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A.   Introduction   

From 24 to 27 August 2014, a sub-group of nine Caravana delegates visited the city of 

Bucaramanga. Bucaramanga is the capital of the department of Santander which is situated in 

the north east of Colombia and comprises six provinces. Bucaramanga has a population of 

about 571,820,  whilst the Santander department has around 2 million inhabitants.  Directly 1 2

north of Santander is the Norte de Santander Department which borders Venezuela and whose 

capital is Cúcuta. It has a population of about 1,309, 265,  whilst Cúcuta’s population is about 3

721,398.    4

Our visit was coordinated by Rommel Durán Castellanos and Leonardo Jaimes Marín from 

the Equipo Jurídico Pueblos (“EJP”) and Julia Adriana Figueroa Cortés from the Corporación 

Colectivo de Abogados Luis Carlos Pérez (“CCALCP”). During our time in the region we 

met with beneficiaries of CCALCP and EJP, as well as trade union representatives, public 

authorities, judges and NGOs. Many of the interviewees had travelled a considerable distance 

in order to meet with the Caravana delegates. Throughout our time we were accompanied by 

Peace Brigades International. 

Our findings are documented in the following report.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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B.   Issues at focus of Colombian Caravana 2014 Delegation 

1. Prisons  

The Caravana has received reports regarding prison conditions in the department of 

Santander, particularly focusing on the Cárcel Modelo de Bucaramanga and Palogordo 

Prison. The most worrying issues highlighted by the lawyers from EJP and CCALCP include 

mistreatment of prisoners, treatment of political prisoners, overcrowding, poor maintenance 

and restricted access to lawyers amongst others. The following testimonies recounted to 

Caravana delegates are illustrative of the situation.  

Mistreatment of prisoners 

On Monday 25 August 2014, the Caravana met with Claudia Carolina Hurtado whose son 

Julián Hurtado died whilst incarcerated in the Cárcel Modelo de Bucaramanga.  

Julián was 18 years old and had been serving a three month sentence since 24 August 2012 

for robbery of a mobile phone (which reportedly he subsequently returned to its owner). His 

body was found on Sunday 11 November 2012 after he reportedly committed suicide by 

jumping 30 metres from the roof of a cell block. 

Sra Hurtado raised the following concerns and inconsistencies about her son’s death and the 

investigation and inquest by the Cárcel Modelo and by INPEC: 

• Sra Hurtado was informed that her son committed suicide by jumping from the roof of a 

cell block. The evidence presented for this was CCTV footage dated 11 November 2012 

filmed from a camera in the yard in which Julián’s body suddenly appears in shot at 

4.39am. At 5.30am, a security guard walks by and appears to suddenly see the body. The 

pathologist’s report conducted on Julián’s body reports the time of death to be between 

2am and 2.30am. 

• There are five other CCTV cameras in the vicinity of where Julián’s body was discovered. 

The footage from these cameras has not been disclosed. 
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• INPEC has cited intoxication to be the cause of death, whereas the pathologist’s report 

states that there was no alcohol in his system and that the marijuana present had been 

ingested more than three days previously.  

• Julián’s father took pictures of his body which appear to show bruising to Julián’s eye, 

face, and neck and marks to his wrists, all of which are inconsistent with a fall. 

• The pathologist’s report states that Julian’s internal organs were intact, a finding which is 

inconsistent with a fall.  

• The forensic experts noted a lack of blood on the ground where Julián fell, as would have 

been consistent with a fall. They also noted an amount of grass in Julián’s hand which is 

inconsistent with the stone surface upon which he was found. They stated that the position 

of Julián’s body is inconsistent with the fall from the roof as reported by the prison guards.  

• There should have been two prison guards where the body was found. These guards said 

they were asleep when the incident occurred. Another guard has refused to attend an 

interview. 

Sra Hurtado has initiated legal proceedings which have stalled due to lack of cooperation 

from prison authorities in investigating and providing evidence. Claudia’s lawyer is Leonardo 

Jaimes from Equipo Jurídico Pueblos. The prosecutor has said that they cannot do anything 

until the security videos are located. Sra Hurtado has changed prosecutors twice. Sra Hurtado 

suspects Walter Fabian Basto Urtiz alias ‘Payaso’ is connected to the death.  

