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Colombian Caravana 2014       Report on Cartagena 
 
Introduction 
 
The Fourth International Caravana of Lawyers visited Colombia from 23-31 August 2014. 
During this time, members of the Caravana,  (“Caravanistas”) visited seven different regions 
of the country. 
 
This report summarises the experiences of the group of 9 Caravanistas who visited the city 
of Cartagena from 24-27 August 2014.  
 
The team of Caravanistas was: 
 
Julia Bartholomew, Sara Chandler, Jeffrey Forrest, Jose Luis Galan, Ros Olleson, Olivia 
Percival, Tom Rowson, Emma Slattery and Niall Flynn, our interpreter. 
 
During our time in Cartagena we met with, and were accompanied by, lawyers working in 
the coastal departments of Sucre and Bolivar. Our hosts organised a programme of activities 
in order to give us a better understanding of the particular issues and difficulties faced by 
human rights lawyers and defenders in the region. They welcomed us with a mass in 
memory of lawyers who had fallen in the course of their work and in particular Sixta Asprilla. 
 
In this report, we describe in outline the activities undertaken, the observations made and 
the evidence gathered by the Caravanistas who visited Cartagena. 
 
Contents 
 

1) Context 
2) Programme of the visit 
3) Lawyers’  forum 
4) Meetings with victims 
5) Prison visits 
6) Agreement with the regional authorities 
7) University projects 
8) Conclusion and commitment going forwards 

 

 



 
 

 2 

1. Context 
 
General 
 
The city of Cartagena is located on the Caribbean coast of Colombia, and is a popular tourist 
destination for both Colombians and for western visitors to the country, due to its 
picturesque, colonial architecture and Caribbean climate. However, Cartagena is a city which 
suffers from high rates of criminality (we heard that there are on average 3 murders per day 
in Cartagena), and poverty, prostitution, and bandas criminales (violent criminal gangs) are 
prevalent. 50% of the population of Cartagena lives in poverty. 
 
Montes de Maria 
 
Montes de Maria is an area in the region which is particularly notorious for human rights 
abuses. Montes de Maria straddles two departments, Bolivar and Sucre, and covers 15 
different municipalities. It is a remote, mountainous community with no water, electricity or 
proper infrastructure. People live in very difficult conditions. Because the area was decreed 
as  being  a  “zona roja”   (a  guerrilla  zone),   the  campesinos (small scale farmers) living in the 
area faced many problems, including food blockades and lack of access to healthcare. The 
region has suffered from widespread human rights violations, many of which are alleged to 
have been committed by the armed forces, but despite reports in respect of hundreds of 
cases  of  violations  being  formally  lodged  with  the  Prosecutor’s  Office,  no  prosecutions  have  
been brought. Many of the lawyers and human rights defenders we met were working in 
this region. 
 
Circulo de litigantes de Bolívar de Sixto Asprilla 
 
The   Circulo   de   Sixto   Asprilla   was   formed   because   of   the   need   for   a   lawyers’   collective  
fighting for the safety of lawyers. Sixto Asprilla was a very popular lawyer in Cartagena, who 
was killed in 2009. At least 14 lawyers have been killed between 2007 and 2014 in the area 
including Barranquilla, Cartagena, Santa Maria, Sincelejo, and Bolivar, 6 of them in the last 
two years, since the previous visit of the Caravana.1 One of those assassinations took place 
in Cartagena. Those   aren’t   official   statistics,   but   statistics   gathered   from   lawyers  
communicating with one another whenever someone is killed, which we have verified using 
publicly available sources such as newspaper articles. The fiscalía (public  prosecutor’s  office) 
has no official statistics for murdered lawyers because when a lawyer is killed it is not 
classified as a targeted crime against a lawyer but is treated simply like a street murder 
(unlike murders of judges which are classified separately). Lawyers who belong to colectivos 
(lawyer’s   collectives) are better protected because they are more visible. If a lawyer in a 
collective is murdered, that will create more of a scandal. 

