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METHODOLOGY

This report is the culmination of in situ research in Colombia between 2006 and
2008. Amnesty International delegates visited a number of regions, including the
departments of Chocé, Arauca, Antioquia, Guaviare, Meta, Cesar and Putumayo.
They met with people from a cross-section of Colombian society, including human
rights defenders, trade unionists, and social and community activists; victims
and witnesses of human rights abuses; members of the security forces; and
representatives from the Catholic Church, from Indigenous, Afro-descendant and
women’s organizations, the international community, and international bodies, such
as the Office in Colombia of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights. Amnesty
International researchers also held meetings with regional and national government
and state officials, including the Vice-President of the Republic, the Human Rights
Ombudsman, the Attorney General, and the Coordinator of the Human Rights
Observatory of the Presidential Programme for Human Rights and International
Humanitarian Law.

This report includes statistics from a variety of sources about various types of human
rights abuses and violations of international humanitarian law (IHL). However,
because of serious under-reporting —partly because of victims’ fear of reprisal, but also
because of the endemic problem of impunity — such data must be treated with caution
since they are unlikely to accurately reflect the real scale of the human rights problem
in Colombia.

Amnesty International would like to thank all the witnesses and victims who gave their
time to share their experiences, some of which appear in this report. Many of those
interviewed had recently experienced the tragic loss of a loved one and the enormous
emotional cost involved in retelling their stories bears witness to the strength of their
desire for justice. Many spoke to Amnesty International at great personal risk; the
names of some of them have been withheld in order to protect their privacy and
ensure that their security is not compromised.
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INTRODUCTION

1/INTRODUCTION

Parmenio Manuel Hernandez Anaya was detained by soldiers on 28

December 2007. Army troops from the Calibio Battalion of the XIV Brigade

reportedly raided his home in the hamlet of La Poza in the municipality of
Cantagallo, Bolivar Department, and threatened to kill him and his family. After a
few hours, the soldiers released his wife and sons and left, taking Parmenio
Hernandez to an unknown destination. On 3 January 2008, Parmenio Hernandez’
body appeared in the morgue in Barrancabermeja, Santander Department, dressed
in military fatigues. He had been shot in the back. The army claimed he was a
guerrilla killed in combat.

16-year-old Ingrid Yahaira Sinisterra was abducted and killed by

paramilitaries on 24 August 2007, in Buenaventura, Valle del Cauca

Department. Her family went to see the paramilitaries to ask for her body.
They told Ingrid’s family that they had killed her as a warning to others not to have
relationships with guerrillas. They said her body had been tied to an electricity post
all night and the family should return the next day to reclaim the body. When her
family went back the following day, they were told Ingrid’s body had been thrown
into the sea after her belly had been cut open and her internal organs removed. The
family recovered Ingrid’s body — which had multiple stab wounds — from the sea
that same day and buried her on 27 August.

On 27 June 2008, three Indigenous children from the Las Planadas Telembi
reservation in the municipality of Samaniego, Nariiio Department, were walking
along the banks of the River Telembi when they stepped on landmines placed by
a guerrilla group. Fifteen-year-old Dumar Alexander Pai Nastacuas, 12-year-old Leibar
Pai Nastacuas, and eight-year-old José Edilmer Pai Nastacuas were killed instantly.
Guerrilla groups continue to use anti-personnel mines, many of whose victims are
civilians. Colombia reportedly has the highest number of landmine victims in the world.

Colombia’s internal armed conflict has pitted the security forces and paramilitaries
against guerrilla groups for more than 40 years. It has been marked by extraordinary
levels of human rights abuses and violations of international humanitarian law (IHL),
with civilians by far the principal victims.

Tens of thousands of civilians have been killed. Thousands more have been subjected
to enforced disappearance by the security forces or paramilitaries, or abducted by
guerrilla groups. Hostage-taking, above all by guerrilla groups, and torture by the

1
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security forces, paramilitaries and guerrilla forces, are among the tactics of terror
used in the conflict. The conflict has also been marked by the use of child soldiers
and by widespread sexual violence against girls and women. The effect of such
abuses has been to create one of the world’s greatest crises of displaced people;
between 3 and 4 million Colombians are thought to have fled their homes to escape
the violence. These crimes bear witness to the disregard shown by all parties to the
conflict for international human rights and humanitarian law.

There is little agreement on the underlying causes of the armed conflict. Indeed, the
lack of common understanding extends to the question of whether Colombia is
in fact experiencing an armed conflict at all or rather a “war on terror”. The response
of the Colombian state to the crisis affecting so many of its citizens remains
contradictory. Successive governments have adopted comprehensive training
programmes for the security forces on international human rights and humanitarian
law. At the same time the government of President Alvaro Uribe has denied that there
is an armed conflict in the country and by doing so has undermined some of the
protections that international law could and should provide. Official protection
programmes for human rights defenders, trade unionists and journalists have
undoubtedly saved a number of lives. However, the work of human rights defenders
and social activists has been undermined and they themselves have been put at
increased risk of attack by repeated accusations and verbal attacks by the most senior
government and state officials, as well as senior military officers.

The government claims that Colombia is experiencing an irreversible renaissance of
relative peace, rapidly falling levels of violence, the successful demobilization of tens
of thousands of paramilitary combatants, and effective justice for victims of human
rights abuses. It is certainly true that in recent years the incidence of some abuses
has declined. Others, however, have increased, particularly extrajudicial executions
carried out directly by the security forces and forced displacement. Moreover, the
recent upsurge of violence against human rights defenders and trade unionists is a
cause of serious concern. There is also strong evidence to show that paramilitary
groups remain active — and continue to commit human rights violations — despite
government claims to the contrary.

Ultimately the Colombian conflict is a vivid and tragic story of countless individuals
whose lives and communities have been devastated by systematic abuses for which
those responsible have never been held to account. No part of the country has
escaped the consequences of the conflict, although the scale of devastation in remote
rural areas, rich in natural resources, is perhaps the most profound and the least well
documented. It is a story of invisibility, of horrendous crimes rarely reported and
tragedies never told. At the heart of this report are the stories of Indigenous
communities decimated by the conflict, of Afro-descendant families expelled from
their homes, of women raped, and children blown apart by landmines, and of the
determination and resilience of communities that have taken an active stand to
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defend their right not to be drawn into the A police officer walks by the names of victims of the
conflict. Many of the survivors who spoke to  conflict, Bolivar Square, Bogota, April 2008.
Amnesty International had a clear message to

the human rights abusers, whoever they are:

“leave us in peace!”

This report ends with detailed recommendations to all parties to the conflict and to
the international community calling for the guarantees set out in international human
rights and humanitarian law to be made a reality for the people of Colombia. Amnesty
International’s recommendations echo and support the demands and aspirations of
the many human rights defenders, community activists and trade unionists who
continue to strive for justice often at great personal cost.
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SEPARATING MYTH FROM REALITY

Colombia’s armed conflict and its grave humanitarian and human rights
consequences have long given rise to divergent and seemingly incompatible analyses
among observers of the Colombian conflict. This lack of a common understanding of
the causes has particularly marked relations between the administration of President
Uribe and the human rights community, other governments and the human rights
bodies of the UN. Disagreements have raged over a variety of issues, even over
whether the country is experiencing an armed conflict or whether the authorities are
engaged in a “war on terror”. Similarly, there is little consensus over questions such
as the role of human rights groups or the severity of the human rights situation.

ARMED CONFLICT OR ‘WAR ON TERROR'?

The government of President Uribe — who came to office in 2002, only one year after
the September 2001 attacks in the USA — has repeatedly sought to deny that an
armed conflict exists in Colombia, opting to define hostilities instead as part of the
international “war on terror”. For example, in January 2008 President Uribe publicly
criticized Amnesty International for referring to the Revolutionary Armed Forces of
Colombia (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia, FARC) guerrilla group as
an “armed opposition group” rather than as a “terrorist” organization. These
comments were made just prior to a visit by the President to Europe to lobby the
European Union to keep the FARC on its list of terrorist organizations.

In contrast, numerous international bodies, including the International Committee
of the Red Cross (ICRC) and the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human
Rights, have consistently defined the situation in Colombia as one of internal armed
conflict. This is not to deny that individuals in Colombia may be responsible for
acts of terrorism. Indeed, some have been charged with such offences. But these
are covered by criminal law and many, in fact, occur outside the context of the
armed conflict.

Many of President Uribe’s predecessors sought to present the actions of the security
forces as legitimate attempts to rein in the activities of drugs traffickers, “narco-
guerrillas” and criminal gangs, thereby misrepresenting the Colombian conflict as a
“war on drugs”. However, they never denied the existence of an armed conflict per
se, unlike the present incumbent. Moreover, the government of President Uribe is the
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According to IHL, an armed conflict is defined as hostilities involving a country’s
armed forces or armed group. Non-international armed conflicts are defined as
armed hostilities occurring within the territory of a single state and in which the
armed forces of other states are not engaged against the government.

An example of a non-international armed conflict is one in which the armed forces
of a state are in conflict with those they define as rebel, dissident or insurgent
groups (such as guerrilla groups).

The violence must also be protracted and the non-state group must be organized
in terms of its command structure and have control of territory. However, IHL does
not apply to internal disturbances, such as riots, or other situations of internal
violence, although international human rights law and criminal law do.

The four Geneva Conventions of 1949 and their two Additional Protocols of 1977
are among the principal IHL instruments. Colombia is a state party to these
treaties.

first to embrace the concept of a “war on terror”. This same characterization — and
that of the “war on drugs” — has been used by some in the international community
as a way of circumventing international human rights concerns. In this way, they have
been able to continue providing military assistance to Colombian military units
involved in counter-insurgency operations — under the guise of counter-narcotics aid.
These units have often been active in parts of Colombia of interest to companies and
other economic actors based in the countries giving military assistance.

