8 Union Street
London, SE1 1SZ
United Kingdom
Juan Manuel Santos Calderon
President of the Republic of Colombia
Carrera 8 No. 7 – 26
Palacio de Nariño
Bogotá
Colombia
6 June 2017
Dear President Santos,
Re: Continuing threats against members of Equipo Jurídico Pueblos
We write on behalf of the Colombian Caravana UK Lawyers Group, Lawyers Rights Watch Canada, la
Fundación de la Abogacía Española, Lawyers for Lawyers, Colombia Caravana de Juristas the Netherlands
and Caravana Irish Lawyers’ Group; international organisations that are part of the International Caravana of
Jurists. During biennial visits to Colombia since 2008, including during our most recent visit in August 2016, we
have called upon the Colombian government to protect the ability of lawyers and human rights defenders to
represent their clients, and to refrain from any interferences in their work, in order to comply with both
Colombian and international law.
The above international organisations are alarmed to hear in a recent statement by the Equipo Jurídico
Pueblos1 of the continuing threats, harassment and increased risk faced by members of the organisation, in
their work as lawyers and human rights defenders. Based in Bucaramanga, Equipo Jurídico Pueblos (EJP) assists
victims of human rights abuses throughout Colombia with a particular focus on victims from the north-eastern
regions of the country.
Since 2013, the Colombian Caravana has written on several occasions to express concern at the serious risk
faced by Rommel Durán Castellanos2 and Leonardo Jaimes Marín3, lawyers of Equipo Jurídico Pueblos. The
Colombian Caravana has also written regarding the inadequate protective measures afforded to them by the
Colombian government, which do not enable them to discharge their functions safely as lawyers.
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https://derechodelpueblo.blogspot.co.uk/2017/03/seguimientos-ilegales-contra.htm
http://www.colombiancaravana.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/Pitalito-Rommel-ENGLISH-20122013.pdf
http://www.colombiancaravana.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/LETTER-12.08.2014-Arrest-Release.pdf
http://www.colombiancaravana.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/Rommel-Duran-Mayo-2015-ESP.pdf
3
http://www.colombiancaravana.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/LETTER-Threats-against-Leonardo-Jaimes-Mar%C3%ADn-TMMPA-08.05.2014-ENG.pdf
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On the 15 February 2016, the undersigned international organisations together with others wrote to the
National Protection Unit (Unidad de Protección Nacional - UNP) regarding the inadequacy of the protective
measures proposed for Rommel Durán Castellanos4. The letter contained an urgent request for appropriate
measures to be implemented as soon as possible, in light of the high level of risk he faces as a result of his
work. While an updated risk assessment related to the situation of Mr Durán Castellanos was issued around
May/June 2016, we received reports that the resolution assigning protection measures had been sent to an
email address that did not belong to Mr Durán. We received reports that, on 4 April 2017, Mr Durán
Castellanos was informed, for the first time, during a phone call with a UNP official, that: a) a bullet-proof
jacket and an emergency mobile device were ready for collection; b) that the resolution was now final and
could not be appealed; and c) that he should notify the UNP as to whether he intended to collect the security
devices assigned to him. It is particularly alarming that the resolution assigning security measures to Mr Durán
Castellanos cannot be appealed in light of the fact that it was not notified to him in a timely manner. Indeed,
Mr Durán Castellanos has manifested that the protection measures assigned not only are insufficient to
protect his life, but also are likely to put him in an even greater danger. We have been informed that when Mr
Durán inquired with the UNP about the reasons and details of the resolution and its subsequent notification,
he was informed that the decision had been unsuccessfully notified to him at a personal email address that –
as Mr Durán Castellanos pointed out to the undersigning organisation – does not belong to him, despite the
fact that the UNP could have notified the decision to Mr Durán Castellanos’ professional domicile address.
We are dismayed to note that despite past correspondence and the signing of the peace agreement at the
end of November 2016, the level of risk faced by members of Equipo Jurídico Pueblos has increased and the
threats and harassments have intensified. This reflects the grave situation faced by human rights defenders
throughout Colombia, as set out in our letter dated 14 December 2016, which expressed the Colombian
Caravana’s concern at the increase in killings and threats against human rights defenders.5
The specific events described in the EJP’s recent statement (including, the killing of the brother of Rommel
Durán Castellanos, Eduardo Andrés Martínez Castellanos, on 17 January 2016)6 are included as an annex at
the end of this letter.
It is imperative that the safety of lawyers and other human rights defenders is ensured, in order to allow them
to continue with their important work. In this context, we respectfully remind you of Colombia’s international
obligations pursuant to Article 4 of the American Convention on Human Rights (right to life).