                                                 
1 Karin Pérez (Santa Marta – 5/03/2014), Miguel Gordillo Sánchez (Barranquilla – June 2013), 
Humberto Emilio Avendaño Salazar (Sincelejo – 4/08/2012), Alejandro Segundo García Cañavera 
(Barranquilla -28/07/2012), Javier Fontalvo López (Barranquilla – 13/06/2013), Raúl Castilla Cuesta 
(Cartagena – 4/09/2012),  Manuel Alejandro Mieles González (Cartagena - 5/12/2011), John Elvis Paz 
(Barranquilla – 21/07/2011), Esmeralda de Jesús Hernández Vanegas (Barranquilla – 2/03/2010), 
Guillermo Rafael Luna Arroyo (Santa Marta – 12/02/2008), Cristóbal Lozano Romero (Barranquilla  - 
November 2007), Moisés Tovar Vargas (Barranquilla - November 2007) Sofanor Vásquez Ibáñez 
(Barranquilla – 25/09/2007), John Jairo Pérez (Santa Marta – unknown date) 
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2. Programme 
 
 Morning Afternoon 
Sunday 24 August 
 

 Arrival of Caravanistas in 
Cartagena 
 

Monday 25 August Lawyer’s  forum 
(University of Cartagena) 
 

Meetings with victims 
(Union of Teachers of 
Bolivar) 

Tuesday 26 August Prison visits  
(Carcel de Ternera; Carcel 
Distrital de San Diego) 
 

Meeting with 
representatives of regional 
authorities 
(University of Cartagena) 
 

Wednesday 27 August Closing session with law 
clinic project participants 
 

Return flight to Bogotá 

   
 
 
 



 
 

 4 

3. Lawyer’s  forum 
 
Our regional visit opened with a forum at the University of Cartagena at which our hosts, 
Colombian human rights lawyers and other human rights defenders delivered short 
speeches on what they considered to be the key problems that needed to be tackled in 
order to deal with the situation facing human rights lawyers and defenders in Colombia. 
 
Fernando Marimón, a lawyer and trade union leader, spoke movingly about the  “besieged”  
legal profession in Colombia. He noted that there was an inherent structural problem within 
the profession in Colombia: many lawyers work independently and the government 
discourages   the   formation  of  “colegios de abogados”   i.e.  Bar Associations. He recalled the 
assassination of the lawyer Sixto Asprilla Sanchez, which had not been properly investigated 
by the authorities, and commented that this had   given   rise   to   a   type   of   “self-regulation”  
amongst legal professionals, leading to the establishment of some colegios in the region 
(including of course the Circulo de litigantes de Bolívar de Sixto Asprilla). 
 
Another lawyer, Guillermo Ricaute, spoke of the need for greater adherence to the 
professional ethical norms applying to lawyers; in his view there needed to be on-going 
training for legal scholars, extending beyond the university classrooms – and this would 
require the collaboration of the colegios of lawyers with the university law schools. He 
argued that there ought to be an ideological identification with the exercise of the legal 
profession, and that this ought to be instilled in the lawyers of the future.  
 
Robinson Arrieta, a human rights defender in the Montes de Maria region drew on his own 
experience as a leader of a campesino (small-scale farming) community to convey the abuse 
he had witnessed towards those who took up the defence of victims of violence in the 
Montes de Maria region. He noted that it was particularly difficult for lawyers to access 
those regions in order to be able to exercise this defence effectively, particularly when the 
defence in question was so closely related to land issues. 
 
Maria del Pilar Silva of Cajar reiterated that we should have regard not only to human rights 
lawyers, but also defenders from the campesino communities themselves, including those 
who are Afro-descendants and other community leaders. She noted that 17 such leaders, 
who had been engaged in the defence of human rights, had been killed in the last few years, 
and the authorities had failed to take any action in response to these deaths.  
 
The conclusion that we were able to draw from the contributions of the different speakers 
was that the legal profession in Colombia is a profession in crisis, and that substantial 
reforms are required in order to ensure that lawyers can go about their work freely and 
without fear of violence and reprisals.  
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4. Meetings with victims 
 
Members of the Caravana met with a number of human rights defenders and lawyers who 
were victims of human rights violations, in order to hear about their experiences and to 
understand the severity of the persecution and other difficulties they face. 
 
Key themes 
 
The fact patterns of the stories recounted by the victims tended to show certain 
commonalities, reflecting and reiterating the key themes in the conflict which the Caravana 
continues to emphasise through its work. 
 
At the forefront of all of the stories was the displacement of people and communities from 
their land, usually by paramilitaries and in a number of cases the victims told us explicitly 
that this was done so the land could exploited for commercial gain by the paramilitary 
groups, who largely controlled the economic activity in the area. For example, in one case 
the   land  had  been  used   to   create   South  America’s   largest   prawn   farm, and in another to 
cultivate African palm for the production of palm oil. 
 