!
Treatment of Political Prisoners 

On Monday 25 August 2014, the Caravana met with the brother of Miguel Jesús Velandía 

León. Miguel is a campesino and a political prisoner in Palogordo prison in cell block 3. He 

is 52 years old and has been in prison for almost four years. He is accused of being a member 

of the FARC, an allegation which he denies. 

!
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Miguel has been suffering from pancreatic cancer for three years. He also suffers from 

muscular dystrophy. Miguel’s family is concerned that he is not receiving adequate treatment 

for the illness and make the following complaints: 

• Prison authorities do not pass on the medication that Miguel’s family send to him; 

• Despite having noted that the pancreatic cancer had advanced, Caprecom  took no action to 5

provide treatment; 

• Miguel’s family asked for a medico-legal assessment from the Institute of Legal Medicine, 

but were refused; 

• Miguel's family has tried to ask for a substitution of the prison term for home arrest but 

without a positive response.  The authorities say that Miguel can finish his time in prison 

because he is receiving the proper treatment; 

• For two months recently Miguel has been in severe pain for which he was prescribed 

morphine.  During this time he was expected to live in a corner of his overcrowded cell. He 

was too weak to do anything; 

• The family asked that Miguel be transferred to hospital on humanitarian and legal grounds 

for treatment and to be near his family. Today, he has been transferred to hospital but this is 

only because his illness is so advanced the prison cannot provide that treatment. It was not 

because the judge ordered his release on compassionate grounds, thus once he makes an 

improvement, he will be returned to prison; 

• Other prisoners in cell block 3 have protested on his behalf. In retaliation, the prison guards 

have threatened to move Miguel to cell block 10 where paramilitaries are incarcerated. 

This is a cynical threat which aims to quash Miguel’s resistance. As a political prisoner, if 

he were to be placed in a cell block with paramilitaries, his life would be under serious and 

immediate threat.  

• Miguel sadly died in hospital on 11 February 2015, having not received the medical care he 

required.  
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2. Extra-judicial killings 

!
Extra judicial killings have been committed in a number of different situations which have 

included “false positives” and the killing of campesino activists who are seeking to establish 

specific areas where they can work the land in a safe and protected way.  Delegates met with 6

the families of such victims and the lawyers who are taking cases on their behalf. 

On the first day of meetings in Bucaramanga, delegates met with Cielo Patricia Sanchez, the 

mother of a young man who was found dead in a rural region far from Bucaramanga where 

he lived. Her lawyer is Leonardo Jaimes Marín and the team from the Equipo Jurídico  

Pueblos. Cielo’s son is identified as a false positive and the case investigating his death is 

currently before the Bogota Court. The investigation into his death has been hindered and 

slow. With the assistance of lawyers’ teams there has been some progress, but progress is still 

slow going. She reported that there was an apparent unwillingness to conduct an investigation 

or to do so with any attention to detail. Cielo reported that without Leonardo’s team her son 

and her pursuit of an investigation would be completely forgotten. She has strong faith in the 

EJP lawyers and is glad that they are acting for her. 

In discussions with Jusneres, a lawyer working with ASCAMCAT  she outlined that in the 7

Catatumbo region, where her organisation is accompanying campesinos who are 

campaigning for the establishment of a ZRC, there have been many incidences of abductions 

and killings of campesinos.  The organisation has been denouncing false positives since 2006. 

This group has faced serious intimidation and stigmatisation. In discussions with Jefri 

Torado, a lawyer also working with ASCAMCAT, it was also reported to delegates that 

violations of IHL and serious violations of human rights committed by State authorities have 

occurred where there is ongoing internal armed conflict.This includes bombs which have 

damaged civilian buildings in Hacarí and Catatumbo. Campesino homes and water resources 
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were also affected. In San Calixto, a new military office has been placed in a civilian area 

further militarising civilian life.  

!
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!
3. Human Rights Defenders 

In Bucaramanga, the delegates met with lawyers, human rights defenders and campesino 

community members who conveyed their experiences of harassment, violence and 

intimidation at the hands of paramilitary groups, military forces and local authorities for the 

causes they support. 

La Salvaje Esperanza (“Wild Hope”) network 

The delegates met with members of the network “La Salvaje Esperanza”, an environmental 

organisation which concentrates on the difficulties caused to communities as a result of the 

exploitation of petrol and other minerals. The organisation seeks to highlight environmental 

concerns over pollution caused by mining, general poverty, the defence of communities’ 

water supply and the socio-political violence which generates from these issues. 