4
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http://www.colombiancaravana.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/Letter-UNP-Rommel-Duran-eng.pdf
http://www.colombiancaravana.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Wave-of-killings-HRDs-letter-FINAL-ENG.pdf
See supra note 1
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Furthermore, we would draw your attention to Articles 16, 17, and 18 of the UN Basic Principles on the Role
of Lawyers (1990)7, and to the UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders, Document A/RES/53/144 (adopted
by the UN General Assembly on 8 March 1999).8
We further draw your attention to the specific recommendations set out in our recent report, in which we
urge the government to review the military doctrine and remove the idea of the “internal enemy” from within
the ranks of its security forces, as part of their guarantees of non-repetition.9
In light of the above and alarming and specific instances of threats and violence that have been directed
towards Equipo Jurídico Pueblos, the undersigning international organisations respectfully call upon you as
President of the Republic of Colombia to:
•
•

•

•

•

Make a prompt public statement condemning the threats and harassment allegedly perpetrated
against members of Equipo Jurídico Pueblos in the discharge of their legitimate function as lawyers;
Direct a thorough and impartial investigation into the incidents mentioned in the annex with the
intention of bringing to justice those responsible for the criminal activity described in the instances
referred to;
Direct that the investigation of the murder of Eduardo Andrés Martínez Castellanos be referred to the
Fiscalía General de la Nación as a matter of urgency, with the intention of bringing to justice those
responsible for his murder;
Ensure that all lawyers from Equipo Jurídico Pueblos are able to carry out their duties without fear of
personal intimidation or harassment of them or their family members; that all threats against them
are promptly and thoroughly investigated and that protection measures are granted, in accordance
with their urgent needs and wishes; and
Ensure that the security situation of Mr Rommel Durán Castellanos be properly addressed and that
adequate measures be assigned to him in order to safeguard his life and physical integrity in his daily
work as human rights lawyer.
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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.
8
Which states in Article 12 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.
9
http://www.colombiancaravana.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/CARAVANA-OF-JURISTS-2016-DELEGATION-REPORT-ENG.pdf
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While the international organisations signing this letter are not acting directly on behalf or as a representative
of the individuals or cases we refer to in this letter, we write to add our voices to the international call for swift
action to be taken to protect the lives and livelihoods of lawyers and human rights defenders.
We would be grateful to receive updates regarding the progress of the investigation into the incidents we
raise in this letter, and respectfully ask that an initial response be sent to the Colombian Caravana UK Lawyers
Group within 28 days of this letter.
Yours sincerely,
Charlotte Gill
Chair, Colombian Caravana UK Lawyers Group
Debbie Mankowitz
Executive Director, Lawyers’ Rights Watch Canada
Carles MacCragh
Vicepresident, Fundación de la Abogacía española
Adrie van de Streek
Executive Director, Lawyers for Lawyers
Wout Albers
Director, Colombia Caravana de Juristas the Netherlands (Colombia Caravana de Juristas de los Países Bajos)
Mary Henderson
Director, Caravana Irish Lawyers’ Group