The victims to whom we spoke were those who sought to stand up for those communities 
and assert their rights to the land, either formally in the sense of being qualified lawyers, or 
more informally in the role of community leaders. Because of their role as spokespeople for 
communities who had suffered widespread human rights violations, the human rights 
lawyers and defenders themselves found themselves the subject of intimidation, threats and 
violence, including assassination attempts (see case study box – Adil Melendez). 
 
A number of  victims  also  spoke  of  cases  of  “falsos positivos”  in their communities, along with 
disappearances, murders abuse of women, psychological, physical and sexual abuse and a 
total climate of fear. Some of the victims we spoke to had themselves been falsely accused 
of being associated with the guerrilla, and subjected to arbitrary arrest and detention 
without charge, often for many days at a time. In one case we heard about, the human 
rights defender in question was in the process of being prosecuted on the basis of false 
allegations made against him (see case study box – Gustavo Arrietas) 
 
A complaint which was made by all the victims we heard was that their reports of threats 
and human rights violations were not being dealt with effectively by the Fiscalía, and that 
they were not receiving sufficient protection from the State. Where protective measures 
had been offered by the Unidad Nacional de Protección (the National Protection Unit), these 
were either insufficient or, in other cases, had been prematurely withdrawn without 
explanation (even in a case where such measures had been ordered by the Inter-American 
Commission on Human Rights - see case study box on Adil Melendez below).  
 
The picture that was painted was therefore one of human rights lawyers and human rights 
defenders struggling to do their work in the face of grave danger to themselves and their 
families, with minimal protection from the State.  
 
One human rights lawyer described with alarming precision what he considered to be the 
four stages of harassment of lawyers in Colombia: 
 

1. Threats 

2. Campaign of stigmatization 
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3. Court proceedings on trumped up charges 

4. Assassination 

Case studies 
 

 

Gustavo Arrietas 
 
GA has 20 years experience working as a human rights defender in Montes de Maria. GA and fellow human 
rights defenders have been working with victims of state crimes including violence, displacement and false 
positives. Between 2012 and 2014 they have presented 50 different cases to the public prosecutor, which 
have been totally ignored. 
 
As a result of their actions, the human rights defenders themselves are now being prosecuted. On 28 July 
2014, GA received a court summons stating that he was charged with fraude procesal (abuse of process), 
fraude de subvenciones (fraud involving subsidies) and falsa denuncia (false testimony).  
 
GA was summonsed to Bogota on Friday 29th August, along with three other co-defendants. The allegation 
against the accused was that they sent bogus threats to one another in order to obtain protection. Members 
of the Caravana attended this hearing, along with members of the Sixto Asprilla lawyers group and a 
representative of the UN, at the request of the accused. 

After travelling some 600 miles from Cartagena it came to light that the Legal Aid Defence team had only been 
notified of the hearing the previous night, 28th August 2014. The purpose of the hearing was for the 
prosecution to present their case. The prosecution team consisted of a lawyer with the fiscalía (prosecutor), 
the investigator, a representative from the land unit and a representative from the National Protection Unit.  

The prosecution and Judge were eager to have the case heard. The Defence team strongly protested given the 
short notice. They had not had any time to prepare. The accused would not get a fair hearing.  

Despite much commotion the Judge agreed to adjourn the case until Friday 5th September. For which all four 
accused would have to make the return, 600 mile, journey from Cartagena. This appears to be a way of 
exhausting the already very limited resources of these human rights defenders who work on an entirely 
voluntary basis. 

Our Colombian hosts noted that it is a tactic of the Fiscalía to only notify the defence team of the date of the 
hearing the night before and then attempt to press on with the hearing, with the defence team entirely 
unprepared, ultimately leading to the conviction, incarceration and silencing of the human rights defenders. 
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Dr Adil Melendez 
 
AM is one of the most respected human rights lawyers in the area and he has been nominated for awards 
by fellow lawyers. 
 
