
 

  

 

59-60 Russell Square 
London  

WC1B 4HP 
United Kingdom 

25 October 2013 

Juan Manuel Santos Calderon 

President of the Republic of Colombia 

Carrera 8 No. 7 – 26 

Palacio de Nariño 

Bogotá 

Colombia 

Dear President Santos, 

Threats by ‘Los Rastrojos’ paramilitaries against Luis Fernando Arias Arias - lawyer and 

High Counsellor in the National Indigenous Organisation of Colombia (ONIC) 

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, and International 
Law.  
 
The Colombian Caravana members are deeply concerned by threats made against members 
of the ONIC, including Luis Fernando Arias Arias, a lawyer from the Kankuamo People and 
ONIC High Councillor (Consejero Mayor).   
 
- The MINGA, a national indigenous human rights protest, which began on October 14, 2013, 
was organised by indigenous peoples and coordinated by the ONIC, to peacefully protest 
about the lack of fulfilment of their human rights in Colombia. 
 
- We understand that the MINGA is calling on the government to sit down to a dialogue with 
them in the indigenous territory of La María, Piendamo (Cauca department), in relation to 
five key aspects, namely land; mining; free trade; autonomy and human rights; and armed 
conflict and peace.  
 
- There have been reports of disproportionate use of violence by the State security forces, 
resulting in as many as sixty protesters being injured. In addition to this, on 19 October, the 
ONIC received a threat from the Los Rastrojos paramilitary group, declaring as “military 
objectives” Luis Fernando Arias and other ONIC directors, as well as leaders from the CRIC 
and ACIN regional indigenous organisations in Cauca. The threat also stigmatises these 
leaders as being linked to the guerrilla. 



 

  

 

 
It is of serious concern that this indigenous lawyer and others have been stigmatised by a 
paramilitary group as being members of the guerrilla, while taking part in the MINGA to 
protest about the lack of fulfilment of their human rights.  
 
We note that a number of indigenous peoples’ fundamental rights are protected under the 
Colombian Constitution (1991), including the right to self-government in their territories, the 
right to Prior Consultation and the right to participate in decision-making processes. We also 
respectfully remind you of Colombian Constitutional Court Order 004 (2009), and numerous 
and reiterated recommendations from the UN system, including the Special Rapporteur on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (follow-up report on Colombia – 2010), calling for special 
protection for indigenous peoples and observance of their collective rights. 
 
Therefore the Colombian Caravana calls upon you to:  
 

● make a prompt public statement condemning these threats against lawyer Luis 
Fernando Arias Arias, lawyer and High Counsellor of the ONIC, and other participants 
in the MINGA; 

● ensure a full, prompt and impartial investigation into this threat and other threats 
against lawyers in Colombia, with the intention of bringing those responsible to 
justice;  

● provide adequate protection to lawyers at risk in accordance with their wishes;  
● ensure that all lawyers can continue their legitimate and peaceful activities in 

defence of human rights without fear of intimidation, harassment and reprisals; 
● urgently dismantle all paramilitary groups in Colombia 

 
We will continue to monitor the progress of the investigation into this case and those of the 

other lawyers who have been threatened and even murdered in Colombia. We also ask that 

we be kept updated, with respect to the extent of progress in investigating the above crimes 

and bringing those responsible to justice. 

Yours sincerely,  

 

Professor Sara Chandler 
Chair, Colombian Caravana UK Lawyers Group  
 



 

  

 

 
 
cc:  
- Attorney General’s Office  
- Presidential Office for Human Rights 
- Ministry of the Interior – Office on Ethnic 
Affairs 
- Human Rights Ombudsman’s Office 
- British Embassy in Colombia 

 
 
 
- Lawyers for Lawyers  
- ASF Canada  
- Colombian Association of Human Rights 
Lawyers (Asociación Colombiana de Abogados de 
Derechos Humanos - ACADEHUM) 
- National Indigenous Organisation of Colombia 
(ONIC) 
- Sarah Smith, Law Society of England and Wales  
- Gabriela Carina Knaul de Albuquerque e Silva, 
Special Rapporteur on the independence of 
judges and lawyers  
- Margaret Sekaggya, Special Rapporteur on the 
situation of human rights defenders  

  

 