Guerrilla and paramilitary groups
For more than 40 years Colombia’s armed conflict has pitted the security forces and
paramilitaries against a range of left-wing organized guerrilla groups.

The first of these guerrilla groups emerged in the 1950s during La Violencia, a
bloody conflict which was in many respects a virtual civil war. During this period,
armed groups linked to the Liberal and Communist Parties were driven into remote
parts of the country. These armed groups were the nucleus of what became, and
still is, the largest guerrilla group of the past 50 years and which was consolidated
in the mid-1960s into the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (Fuerzas
Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia, FARC). The other main guerrilla group still
in existence is the much smaller National Liberation Army (Ejército de Liberacion
Nacional, ELN).

Over the decades, the guerrillas created extensive strongholds, principally in rural
areas where they effectively determined local government policies and exercised

5



‘LEAVE US IN PEACE’ TARGETING CIVILIANS IN COLOMBIA'S INTERNAL ARMED CONFLICT

significant control over the local population. Military losses, especially since President
Uribe came to office in 2002, have reduced their territorial sphere of influence.

Paramilitaries have their origin in legally constituted civilian “self-defence” groups.
These were created by the Colombian army to act as auxiliaries during counter-
insurgency operations.

In 1965, the government promulgated Decree 3398 — which became permanent with
Law 48 in 1968. This allowed the Colombian military to create groups of armed
civilians to carry out joint counter-insurgency operations. These groups were often
promoted as “self-defence” groups designed to protect local communities from the
guerrillas. However, their activities were broader — they joined counter-insurgency
“search and destroy” operations in areas where the population was considered to be
sympathetic towards the guerrillas.

In 1989, in response to an increase in killings attributed to such self-defence groups,
fears about the growing dangers of “narco-terrorism”, and the assassination in August
of that year of presidential candidate Luis Carlos Galan by paramilitaries linked to drugs
traffickers, President Virgilio Barco suspended Decree 3398 and outlawed the use of
armed civilians in army operations. President Barco also promulgated Decree 1194,
which criminalized the promotion, financing and membership of paramilitary groups.
However, after a period of relative decline paramilitarism, backed by the security forces
and financed by drugs traffickers and economic interests, continued to grow.

The historic and continued links between paramilitary groups and the security forces
have been well documented.2 Criminal and disciplinary investigations continue to
implicate high-ranking security force officers and other public officials, as well as
many politicians, in human rights violations committed by paramilitaries. Recent
rulings of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights have confirmed the strong links
between paramilitary groups and the security forces.3 In July 2007, the Colombian
Supreme Court of Justice also ruled that paramilitarism did not act against the state
but was complicit with it.4 As this report shows, despite government claims to the
contrary, paramilitary groups continue to operate and to commit serious human rights
violations, despite their supposed demobilization, and continue to be able to count on
the support or acquiescence of sectors of the security forces.5

However, strong evidence has also emerged over the past year that the FARC has
been creating “strategic alliances” with paramilitary groups in several parts of the
country in an effort to better manage their respective drugs-trafficking trade. Such
alliances appear to include collaboration on managing coca crops, protecting the
laboratories which manufacture cocaine, and sharing drugs routes, mainly to the
Caribbean coast where the cocaine is shipped overseas.

At the very least, the government’s interpretation of the Colombian armed conflict
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as a “war on terror” risks undermining the practical application of international
human rights and humanitarian standards. However, regardless of whether or not
the Colombian government acknowledges the existence of an armed conflict in
the country, international standards, as well as Colombia’s domestic law, continue

to apply.

Nevertheless, political rhetoric which defines the conflict as a “war on terror”,
especially a conflict in which civilians have often been systematically targeted by all
sides, cannot but undermine the day-to-day respect for human rights and
humanitarian standards on the ground. In particular, it sends a dangerous message
to combatants that IHL — a set of “rules” applied exclusively to situations of armed
conflict and designed to minimize suffering in conflicts — does not need to be
respected in practice since, according to the government, there is no armed conflict.
As the UN Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances said in its 2006
report on Colombia, “Denying the condition of an internal armed conflict has
important implications. One of which is that it becomes possible to refuse any
distinction between combatants and non-combatants.”

THE HUMAN RIGHTS SITUATION TODAY — A COMPLEX AND
CONTRADICTORY PICTURE

The 40-year-old conflict has been defined by its civilian victims. Over the last 20
years, more than 70,000 people, the vast majority of these civilians, have been killed
as a result of the conflict, while between 3 and 4 million have been forcibly displaced
from their homes. Between 15,000 and 30,000 people have also been the victims of
enforced disappearances since the start of the conflict, while more than 20,000
people have been kidnapped or taken hostage in the last 10 years.

It is difficult to precisely quantify human rights abuses, especially given that in most
cases official complaints or reports are not made. However, despite the chronic under-
reporting, it is clear that in recent years there have been reductions in some types of
human rights abuses.

The number of kidnappings has fallen, from a recent high of 3,570 in 2000 to just
over 520 in 2007. Moreover, a number of high-profile hostages held by the FARC,
including former presidential candidate Ingrid Betancourt, regained their freedom in
2008 after many years in captivity. Similarly, there has been a reduction in the
number of conflict-related killings of civilians, from a recent high of around 4,000 in
2002 to some 1,400 in 2007. The security situation in some of the larger urban
centres, such as Bogota and Medellin, as well as on many of the country’s principal
highways, has also improved.

7
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However, this is only a part of the picture. Colombia remains a country where millions
of civilians, especially outside the big cities and in the countryside, continue to bear
the brunt of this violent and protracted conflict. Their voices are increasingly silenced
because their stories would vividly and convincingly undermine the official account
that this is a country that has largely overcome its bloody past. These Colombians
include the hundreds of thousands forcibly displaced each year; the hundreds of
civilians abducted every year by guerrilla groups; the victims of enforced
disappearances by paramilitary groups and the security forces; the growing numbers
of civilians extrajudicially executed by the security forces; the children, some as young
as 12, recruited by paramilitary and guerrilla groups; those killed or maimed by
guerrilla anti-personnel mines; the women raped by all the parties to the conflict; the
human rights defenders, social activists and community leaders threatened and killed,
mainly by paramilitaries; and the victims of bomb attacks in urban areas, many of
which have been blamed on the FARC.6

All the warring parties have failed to avoid drawing the civilian population into the
hostilities. The deliberate and systematic failure to distinguish between civilians and
combatants has been one of the hallmarks of the conflict. The security forces often
employ a counter-insurgency strategy which focuses primarily on undermining what
they perceive to be the civilian population’s support for guerrilla groups. This strategy
is based on the premise that those living in conflict areas are part of the enemy,
simply because of where they live, rather than victims of guerrilla abuses. The results
of labelling such communities as “sympathetic” to guerrilla forces has been a pattern
of often systematic abuses targeting human rights defenders, trade unionists,
campesinos,” Indigenous and Afro-descendant communities, and those living in areas
of strategic importance to the warring parties.

The use of paramilitaries, who have long operated with the acquiescence and support
of the security forces, often working as auxiliaries alongside them, has formed an integral
part of this strategy. Such forces have been used to sow terror and to deflect
responsibility for human rights violations away from the armed forces. Most paramilitary
action continues to be directed against civilians rather than guerrilla forces.

Guerrilla forces have also failed to respect the rights of civilians. They often
systematically target civilians and are responsible for serious and repeated human
rights abuses and violations of IHL. Such abuses have included the killing of civilians,
hostage-taking, and indiscriminate and disproportionate attacks® against military
targets which often result in civilian casualties.

The attitude of guerrilla groups towards international law and standards, including
IHL, is contradictory. The FARC do not accept that they are bound by IHL, although
they claim to include many IHL norms in their rules of engagement while reserving
the right to use anti-personnel mines and to take hostages, two activities expressly
prohibited in IHL. Their claim not to target civilians is not substantiated by their
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conduct on the ground. The ELN is reportedly more willing to engage on the issue of
IHL, but claims not to be in a position to apply those norms prohibiting the taking of
hostages. In short, any expressions of support for human rights and IHL are hollow
so long as guerrilla groups continue to kill and kidnap civilians with such disregard.

The Colombian government has over the years introduced measures which have
dragged civilians further into the conflict rather than shielding them from hostilities.
While a state may urge its citizens to cooperate with its judicial institutions and
denounce human rights abuses, in an armed conflict it must not promote practices
that expose civilians as direct targets.

The creation of a “civilian informer network” at the start of the first administration of
President Uribe in 2002 has been of particular concern. This scheme has required
civilians to compile and pass on intelligence on illegal armed groups to the security
forces. The network has in the past been criticized by the UN High Commissioner
for Human Rights and by Colombia’s Human Rights Ombudsman (Defensor del
Pueblo). This initiative, by giving civilians a direct role in the conflict, has blurred the
distinction between civilians and combatants and exposed members of the networks
to attacks by guerrillas. In addition, the evidence of anonymous, paid informants is
unreliable, since an informant decides on his or her own criteria for deciding who is
“suspicious”; many are motivated by financial rewards and others could be
influenced by personal grudges or interests. In August 2004 the government also
issued Decree 2767, which allows the Ministry of Defence to pay demobilized
combatants for their “collaboration” with the security forces. This has further blurred
the distinction between civilians and combatants.