He joined MOVICE (Movement for the Victims of State Crimes) in 2005. As a result of his work as a human 
rights lawyer he spends his life running from threats and has no private life. He has had so many threats 
between   2007   and   2012   that   he   can’t   remember   how   many   there   have   been.   He   has   also   been   the  
subject of a campaign of stigmatization to discredit his work as a lawyer. In 2010 the police in public 
meetings accused him of being a dangerous element. He was the subject of an assassination attempt in 
the middle of Cartagena. In November 2006 the Inter-American Comission on Human Rights gave him and 
17 others who had been threatened protective measures. Since August 2007 he has been granted use of a 
car and the protection of 3 bodyguards. He no longer receives threats because now lawyers are simply 
being murdered without forewarning. This may be because previously threats led to the lawyers being 
granted protective measures. 
 
Earlier   this   year   (2014),  AM’s  petrol   allowance  was   reduced  by  half   so  he  has  been   spending  all   of   his  
income to pay for petrol himself to enable him to visit his clients in several different areas. In recent 
weeks he had decided he could no longer continue to live like this and had given up spending his own 
money on the car and had started taking public transport again, potentially putting himself at great risk.  
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5. Prison visits 
 
Cárcel de la Ternera 
 
Five Caravanistas  visited  La  Ternera  men’s  prison   in  Cartagena  on  26  August.  We  met  with  
the Director of the prison: Claudia Alejandra Suarez.  The Director introduced herself as 
lawyer (administrative law, and about to train in human rights law) and explained that she 
had been working for 10 years for INPEC, and 18 months as Director of la Ternera.  
 
The following is a summary of the evidence that was gathered during the prison visit. 
 
Statistics: the prison has space for 1,400 prisoners, but has 2,567, which is 110% 
overcrowded. The cells are 1 metre squared, designed to hold 4 prisoners, with cement 
shelves for beds, and house 10 to 12 per cell at night.   
 
Access to lawyers:  There is one public defender who takes up the cases of prisoners 
regularly, as many are on remand with no lawyer and their cases stagnate for lack of 
someone to push them. There are others, but this one (Dr Abraham Mercado) comes 
regularly. The Director said that there were no restrictions on lawyers as long as they have 
an authorisation from a Judge in Court to visit their client. 
 
Prisoners’  rights:  In  general  the  lack  of  resources  reduces  the  capacity  to  observe  prisoners’  
rights. INPEC provide 7,000 COP per day for each prisoner to cover food, bedding, transport 
of prisoners to Court. 
 
Food is now provided by an outside contract with a company called Concivica (there are 18 
different menus and a nutritionist). 
 
Health service: in 2010 all health provided by CARRECON (externally). There is a small 
infirmary inside for emergencies. There was a smallpox epidemic 2 years ago, and 70 men 
caught small pox. 18 prisoners have AIDS and they have monthly check-ups, and medication. 
They wash up their own plates, cutlery etc, and they are not isolated from the rest of the 
prisoners. 
 
Education: there is one wing in the oldest part of the prison where prisoners can study. 
 
Workshops: there is another wing in the oldest part of the prison where prisoners do work 
which reduces their sentences. Exercise: there are small exercise space in the patios, 
prisoners spend all day from 06.00 to 17.00 outside in the patios (wings) and then are locked 
in from 17.00. 
 
Visiting rights: Saturdays (3 patios) and Sundays (the other 3 patios); 3 weekends per month 
women and girls only to visit and one weekend per month men and boys can visit. 
 
Representation: each patio has a human rights elected representative, and the elections 
were taking place during our visit. 
 
Staffing: There is 1 captain, 2 lieutenants, 6 dragonientes and approximately 100 men. 
During the day there is an average of 25 men staffing the prison. They have an INPEC trade 
union, but in the past (not in La Ternera) unionists have been killed. 
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Mental health: Asked if there had been any suicides, the Director said no, but there had 
been 3 murders in the prison last year. Prisoners with mental health problems are taken to a 
special psychiatric unit in Barranquilla. 
 
Our request to meet some prisoners was refused because we did not have authorisations. 
Our request for a tour of the prison was refused because there was not enough staff to take 
us around and guarantee our security. We were shown a map of the prison to give us some 
idea of what the prison is like. 
 
We were accompanied from the hotel in Cartagena, to the prison (40 minutes) by two police 
on a motorbike. They came into the prison with us and then accompanied on the return 
journey to Cartagena. 
  

 
 
Cárcel Distrital de San Diego 
 
A small group visited the Cárcel   Distrital   de   San   Diego,   a   women’s   prison   located   in   the  
centre of Cartagena.  It was in a considerable state of dilapidation.  
 
