this case and we look forward to 

hearing from you regarding the action that you are taking to ensure a full and impartial 

investigation is undertaken in relation to the attempted assassination and any criminal or 

disciplinary offences committed by police officers.  We also ask that we be kept updated, 

with respect to the extent of progress in investigating the above crimes and bringing 

those responsible to justice.   

 Yours sincerely, 

  

Professor Sara Chandler 

Chair, Colombian Caravana UK Lawyers Group 

 

Driss Chater,  

President of the International Association of Lawyers -UIA 

 

cc:  
Vice-President Angelino Garzón                                
 His Excellency Ambassador Mauricio Rodríguez 
Múnera, Embassy of Colombia, London                  

 The National  Fiscalia General 

Fiscalia  for Bucaramanga 
 The   Chief of Police for  Curumani 
 

 
 Lawyer for Lawyers  
 Lawyers Without Borders Canadá  
 Asociación Colombiana de Abogados 
Defensores “ Eduardo Umaña Mendoza” 
(ACADEUM)  
 Courtenay Barklem, Law Society of England 
and Wales  
 Margaret Sekaggya,  UN SpecialRapporteur on 
the Situation of Human Rights Defenders 
 

 