Since the start of the paramilitary demobilization process in 2003, the government has
encouraged demobilized combatants to join the informer or co-operative network or
to become “civic guards” in charge of security in towns and cities, public parks and
roads. However, the main function of these bodies is to provide military intelligence
services to the security forces. Demobilized combatants have also been employed
by private security firms — which form part of the network — where they can legally be
armed and thus can potentially exploit their position of power to commit new abuses.
In June 2007 the Defence Ministry issued a Directive prohibiting demobilized
combatants from joining such networks. It is unclear how effective this has been or
what controls have been put in place.®

9
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THE HUMAN RIGHTS COMMUNITY — SUPPORTED OR
DEMONIZED?

In Colombia, human rights defenders have long played a pivotal role in denouncing
abuses and supporting victims and have often paid a heavy price for their dedication.°
Far from supporting their efforts, high-ranking government, state and military officials
have effectively undermined human rights protection — and even undercut the
Colombian state’s own measures to improve their security — by making public
statements equating human rights work with “subversion”. Such accusations can
and frequently do expose human rights activists to increased risk of attack. In fact,
such negative statements have given indirect approval to the security forces to target
human rights defenders, trade unionists and community leaders during intelligence
and counter-insurgency operations.!

In September 2003, President Uribe publicly described some government critics
as “hack politicians in the service of terrorism”, and said that: “Every time a security
policy to combat terrorism is launched in Colombia, when the terrorists begin to feel
weakened, they immediately send their spokespersons to talk about human rights.”:

In June 2004, in a speech made to members of the Colombian police, President
Uribe wrongly claimed that Amnesty International “does not condemn violations of
international humanitarian law committed by guerrilla groups” and that “it legitimizes
terrorism”.1

In a speech in July 2007, President Uribe said that “the guerrillas have another
strategy: every time there is a casualty in the guerrillas, they immediately mobilize
their chorus leaders in the country and abroad to say that it was an extrajudicial
execution”.

In a speech in May 2008, President Uribe, referring to human rights defender
Ivéan Cepeda — the target of numerous death threats — said that “before feeling sorry
for the crocodile tears of these human rights imposters”, members of the international
community should visit Colombia to see what is really happening in the country.

This hostile rhetorical stance towards human rights defenders and the government’s
reluctance to acknowledge the existence of an armed conflict in Colombia is hard to
reconcile with some of the human rights policies introduced over the years by
successive Colombian governments.

Since 1997 several presidential and ministerial directives have been issued that formally
recognize the work of human rights defenders.'® These are purportedly aimed at
preventing public officials from making statements which could generate a climate of
hostility or question the legitimacy of the work of human rights activists. These directives
are supposed to send a message about the importance that the government attaches



SEPARATING MYTH FROM REALITY

to the work of human rights defenders. But this message has been undermined by the
repeated hostile statements made by senior government officials and by the fact that
the directives make no mention of any sanctions against those who breach them.

Over the years, there have also been efforts by the Ministry of the Interior to administer
special programmes to physically protect human rights defenders and trade unionists.
These are to be welcomed, but the programmes have suffered from financial,
operational and administrative problems. While these programmes have undoubtedly
saved the lives of activists, such measures will continue to prove inadequate unless
concrete and effective political measures are adopted to support the legitimate work
of those defending human rights in the country, and to put an end to the impunity
enjoyed by the perpetrators of human rights abuses.!®

IMPUNITY FOR HUMAN RIGHTS ABUSES — PROGRESS OR
DETERIORATION?

Impunity lies at the heart of the conflict and is a principal factor in its continuation.
The knowledge that the perpetrators of abuses, whoever they are, will not be brought
to justice sends a clear and powerful message to victims not to seek justice. It also
sends a message to individuals and groups, such as human rights organizations or
trade unions, which stand up to the perpetrators of abuse, that their members and
leaders could suffer persecution, harassment or human rights abuses. Impunity also
ensures that the perpetrators remain at large and are confident that they need fear
no consequences for continuing to commit abuses.

Impunity remains the norm in most cases of human rights abuses in Colombia.
Although in the last few years there has been some progress in a number of high-
profile cases, mainly as a result of international pressure, in many cases there have
been very few, if any, advances in identifying chain-of-command responsibility.

In February 2007, the Office of the Attorney General announced it was
investigating 69 soldiers for the unlawful killing of eight members of the Peace
Community of San José de Apartad6, Municipality of Apartadd, Antioquia Department,
on 21 February 2005. In March 2008, 15 soldiers were arrested for their suspected
role in the massacre, and in April, six of these soldiers were charged. In July, army
captain Guillermo Armando Gordillo Sdnchez, arrested in November 2007, admitted
his responsibility for the killings. The government and senior military officials had long
claimed the 2005 massacre had been carried out by the FARC. More than 170
members of the Peace Community have been killed since it was established in 1997.7

In November 2007, it was made public that a team from the Office of the Attorney
General had reopened investigations into 294 of the more than 3,000 killings of
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members of the left-wing Patriotic Union (Unién Patriética, UP) party since 1985.
Paramilitaries and the security forces are believed to have been responsible for most
of these killings.®

In September 2007, three members of the Colombian air force were sentenced
by a civilian judge to six years’ house arrest for what was described in the ruling as
the accidental killing of 17 people in Santo Domingo, Tame Municipality, Arauca
Department, in 1998. The three men had previously been acquitted by a military
court which concluded that the deaths occurred after a truck driven by guerrillas
exploded. The 2007 ruling by the civilian judge found that the killings were caused
by a cluster bomb released from an air force helicopter whose occupants had
mistakenly identified the civilians as guerrillas.

In August 2007, four members of the army and a civilian were sentenced to 40
years in prison for the killing of three trade unionists in Saravena Municipality, Arauca
Department, in August 2004. The army and senior government officials had long
claimed that the three trade unionists were guerrillas killed in combat.®®

In June 2008, the trial began of retired army Colonel Alfonso Plazas Vega for his
part in the enforced disappearance of 11 people. The disappearances occurred
during a military assault on the Palace of Justice in Bogotéa after M-19 guerrillas took
hostage those inside in November 1985. More than 100 people died during the
occupation and the military assault, including 12 Supreme Court judges. Alfonso
Plazas Vega has been in detention since July 2007. The Office of the Attorney General
ordered the arrest of retired General Ivan Ramirez in May 2008, and in June 2008
two retired generals, Rafael Samudio Molina and Jesus Armando Arias Cabrales, were
questioned in connection with their alleged role in the disappearances. In September
2007, Attorney General Mario Iguaran said there was strong evidence that many of
those who disappeared were alive when they left the building in military custody.

The fact that some key cases involving human rights violations committed by the
security forces — either acting alone or in conjunction with paramilitaries — are now
being investigated by the civilian courts, rather than the military justice system, is a
sign of progress. These cases have advanced largely because of international pressure
to bring to justice the perpetrators of some key and emblematic human rights cases,
and because many of them have been examined by the Inter-American Commission
on Human Rights and the UN Treaty Bodies. However, in the vast majority of human
rights cases, the perpetrators continue to evade effective scrutiny.
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THE PARAMILITARY DEMOBILIZATION — EFFECTIVE
DISARMAMENT OR WHITEWASH?

International standards require that everyone be given access to justice and an
effective remedy.> The paramilitary demobilization process and the legal framework
which regulates it fail to meet that standard on a number of counts. The process has
failed to ensure that victims are able to participate fully; that demobilized combatants
are really removed from the conflict; that the paramilitaries and their backers are held
effectively to account; and that there is full reparation for victims. Some 90 per cent
of paramilitaries, many of whom may bear responsibility for war crimes and crimes
against humanity, have already benefited from measures which in effect granted
them amnesties. The crimes and other human rights abuses they are alleged to have
committed and the role played by those who provided them with material and political
support are unlikely to be properly investigated. In this context, the right of victims to
receive justice, a right so desperately desired and essential to any eventual
reconciliation, is also unlikely to be fulfilled.

There are significant, but not insurmountable, difficulties in the search for truth
and justice in any peace or demobilization process. But for such a process to
succeed in reality, rather than simply give the superficial appearance of succeeding
in the short term, it must incorporate human rights at its core. A just and long-
lasting peace will not otherwise be possible. In Amnesty International’s experience,
this applies to all peace and demobilization processes, whether with paramilitaries
or guerrilla groups.

Amnesty International has repeatedly been asked by the government to acknowledge
that the much-vaunted demobilization of more than 31,000 paramilitaries has proved
to be a unique and overwhelmingly positive development in long-standing efforts to
resolve the armed conflict. However, Amnesty International does not share this
analysis, and has repeatedly expressed serious doubts about the government-
sponsored paramilitary demobilization process since it began in 2003.2

The government claims that paramilitaries are no longer active, and that any violence
is attributable to criminal gangs involved in drugs trafficking. There is evidence that
some paramilitary groups have evolved into drugs-related criminal gangs, while others
have a long history of links to the drugs trade. And some violence is clearly linked to
disputes between such groups. But there is also strong evidence that many of these
so-called “former” paramilitaries continue to operate as “traditional” paramilitaries —
often with new names such as the New Generation Organization (Organizacién Nueva
Generacion) and the Black Eagles (Aguilas Negras). These groups continue to use the
threat of force and actual violence to further their economic and political objectives.
Indeed, many paramilitary groups operate on two distinct yet inter-related levels; they
pursue criminal activities linked to the drugs trade while at the same time supporting
the security forces’ counter-insurgency strategy.
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Death threat sent by a paramilitary group to members of
civil society organizations in March 2008. Several similar
threats were sent to human rights groups, trade unions
and other social organizations in the aftermath of the
6 March demonstration against human rights violations

“Death to leaders of the march for peace and
guerrillas and guerrilla auxiliaries.