We first met with an inmate, who we will call Ms P. She introduced herself as the Human 
Rights Representative for the prisoners. She was serving a sentence of eighteen years 
imposed in 2011, which she had unsuccessfully appealed, and was awaiting her final appeal 
before the Supreme Court.  Our interview was monitored by several prison officials and our 
impression was that she had been carefully selected and was clearly censored and 
rehearsed. Notably, she looked for approval of the officials after every question.  Ms. P 
presented as well nourished and was clean and well dressed.  There was evidence of recent 
dental treatment in the braces she was wearing on her teeth.   
 
This was followed by a meeting with the prison Governor (Director), Luis Alfonso Zurita 
Cordoba. He presented as genuinely concerned about issues of prisoner welfare and 
rehabilitation. He was a lawyer specializing in Administrative Law, a University lecturer, and 
is  studying  for  a  master’s  degree  in  education. He had been in the post of Governor for the 
past 13 months and it is his first job in the field. He was previously a police inspector and had 
responsibility for a program of social re-integration of demobilized paramilitaries under the 
‘Justice  and  Peace Law’ (Ley de justicia y paz) 2005. 
 
Overcrowding and the dilapidated state of the building were the only problems identified by 
either Ms P or the Governor. There are 144 prisoners in total, and approximately 16-20 
prisoners in each cell. There are 10 cells, 2 of which are individual isolation cells.  Prisoner 
numbers have increased by almost 50% in the last year. Parts of the prison have been sealed 
off as they are too dangerous and the whole building has been condemned as unsafe by the 
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local authorities.  We were not told about facilities other than an exercise yard about the 
size of a sports field.  However, we were assured that apart from the problem of constant 
need for repair, bathroom and other facilities were acceptable.   
 
Ms P explained that there is no classification of prisoners and no segregation but 
notwithstanding, there are good relationships amongst the prisoners, and no organised 
crime.  The Governor confirmed that there are forty prisoners from the Bandas Criminales 
(BACRIM) and one associated with Guerrilla activities but that there were no problems. He 
confirmed that assessments are done on admission to identify any risk issues, including gang 
related and protective measures put in place if necessary.  
 
In respect of prisoner access to lawyers, Ms P stated that many were unrepresented, but on 
prompting by the authorities, corrected this to saying that they were in fact represented, but 
felt abandoned as they had little contact from their lawyers. The prison staff interjected and 
attributed this to the failure of lawyers rather than the prison authorities. Ms P confirmed 
their assertion that there was no problem otherwise with access to lawyers and that legal 
confidentiality  was  respected  in  respect  of  meetings,  ‘phone  calls  and  correspondence. They 
had access to telephones to call their lawyers as needed. 
 
We asked Ms P what systems were in place to deal with discipline and other prisoner rights 
disputes. The prison staff explained that lawyers are not available to represent in these 
issues but that prisoners are represented by independent members of the prison staff. 
Discipline and other issues are dealt with internally and there is no possibility of coming 
before an independent tribunal.  
 
There are three possible sanctions in place for breaches of discipline, including isolation for 
up to 60 days, suspension of visitation rights for up to 60 days, and loss of reduced sentence 
rights depending on the seriousness of the matter. Isolation can also be imposed for safety 
and quarantine reasons.  
  
Sentences can be remitted by up to 50% through education or work. Ms P, the governor and 
the staff emphasised that there was ample opportunity for this through a variety of 
programmes and that almost all of the prisoners participate. If there is a disagreement 
between the prisoner and the prison authorities as to entitlement to remission, the 
executive judge intervenes and makes a final decision. 
 
Ms P and the director confirmed that there is good access to healthcare.  The prison has a 
doctor and three nurses.  There is additionally, two psychiatrists and team of social workers.   
Where necessary, hospital admission was available. We were told that 13 prisoners were 
known to suffer from drug problems, which appeared on the low side.  Drug treatment is 
available but only about half use the facility. There are 3 patients known to suffer from 
psychiatric problems, who also receive treatment.  Pregnant women are removed to a 
special house elsewhere one month before their due date and remain for three months after 
the birth at which point the child is taken into care. 
 
