
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

1 

Colombian Caravana UK Lawyers Group 
59-60 Russell Square 
London WC1B 4HR 
United Kingdom 

 
 
Juan Manuel Santos Calderόn 
President of the Republic of Colombia 
Carrera 8 No. 7 – 26 
Palacio de Nariño 
Bogotá 
Colombia 

15st January 2016 
 
 
Dear President Santos, 
 

ATTEMPTED ASSASSINATION OF ADOLFO VERBEL ROCHA 
 
I am writing to you on behalf of the Colombian Caravana UK Lawyers Group (hereinafter, the 
“Colombian Caravana”), a UK registered charity that co-organises the International Caravana of Jurists. 
During visits to Colombia in 2008, 2010, 2012 and 2014 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 legislation1, and International Law. 
 
I understand that on 23 November 2015, Adolfo Verbel Rocha was shot at by unknown perpetrators 
whilst on the way to his father’s house. According to information provided to the Colombian Caravana 
the sequence of events leading up to this event were as follows: at about 10pm, Mr Verbel was in his 
house with his son, when he received a telephone call from a family member. He therefore set off for his 
father’s house, which is nearby. On his way there, he heard a gunshot from his left hand side. 
Frightened, he ran to his father’s house. The firing of the gun was also heard by Mr Verbel’s son, who 
ran to Mr Verbel and  told him that he had been shot.  
 
The Colombian Caravana has also been informed that his son then called the national police who arrived 
at the scene within 5 minutes. In addition, I understand that Mr Verbel had previously been assigned 
daytime bodyguards by the National Protection Unit (Unidad de Protección Nacional - UNP), but as it 
was night time, they were not present. The information provided to the Colombian Caravana also 
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indicates that the UNP were therefore called out too, but neither they nor the police were able to 
establish the identity of the perpetrators.  
 
Mr Verbel is a human rights defender and member of National Movement for Victims of State Crimes 
(Movimiento Nacional de Víctimas de Crímenes de Estado - MOVICE). I understand that prior to this 
shooting, on 18 July 2015, Mr. Verbel found a pamphlet near his home, which contained death threats 
against him and other MOVICE members in Sucre and MOVICE subsequently issued a public complaint2. 
Furthermore, only last month we wrote to you regarding life threats against members of MOVICE Sucre 
and Atlantico, including Ingrid Vergara and Juan David Díaz. This shows the insecurity present in the 
region. The Colombian Caravana considers Mr Verbel’s case to be of very grave concern, as it is a further 
example of how violence against human rights defenders can escalate from death threats to attempts 
on life. Data from the We Are Defenders Programme (Programa Somos Defesores) indicates that 37 
human rights defenders were killed in 2013, of which 12 had previously reported serious threats.3  
 
The assassination attempt on Mr Verbel clearly illustrates that the measures implemented by the 
Colombian government to secure his protection are insufficient. It is also important to consider the 
inadequate implementation of protection measures for Ingrid Vergara and the scaling-down of 
protection measures granted to Juan David Díaz. This situation is unacceptable and must be rectified. 
The safety of Mr Verbel, all members of MOVICE and other lawyers and human rights defenders must be 
guaranteed so that they can continue with their important work. In this context, I once again, 
respectfully remind you of Articles 16(a) and (c), 17 and 18 of the UN Basic Principles on the Role of 
Lawyers (1990).4 We also draw your attention to Article 12 of the UN Declaration on Human Rights 
Defenders (adopted by the UN General Assembly on 8 March 1999).5  
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http://movimientodevictimas.org/?q=content/nuevas-amenazas-contra-integrantes-del-movice-cap%C3%ADtulo-sucre 

3
Programa Somos Defensores, 4 August 2013 available at; <http://www.somosdefensores.org/index.php/extensions/ultimas-

noticias/417-informe-semestral-2013-siaddhh-heroes-anonimos>, last accessed 31 August 2013. 
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 Which state that:  

16. Governments shall ensure that lawyers (a) are able to perform all of their professional functions without intimidation, 
hindrance, harassment or improper interference; … 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.  
18. Lawyers shall not be identified with their clients or their clients' causes as a result of discharging their functions.   
 