You disguise yourselves as displaced people but you
are guerrillas and that is why we are declaring you a
military target of the Black Eagles, as well as NGOs,
associations and foundations such as Minga,
Reiniciar, Fundip, Asopron, Andas, Asdego, Fenacoa,
Asomujer, Tao, Codhes, CUT and others.

You used the march on 6 March this year to bring us
down further and turn people against us, we will begin
to kill you one by one, we mean business, and we won't
leave any loose ends

We already know that on 14 March, TAO will march against
us and we will be watching their activities so be careful
sons-of-bitches because your days are numbered.”

In figures published in 2007, the National
Reparation and Reconciliation Commission
(Comision  Nacional de Reparacion vy
Reconciliacion, CNRR) referred to 3,500-5,000
combatants belonging to “dissident, rearmed,

committed by paramilitaries and the security forces. and emerging” groups operating in 200

municipalities (out of 1,098) in 22 departments

in the country.22 Also in 2007, the Organization
of American States’ Mission to Support the Peace Process in Colombia (MAPP-OEA)
suggested that 22 groups with around 3,000 combatants had re-emerged, led by
middle-ranking paramilitary leaders, and consisting mainly of supposedly demobilized
rank-and-file paramilitaries.? The Colombian non-governmental organization (NGO)
Indepaz calculated that, as of November 2007, there were more than 6,300 of what
they term “narcoparas” and “neonarcoparas” organized in 69 armed structures in
224 municipalities in 24 departments.2

Despite government claims that these are simply criminal gangs, the evidence
suggests that the victims of such groups are the same human rights activists, trade
unionists and community leaders targeted in the past by paramilitary groups.
Supporters of the demobilization process also argue that since these groups are no
longer engaged in armed confrontation with guerrilla forces, they cannot be classed
as paramilitaries. But this is to misunderstand the raison d’étre of paramilitarism.
Their military strategy is not about confronting guerrilla groups head-on — armed
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skirmishes between guerrillas and paramilitaries were always rare — but about
“removing the water from the fish”; that is, sowing terror among civilians in order to
destroy the guerrillas’ real or perceived support base.?

Amnesty International’s concerns about the demobilization process stem from its
commitment to the rights of victims. They are based on the organization’s long and
varied experience of observing similar disarmament and peace processes in other
countries and its understanding of what constitutes an effective demobilization. It is
often claimed that sacrificing justice for the sake of peace is a price worth paying. But
the paramilitary demobilization process, and its accompanying legal framework, have
failed to deliver either peace or justice. This failure is typical of many other
disarmament, demobilization and reintegration and transitional processes elsewhere
in the world that have failed to effectively address human rights concerns.

By claiming that paramilitaries are no longer active, the government is also
undermining the effective application of IHL. If these groups, which continue to exhibit
the same modus operandi as paramilitaries, are engaged in criminal activity but no
longer form part of the armed forces’ counter-insurgency activities, then it becomes
more difficult to justify the application of IHL, since IHL is only applicable to armed
actors in the context of an armed conflict and not to criminals. Such an interpretation
stands to further undermine the protection of those Colombians still affected by
human rights abuses and violations of IHL committed on a daily basis by all groups.

Law 782 of 2002, Decree 128 of 2003 and Law 975 of 2005 (the Justice and Peace
Law) — the legal framework for the supposed demobilization of most paramilitaries —
have served to consolidate the impunity enjoyed by perpetrators of human rights
abuses. These have not only protected the paramilitaries, but also those who have
supported them, as well as members of guerrilla groups responsible for human rights
abuses. The Constitutional Court and the Supreme Court of Justice have sought to
overrule some of the more contentious aspects of Law 782, Decree 128 and the Justice
and Peace Law. However, the legal framework, as well as other related legislative
measures — some of which have sought to circumvent aspects of the Constitutional
Court ruling — have ensured that the demobilization remains a deeply flawed process.

The Justice and Peace Law is only applicable to the few members of illegal armed
groups who are under investigation or have already been convicted of human rights
abuses. Most paramilitaries and guerrillas are not under investigation as a result of
the high level of general impunity that they have traditionally enjoyed.

Only about 10 per cent of the more than 31,000 paramilitaries that are said to have
demobilized have qualified for inclusion in the Justice and Peace process, which
grants them significantly reduced sentences as well as other procedural benefits in
return for disclosure (“full” confessions) about their involvement in human rights
violations and reparation to their victims. Around 90 per cent of those paramilitaries
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Law 782 removed the legal requirement that peace negotiations be carried out only
with armed groups that have been granted political status (which the paramilitaries
have not). It also allows amnesties and pardons for members of armed groups who
are considered to have committed “political and related crimes”. Law 782 has
been implemented through Decree 128. Articles 13 and 14 of Decree 128 grant
legal and economic benefits to members of armed groups who have demobilized.
These benefits include “pardons, conditional suspension of the execution of a
sentence, a cessation of procedure, a resolution of preclusion of the investigation or
a resolution of dismissal”. Article 21 excludes from these benefits those “who are
being processed or have been condemned for crimes which according to the
Constitution, the law or international treaties signed and ratified by Colombia cannot
receive such benefits.” Such crimes are defined in Law 782 as “[...] atrocious acts
of ferocity or barbarism, terrorism, kidnapping, genocide, and murder committed
outside combat”. Only combatants under investigation or sentenced for the illegal
carrying of arms and membership of an illegal armed group can benefit from Decree
128. The Justice and Peace Law has therefore been applied to members of illegal
armed groups who wish to demobilize but are not eligible to benefit from Decree 128.

Articles 13 and 21 of Decree 128 infer that those who are not under investigation or
have not been tried will have a right to these legal benefits even though they may have
committed or participated in serious human rights abuses. But given the endemic
nature of impunity in Colombia, most paramilitary members — and guerrillas for that
matter — are not formally under judicial investigation for violations of human rights
or international humanitarian law, and are unlikely to have been tried or convicted for
such offences.

who have demobilized have benefited from de facto amnesties by virtue of Decree
128, which grants pardons to members of illegal armed groups who are not under
investigation for human rights abuses and/or have not been convicted of such crimes.
In theory, this 90 per cent could still be brought to justice if evidence emerges in the
future about their possible role in human rights violations not covered by Decree 128,
but such a scenario is unlikely given the prevailing lack of political will to undertake
effective investigations and prosecutions.

In May 2006, the Constitutional Court issued a ruling which struck down many of the
more controversial articles of the Justice and Peace Law, including removing the strict
time limits on criminal investigations.? The government responded by issuing Decree
3391 in September 2006, which revived some of the Law’s contents. It includes
provisions which could allow demobilized combatants to benefit from the reduced
sentences foreseen in the Justice and Peace Law even if they have not freely admitted
to all of the human rights violations which they committed. Decree 3391 stipulates
that the demobilizing combatant has to make “a complete and true confession of all
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of the crimes in which they have participated or of which they have sure knowledge”.
Since it is almost impossible to prove “sure knowledge”, paramilitaries are in effect
able to offer only partial confessions. The Decree further undermines the “full
confession” requirement which is supposed to exist in the Justice and Peace Law by
qualifying “confessions” with the phrase “in as far as co-operation is possible”.

Decree 3391 also reintroduced an 18-month reduction in sentences of between five
and eight years, which had been provided for in the Justice and Peace Law to take
into account the time spent by the paramilitaries in so-called placement zones
(zonas de ubicacion) during their demobilization. The Constitutional Court had
ruled that these reductions were unconstitutional, since the concentration of
paramilitaries in these zones was voluntary. The Decree also leaves the door open
for demobilized paramilitaries to serve their sentences in military installations rather
than in prison. This is a matter for concern given the links which still exist between
the security forces and paramilitaries. It might also be possible for them to serve
their sentences working on so-called “agricultural colonies”, possibly in areas still
under their effective military control and on land illegally misappropriated by them
through human rights violations.

In order to speed up the legal process — which three years after its inception has yet
to result in a single sentence — in October 2007 the government announced it was
considering a proposal from the Office of the Attorney General to allow paramilitaries
to make collective rather than individual confessions. The government has said that
criminal responsibility would still be determined individually. However, “collective
confessions” could further reduce the chances for the emergence of the complete
truth about violations and impede full access to justice for victims. Given that
paramilitaries are already failing to confess fully, they are even less likely to do so if
required to confess in the presence of their peers.

The Justice and Peace process is also failing to protect the lives of those very people
it is supposed to be helping, a problem highlighted by human rights groups and by
the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights of the Organization of American
States and the MAPP/OEA. Since the paramilitaries began giving evidence before the
Justice and Peace Units, at least 15 people associated with the Justice and Peace
process have been killed and around 200 threatened. The victims have included
those seeking to recover land and other assets misappropriated by paramilitaries,
those seeking justice for human rights abuses committed against them or their
families, critics of the Justice and Peace process, and those representing or
supporting the victims.

On 7 February 2007, Carmen Cecilia Santana Romaiia, who represented

victims seeking the return of their lands and their right to participate in the

Justice and Peace process, was killed by unidentified gunmen in Apartadé
Municipality, Antioquia Department.
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On 31 January 2007, Yolanda Izquierdo was shot and killed in the city of Monteria,
Cordoba Department, by gunmen suspected of being paramilitaries. Yolanda
Izquierdo had received several death threats since December 2006. These threats
are believed to have stemmed from her work representing survivors of paramilitary
human rights violations at the demobilization hearing of paramilitary leader
Salvatore Mancuso. She requested protection several days before she was killed.
Protection measures were reportedly not in place at the time of her death.

