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Colombian Caravana 
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                9 September 2013 
 
Dear President Santos, 
 
Threats against lawyer Manuel Garzón and other human rights defenders from the inter-
Church Justice and Peace Commission 
 

I am writing to you 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,1 and International Law.  

The Colombian Caravana UK Lawyers Group is particularly concerned about the inclusion in this 
threat against lawyer Manuel Garzón and other members of the Inter-Church Justice and Peace 
Commission (CIJP), which appear to be related to cases involving land restitution. 
 
I understand that on Thursday 1 August 2013 Mr Garzón was followed as he left CIJP headquarters 
on his bicycle by another man also on a bicycle. This man had his face covered and stated that Mr 
Garzón and others in CIJP, “should remain silent about what they are doing.” 
 
Mr Garzón is currently representing victims of forced displacement and land repossession in the 
Curbaradó and Jiguamiandó river basins in criminal proceedings against persons involved in 
business and paramilitaries. I also note that Mr Garzón represents victims’ families where 
community leaders involved in land restitution cases have been murdered. For example: the case 
relating to Manuel Ruiz (and his young son Samir), Ualberto Hoyos, Orlando Valencia, and Argenito 
Diaz.  Mr. Garzón has also represented CIJP in relation to cases against banana companies, which 
are alleged to have been involved in crimes in the Lower Atrato region (Chocó department).   
 
My concerns are further heightened because on 4 August, we understand that Faiber Chimonja, a 
member of CIJP’s Curbaradó field team, was intended to be murdered by “armed groups that 
protect entrepreneurs.” Apparently the murder was to take place between Apartadocito and 
Llanorico (Curbaradó). Fortunately this murder did not take place because of a last minute change in 
the planned movements of Mr. Chimonja. It is noted that Mr. Chimonja has accompanied the 
communities that have returned to the Curbaradó river basin, and that he has spent much of the last 
several weeks accompanying the family of Manuel and Samir Ruiz in their return to the region. 
 

                                                 
1  Law 1426 of December 29 2010. 
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I note that during the month of July 2013, Mr. Garzón, was presenting his closing arguments in a 
case against 21 oil palm entrepreneurs.  Three days later, in another case, two oil palm entrepreneurs 
were sentenced to 125 months in prison for aggravated conspiracy to commit a crime, forced 
displacement, and invasion of land of special ecological importance in Curbaradó and Jiguamiandó.  
It is most concerning that only two weeks prior to the aforementioned threats towards Mr Garzón 
and to the intended murder of Mr. Chimonja, alleged paramilitaries in Curbaradó stated: “If 
entrepreneurs were sentenced to prison and forced to hand over the land, community leaders and 
human rights defenders of CIJP would die”. 
 
I also note that these incidents are the latest in a series of attacks against members of CIJP, which 
include: on 13 February, the armoured vehicle of Father Alberto Franco (member of CIJP’s 
coordination team) was hit by three shots from a silenced weapon, though Father Franco was not 
inside the car.  
 
Since 11 February, the members of CIJP have suffered 18 acts of intimidation, monitoring and 
surveillance of the organization’s Bogotá office and members’ places of residence. In addition, on 21 
March an attack was to be carried out against one of the members of the organisation through the 
simulation of a traffic accident.  However, the targeted individual changed travel plans after being 
alerted to the intended attack.  
 
The general situation regarding the killing of lawyers and human rights defenders in Colombia 
remains critical. I am aware of 11 lawyers being killed in Valle de Cauca in 2013. According to 
figures from the Attorney General’s Office, over 400 lawyers have been killed in Colombia since 
2002.  Moreover, data from Programa Somos Defesoras indicates that 37 human rights defenders 
have been killed in 2013 of which 12 had previously reported serious threats.2  
 
The work of human rights lawyers and human rights defenders is vital to any peace process, and 
their important work to uphold the right to access justice should be publicly recognised. In addition 
the only  way to stop this shocking violence and the threat to the rule of law is to ensure that all 
these threats are properly investigated and that adequate protective measures are provided to lawyers 
and human rights defenders. 
 
Due to the fact that the threats outlined in this letter appear to be related to land restitution, I 
therefore respectfully refer you to the Victims Act,3 which   defines victims in   Article 3 as people 
who have suffered harm from intervening to assist victims in distress or preventing victimisation. 
Therefore,   the lawyers and human rights defenders named above who have received the threats 
described, fall within the Act’s remit. In addition, Article 31 of the Act states inter alia, that 
competent authorities should take protective measures for the victims where necessary according to 
the level of assessed risk for each individual case. Moreover, Article 32.1 requires protection 
programs to include measures commensurate with the level of risk to the victim before, during and 
after their participation in judicial or administrative proceedings. Additionally, Article 32.4 stipulates 
that protective measures should be timely, targeted, appropriate and efficient. 
 

                                                 
2   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. 
 

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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I also respectfully remind you of Articles 16(a) and (c), 17 and 18 of the UN Basic Principles on the 
Role of Lawyers (1990)4 and the UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders and the UN 
Declaration on Human Rights Defenders (adopted by the UN General Assembly on 8 March 1999) 
states at Article 12:5  
 
We consider that it is vital for the rule of law and the access to justice in Colombia that the current 
climate of threats against these human rights lawyers is urgently addressed. 
 
Because of the extremely serious nature of this situation, we ask that you: 
 

 Take concrete steps to ensure that the Colombian State fully and impartially investigates the 
threats against lawyer and human rights defender Manuel Garzón and other members of the 
CIJP and that the perpetrators are brought to justice; 
 

 Ensure the National Protection Unit and the Ministry of Interior to immediately implement 
the protection measures approved on March 6 for CIJP members, with special attention to 
measures for CIJP’s field teams. Specifically: 
 

o  Three (3) vehicles for field teams Curbaradó, Putumayo and Valle del Cauca;  
o  Three (3) small motorboats for field teams Cacarica, Putumayo and Valle del Cauca;  
o  Security measures CIJP headquarters in Bogotá; 
o  Risk assessments of the residences CIJP coordinators in Bogota;  

 

  Ensure that additional protective measures requested by CIJP are implemented These 
measures consist of  two armed bodyguards on motorcycles and an additional armoured car 
in order to meet all the protection needs of CIJP members in Bogotá, including Mr. Garzón. 
 

We will continue to monitor the progress of the investigation of threats towards Mr.  Garzón and 
other members of CIJP. We also ask that we be kept updated in respect of the extent to which 
progress has been made in investigating the above crimes, in bringing those responsible to justice 
and in implementing the above protective measures.  

                                                 
3 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.  
 
4 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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 We look forward to hearing from you. 
 
Yours sincerely,  
 

 
 
Professor Sara Chandler 
Chair, Colombian Caravana UK Lawyers Group  
 
 cc:  
-Andres Villamizar: Director of National Unity 
Protection of Minister of Interior 
-La Fiscalia General de la Nacion  
 Comite Ejecutivo de la Abogacia  
 Colombiana 
- Vice-Presidente Angelino Garzón                        
-Daniel Ricardo Silva, Human Rights and 
 Environmental Attache, Embassy of   
 Colombia, London  
 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 
 

 


