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59-60 Russell Square 
London  

WC1 B4HP 
United Kingdom 

 
Juan Manuel Santos Calderόn 
President of the Republic of Colombia 
Carrera 8 No. 7 – 26 
Palacio de Nariño 
Bogotá 
Colombia  

29 December 2015 
 
 
Dear President Santos, 
 
Systematic murder of lawyers and human right defenders – Daniel Abril 
 
I am writing to you on behalf of the Colombian Caravana UK Lawyers Group (hereinafter, the “Colombian 
Caravana”), a UK registered charity that co-organises the International Caravana of Jurists. During visits 
to Colombia in 2008, 2010, 2012 and 2014 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 have written to you several times in respect of our concerns about the threats and difficulties 
experienced by lawyers and human rights defenders in Colombia. Alarmingly, I have written to you at least 
14 times, most recently on 16 July 2014, in respect of the actual murder of lawyers and human rights 
defenders. We are very concerned that the murders and climate of impunity continue. 
 
We have been informed that Mr Daniel Abril was murdered on 13 November 2015 in the municipality of 
Trinidad, Casanare. We understand three gunshots were fired at him.  
 
Mr Abril is yet another victim to count in the very high number of murders and disappearances in the 
Casanare region, where there are important oil exploitation interests. The Centro de Investigación y 
Educación Popular (Popular Centre of Investigation and Education, also known as CINEP)2 estimated that 
between 1986 and 2007, 2,553 people disappeared in Casanare. While the Benetech Human Rights 
Programme3 estimated that between 2000 and 2007 there were around 3,944 to 9,983 violent deaths and 
1,270 to 5,552 people disappeared in Casanare.  
 

                                                 
1 Law 1426 of December 29, 2010 
2 CINEP report ‘Casanare: exhumado el genocidio’, 31st October 2009 (p138) last accessed on 14th December 2015 on the following 
link http://www.nocheyniebla.org/files/u1/casotipo/casanare/caso_tipo_casanare.pdf 
3 Benetech Human Rights Program report ‘Los que faltan por contar: Una estimación de la violencia letal en Casanare, Colombia’, 
16th February 2010 (p137-8) last accessed on 14th December 2015 on the following link 
https://hrdag.org/content/colombia/results-paper-ES.pdf 

http://www.nocheyniebla.org/files/u1/casotipo/casanare/caso_tipo_casanare.pdf
https://hrdag.org/content/colombia/results-paper-ES.pdf
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Mr Abril was a community leader, human rights defender and environmental campaigner. He had taken 
part in protests against oil extraction companies in Casanare denouncing the environmental impact in the 
area. He had reported human rights abuses by public authorities and was a point of contact for human 
rights victims in the area. During 2014 he was actively involved in the public hearings organised by the 
then congressman Ivan Cepeda Castro, and held in Trinidad, Casanare, in respect of Human Rights and the 
Environment.  
 
Mr Abril was also a member of Voz de la Tierra, the National Movement for Victims of State Crimes (also 
known as MOVICE), the People’s Congress (Congreso de los Pueblos), and the Human Rights Civic 
Committee of Meta. He further worked in association with COSPACC and Corporación Claretiana NPB in 
defence of the Environment and Human Rights. 
 
I am gravely concerned that the murder of Mr Abril demonstrates that the current level of protection in 
place for lawyers and human rights defenders is inadequate. In particular, given the repeated threats 
received by lawyers and human rights defenders we are aware of and, as in this and previous cases, their 
actual murder.  
 
I further draw your attention to the UN Code of Conduct for Law Enforcement Officials adopted by the 
UN General Assembly on 17th December 1979, specifically Articles 1, 2 and 3.4 I would also like to 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 1999.5 
 
According to figures from the Attorney General’s Office, over 400 lawyers have been killed in Colombia 
between 2002 and July 2014. I consider that it is vital for the rule of law and access to justice in Colombia 
that these problems are urgently addressed.  
 
I therefore ask that the local, departmental, and national authorities take action to ensure the security of 
all lawyers and human rights defenders, so that they can conduct their work without fear of violence, 
discrimination, harassment or threats of any kind.  
 

                                                 
4 Article 1 states that “Law enforcement officials shall at all times fulfil the duty imposed upon them by law, by serving the community 

and by protecting all persons against illegal acts, consistent with the high degree of responsibility required by their profession. 
Article 2: In the performance of their duty, law enforcement officials shall respect and protect human dignity and maintain and uphold 
the human rights of all persons. 
Article 3 Law enforcement officials may use force only when strictly necessary and to the extent required for the performance of their 
duty. 

 
5  Article 12 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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Specifically, I respectfully ask that you:  
 

 make a prompt public statement condemning the murder of Daniel Abril; 

 ensure a full, prompt and impartial investigation into the killing of Daniel Abril with the intention 
of bringing to justice those responsible for his murder; 
 

 ensure a full, prompt and impartial investigation into the killing of all lawyers and human rights 
defenders under the auspices of the Attorney General, in accordance with principles 9 – 18 of the 
UN Principles on the Effective Prevention and Investigation of Extra-legal, Arbitrary and Summary 
Executions; 

 

 ensure that all lawyers and human rights defenders in Colombia are able to carry out their duties 
without fear for their safety.  

 
We will continue to monitor the situation regarding the safety of all lawyers and human rights defenders 
in Colombia. We also ask that we be kept updated in respect of the extent to which progress has been 
made in investigating the murder of Mr. Abril and in bringing those responsible to justice, and in 
implementing appropriate protective measures in order to prevent any further attacks on lawyers and 
human rights defenders. We look forward to hearing from you. We respectfully ask that the requested 
information is sent to the Colombian Caravana within 28 days.  

 
Yours sincerely,  
 
 
 
Professor Sue Willman 
Chair of the Colombian Caravana UK Lawyers Group  
 
 
cc.  
- German Vargas Lleras, Vice-President of Colombia 
- Diego Fernando Mora, Director of National Protection Unit in the Ministry of the Interior 
- Eduardo Montealegre Lynett, Public Prosecutor  
- Doctor Luis Carlos Villegas Echeverri, Minister of Defence 
- Juan Fernando Cristo, Minister of Interior 
- Yesid Reyes Alvarado, Minister of Justice 
- Alejandro Ordoñez, Procuradoría General de la Nación 
- Rodolfo Palomino López, Director General, National Police 
- Jorge Armando Otálora, National Ombudsperson 
- Juan Manuel Nossa Fuentes, Yopal’s Ombudsperson 
- Nestor Fernando Osorio Londoño, Colombian Ambassador, London 
- Mónica Pinto, United Nations Special Rapporteur on the independence of lawyers and judges 
- Michel Forst, United Nations Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders 
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- José de Jesús Orozco Henríquez, Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders at 
the Inter American Commission of Human Rights 

- Todd Howland, Representative in Colombia of the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, 
United Nations 

- Santiago Canton, Executive Secretary of the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights 
- Peter Tibber, British Ambassador in Colombia  
- Movimiento Nacional de Víctimas de Crímenes de Estado (MOVICE)  
- Colombian Association of Human Rights Lawyers (ACADEHUM) 
- American Bar Association (ABA) 
- Asociación Libre de Abogados (Comité defensa por la Defensa), Spain) 
- Law Society of England and Wales, UK 
- Lawyers for Lawyers, Netherlands 
- Lawyers without Borders, Canada 
- Lawyers Rights Watch, Canada 
- Union Internationale des Avocats, Belgium 

 