On 30 June 2007, a group of victims presented a writ of protection of fundamental
rights (tutela) to the courts to force the state to take concrete action to stop threats
and killings.?” The courts ruled in favour of the victims and in September 2007 the
government created a protection programme for victims and witnesses participating
in the Justice and Peace process. However, in May 2008 the Constitutional Court
ruled on a tutela presented on behalf of 13 women leaders who were victims of
paramilitary violence.? The ruling stated that the government’s strategy for protecting
victims was in breach of the state’s constitutional and international obligation to
prevent discrimination and violence against women. The Court gave the authorities
six months to revise the protection programme for victims.

STATE-PARAMILITARY LINKS — A FEW ROTTEN APPLES OR
A LONG TRADITION OF COLLUSION?

Political, military and economic links between paramilitary groups and certain sectors
of the state apparatus, including the security forces and many individuals involved in
local, regional and national politics and business, have existed since the very
emergence of paramilitary groups in Colombia. These links have played a critical role
in fuelling human rights violations in the Colombian conflict. Given the apparent
solidity of this alliance over several decades, few could have predicted that some of
those influential politicians, high-ranking public officials and senior military officers
would be facing criminal investigations and prison sentences for their alleged links to
paramilitary groups.

These investigations, if tardy, are very much to be welcomed. However, the legal
framework set up under the Justice and Peace process will most likely ensure that
the responsibility of many other third parties — including members of the security
forces, high-ranking politicians, and senior state officials — for human rights violations
committed by paramilitaries will not be fully investigated and that perpetrators will
continue to evade justice.

The Justice and Peace Unit of the Attorney General’s Office can only investigate
human rights abuses committed by members of illegal armed groups. Cases of
human rights violations involving the security forces fall within the jurisdiction of
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THE ‘PARA-POLITICS" SCANDAL

At the time of writing, more than 60 parliamentarians — most of whom are part of
President Uribe’s governing coalition in Congress, and many of whom voted in
favour of the Justice and Peace Law — were under formal or preliminary investigation
for their suspected links to paramilitary groups. Around half of these
parliamentarians were in detention while their cases were investigated by the
Supreme Court, while several have either pleaded guilty or have been found guilty
of association with paramilitary groups, electoral fraud, murder, and the organizing,
arming and financing of paramilitary groups. Most of these have been sentenced
to around six years in prison. Many of these parliamentarians owe their electoral
victories to widespread electoral fraud, either through the manipulation of votes or
through direct threats by paramilitaries against voters and other candidates.

The Office of the Attorney General was reviewing more than 100 cases of alleged
collusion between paramilitaries and state officials, including political figures, civil
servants and members of the judiciary, and the security forces, while the Office of
the Procurator General had created a special unit to investigate alleged links
between public employees and paramilitary groups.

Many commentators in Colombia, and even officials of the Colombian government,
have expressed astonishment at the sheer scale of paramilitary infiltration of state
institutions, even though human rights organizations, including Amnesty
International, have been raising concerns about this deep-rooted malaise for
decades. Their warnings were invariably ignored, with successive Colombian
governments denying a problem existed and accusing NGOs of politically motivated
exaggeration and even distortion.

President Uribe has claimed full credit for the current avalanche of revelations,
asserting these exposés were made possible only as a consequence of the
government-sponsored paramilitary demobilization process and the legal framework
that has accompanied it. Information revealed by some of the paramilitaries in the
Justice and Peace process has indeed resulted in further revelations, but they were
scandal. The real credit for opening
investigations into these deep-rooted links must go to several Colombian state

&

not the catalyst for the “para-politica

institutions — such as the Supreme Court of Justice, the Office of the Procurator
General and the Human Rights Unit of the Office of the Attorney General — which
independently of the executive opened investigations, as well as to those Colombian
investigative journalists, human rights defenders, and a few members of Congress
who have kept this issue alive, often at great personal cost. In 2007, several
Supreme Court judges investigating the alleged criminal activities, and their
families, were threatened.
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Human Rights Unit of the Office of the Attorney General. Since many human rights
cases involve collusion between paramilitaries and the security forces, criminal
investigations will be separated and dealt with by different investigating bodies. This
could fatally weaken criminal investigations into the responsibility of the security forces
for these human rights violations.

Although the Constitutional Court eliminated the strict time limits imposed for
criminal investigations under the Justice and Peace Law, a relatively small number of
units (originally 20 and now around 60) have been created under the Justice and
Peace process. The ability of those units to investigate cases effectively is, therefore,
limited and it is thus likely that investigators will focus more on the individual
responsibility of each suspect, rather than on the armed structure to which they
belong or the role played by the security forces and other state agents in such
structures.

Those paramilitaries who benefited from Decree 128 — some 90 per cent of those
who were said to have demobilized — did not submit to complete investigations into
their possible role and that of state agents in human rights violations. Questioning
from judicial investigators during their demobilization was at best rudimentary.

The Principle of Opportunity established under Law 906 of 2004 allows the
Attorney General to close criminal investigations if it is considered “opportune”, for
example if the defendant collaborates to prevent further crimes from being committed.
This standard is vague and ill-defined and could lead to criminal investigations
involving third parties in paramilitary activities being closed if it can be argued that
such an investigation would not be in the public interest.

The government has sought, but so far failed, to guarantee the impunity of
paramilitaries and third parties by seeking to redefine paramilitarism as sedition,
making it a political crime. Under the 1991 Constitution, amnesties or pardons can
be granted to those accused of political offences. In addition, those accused of
political crimes, such as sedition, cannot be extradited.

Article 71 of the Justice and Peace Law defined membership of paramilitary groups
as sedition. But a May 2006 ruling of the Constitutional Court declared this article to
be unenforceable as a result of procedural flaws. In December 2006 the government
issued Decree 4436 by which paramilitaries who demobilized prior to the Court’s ruling
could be considered responsible for “political crimes” and could thus be pardoned.
The definition of paramilitarism as sedition also opened the door to the pardoning of
third parties implicated in having links with paramilitarism before May 2006.

In July 2007 the Supreme Court of Justice ruled that since paramilitarism did not act
against the state, but was complicit with it, it could not be defined as sedition. As
such, it was not a political crime whose perpetrators could benefit from pardons or
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amnesties. The judgement thus undermined Diego Fernando Murillo, a paramilitary leader, being
the legality of the pardons granted to the 19,000 escorted to a Justice and Peace Tribunal hearing in

paramilitaries who demobilized according to the  Medellin, July 2007.

provisions of Law 782 and Decree 128 and

whose legal status had not been settled prior to

the Court’s ruling. The 2007 ruling also potentially closed the door to the granting of
pardons to those members of Congress, mayors, governors and other public servants
under investigation for their links with paramilitarism. At the time of writing the
government was preparing new legislation to remove these paramilitaries from their
legal limbo. Such measures could benefit third parties, some of whom are currently
in prison, although the government has stated that these measures will not benefit the
“para-politicians” (see page 19).

On 13 May 2008, 14 national paramilitary leaders who were in the Justice and Peace
process were extradited to the USA to face drugs-related charges. Among them were
Salvatore Mancuso, Rodrigo Tovar Pupo (alias “Jorge 40”) and Diego Fernando Murillo
(alias “Don Berna”) — all of whom had supposedly demobilized under the Justice and
Peace Law and who were responsible for widespread and systematic torture, enforced
disappearances and killings of numerous civilians and the internal displacement of tens
of thousands more. Their extradition followed claims by the Colombian government that
they had failed to tell the whole truth about human rights violations they had committed,
had continued to engage in criminal activity while in prison, and had failed to make
reparations to their victims. This meant they had reneged on commitments made as
part of the demobilization process and the Justice and Peace Law.
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In July 2008, the US and Colombian authorities signed a co-operation agreement
which will reportedly grant Colombian investigators access to the extradited
paramilitaries. However, the extradition of 14 top paramilitaries on drugs-trafficking
charges without reference to human rights violations has nevertheless created a
real danger that the tentative investigations being carried out by the Justice and
Peace tribunals, the Human Rights Unit of the Office of the Attorney General, and
by the Supreme Court of Justice could be severely weakened. The full scale of
human rights violations committed over the years by paramilitaries, as well as the
key role played by the security forces, state officials and leading political and
business figures in these crimes, could thus remain hidden. The risk that those
responsible for human rights violations will evade justice will be even greater should
the US courts decide not to investigate the 14 paramilitary leaders for human rights
violations. Despite the extraditions, criminal investigations in Colombia into human
rights atrocities committed by these paramilitaries, and their links with the security
forces and others, must continue, if their victims are ever to receive any semblance
of truth and justice.

There are concerns that the extradition of the 14 paramilitary leaders might also
undermine investigations into allegations about the reported involvement of US
agencies in supporting Colombian paramilitary groups. Not only have the US
authorities provided military assistance to Colombian military units operating closely
with paramilitaries, but in the 1990s evidence emerged that the PEPES paramilitary
structure — created to hunt down drugs trafficker Pablo Escobar — was operating with
the support of US security agencies. Diego Fernando Murillo allegedly had close links
with the PEPES. The PEPES later evolved into the paramilitary Autodefensas
Campesinas de Cérdoba y Uraba (ACCU).

THE VEXED ISSUE OF LAND — REPARATION OR LEGALIZED
THEFT?

