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59-60 Russell Square 
London  

WC1B 4HP 
United Kingdom 

Juan Manuel Santos Calderón 
President of the Republic of Colombia 
Carrera 8 No. 7 – 26 
Palacio de Nariño 
Bogotá 
Colombia          
          20 December 2013 

Dear President Santos,  

Shots fired against the Pitalito Community (Cesar) and their Accompanying 
Lawyers  

I write to 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 
legislation and international law.  

We understand that 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. These private armed 
guards are known to have acted on behalf of Juan Manuel Fernández de Castro, a land 
owner with a palm oil business, who heads Orlandesca and is affiliated with the National 
Federation of Palm Oil Farmers (Fedepalma). The Pitalito community’s lands were 
formally returned to them on the 21st of May 2013, but the community has since been 
plagued by threats, targeting and harassment as they and their accompanying lawyers 
return to their lands.  

Having been made aware of the serious continuing threats against the community, the 
Colombian Caravana UK Lawyers’ Group has written on a number of occasions to 
express our concern for the community and those who accompany them.1

Once again, we are writing to you now to express serious concern about the safety of the 
Pitalito community, its accompanying lawyers and human rights defenders who were 
shot at while visiting the community’s lands to verify the situation, as follows: 

 Most recently, 
on October 29, 2013, we wrote to you regarding the eviction of the Community of 
Pitalito, which according to reports, was carried out on 25 October 2013 in irregular 
circumstances. We also informed you that the eviction was instigated at a time when the 
community’s accompanying lawyers were not able to fulfil their legitimate functions to 
provide legal defence to the community. 

                                                      
1 See letters dated 29th May 2013, 16th July 2013, 29th October 2013  
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• On December 3, 2013, a commission of human rights defenders and journalists 
went to the Pitalito lands from Curumaní (Cesar), departing at approximately 
1:45pm. Upon reaching the lands, they divided into two groups: one headed for 
the area where the small-scale producers had planted crops before they were 
displaced by the police, while lawyer Rommel Duran, a member of the Sur 
Cacarica Collective and a member of the farming community, remained in the 
place where the humanitarian settlement was located before the community was 
displaced; 

• At approximately 3:40pm, an employee of Juan Manuel Fernández de Castro who 
identified himself as Juan, and his son, approached the lawyer Rommel Duran 
and falsely accused him in a threatening tone of killing one of his goats; 

• At 4:05pm, two men armed with machetes arrived at the same place and asked 
aggressively why human rights defenders were there and who had authorized 
them to enter the premises. When asked to identify himself, one of the men said 
his name was Jorge, but the community knows him as Rogelio, claimed to be a 
worker for Juan Manuel Fernández de Castro. This person tried to intimidate Mr 
Duran, threatening to snatch the phone  the lawyer was using to  take pictures of 
the situation; 

• Then, the man who had identified himself as Jorge, went towards the 
community’s van and drew a firearm (revolver), with which he shot at the 
ground near the front tire of the vehicle. After this, the two armed men went to 
the place where the other group from the commission was located, followed by 
lawyer Rommel Duran who accompanies the rural community of Pitalito. 
Minutes later, two gunshots were heard and, within seconds, two more (four in 
total), which were fired in the direction where the community members and 
journalists were located, one of whom was recording the proceedings to record 
the intimidation by Ferndandez de Castro's workmen . At that time, the two 
assailants ran off into the bushes; 

• At around 4:20pm, when the two groups met the commission, a shot was heard 
once again; 

• On this visit, it was found that the crops sown by the farmers before their recent 
eviction, to guarantee their survival, have been destroyed whereby one part had 
been cut down with machetes and the rest had been eaten by livestock.  

Caravana members would like to express their profound concern in light of these new 
events, especially given the previous repeated threats and harassment against the 
community, their leaders and the lawyers and human rights defenders that accompany 
them, in addition to the community’s recent eviction.  

It is  particularly significant that firstly, the commission of human rights defenders and 
journalists had informed the Human Rights Ombudsman about their visit to the Pitalito 
lands before travelling there. Secondly, the community and their accompanying lawyers 
have denounced for some time now that Mr. Fernandez de Castro has employed a group 
of armed civilians on this farm, who have been attacking the community.  

The situation for the community of Pitalito 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 
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voluntary return, while local authorities turn a blind eye to the serious problem of 
displacement of the country’s peasant population. 

This situation must be clarified 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 19993

We therefore ask:  

.  

• That the competent authorities conduct an urgent investigation of the events 
described above to identify and punish those responsible; 

• That local, departmental and national authorities take measures to protect the 
life of the members of the Pitalito community and ensure that there are 
guarantees for their peaceful return; 

• That the competent authorities guarantee security for the human rights 
defenders that accompany the community. 

The Colombian Caravana will continue to monitor the developments of this case and I 
look forward to hearing from you as soon as possible regarding the progress of the 
above investigations and the action that you are taking to protect the Pitalito community 
and those who accompany them.  

Yours sincerely,  

 

                                                      
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 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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Professor Sara Chandler 
Chair, Colombian Caravana UK Lawyers Group 

 

Cc:  

Vicepresidente de la República  
Ministro del Interior  
Ministro de Defensa  
Procuraduría General de la Nación  
Defensoría del Pueblo  
Director, Unidad Nacional de Protección  
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  
 
 

 
- Abogados por Abogados  
- Abogados Sin Fronteras Canadá  
- Asociación Colombiana de Abogados de 
Derechos Humanos (ACADEHUM)  
- Sarah Smith, Law Society of England and 
Wales  
- Gabriela Carina Knaul de Albuquerque e Silva, 
Relatora Especial de las Naciones Unidas sobre 
la independencia de magistrados y abogados  
- Margaret Sekaggya, Relator Especial de las 
Naciones Unidas: sobre la situación de los 
defensores de derechos humanos 
 
 
 

  

 

 