We heard the testimony of Harvey, a member of this network and another organisation called 

CAEM (Centro de Altos Estudios Minero Energéticos) which works to improve the technical 

management of mining projects. He explained that the “Wild Hope” movement suffers 

persecution and stigmatisation when it carries out public accompaniment to communities 

during, for example, protests and marches.  

Harvey accompanied campesino residents during a peaceful protest march on 27 August 

2013. The residents were seeking better living conditions, including medical assistance and 

medical services, as they had limited access to medical services within their municipality. As 

part of the protest, they had erected barricades using trees, rocks and car wheels to block the 

road between Bucaramanga and Cúcuta. The protest was peaceful and received broad 

support, even from those stopped at the road barricades. The protest involved no violence. 

Harvey and other human rights defenders observed the protest and added an element of 

support and protection to the protestors. However, Harvey described how the specialist riot 

police force ESMAD used force and repression to stop the protest. Some people were 

arrested and others were injured. The ESMAD officers used tear gas, threw stones and 

“bombas de aturdimineto”, even though there were children present. Food stands were 

toppled over and planted crops were also destroyed. Many people fled and sheltered in local 
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homes but ESMAD officers followed them, broke into the houses, beat them and arrested 

them.  

Another “Wild Hope” member, Lenin Patiño, was actually arbitrarily arrested and detained 

the day before the protest began. Lenin was stopped in the municipality of Tona by National 

Police of Berlín Station, who asked him to account for his presence in the area asserting that 

he had no reason to be there. Lenin explained that he was a human rights defender there to 

accompany campesinos. The police paid no attention to the fact that Lenin was a human 

rights defender. He was arrested with no fair grounds for arrest. He was searched and his 

property was seized. While in detention, Lenin suffered verbal, physical and mental 

mistreatment and was threatened. He was forced to sign a declaration stating that he had not 

been mistreated before he could be released. Lenin also witnessed violence against the 

campesino protesters during the demonstration the following day. Lenin confirms that the 

police attacked the campesinos and detained them, and conveyed that the people injured 

included women and elderly people. Lenin has photographic evidence of the injuries suffered 

by many.   

Lenin is frequently harassed and intimidated by authorities. Lenin is also the leader of a 

political group which accompanies campesinos and victims of the armed conflict. His 

organisation faces repression and stigmatisation from the State, as State agents label them as 

members of a subversive group. They have received threats in the form of letters and videos 

from paramilitaries such as Aguilas Negras, Rastrojos, and Urabeños. 

Lenin himself often sees people taking notes outside his house and place of work in 

Bucaramanga. He is frequently stopped by police and asked to provide his ID. He has been 

interviewed by the Chief Police Commander. As he participates in regional meetings he is 

well known and highly visible. He is closely monitored as he publicly highlights the 

problems of campesinos communities and is involved in debates about land rights, and has 

now himself become a victim of persecution. The State has misidentified him as a member of 

the FARC in order to diminish his position and intimidate him. At the moment in Santander, 

there are about ten people being threatened with death for being part of this social movement. 

He believes that free speech is not guaranteed. In many of the cases of threats and aggression 
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against members, Lenin reports that the authorities have knowledge of what has happened but 

there is a lack of responsibility by the State in the face of these issues.  

People’s Congress 

The delegation also met with Diego, who is a member of the “Congreso de los Pueblos”, a 

social movement which publicises and campaigns on the difficulties most prevalent in the 

city of Bucaramanga. These issues include poverty, unemployment, inequality, high crime 

rates, social delinquency and depressed neighbourhoods. The movement also acts in defence 

of the water supply of the paramo, which is exploited by transnational mining companies. 

Additionally, Diego explained how the movement denounces army recruitment raids in 

Bucaramanga. 

Diego outlined to the delegates the harassment faced by his movement. In particular, the 

movement’s leader, Jimmy Moreno, has been detained in prisons three times in the past three 

years. There has never been a lawful warrant for any of these detentions. Just two weeks 

before our meeting with Diego, Jimmy was detained, Diego believes, for taking pictures of 

police while they were acting with extreme brutality against informal sellers. Diego conveyed 

that the only response from the State when the movement complains of such harassment and 

intimidation is one of repression. The movement has indeed complained about a compilation 

of cases and these are currently being pursued with the assistance of human rights 

organisations.  