At the root of the Colombian conflict lies the vexed issue of land. Much of the wealth
accumulated by the paramilitaries and their backers in politics and business has
been based on the misappropriation, through violence or the threat of violence, of
land. Some estimates suggest that between 4 and 6 million hectares of land which
had previously been owned by hundreds of thousands of small-scale farmers, as well
as collectively by Indigenous and Afro-descendant communities, have been
appropriated in this way. More than 130,000 victims of paramilitary groups —a small
percentage of the total number of victims — have thus far officially registered an
interest in receiving reparation under the Justice and Peace Law.

As part of the deal with the government, paramilitary leaders made a commitment to
hand over land and other assets and to return these to their rightful owners. But the
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paramilitaries have so far resolutely failed to A young boy helps to clear up the remains of his
hand over any significant tracts of land. Much of  father’s shop destroyed by FARC bombs, Toribio, Cauca
this land has been signed over to third parties — Department, April 2005. More than 20 homes and
so-called testaferros, often close family businesses were destroyed during the attack.
members and friends — in order to shield it from

scrutiny. The government, far from enforcing

this commitment, has made clear its lack of political will to pursue these testaferros

with the full vigour of the law. In addition, the government has introduced legislation

that will make it harder for those displaced to reclaim their land by making it easier

for those who stole it in the first place to legalize their ownership.

The possibility that demobilized combatants could benefit from illegally obtained assets
has serious consequences for the right of victims to reparation. Decree 4760 of
December 2005 states that land and other assets illegally obtained by demobilized
paramilitaries can be classified as reparation if these are considered to be of economic
benefit both to the local community and to the demobilized paramilitaries themselves.
These demobilized paramilitaries could then receive government subsidies for
developing agricultural projects on those lands — under the government’s “rural
reinsertion” programme — if they do so with the participation of local campesinos and
displaced people. These “rural reinsertion” projects could therefore potentially force
campesinos and displaced communities to work in a position of subservience with the
very people who displaced them, often violently, from their lands in the first place and
possibly on lands still under the control of paramilitary groups. Such communities would
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also be at risk of revenge attacks from guerrilla groups who might accuse them of
collaborating with paramilitaries.

Under Decree 3391, the Principle of Opportunity (see page 17) can be applied to
testaferros who manage assets obtained through the illegal activities of paramilitaries.
The Decree also stipulates that the legal assets of a combatant may only be used to
cover the costs of reparation if their illegal assets are insufficient to cover such costs.
However, combatants are not obliged to provide a list of their legally held assets, thus
limiting the ability of the authorities to investigate them and identify those that are in
effect stolen assets.

On 22 April 2008, the government issued Decree 1290. This creates a programme
to allow victims of abuses by illegal armed groups, both guerrilla and paramilitary, to
receive individual monetary reparations from the state following an administrative
rather than judicial adjudication and decision. The Decree appears to be an
acknowledgement that most cases of reparation will not be resolved judicially. This
is because most guerrillas and paramilitaries are not subject to any legal proceedings.
More than four years on from the start of the demobilization process, very few victims
have received reparation. Moreover, the Justice and Peace Law stipulates that no
reparation will be forthcoming until each legal process against the paramilitary or
guerrilla in question has been finalized. It is unlikely therefore that victims would
receive any reparations in the short-term unless this was the result of an
administrative, rather than judicial, process.

Decree 1290 provides for individual monetary reparation, albeit with a strict upper
limit on the amount, depending on the type of human rights abuse committed against
the victim. However important and welcome this is, it will prove virtually meaningless
to millions of victims, many of them campesinos, who were forcibly displaced from
their lands. For these men and women, their land was their only means of subsistence.
Reparation can only be effective if these lands are returned to their rightful owners, and
the Decree has failed to address this issue.®

The Decree also fails to address reparation for victims of violations by the security
forces and other state agents, and of collective reparations for organizations and
groups that have been particularly hard-hit by the conflict, such as members of
the UP, trade unions, human rights organizations, civilian communities that have
insisted on their right not to be drawn into the conflict, and Indigenous and Afro-
descendant communities. Reparation is much more than economic compensation;
for it to be effective it must also be integral — it should therefore be aimed at
returning as far as possible the victim to the condition they enjoyed prior to the
violation and include legal and psycho-social assistance, lead to truth and justice,
and ensure non-repetition.3
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THE BLOODY CONSEQUENCES OF
THE CONFLICT

All the parties to the conflict — guerrilla groups, the security forces and
paramilitaries — have been responsible for widespread and often systematic human
rights abuses and violations of IHL mostly, but not exclusively, committed against
civilians. Such abuses include threats against and killings of civilians; enforced
disappearances; hostage-taking; forced displacement; torture and other cruel,
inhuman or degrading treatment; and indiscriminate and disproportionate attacks
against the civilian population. These abuses constitute crimes under national and
international law.

KILLING OF CIVILIANS

Civilians account for the vast majority of the more than 70,000 people killed in the
armed conflict over the past 20 years. In recent years the number of civilians killed
in the context of the conflict has fallen, from some 4,000 in 2002 to around 1,400 in
2007 (which was a slight increase on the at least 1,300 civilians killed in 2006).:

Over the last 20 years, paramilitary groups — acting in co-ordination with, or with the
acquiescence of, the security forces — have been responsible for the largest number
of killings of civilians. However, especially since the start of the paramilitary
demobilization process in 2003, there has been an increase in reports of extrajudicial
executions carried out directly by the security forces. Around 330 extrajudicial
executions® by the security forces were reported in 2007, compared to some 220 a
year in 2004-2006, 130 in 2003, and around 100 in 2002.3

Most victims have been either campesinos or community leaders who the security
forces have falsely claimed were guerrillas killed in combat. The victim is typically
taken from their home or place of work in front of witnesses and taken to another
location to be killed. The body is presented wearing army fatigues by the security
forces, although witnesses testify that the victim had been wearing civilian clothes
when detained. Many of the victims are buried as unidentified individuals despite
being identified by family members. The bodies also often show signs of torture.
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At around 8am on 24 March 2008, 22-year-old campesino Eiber Isidro

Mendoza and his wife, Astrid Sanabria, set off from the hamlet of Monterralo

in Aguazul Municipality, Casanare Department, to walk to the village of Los
Lirios in the same municipality. After walking for about 1km, Astrid Sanabria stopped
to wash her hands in a pool of water while her husband continued on his way. When
Astrid Sanabria resumed her journey she was stopped at a roadblock controlled by the
XVI Brigade of the army. She asked them to let her through since she wanted to catch
up with her husband, but they told her they had not seen anyone pass. They refused
to let her pass, but she stayed at the roadblock until 1.30pm, after which she
returned to Monterralo and then to Cupiagua. At 3.30pm, members of the Technical
Investigative Unit (Cuerpo Técnico de Investigaciones, CTI) of the Office of the
Attorney General contacted Astrid Sanabria’s sister and informed her that Eiber Isidro
Mendoza had been killed by the army in Monterralo and that she should go to the
offices of the army’s anti-kidnapping unit (Grupo de Accién Unificada de Libertad
Personal, GAULA), in Yopal, the capital of Casanare Department, to claim the body.
The army claimed that Eiber Isidro Méndoza had been a guerrilla killed in combat.

At around 8.00am on 20 January 2008, five men in military uniforms, but

with their insignia covered, entered the homes of three families in the hamlet

of Nueva Unién in Puerto Asis Municipality, Putumayo Department. Two of
the soldiers entered the home of Hugo Armando Torres. The other three soldiers
approached the neighbouring property and forced the three men inside, a father
and his two sons, to leave the house. The soldiers stayed in Hugo Armando Torres’
house for half an hour, during which time they insulted him and accused him of
being a guerrilla. At around 8.15am, shots were heard from the area surrounding
the hamlet. The soldiers who were with Hugo Armando Torres said: “Listen, those
sons-of-bitches are in a shooting match with the army”.

According to witnesses, at 8.30am the soldiers led Hugo Armando Torres to the
outskirts of the hamlet. Minutes later, rifle fire was heard as well as two explosions.
An army helicopter flew over the hamlet soon after, twice firing towards the homes
of three families. Between 10.30am and 12.30pm, two more helicopters arrived,
one of which landed near the house of Herney Alexander Guerrero from where
gunfire could be heard, while the other flew past the hamlet. That afternoon the
local civilian authorities asked the military about the detention of Hugo Armando
Torres. The military authorities claimed no one had been detained, but that there
had been a clash with the FARC during which two members of the guerrilla group,
Hugo Armando Torres and Herney Alexander Guerrero, had been killed. The next
day, the army confirmed that they had removed the bodies from the scene and
handed them over to the morgue in Puerto Asis.

Effective and impartial investigations into such deaths are extremely unlikely. The
same soldiers accused of the killing usually remove the body from the scene and
little or no effort is made to preserve the scene of the crime. Any autopsy carried out
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is at best superficial. Since in most cases of suspected extrajudicial execution the
military justice system quickly claims jurisdiction over the investigation, cases are
often closed quickly and those responsible rarely identified and brought to justice.®

Paramilitaries also continue to kill hundreds of civilians — sometimes during joint
operations with the security forces — albeit in much smaller numbers than in the
recent past. Paramilitaries are thought to have been responsible for at least 300
killings of civilians in 2007, compared to around 240 in 2006, 590 in 2005, 740 in
2004, 1,440 in 2003, and 1,560 in 2002.%

On 18 February 2008 around 20 armed and uniformed men belonging to a

paramilitary group calling itself Black Eagles Central Bloc (Bloque Central

Aguilas Negras, BCAN) set up a temporary roadblock on the San Pablo-Santa
Rosa highway in Bolivar Department. They reportedly stopped a vehicle belonging
to the South of Bolivar Association of Cocoa Producers (Asociacion de Productores
de Cacao del Sur de Bolivar, Aprocasur). They forced Miguel Daza, a co-ordinator
of Aprocasur, and Jhon Martinez, his driver, from the vehicle and shot them dead.
Shortly after, the paramilitaries stopped Wilmar Tabarez, who was travelling on his
motorcycle, and also shot him dead. Witnesses have claimed that during the one
hour the roadblock was in operation, army soldiers were present 500m away.
Eyewitnesses have also said that these same paramilitaries, who they say are
officially demobilized, patrol the urban centre of San Pablo in a taxi despite the
heavy presence of the security forces in the area.

