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Dear President Santos, 

ASCAMCAT protests in Catatumbo and Safety of 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 State 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.  

The Colombian Caravana expresses its support for the legal accompaniment work carried out since 2006 

by the Luis Carlos Perez Lawyers’ Collective (Colectivo de Abogados Luis Carlos Pérez - CALCP) with the 

Small Farmers’ Association of Catatumbo (Asociación Campesina de Catatumbo - ASCAMCAT). Specifically, 

CALCP have accompanied ASCAMCAT in establishing a proposal to found a Campesino Reserve Area 

(Zona de Reserva Campesina – ZRC), and during their regular dialogue since July 17, 2009 with Colombian 

civilian authorities on the human rights and humanitarian crisis in the region, in the Roundtable for 

Dialogue and Agreement (Mesa de Interlocución y Acuerdo). 

We are concerned about a series of events occurring since June 15 2013, in which members of 

ASCAMCAT and those who accompany them have been the victims of attacks, violent repression and 

stigmatisation, as follows: 

 On June 8, members of ASCAMCAT began a peaceful protest blocking the road 

from Tibú to Cúcuta, at the point known as the “Cuatro” area, in the municipality of Tibú, 

Catatumbo region, regarding the ongoing human rights and humanitarian situation affecting 

them, and calling for dialogue with the civilian authorities. 

 On June 15, according to reports, members of the Anti-Riot Squad of the National 

police (Esquardon Movil Antidisturbios – ESMAD), arrived at the “Cuatro” area, at approximately 

four a.m. and for the following six hours, proceeded to attack and intimidate protesters and 

destroy items belonging to them, attacks which included the destruction of food and the burning 

of vehicles. They also proceeded to fire bullets at the floor near where some of the protesters 

were standing, and to attack them with tear gas.      
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 On June 17, denouncements regarding this situation were made by protesters in the 

“Cuatro” area, to a Humanitarian Verification Mission organised by CALCP and other 

accompanying organisations, including the Colombia-Europe-United States Coordination Group 

and Movice, with Peace Brigades International as international observers. The preliminary 

commission report was presented at a press conference by CALCP. 

  These violent attacks and repression have taken place in the context of repeated 

stigmatisation by members of the State Security Forces towards the work of ASCAMCAT and its 

accompanying organisations, accusing them of being members of the guerrilla. This public 

stigmatisation is reported to have included comments by high-ranking army officials, allegedly 

General Rodolfo Palomino of the Police and Commander Marcolino Tamayo of the “Tarea 

Vulcano” Force. There are also reports that General Palomino has publicly dismissed the 

findings of the verification commission, and requested that he be present during the Roundtable 

dialogue between the authorities and ASCAMCAT.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

 ASCAMCAT continue to protest in the “Cuatro” area, in the municipality of Tibú, 

and in the town of Ocaña, calling for an urgent session of the Roundtable for Dialogue and 

Agreement between themselves and the civilian authorities, without the presence of the military 

state forces, who they state have labelled them and their accompaniers as terrorists. This protest 

has been violently repressed by the state security forces, leading to at least 10 campesinos being 

hospitalized due to injuries suffered. 

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

ASCAMCAT, their leaders, and the lawyers and human rights defenders that accompany them. We are 

particularly concerned about these attacks and stigmatisation carried out by the state security forces 

against civilians peacefully protesting about their human rights situation. This is made even more 

worrying by the recent approval of the extension of military criminal jurisdiction, which the United 

Nations has declared represents a “historic setback” for justice in Colombia, affecting full and impartial 

investigations into human rights abuses perpetrated by the state security forces.   

It is also important to remember in light of the current peace talks between the Colombian government 

and the FARC, that access to justice for victims of human rights violations is a fundamental element in 

achieving lasting peace. The safety of members of ASCAMCAT, their lawyers, and human rights 

defenders, must therefore be guaranteed. 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). 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. 

We therefore ask that you:  

 take all the necessary measures to put an immediate end to the violent repression of 

the peaceful demonstrations in Catatumbo, and guarantee the conditions for the urgent 

reestablishment of the Roundtable on Dialogue and Agreement between ASCAMCAT 

and the civilian authorities, with the accompaniment of lawyers and human rights 

defenders;  

 ensure prompt, full and impartial investigations by the civilian courts into the 

reported attacks, repression and stigmatisation by members of the armed forces against 

ASCAMCAT and its accompanying organisations.  
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 publicly declare support for the work of ASCAMCAT and their accompanying 

lawyers and human rights defenders.  

The Colombian Caravana will continue to monitor the developments of this situation and I look forward 

to hearing from you regarding progress and the actions that you are taking to protect ASCAMCAT and 

those who accompany them. 

 

Yours sincerely,  

 

Professor Sara Chandler 
Chair, Colombian Caravana UK Lawyers Group  
 
cc. 
 
Angelino Garzón, Vice President of Colombia  
Alma Pérez, Director of the Presidential Program for Human Rights and International Humanitarian 
Law  

Juan Carlos Pinzon, Minister of Defence  

His Excellency Ambassador  Mauricio Rodríguez Múnera    

Movimiento Nacional de Víctimas de Crímenes de Estado (MOVICE) 
Lindsay Croisdale-Appelby, British Ambassador in Colombia (via Iain Gill, Second Secretary  
Lawyers for Lawyers  
Lawyers Without Borders, Canadá  
Asociación Colombiana de Abogados Defensores “ Eduardo Umaña Mendoza” (ACADEHUM) 
Movimiento de Víctimas de Crímenes de Estado (MOVICE) 
Sarah Smith, Law Society of England and Wales  
Gabriela Carina Knaul de Albuquerque e Silva, UN Special Rapporteur on the Independence of Judges 
and  Lawyers 
Margaret Sekaggya, UN Special Rapporteur on the Situation of Human Rights Defenders 
 