Colectivo No Me Presto 

The delegates met with 19 year old Andres who is part of an organisation called “Colectivo 

No Me Presto”, a conscientious objectors movement. This committee opposes army 

recruitment and is composed of 25 members, aged from 14 to 24. Its main focus is anti-

militarism, they also attempt to address the issue of political apathy among young people. 

The Committee aims to promote political commitment and interest in political issues amongst 

young people.  

Andrés explained the methods of army “recruitment” which they oppose.  During periods of 

“Batidas”, the name given to massive army recruitment drives, the army ‘press gang’ young 
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people. There are cases where young men have been forced into service in a different region 

of the country within 48 hours of abduction. “No Me Presto” considers these mass 

recruitments as forms of kidnapping and arbitrary detention.  

“No Me Presto” implements several key strategies to combat forced army recruitment.They 

participate in peaceful protest and provide assistance to people at risk of forced recruitment. 

They use sticker campaigns to warn young people of areas in which the army are conducting 

‘Batidas’. The stickers provide details of a helpline number for young people to call. They 

put the stickers on lampposts, signs and walls to attract attention. During the periods of 

massive recruitments, they receive about eight calls a day from people asking for their 

assistance. The organisation experiences repression, intimidation and threats. Andrés 

described the group as “burnt”, meaning they are recognised as members of a political group 

and have become stigmatised. As a result, the police will not let them visit the people in 

detention who have sought their assistance.  

Andrés outlined the specific type of difficulties they face. He relayed to the delegates how 

four of his colleagues, aged between 17 and 21, were arrested when they were putting 

stickers up. The men who arrested them were dressed in civilian clothing and did not produce 

any formal ID, nor state that they were police officers. His colleagues were frightened as it is 

common knowledge that paramilitaries often pretend to be police. They were brought to the 

police station where the men then produced formal ID. While his colleagues were not 

physically harmed, they were intimidated by the police officers while in detention. The police 

took their mobile phones to ensure they could not contact anyone. They were not charged and 

set free after approximately three hours. Unfortunately, these four young people have not 

participated in political activities since this incident as they were so scared. Andrés explained 

that the police arrest and detain his colleagues in this way so that they can register them, 

obtain details about them and indirectly monitor them from then on. Andrés called this 

‘passive monitoring’, which is very difficult to prove but is an ongoing difficulty they face.  8

!
!
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 CCALP 

The delegation met with two members of CCALP named Julia Adriana Figueroa Cortes and 

Jusñeres.  

CCALP is a lawyers’ collective which operates in the North East of Santander and the region 

of Magdalena. The work of the collective focuses on litigation in defence of victims of 

human rights violations and human rights education. 

Since 2005, the collective has offered accompaniment to indigenous people and campesinos 

who suffer serious human rights violations. Julia expressed that the collective, as a result, is 

victimised and stigmatised for such accompaniment services because the state declares any 

organisation which accompanies campesinos as ‘guerrillas’.  

The collective is also lobbying the Colombian government in order to have the area where 

they live proclaimed a special legal zone for campesinos. They are seeking to establish a 

community zone; one of communal existence where the objective is social-economic 

stability. In response, State agents, public figures and the police publicly denounce them as 

guerrilla members attempting to create guerrilla zones in which to operate.  

The collective has been a victim of 41 security incidents thus far. These incidents have all 

been directly linked to the work they carry out as human rights defenders. The police and the 

army intimidate the campesinos, taking poor people from the villages and killing them in 

order to instil fear.  

The collective are constantly asking the police and army to respect international and human 

rights law, yet such requests are ignored. Lawyers from the collective have been threatened 

with bombs and guns and are thus frightened when carrying out their day to day work. Julia 

stated, “they could be killed any day”.  

The collective has presented an abundance of evidence against the State to prosecutors 

illustrating the repression they experience, yet no prosecutor has commenced any 

investigation or launched any proceedings. Julia explained that prosecutors and judges are 

threatened by paramilitary groups too, and so they are reluctant to proceed with their cases. 
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Consequently, there are no sanctions against those who attack the organisation and no respect 

for their work.  

