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Dear President Santos, 

Pitalito Community and Recent Eviction Threats 

 

I write you today on behalf of the UK members of the International Caravana of Jurists. During visits to 

Colombia in 2008, 2010, and 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 

legislation1 and international law. 

 

I draw your attention to our letter dated 29 May 2013, in which we expressed our concern regarding threats to 

and harassment of the displaced Pitalito community as they returned to their lands, accompanied by lawyers 

from the ‘Pueblos’ Legal Team and the Foundation Committee of Solidarity with Political Prisoners, members 

of the Directing Committee of the National Movement of Victims of State Crimes (MOVICE). 

 

The Pitalito community were victims of forced displacement starting on the 24th of June 2010, due to violent 

acts against them by members of the National Army, the ESMAD riot police, and a group of private armed 

guards (‘los Guajiros’) acting on behalf of Señor Juan Manuel Fernández de Castro, a palm oil plantation owner 

who heads Orlandesca and is affiliated with the National Federation of Palm Oil Farmers (Fedepalma). 

 

The community began returning to their lands on 21st of May, and have encountered numerous difficulties since 

their departure, which we condemned in our previous letter. However, since our last letter, additional 

information has come to our attention, about which we are gravely concerned: 

 

 Señor Fernández de Castro has recently filed criminal complaints against members of the returning 

community and the accompanying lawyers. These complaints amount to an escalation of the false 

accusations that have been made against the lawyers since the beginning of their return, which seek to 

delegitimize their return and threaten their lives, personal integrity and freedom. 

 In conjunction with these criminal complaints, we have learned that the municipal official of Curumaní, 

Señor Mauricio Ríos, has renounced the procedure initiated by INCODER to protect the lands of the 

displaced community. This demonstrates the complicity between local authorities and Señor Fernández 

de Castro and follows a common pattern of land reclamation cases, raising alarm. 

                                                      

1 Law 1426 of December 29, 2010. 
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 Furthermore, on the 9th of July 2013, the communities were informed that an eviction order had been 

laid against them by the Mayor of Chimichagua, Señor Amauri Villreal Tordecilla, meaning that at any 

time security forces and national police can enforce the order and evict the families. This order is made 

all the more disturbing by the fact that it is based entirely on arguments and ‘evidence’ put forward by 

Señor Juan Manuel Fernandez de Castro, and makes no reference to the concerns of the returning 

families. 

 In addition, the community has been informed that ‘los Guajiros’ are waiting on a nearby farm for the 

community to be removed in order to enter their land and ‘protect it’. Considering the history of ‘los 

Guajiros’ in the original violent displacement of the community, this situation causes grave concern. 

 

In light of these events, the Caravana members express their profound concern for the security of the 

community, their leaders, and the lawyers and human rights defenders that accompany them. The eviction order 

in particular casts doubt on the effectiveness of the policy of land restitution of the national government, 

making it clear that communities dispossessed of their lands do not have meaningful rights for their voluntary 

return, while local authorities turn a blind eye to the serious problem of displacement of the country’s peasant 

population.  

  

This situation is unacceptable and must be rectified to ensure the safety of all members of the Pitalito 

community, their lawyers, and human rights defenders, so that they can continue with their important work. In 

this context, I respectfully direct your attention to Articles 16(a) and (c), 17, and 18 of the UN Basic Principles 

on the Role of Lawyers (1990).2 We also draw your attention to Article 12 of the UN Declaration on Human 

Rights Defenders, which was adopted by the UN General Assembly on 8 March 1999.3 

 

We therefore ask: 

 

 That the local, departmental, and national authorities take action to protect the survival of the Pitalito 

community and assure that there are guarantees for their peaceful return; 

 That the national and international community communicate with competent authorities, supporting this 

request for guarantees for the security of the displaced who are returning to their lands.  

 

                                                      

2 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.  
 
3 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. 
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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The Colombian Caravana will continue to monitor the developments of this case and I look forward to hearing 

from you regarding the action that you are taking to protect the Pitalito community and those who accompany 

them.  

Yours sincerely, 

 
 
Professor Sara Chandler  
Chair, Colombian Caravana UK Lawyers Group  
 
Cc: 
Angelino Garzón, Vicepresidente de la República 

Fernando Carrillo Flórez, Ministro del Interior 
Juan Carlos Pinzón Bueno, Ministro de Defensa 
Alejandro Ordóñez, Procuraduría General de la Nación  
Volmar Antonio Pérez Ortiz, Defensoría del Pueblo 
Andrés Villamizar, Director, Unidad Nacional de Protección 

Ricardo Sabogal, Unidad de Restitución de Tierras 

Oficina en Colombia del Alto Comisionado de Naciones Unidas para los Derechos Humanos 
Sr Carlos Alberto Serrano Caballero, Personero de Chimichagua 

Carlos Arturo Mendoza, Secretario de Gobierno de Chimichagua 

Carlos Andrés Cadena, Presidente Concejo Municipal Chimichagua 

Mauricio Ríos, Personero de Curumaní 

Nelson Silva, Director de la Unidad de Tierras de Valledupar 

Henry Chacón, Alcaldía de Curumaní 

Mayor Leonidas Lazala, Policía Curumaní 

Teniente Coronel Rómulo Fonseca Salcedo, Ejército Curumaní 

Amauri Villreal Tordecilla, Alcalde de Curumaní 

 