On 17 October 2007, paramilitaries killed six campesinos and injured a

further three in Istmina Municipality, Chocé Department. According to a

witness: “we were going towards the camp around midday to have lunch
when the armed group appeared and locked us in a building and began to threaten
us with machetes. Some of us began to run and they shot at us”.
Paramilitaries also continue to carry out informal “private security” operations, for
which they often charge local residents, as well as acts of “social cleansing” — the
killing of civilians they label as “social undesirables”, such as drug addicts, petty
criminals and sex workers.

On 8 January 2008, in the city of Bucaramanga, Santander Department,
paramilitaries belonging to the Black Eagles are believed to have killed a
suspected drug addict, Melvin Garcia Alfonso. The killing appeared to form
part of illegal private security operations that paramilitaries were carrying out in a
number of poor neighbourhoods in the city, as well as in neighbouring municipalities.

The sharp fall in killings attributed to paramilitary groups appears to coincide with
the recent increases in killings attributed directly to the security forces. This
development may be the result of the security forces once again assuming a primary

27



28

‘LEAVE US IN PEACE' TARGETING CIVILIANS IN COLOMBIA'S INTERNAL ARMED CONFLICT

role in attacking civilians they deem supportive of guerrilla groups because
paramilitary groups who previously carried out this role are fewer in number and
possibly because those that are still operating are exercising greater restraint as a
result of the demobilization process. Two other possible explanations for this trend are
the increasing pressure on the security forces to show “results” (traditionally
measured by the number of killings of “guerrillas”), and the rewards and recognition
still bestowed upon those members of the security forces who can demonstrate such
“successes” in the field.

Guerrilla groups also target civilians they deem to be co-operating with their enemies.
Guerrilla groups have also been responsible for the killing of civilians they have taken
hostage and of members of the security forces who are no longer taking a direct
part in hostilities, either because they have already been captured or because they
are injured.

Some 260 civilians were killed by guerrilla groups, principally the FARC and the ELN,
in 2007, compared to around 200 in 2006, 265 in 2005, 350 in 2004, 580 in 2003,
and 720 in 2002.#

Guerrilla groups have also threatened, abducted and killed company employees and
local officials. And both guerrilla and paramilitary groups have killed those who resist
their attempts to extort protection money or who fail to keep up with such payments.

On 2 October 2007, members of the FARC are alleged to have killed three

employees of the electricity company Ingeoléctrica, and abducted two other

workers in the municipality of Sonsén, Antioquia Department. All five men
were carrying out work for the company Empresas Publicas de Medellin (EPM). The
two men abducted were released the next day. According to information received,
the FARC had prohibited EPM from carrying out work in municipalities of the
Eastern Antioquia (Oriente Antioqueiio) region of Antioquia Department.

On 17 July 2007, the ELN is reported to have killed Pedro Nel Canole Polo,

a campesino from the hamlet of Santo Domingo, Cantagallo Municipality,

Bolivar Department, while he was working his land. Witnesses claimed he
was killed because he failed to keep up with extortion payments.

Workers in the health sector have also long been targeted, primarily because many
work in areas of intense conflict and as a result are accused by combatants from all
factions of siding with their enemies. Medical professionals are often accused by the
security forces of siding with guerrilla groups, particularly when they treat wounded
guerrillas (whether voluntarily or as a result of coercion). Similarly, guerrilla groups
accuse them of “collaboration” when medical personnel treat members of the security
forces. Both the guerrilla and paramilitary groups have also killed patients, whether
civilians or injured combatants, travelling in ambulances or in hospital.
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On 16 April 2008, army soldiers Luis Emilio Gomez and Diego Echeverri
received medical attention in a health centre in Cedro in Yarumal Municipality,
Antioquia Department. They had been injured by landmines reportedly placed
by a guerrilla group. After receiving basic medical attention, they were transferred by
ambulance, which was clearly identified with the Red Cross emblem, towards the
municipal centre of Yarumal. The ambulance was stopped by guerrillas reportedly
belonging to the FARC. When the two patients were identified as soldiers, the
guerrillas reportedly shot each man five times at close range, killing them instantly.

Civilian as well as military medical personnel, facilities and transport are entitled to
special protection under IHL and must be respected at all times. IHL stipulates that
medical personnel cannot be compelled to carry out duties that are not compatible
with their humanitarian mission and must not be required to give priority to any
person, except on medical grounds, nor be punished for carrying out medical duties.

The FARC also continue to threaten and kill local politicians and election candidates.
The guerrilla group was allegedly responsible for most of the 29 killings of candidates
in the run-up to the October 2007 local and regional elections. There was also strong
evidence that paramilitary groups used threats and killings to coerce electors into
voting for their preferred candidates.

On 22 October 2007, the FARC detonated an explosive device at the
headquarters of the Alas Equipo Colombia political party in Puerto Asis,
Putumayo Department. One woman died and eight others were injured.

A confrontation between the FARC and the ELN — over control of territory and
resources — in Arauca Department has in recent years led to hundreds of selective
killings of campesinos, trade unionists and human rights defenders, most of them
accused by one guerrilla group of collaborating with the other. Armed skirmishes
between the two groups in Arauca Department have also led to the displacement of
thousands of people in recent years.

IHL prohibits the deliberate killing of those who are not, or are no longer, directly
participating in armed hostilities. Article 3 Common to the four Geneva Conventions
sets out the minimum standards of humane conduct for parties to a non-international
conflict. It expressly prohibits, among other things, “violence to life and person, in
particular murder of all kinds, mutilation, cruel treatment and torture” of “[plersons
taking no active part in the hostilities, including members of armed forces who have
laid down their arms and those placed hors de combat by sickness, wounds,
detention, or any other cause.” Such deliberate killings constitute war crimes
according to the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court (ICC).

Under international human rights law, the deliberate killing of a civilian or a combatant
no longer directly participating in hostilities is an extrajudicial execution if committed
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by an agent of the state or their proxies. In domestic criminal law, killings committed
outside the conflict, or by guerrilla groups (who are not legally recognized as
combatants), are classified as murder, homicide or manslaughter, depending on the
criminal code applicable in a particular country.

States have a duty to effectively investigate extrajudicial executions. Paragraph 9 of
the UN Principles on the Effective Prevention and Investigation of Extra-legal, Arbitrary
and Summary Executions states:

“[tlhere shall be thorough, prompt and impartial investigation of all suspected cases
of extra-legal, arbitrary and summary executions, including cases where complaints
by relatives or other reliable reports suggest unnatural death in the above
circumstances. Governments shall maintain investigative offices and procedures to
undertake such inquiries. The purpose of the investigation shall be to determine the
cause, manner and time of death, the person responsible, and any pattern or practice
which may have brought about that death. It shall include an adequate autopsy,
collection and analysis of all physical and documentary evidence and statements
from witnesses. The investigation shall distinguish between natural death, accidental
death, suicide and homicide.”

ENFORCED DISAPPEARANCES

The Colombian conflict has also been marked by the widespread incidence of
enforced disappearances. Thousands of civilians have allegedly been subjected to
enforced disappearance by the security forces and paramilitaries. Enforced
disappearances — and the mutilation and subsequent burial of the bodies in
unmarked mass graves — are a longstanding feature of the security forces’ counter-
insurgency strategy. Most cases of enforced disappearance are not investigated and
those responsible are rarely brought to justice.

Emblematic cases of enforced disappearance, in which dozens of civilians are
forcibly disappeared from a single place — such as in Pueblo Bello, Antioquia
Department, in January 1990, when paramilitaries abducted 43 people in retaliation
for the theft of 43 cattle belonging to a paramilitary commander — have not been
reported recently. However, enforced disappearances continue to this day in
Colombia. Few cases are denounced and as a result reliable figures for the total
number of disappearances are very difficult, if not impossible, to gauge. There are
various reasons for this chronic under-reporting.® The Office of the Attorney General
is reportedly investigating more than 15,000 cases of enforced disappearances.
However, according to some Colombian NGOs, the true number of enforced
disappearances could be 30,000 or more. In 2007, at least 190 people were victims
of either enforced disappearances by the security forces and paramilitaries or
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missing following abductions by guerrilla
groups,® compared to around 180 in 2006,
150 in 2005, 290 in 2004, 500 in 2003
and 450 in 2002. In 2007, the security forces
were reportedly responsible for around 65
cases of enforced disappearances, and the
paramilitaries for some 50. While the number of
enforced disappearances attributed to the
security forces has remained relatively stable
over the last few years, the number attributed
to paramilitaries has, on the whole, tended to
fall. The number of people missing following
abductions by guerrilla groups increased
significantly in 2007 when some 30 cases were
reported; only a handful of cases had been
reported in the previous few years.