In 2008, the collective began proceedings against the State to grant compensation to 

campesino victims. Other cases include representing victims in criminal trials against 

members of the army. At these hearings they have been subjected to threats yet Julia sadly 

predicts that no investigation will be conducted.  

Jusñeres is a human rights lawyer in the region of Magdalena. She works for four 

organisations all composed solely of campesinos that do agricultural work. These 

organisations have only been formed for a year and so are very new, yet members are already 

suffering threats for being involved with human rights defence work.  Jusñeres explained that 

the organisations suffer threats and harassment from paramilitary groups in Magdalena. The 

two main paramilitary groups which threaten them are Urienos and Los Rastrojos. These 

paramilitaries stigmatise campesinos in rural areas. Jusñeres conveyed how campesino 

meetings are constantly monitored by the army and police. She described how they have been 

in a meeting and noticed that army planes were circling above them. 

The paramilitaries even make death threats to campesinos and detain organisation members. 

Jusñeres described the case of Nelson Tolosa, an organisation member and human rights 

defender who is currently in Palogordo prison as a political prisoner. He is charged with the 

crime of ‘rebellion’ and has been jailed for over 7 months so far. 

Jusñeres told the delegates about an incident involving another collective lawyer 

Judith Maldonaldo who was assaulted by police officers. The collective tried to bring a case 

about this but nothing has happened. 

Jusñeres and the other members have already reported these threats and detentions to the 

prosecutor’s office and complained to the authorities, however the authorities do not act in 

response; they simply recommend that they hire private security.  
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The collective asserts that the State should defend their rights. Although they believe that 

they will continue to face repression, intimidation and violence they emphasise that they will 

not stop acting in defence of human rights.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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4. Judicial independence, Access to justice and impunity  

Judicial Independence and the Judges Report 

Access to justice is a constant battle for people who are victims of human rights violations. 

Many of the people the delegates met have faced difficulties when making complaints against 

State authorities or when seeking investigations into human rights violations they have 

suffered.  The variety of situations that victims are faced with demonstrates the importance of 9

victims having strong legal teams to assist them in their attempts to access justice.  

Lack of Judicial Independence was noted by Yefri Torado, whose work and the difficulties he 

faces are outlined below, however the Caravana Judges Report will give more focus on this 

issue.  10

Access to justice: Teresa  

Delegates met with Teresa, a woman who was seriously injured from a grenade attack in 

2002 which she believes was thrown at her by members of the paramilitary organisation 

Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (“AUC”).  Her daughter was killed in the same incident. 

She is now partially blind and disabled and is not able to work nor does she receive any 

benefits.  The prosecutor has denied that it was the AUC that carried out this attack and has 

stated that it was in fact guerrillas who are responsible. Although Teresa has lodged a 

complaint in relation to this attack, there has been no investigation of this by the prosecutor. 

Her case is ongoing.  

Targeting lawyers: Judith Maldonaldo 

As previously mentioned, Judith Maldonaldo, a lawyer working with ASCAMCAT was 

assaulted by police personnel. She had arrived at a police station with a copy of a court order 

arising from a successful tutela. . When she presented it to the police they responded by 11

throwing her on the ground. This case is representative of how lawyers acting for human 

!16

 See below re killing of Sanchez and Pedrosso sons. 9

 The Judges Report of the Caravana 2014 will be available on the website when it has been finalised.10

 An administrative process where an applicant can make a complaint to a Judge to seek to protect a 11

fundamental right- has been in law since 1991. 



rights defenders are prevented from doing their work and how in turn they suffer violations of 

their rights as state authorities or others attempt to prevent them accessing justice for their 

clients or themselves. Even where there is significant evidence of threats being made against 

the lawyers collective, the state takes no action whatsoever.  

Delays, faked evidence and lack of judicial awareness: Yefri Torado 

In discussions with Yefri Torado, he reported to delegates that there are frequent problems 

with faked evidence and delays at the behest of the prosecution.  

He outlined how some of his cases highlight the difficulties his clients face and the resulting 

difficulties he faces attempting to provide them with an adequate defence. One client, a 19 

year old man who was arrested during protests, had a Molotov cocktail planted beside him 

when he was arrested. He was subsequently charged with violence against a public worker. 