Visitation rights appeared relatively generous with access for limited numbers of visitors 
every weekend for extended periods.  Home leave can be granted for 72 hours after one 
third of the sentence has been served.  We asked Ms P if she had encountered any problems 
as a result of her role as Human Rights Representative. On the contrary, she said, she was 
treated excellently by all of the prison staff.  
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6. Agreement with authorities 
 
On our final afternoon in Cartagena, we attended a meeting hosted by the Dean of the 
Public University of Cartagena. The aim of this meeting was to bring together the Colombian 
human rights lawyers accompanying us in the delegation, with representatives of the local 
authorities in Cartagena which play a part in receiving and dealing with human rights 
complaints and cases. The Caravana was effectively acting as a facilitator in this meeting. 
 
Unfortunately, despite the fact that all relevant local authorities (police, local prosecutor 
(fiscalía), local ombudsman (defensoría del pueblo),   the  Mayor’s  Office)  were   invited,   the  
only authorities which attended the   meeting   were   the   Interior   Secretary   of   the   Mayor’s  
Office and a representative from the Defensoría del Pueblo.  
 
Eduardo Cantillo, President of the Circulo de Abogados Litigantes de Bolivar Sixto Asprilla, 
expressed his frustration that the work done by previous Caravana delegations had not had 
a lasting effect, and no clear strategy had emerged in terms of what practical steps could be 
taken to improve the situation. He explained that he wished to set up a mechanism 
establishing a permanent link between the Sixto Asprilla lawyers group and the Caravana.  
 
The   Interior  Secretary  of   the  Mayor’s  Office   (Roberto  Barrios Martinez) explained the role 
that   the   Mayor’s   Office   has   in   dealing   with   human   rights   cases.   He   explained   that   the  
Mayor’s  Office: 
 

x Receives reports from victims 
x Evaluates the reports 
x Takes the reports forward in the judicial system 

 
The Interior Secretary   is   in   charge  of   these  activities  on  behalf  of   the  Mayor’s  Office, and 
works alongside the metropolitan police. Once the police have received information about 
threats that have been made to individuals, they pass the case to the National Protection 
Unit to assess the level of risk and the level of protection required. They also ask the 
Prosecutor to investigate cases.  
 
The   Interior   Secretary   emphasised   the   close   relationship   between   the  Mayor’s  Office   and  
the national authorities. He said that once cases had been passed to the national authorities, 
the Mayor’s  Office   continued   to  monitor   them. He commented that in the last 2 years, 3 
lawyers, all working on land restitution cases, had reported threats against themselves to 
the  Mayor’s  Office.   
 
In total, there were 17 cases pending in relation to lawyers who had been assassinated, and 
the investigations had not resulted in any action being taken, but the Interior Secretary 
agreed to send the names of those lawyers to the Caravana.  
 
In order to coordinate the activities of the different agencies, the Interior Secretary 
explained that Round Tables are held between the Metropolitan Police, the Interior 
Secretary  himself,  the  Prosecutor’s  Office  and  the  National  Protection  Unit.   
 
The contribution of the Interior Secretary was of very limited value because he read his brief 
from a sheet of paper and he had no detailed knowledge or insight into how applications for 
protective measures are responded to. However, when asked, he acknowledged that there 
was systematic inefficiency in dealing with such cases which was the cause of the high levels 



 
 

 12 

of impunity. He attributed this inefficiency to a lack of human resources, but when pressed 
he accepted that this in itself was due to a lack of political will, particularly on the part of the 
Prosecutor’s  Office.   
 
We subsequently heard from a representative of the Defensoría del Pueblo.  
 
He explained that the Defensoría has   a   “defensora comunitaria”   who   provides   a   link  
between the victims and the defensoría. Her name is Leonarda de la Ossa. There were 
comments and complaints from the lawyers present that many of them were unaware that 
such a person existed and in any case that they had no way of contacting her. The 
representative of the Defensoría said that it was difficult for her to visit all the different 
communities because she covered such a wide area, however, he offered her contact details 
to the lawyers present.  
 
He  explained  that  there  exists  a  “Sistema de alertas tempranas”  (early  alerts  system) which 
allows the Defensoría to offer immediate protection in cases where there is a threat to a 
community leader or a community. The Defensoría has a quick link to the National 
Protection Unit (UNP) to ask for immediate protection such as a body guard. The national 
police support them whilst they are waiting for the UNP to respond.  
 
There is a department within the Defensoría which deals specifically with cases of women 
and children who are victims of violence. This department is made up of 6 lawyers, who 
struggle to handle the vast number of cases which they have to deal with (it was estimated 
that some lawyers may have 600 to 700 cases which had not been resolved, due to the 
length of time it takes to resolve one case).  
 