CC:
-

Carlos Alfonso Negret Mosquera, National Human Rights Ombudsman
Luz Vanegas, Coordinator of Relations with International Human Rights and IHL Organisations,
Ministry of Foreign Affairs
Fernando Ibarra Ruíz, Advisor, Presidential Council on Human Rights
Juan David Bello Guevara, Head of the National Protection Unit
Nestor Fernando Osorio Londoño, Colombian Ambassador to the UK
Peter Tibber, British Ambassador to Colombia
Todd Howland, Representative in Colombia of the Office of the United Nations High
Commissioner for Human Rights
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Annex:
According to information which we have received, we understand that:
1. On the morning of 26 December 2014, an individual arrived at the office of Equipo Jurídico Pueblos,
stating that he formed part of the 5th Brigade of the National Army, based in Bucaramanga. He advised
that the army’s high command were concerned that the criminal proceedings relating to extrajudicial
killings, brought by victims represented by Equipo Jurídico Pueblos, were causing damage to the
army’s reputation.
2. At approximately 11am on the 17 January 2016, in a street in Bucaramanga, the brother of Rommel
Durán Castellanos, Eduardo Andrés Martínez Castellanos, was shot by gunmen on a motorbike, who
immediately fled the scene10. He died several hours later.
To date, no arrests have been made. The investigating authorities have presented the crime as a
random armed robbery, notwithstanding the background and particular circumstances of this murder,
which indicate that it should be investigated as a matter of urgency by the Public Prosecutor’s Office
(Fiscalía General de la Nación).
Just a few months earlier, on 10 July 2015, very close to where Eduardo Andrés Martínez Castellanos
was murdered, Rommel Durán Castellanos was confronted by a stranger with a military-style hair cut
in front of his home. The stranger referred to a criminal case being brought by Equipo Jurídico Pueblos
against the armed forces and advised that Rommel Durán Castellanos should be careful, because
“nobody messes” with the Colonel.
3. On 17th June 2016, in a funeral home in Bucaramanga, Leonardo Jaimes Marín was filmed with a
mobile phone by an unknown woman and man, whilst he spoke to farmers whom he is assisting in
bringing claims in Santander and Cesar. As soon as their presence was noted, the man and woman left
the building.
4. On the 14 July 2016 in Chiriguaná, following the murder of the Afro-leader Naimen Agustín Lara on 11
July 2016 for which a police officer stands accused, Leonardo Jaimes Marín was approached by a man
dressed in plain-clothes and wearing dark glasses, whilst he spoke to Cesar’s Deputy Commander of
Police. The stranger asked Leonardo Jaimes Marín whether the vehicle that he used was armed and
then remarked that its protective measures should be increased, given how dangerous the area is.
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http://www.eltiempo.com/archivo/documento/CMS-16484283
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5. On the 13 January 2017, at approximately 5pm, following the first meeting of the Departmental
Conference of Human Rights and Territories in Cesar department, one of the attendees received an
SMS which stated: “Guerrilla son of a bitch, what were you doing today in the OEA, Meeting how many
guerrillas were in that meeting”.11
The meeting involved the Defensoría del Pueblo of Cesar, the United Nations High Commission, the
Peace Support Mission of the Organisation of American States, and Equipo Jurídico Pueblos,
represented by Rommel Durán Castellanos.
6. On the 4 February 2017, Leonardo Jaimes Marin, Gloria Amparo Silva Tovar, and another lawyer of
Equipo Jurídico Pueblos, met with the lawyer Carlos Alberto Ruiz, in a shopping centre in Bogotá.
Carlos Alberto Ruíz is a legal adviser in the peace discussions currently taking place between the
Colombian government and the National Liberation Army (ELN) in Quito, Ecuador. The lawyers were
followed by men dressed in plain-clothes throughout their meeting.
7. On the afternoon of 6 February 2017, as he was processing the arrest of Jose Trinidad Ravelo, a farmer,
in a police station in Valledupar, Second Lieutenant Reyes from the Police Criminal Investigation Unit
known as Dijín repeatedly asked him who his lawyer was. When Jose Trinidad Ravelo disclosed it,
Reyes told Ravelo that his lawyer represented all arrested guerrillas and commented that “it was
strange that a lowly farmer was being represented by a lawyer of another city. Equipo Jurídico Pueblos
argue that those comments referred to Rommel Durán Castellanos.12
8. On the 17 February 2017, Carlos Alberto Ruiz and Gloria Silvia met in a shop in Bogota and were
followed by unknown individuals.
9. Equipo Jurídico Pueblos’ office has recently been the subject of suspicious monitoring: in the final
months of 2016, a man with the appearance of a beggar stationed himself in front of the office during
the working hours of one of the lawyers. When his presence was noted one day, he did not return. At
the end of January 2017, he was seen in the Cabecera area of Bucaramanga, notably well-dressed.
On the 22 February 2017 between 2-4pm, an individual with a military hairstyle dressed with a grey tshirt, jeans and dark glasses stood watching the Equipo Jurídico Pueblos’ offices from the pavement
opposite the entrance.

11
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Para E) https://derechodelpueblo.blogspot.co.uk/2017/03/seguimientos-ilegales-contra.html
Para G) https://derechodelpueblo.blogspot.co.uk/2017/03/seguimientos-ilegales-contra.html
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10. On the 1 March 2017, in the area of Ayacucho in the municipality of La Gloria in the Cesar department,
a meeting was held between the farming community, the municipal authorities and delegates of
Ecopetrol. At the meeting, the farming community complaint against the mayor, Fermín Augusto Cruz
Quintero, following his declaration that the Juntas of Acción Communal were not recognised by law
and so could not participate. The mayor proceeded to verbally attack the lawyer of Equipo Jurídico
Pueblos who was accompanying the community in the meeting and advised him that as he was not
from the region, the lawyer did not have the right to be in the meeting.
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