The person who arrested the young man was a member of ESMAD and not a state official, so 

when Yefri called for the public official to be presented during the trial there was no such 

person available. Yefri succeeded in obtaining an acquittal in that case. In another case arising 

from the same protest, there were problems regarding the evidence accepted by the Judge. 

Firstly, the detention itself was illegal so all evidence obtained during the detention should 

have been deemed inadmissible. However, the evidence was accepted by the Court. Secondly, 

there was medical evidence that indicated the accused had been tortured and the police had 

not brought the accused to the appropriate medical examiner when they should have done so. 

This examination was eventually carried out and it was confirmed that the accused’s injuries 

were synonymous with torture. However, the judge refused to accept or examine this report 

or to exclude any evidence that may have been obtained by torture. This case has been 

appealed to the Supreme Court. 

Yefri reported that cases such as this where judges fail to take certain evidence into account 

are quite common. There are also a large number of cases where judges actively legitimise 

faked evidence or fail to question the acts of the police of the army. Additionally, he outlines 

that the judges sometimes do not know the law, and further, there are friendly relations 

between the judges and the prosecutors and the Ministero Publico’s office so it can feel like 
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having to face three prosecutors instead of one. This makes accessing justice for victims a 

very large hurdle to overcome. 

Judicial Performance 

Groups who met with the delegates lamented the practices of some state actors calling them 

“Judicial Perfromances” This term was applied in relation to “false positives”, false 

testimonies accepted by former paramilitaries and false accusations made against Human 

Rights Defenders. They report that false testimony is made against campesinos and other 

persons of little power in order that charges can be initiated against these people. Awards and 

bonuses are then given to those who made the arrests. This is the same principal as the false 

positives scenario where people were killed and identified as guerrillas in order that awards 

and bonuses are then granted to those producing the bodies.  

A further trend that can be deemed a “judicial performance” is that demobilised guerrillas are 

seeking reductions in their sentences in exchange for providing false testimony. This results 

in innocent people having to attempt to clear their names and they have serious difficulties in 

doing so. The lawyers who spoke with delegates called this a “transformation of reality.” So 

when people attempt to assert their rights they are then accused of a crime, often of being 

associated with guerrillas. These situations represent the dangers and threats that people face 

when they are attempting to assert their rights, and in particular when they are accusing the 

state of having violated their rights. 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
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5. Land rights  

Issues relating to land rights and conflict relating to land manifested in a number of different 

ways in a large number of the interviews held by the delegates.  

These topics can be subdivided into environmental issues and ownership and use of land. The 

impacts of MNCs particularly in relation to the extractive industries were noted too as the 

access to natural resources is strongly related to the zoning, control, use and ownership of 

land. This section should be read in conjunction with the details below regarding MNCs.  

Environmental Issues 

In relation to environmental issues concerning land use, the delegates met with a number of 

activists involved in Comité en Defensa del Agua y el Páramo Santurbán. This umbrella 

organisation is concerned with the protection of the environment and, specifically, the 

paramos in the region. They are acting to ensure that these areas of natural significance are 

preserved in order that good water supplies can be maintained and the use of the land in these 

areas can be regularised. Of particular concern to these activists is the recent government 

decision to attempt to delimit environmental areas in order that mining licences can be 

granted to MNCs in areas which are otherwise protected. This is despite a decision of the 

Constitutional Court not to allow mining in these protected areas. The environmental 

organisations feel that they do not have a voice in this process and are seeking some kind of 

representation as well as advocating for a transparent scientific methodology to be employed 

if and when the delimitation process occurs.  

The advocates for the defence of paramos are varied. They are drawn from environmental 

groups, chamber of commerce organisations and advocates for campesinos. The type of 

group an individual represents appears to impact on how well they are treated by authorities 

or by state forces. For example, Erwing Salah, a leader of this group and member of the 

chamber of commerce reported that he had never been harassed or intimidated in any way or 

form. On the other hand, Harvey, a member of Red Salvaje Esperanza, indicated that he and 

members of his organisation had been subjected to threats, including death threats.   12
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Land use and zoning 

How land is used and advocacy to have special zones, known as ‘Zonas Reservas 

Campesinos’ (ZRCs), established results in serious problems for the campaigners and in turn 

for the lawyers and activists who are working on their behalf. The idea to establish ZRCs is 

based on the same type of concessions that are given to indigenous groups. The campaign to 

establish these types of areas has been stymied by administrative challenges and by judicial 

decisions. Some of the landowners, whose economic interests may be affected if ZRCs were 

established, have significant political influence and it was noted to delegates that there are 

significant vested interests in these issues. 