There was a question from the Caravana about the impact of the adversarial system which 
was introduced from 2004 onwards. The representative of the Defensoría responded that 
there had been some difficulties with adaptation to begin with, but that with time they were 
streamlining the processes. However,  despite  the  “decongestion”  measures  that  were  being  
undertaken, the increase in cases was overloading the judicial system in all judicial bodies.  
 
Eduardo Cantillo made a proposal for an agreement to be entered into by the local 
authorities and the Circulo de Abogados Litigantes de Bolivar Sixto Asprilla. This proposal 
consisted of four points: 
 

1) The   presence   of   a   representative   of   the   lawyers   in   the   coordination   “Round  
Tables”; 

2) The Defensoría del Pueblo should designate a specific interlocutor to deal directly 
with the lawyers; 

3) That the authorities prioritise monitoring and following up on judicial proceedings 
relating to the assassination of lawyers; and 

4) Creation  of   a   “clinic”  or   an  entity   for   receiving   complaints   from   lawyers  who  are  
victims of human rights violations and their families.  

 
The first two points were accepted by the Interior Secretary and the representative from the 
Defensoría. Eduardo Cantillo agreed that the Circulo de Abogados would send a draft of the 
proposed agreement to the authorities for them to sign.  
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7. University projects 
 
The Fundación Tecnologica Antonio de Arevalo Tecnar-Corposucre University, which assisted 
in the 2014 Caravana visit to Cartagena, offers a legal advice clinic through an agreement 
with the Fiscalía (the Prosecutor’s  Office)  at   its  Victims  Attention  Centre.  This   is   located   in  
Cartagena in the Pie de la Popa neighbourhood.  
 
The clinic offers legal advice to victims of sexual assaults, personal injuries, domestic 
violence and murder. The students must complete one day of training in order to progress 
with this pro bono work, and then they are able to represent the victims in criminal 
proceedings. The legal services are offered entirely for free as the people who benefit from 
them are unable to pay for legal representation themselves.  
 
Moreover, students and professors from this legal advice clinic participate in delegations to 
the  women’s  prison,  or   to   the   suburbs  of  Cartagena,  or   to  other  neighbouring   towns  and  
villages in order to offer legal assistance to those who are unable to afford a lawyer.  
 
The university also has investigation  groups  or  “hubs” in all subject areas which have links to 
the theme of human rights, and with these they organise forums, trainings and other 
thematic events of interest for legal professionals, with the presence and support of the 
Circulo de Abogados Litigantes de Bolivar Sixto Asprilla, given that a significant number of its 
members are professors who graduated from this university, and many are final year law 
students at the university.  
 
A group of final year students was involved in the Fourth International Caravana of Lawyers, 
organising and participating in the activities, but also publishing information in the 
University Review. These students monitored the activities and produced a report on the 
Fourth Caravana from the student perspective. 
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8. Conclusion 
 
At  the  end  of   the  Caravana’s  visit,  a  meeting  was  held  amongst   the  Caravanistas  who  had  
visited Cartagena and the lawyers who had hosted us there. At that meeting, we took stock 
of the visit to Cartagena and discussed next steps for both sides.  
 
One of the main concerns of the Colombian lawyers was that contact with the Caravana 
should be maintained between visits. It was agreed that a group of 5 lawyers from the 
different regions around Cartagena would form, and would be responsible for maintaining 
future contact with the Caravana. Permanent secretaries were appointed both on the 
Colombian lawyers’ side and on the Caravana side, and it was agreed that a Skype link would 
be set up between the Caravana and the lawyers in the Cartagena region. 
 
It was agreed that it was important for lawyers in the Cartagena area to maintain and 
develop international contacts. As a member of the Inter-American Law Federation, Eduardo 
Cantillo of Sixto Asprilla proposed that the Caravana could be incorporated into this group, 
so that in future Latin American lawyers would be able to participate in the Caravana. 
 
The focus of the next Caravana delegation to Cartagena would depend on what the 
particular problems would be in the area at that time, and it was noted that it might be 
appropriate to have more of a focus on the issues of violent crime and bandas criminals in 
future, given that these were growing problems in the region.  
 
On a logistical note, it was agreed that whilst the meetings with the authorities were useful, 
it would be better to meet with authorities separately and for the Caravana to go to their 
offices (similarly to how meetings had been organised in Bogota). 
 

 