5
 Which states that: 

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. 

http://www.somosdefensores.org/index.php/extensions/ultimas-noticias/417-informe-semestral-2013-siaddhh-heroes-anonimos
http://www.somosdefensores.org/index.php/extensions/ultimas-noticias/417-informe-semestral-2013-siaddhh-heroes-anonimos
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The work of human rights lawyers and human rights defenders is vital to any peace process, and their 
important work to assist in this and to uphold the rule of law should be publicly recognised. We consider 
that it is vital for the rule of law in Colombia that the current climate of violence against human rights 
defenders is fully addressed. This can only be achieved through the proper investigation of these threats 
and the implementation of effective protective measures to those who are subjected to threats and 
violence. 
 
Therefore the Colombian Caravana calls upon you to:  
 

 make a prompt public statement condemning  the attempted assassination  of Mr Verbel;  

 ensure a full, prompt and impartial investigation into this attack and the lack of sufficient 
protection afforded to him and to other human rights defenders working in Sucre, the findings 
of which should be made public, with the intention of bring to justice those responsible for 
these crimes;  

 provide adequate protection measures to Mr Verbel, Ingrid Vergara and Juan David Díaz in 
accordance with their wishes and the risk they face; and 

 ensure that all lawyers and human rights defenders are able to carry out their duties without 
fear of intimidation or harassment. 

 
The Colombian Caravana will continue to monitor the above cases and we look forward to hearing from 
you regarding the progress of the investigations into the above incidents and in bringing to justice those 
responsible for these crimes. In addition, we would like to be informed of the action you are taking to 
ensure that Mr Verbel, Ms. Vergara and Mr Díaz receive the necessary protective measures. We 
respectfully ask that the requested information is sent to the Colombian Caravana within 28 days. 
 
We look forward to hearing from you. 
 
Yours sincerely,  
 
 
 
Ms Sue Willman 
Chair, Colombian Caravana UK Lawyers Group  
 

CC:  

                                                                                                                                                                                           
 
 
 
 
 
 
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. 
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 German Vargas Lleras, Vice-President of Colombia 

 Diego Fernando Mora, Director of National Protection Unit in the Ministry of the Interior 

 Eduardo Montealegre Lynett, Public Prosecutor  

 Misael Rodríguez, Public Prossecutor on Human Rights and International Humanitarian  Law 

 Luis Carlos Villegas Echeverri, Minister of Defence  

 Juan Fernando Cristo, Minister of Interior  

 Yesid Reyes Alvarado, Minister of Justice  

 Alejandro Ordoñez, Procuradoría General de la Nación  

 Rodolfo Palomino López, Director General, National Police  

 Jorge Armando Otálora, National Ombudsperson 

 Nestor Fernando Osorio Londoño, Colombian Ambassador, London 

 Mónica Pinto, United Nations Special Rapporteur on the independence of lawyers and judges 

 Michel Forst, United Nations Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders 

 José de Jesús Orozco Henríquez, Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders 
at the Inter American Commission of Human Rights 

 Todd Howland, Representative in Colombia of the Office of the High Commissioner for Human 
Rights, United Nations  

 Santiago Canton, Executive Secretary of the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights  

 Peter Tibber, British Ambassador in Colombia  

 Movimiento Nacional de Víctimas de Crímenes de Estado (MOVICE)  

 Colombian Association of Human Rights Lawyers (ACADEHUM) 

 American Bar Association (ABA) 

 Asociación Libre de Abogados (Comité defensa por la Defensa), Spain  
 Law Society of England and Wales, UK 

 Lawyers for Lawyers, Netherlands 

 Lawyers without Borders, Canada 

 Lawyers Rights Watch, Canada 

 Union Internationale des Avocats, Belgium 
 
 

 
 