Land use is a serious concern for campesinos that are stuck in the system of coca production. 

Yefri Torado of ASCAMCAT has a number of clients who rely on coca production because 

they cannot make a living from producing other crops such as potatoes or onions. In some 

instances they have been coerced into this activity by drug producers. The state does not 

provide campesinos with assistance or subsidies and this means that people who become 

involved in coca production, through necessity or coercion have no opportunities to extricate 

themselves from this situation.  

The serious issue of deaths during the 52 day strike in Tibu and Ocana city in 2013 was 

reported to delegates. Four campesino strikers were killed and a large number were injured. 

The deaths were likely caused by state authorities as the bullets recovered from the scene are 

from a type of rifle used only by state authorities. The progress into this case has been slow, 

the Investigator was only chosen in May of 2014. However the Investigator chosen is a part 

of the specialist human rights unit of the prosecutor’s office. This decision is thought to 

reflect the significant attention the case received in the media and demonstrates the emphasis 

that campaigners have placed on the fact that serious human rights violations occurred. 

In relation to cases which have been brought on behalf of people who are suing the state for 

damages as a result of the injuries they sustained during these strikes, there have been 

“transformations of reality”, where a person who alleges an injury has then been accused of a 

crime. Yefri reports that there was no record of injured persons kept by the state so there will 

be further difficulties in seeking damages on behalf of the people who were injured. (See also 
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the section regarding access to justice above in relation to the criminal defence cases Yefri 

has resulting from these strikes.) 

The lawyers’ collective, ASCAMCAT, acting in relation to these issues has been subjected to 

illegal home entry and searches by state authorities and Yefri reported to delegates that 

although he has not been threatened directly, he is still fearful that he will be targeted as a 

result of working for these clients. See also the issues noted above regarding Judith 

Maldonaldo. 

Other initiatives from the campesino organisations in order to defend their territories and 

their self-government, such as:  

- Afrocolombian collective territories (Territorios colectivos afrocolombianos). 

- Peasant farmer reserve zones. (Zonas de Reserva Campesina). 

- Food production zones (Zonas agroalimentarias). 

- Biodiversity zones (Zonas de Biodiversidad). 

- Intercultural zones (Zonas interculturales e interétnicas). 

The most important campesino organisations in Colombia demand respect for this collective 

forms of self-government and defence of their territories.  13

Land ownership  

Delegates met with Miguel Sanchez and Eduardo Pedrosso, the fathers of two young men 

who were killed when a paramilitary group attempted to seize their land. They had both 

previously met with the Caravana. The young men were killed when a paramilitary style gang 

opened fire on them during an altercation which occurred shortly after the paramilitaries had 

produced falsified title documents to them. In the case of the deaths of the Sanchez and 

Pedrosso sons, the incident was reported to the police as it was happening but the police did 

not turn up for a significant period of time after the report was made. Sanchez, who has since 

been granted protection from the prosecutor’s office, notes that the protection is not worth 
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very much when it is the same local police who failed to investigate the crimes quickly who 

are supposed to provide the protection. 

Environmental and land ownerships arose together in discussion with Marcella Castellanos of 

CCALP, regarding the tactics in which MNC's or agents acting on their behalf, “trick” or 

induce campesino minors by approaching them and indicating that if they pass their mining 

rights to the MNCs they will receive a payment and will be entitled to continue pursuing 

artisanal mining. When the campesino minors pass their rights to the MNC/ the agent,  they 14

are then prevented from working and removed from the land, sometimes with force, and the 

MNC relies on the rights they obtained to initiate tutela proceedings to claim an interest in 

the land. Marcella referred to the problems that arose around the Cerrejon mine and is fearful 

that the same type of problems will occur in relation to the gold mining and exploration 

conducted by MNCs in Santander and the surrounding areas. 

C.  Additional issues/themes from meetings 

1. Non-state actors: MNC and paramilitaries 

1.1 Multinational Corporations  

Multi-national corporations and abuses allegedly perpetrated by them or persons acting on 

their behalf arose frequently. Also of note, was the frequency with which state actions were 

reported to tie in with the interests of MNCs. For example the decision to change the impact 

of the decision of the Constitutional Court regarding exploration and exploitation for natural 

resources in natural areas mentioned above.  MNCs involved in agribusiness such as palm oil 

production, and extraction companies involved in gold mining and coal mining were reported 

to delegates as being linked to human rights violations. Additionally, at meetings in Bogota it 

was noted that the threat of defamation proceedings loomed for NGOs and others carrying 

out research and reporting on these topics.   

Of particular concern to activists was the discrepancy between the accesses MNCs have to 

government ears in comparison to the lack of a voice they have in any of the processes 
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instituted by the state. The use of the tutela process by MNCs was reported to delegates as an 

abuse of process, particularly in the manner in which the MNCs use this process as a tool to 

maintain a status quo that is often achieved by underhand means (as noted at section 5 

above). 

A large number of the lawyers and defenders delegates met with would be considered as part 

of the "traditional left". However, in relation to the defence of water campaign, there are 

representatives of chamber of commerce organisations who are campaigning on behalf of 

small business owners against the MNC interests. 

2. Paramilitaries 

The continuing existence of paramilitary groups arose in discussions with a large number of 

lawyers where paramilitary groups were responsible for threats, harassment and violent acts 

including murder. Threats have been issued by paramilitary groups against lawyers and 

against the organisations such as MP and Red Salvaje Esperanza. 

3. Trade Unions 

There were a number of meetings held with members of different trade union groups namely 

ASANOL, the Trade Union which represents members of the judiciary; SINTRAUNICOL,  15

a trade union representing staff members of Universities in Colombia and another trade union 

representing health staff of UIS.  The difficulties faced by members of these organisations 16

were quite different so they will be considered separately.  

ASANOL’s representative reported that the organisations main focus is to fight for the 

working conditions of members of the judiciary and its current focus is on the independence 

of the judicial system and its autonomy. It was noted, notwithstanding the official separation 

of powers, that due to the current level of political interference in judicial matters, true 

independence cannot be said to exist. In addition, at the moment a significant number of 

temporary judicial appointments have been made as there is such a backlog of cases to deal 

with in some Courts and regions. This has led to the problem of some judges not being 
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correctly trained and bad decisions being made by those courts. It was highlighted to 

delegates that there are reforms proposed and ongoing; however, the representative was 

concerned that the requisite budget would not be assigned to the judiciary and as a result they 

would not be able to meet the demands of training and work that would deliver an effective, 

unbiased and independent judiciary.  

The representative of SINTRAUNICOL reported on the serious threats which were made 

against members of the organisation who were seeking to have permanent contracts granted 

to them. The former Director of the University had been linked to paramilitaries and when 

some university staff members denounced him they were in turn threatened with 

criminalisation. Although preliminary investigations have commenced into these issues, no 

official charges have been instituted.  Additionally, members of the trade union have had their 

homes entered and searched; some colleagues were threatened and left Colombia and one 

was disappeared. SINTRAUNICOL used to have the protection of the Inter American Court 

of Human Rights, but no longer does as the university has promoted the idea that hard 

measures are no longer necessary as all the individuals who were threatened have since left. 

This is not correct as Alvaro is still there.  17

The final trade union which met with delegates represents medical assistance staff within the 

university. They specifically wanted to meet with the Caravana in order to give their 

organisation legitimacy, despite falling outside the strict remit of the Caravana. They reported 

that they are a group of workers within the university but due to contractual re-arrangements 

they are losing benefits they were entitled to, including  significant healthcare benefits and 

pension entitlements. They are in the process of bringing cases to establish these rights but 

have been unsuccessful so far; they have never had the case actually heard on its merits and 

have always been refused on administrative grounds.  18

From each of these meetings it was clear that there are a range of issues facing trade union 

members, be it actual threats or harassments or lack of allocation of state resources in order 

that their members can work satisfactorily or difficulties in having their requests dealt with. 
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Left: members of the Bucaramanga delegation at 

the CCALP office. 

Below: Julia Adriana Figueroa Cortes of CCALP 

 

Above: Display of CCALP’s commitment to human rights 
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Above Left: Interviewing Rommel Durán Castellanos of Equipo Jurídico Pueblos 

Above Right: Support from Peace Brigades International 
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