On 26 May 2008, members of the
paramilitary group, the Peasant Self-
Defence Forces of Narifio (Autodefensas
Campesinas de Narifio, ACN) shot and killed
Willinton Riascos in the hamlet of Bocas del A map of Colombia covered with the pictures of those
Canal, in Olaya Herrera Municipality, Narifio missing or killed in the conflict. Bolivar Square, Bogota,
Department, after he failed to obey their order September 2007.
of “Nobody run, all to the floor” when they
entered the village. They then started to hit his
companion, a man known as “El Pipe”, with the butts of their guns. The
paramilitaries took “El Pipe” away by boat, in the direction of a paramilitary
encampment located a five-minute journey from a permanent military post
operated by the 70th Marine Infantry. At the time of writing there had been no
further news of the whereabouts of “El Pipe”.

On 5 June 2008, members of the ACN, some wearing masks, entered the

nearby hamlet of San José de la Turbia, announcing that they had come for

those with connections with the FARC. They forced all the men to stand
outside the church and told them that if anyone tried to “collaborate [or] betray us,
we will take them away... Don’t even think about calling the army because we know
them, we cooperate with them and they tell us who the snitches are, we work
together... those who flee do it because they owe something and have connections
with the guerrilla”. Members of the ACN then grabbed Francisco Hurtado from the
group and accused him of supporting guerrilla forces. They forced him to leave with
them later that day; he has not been seen since.

© AP Photo/William Fernando Martinez
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On 14 June 2008, members of the ACN

again entered the hamlet of San José de la

Turbia. They segregated all the men and
women in the community, and forced both
groups to stand in front of the church. They
warned them that the Colombian navy was
nearby and that they were working together.
They then called out the name of one community
member, Tailor Ortiz. When he raised his hand,
the paramilitaries said, “We’re going to kill this
one right away”. They tied him up and after
telling all the women to go back to their houses,
including Tailor Ortiz’s wife, they shot him in the
head three times. They then told those present:
“This is so that you learn that we aren’t fooling
with anyone, we are being serious. Each time
we come, we'll come for someone else”. On 15
June, the majority of the 111 families living in
San José de la Turbia left the area, fearing for
their safety. At the time of writing, none of these
families had been able to return to their homes.

More than 1,560 bodies of people believed to
be victims of enforced disappearance by

Exhumation in 2007 in San Carlos, Antioquia paramilitaries were exhumed by the authorities
Department, of the remains of campesinos killed by from 1,300 graves between the beginning of 2006

paramilitaries.

and 26 August 2008. Many of the bodies appear

to have been discovered as a result of information

from rank-and-file paramilitaries outside the
Justice and Peace process. Most of these bodies had yet to be positively identified —
around 200 had been fully identified and returned to their families.”

On 11 November 2007, 15-year-old Jaider Sted Suarez set off by bus from

Barrancabermeja, Santander Municipality, to Puerto Wilches in the same

department. According to witnesses, the bus was stopped at a paramilitary
roadblock and Jaider Sted Suarez was forced off the vehicle by the paramilitaries.
At the time of writing his whereabouts remained unknown.

Enforced disappearance constitutes a crime under international law. The International
Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance defines
enforced disappearance as:

“the arrest, detention, abduction or any other form of deprivation of liberty by agents
of the State or by persons or groups of persons acting with the authorization, support
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or acquiescence of the State, followed by a refusal to acknowledge the deprivation of
liberty or by concealment of the fate or whereabouts of the disappeared person, which
place such a person outside the protection of the law.”

The Convention, adopted by the UN General Assembly on 20 December 2006, has yet
to come into force. However, it promises to provide a powerful tool for preventing such
violations, ensuring reparations for victims, and helping to hold to account those
responsible.” While the Rome Statute of the ICC only addresses disappearances which
are part of a widespread and systematic attack against civilians and, as such, a crime
against humanity, the Convention covers all cases of enforced disappearance. However,
unlike the Rome Statute, the Convention does not directly address non-state actors,
although it does call on the state to investigate cases carried out by such groups.

The Rome Statute of the ICC defines enforced disappearances as:

“the arrest, detention or abduction of persons by, or with the authorization, support
or acquiescence of, a State or a political organization, followed by a refusal to
acknowledge that deprivation of freedom or to give information on the fate or
whereabouts of those persons, with the intention of removing them from the protection
of the law for a prolonged period of time.”

State and non-state actors can, therefore, be held to account for enforced
disappearances when they constitute a crime against humanity.

DEATH THREATS

“A detachment of men is ready to carry out our order and will clean up those sons-of-bitches
camouflaged guerrillas. Take care you bastard shits. You did not believe you were military
targets. Well now you will believe it with the death of your son.”

Death threat from the Black Eagles to a trade union leader from Bucaramanga, Santander
Department, 1 May 2008

In Colombia, death threats against human rights defenders, community activists, trade
unionists, and leaders of campesino, Indigenous and Afro-descendant communities
are common. The security forces and paramilitary and guerrilla groups all use death
threats as a powerful tool to intimidate those they deem to be a threat to their interests
or whom they accuse of collaborating with their enemies.

On 23 April 2008, José Humberto Torres, a lawyer for the Committee of
Solidarity for Political Prisoners (Fundacion Comité de Solidaridad con los
Presos Politicos, FCSPP), and Jests Tovar, a leading member of the Trade
Union Congress (Central Unitaria de Trabajadores, CUT), received a death threat via
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email, signed by the Black Eagles paramilitary group. The threat, dated 21 April,
accused them of being guerrillas and said that “The demobilization has not
weakened us; on the contrary it has rearmed us — a bullet for you”. It continued:
“Look, son-of-a-bitch José Humberto, take care, wherever we see you we will give it
to you”. It warned members of other human rights and trade union organizations not
to speak out and claimed it was keeping FCSPP members Maria Cedeiio and Nicolas
Castro under surveillance.

On 22 April 2008, members of the CUT in Santander Department received a

written death threat from the paramilitary group, the New Generation of the

Black Eagles in Santander (Nueva Generacion de Aguilas Negras de
Santander). The threat, dated 18 April, warned against holding any marches or
demonstrations to mark International Workers’ Day on 1 May. It said, “There is a
detachment of men available who will fulfil our orders and cleanse all you servants of
the guerrilla”. It named 17 members of human rights and trade union organizations
as “military targets” including human rights activists Carolina Rubio, Principe Gabriel
Gonzalez and Maria Cardona, and trade unionists Martha Cecilia Diaz, Javier Correa
and Nicanor Arciniegas.®

Guerrilla groups have commonly used “resign or die” threats against electoral
candidates and local elected officials in an effort to destabilize local governments in
many parts of the country. For example, in the run-up to the October 2007 local
elections, hundreds of councillors, mayors and candidates received death threats;
many were forced to resign, and some were killed.

On 10 October 2007, Medardo Vasquez, a candidate for the Alas Equipo

Colombia party, was shot dead, allegedly by the FARC, in Cocorna Municipality,

Antioquia Department. After the killing, the President of the Cocorna Council
said: “a week ago a person who identified himself as a member of the FARC called
the Council to warn us that unless the candidates and councillors resigned they would
declare us military targets”. According to the President one councillor and five
candidates resigned following the “resign or die” threats issued by the FARC.

All the parties to the conflict have also threatened journalists. For example, on
7 August 2007 the FARC are alleged to have threatened journalists in Arauca and
Saravena, Arauca Department, for failing to read out a press release issued by the
guerrilla group. Journalists who have read such statements have also been threatened
by the security forces and paramilitary groups.

On 8 May 2008, several employees of Sarare FM Stereo, a community radio
station based in the town of Saravena, Arauca Department, including Isneldo
Gonzilez, Elida Parra Alfonso, Emiro Goyeneche Goyeneche, Ismael Antonio
Rodriguez, Alexis Ivan Rojas and Deibys Pantoja Cerreriio, received an identical text
message, apparently from the paramilitary United Self-Defence Forces of Colombia
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(Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia, AUC). The message said: “For the wellbeing of
you and your loved ones, do not meddle in subjects that do not concern the radio
station. AUC Arauca”. On 28 May 2008, fears for the employees of the radio station
increased when the letters “AUC” were daubed on the front entrance of their building.
On 27 September 2007, employees of the radio station had participated in a public
meeting attended by members of a Congressional Human Rights Commission, at
which members of the public denounced human rights abuses committed in Arauca
Department by different parties to the armed conflict.

The security forces often threaten civilian communities they come across during
military operations or incursions. Often the threat is that paramilitaries will descend
on the community. This is designed to sow terror or to coerce communities into
collaborating with the armed forces. Members of the military have directly threatened
individuals as well as whole civilian communities.

Soldiers from the Second Mobile Brigade and the High Mountain Battalion

were camped in the hamlet of San Bartolo in the Naya River basin, in the

departments of Cauca and Valle del Cauca, between 1 April and 20 April
2008. They told the people living in San Bartolo that paramilitary groups were
returning to the area. Soldiers warned the local inhabitants, most of whom are Afro-
descendant, that “You act like you are really courageous but those who follow on
behind us are even more courageous than you are.” Once the two military units
left the area on 20 April, paramilitary graffiti was found in areas where members
of both units had camped. One said “AUC murders, God forgives”, another said
“Coastal ACCU kills seven.” The ACCU - the Peasant Self-Defence Forces of
Cordoba and Uraba (Autodefensas Campesinas de Cordoba y Uraba) — was a
paramilitary organization which subsequently became part of the umbrella
paramilitary organization, the AUC. On 5 May, local people reported that members
of the armed forces were seen fraternizing with four paramilitaries.

Army troops of the “Agustin Codazzi” Battalion of Engineers, the “Batalla

de Pichincha” Infantry Battalion, the High Mountain Battalion, the Counter-

guerrilla Battalion No. 3, and mobile forces of the special forces — all of
which form part of the Il Brigade — began a military operation on 26 October
2007 in the mountainous region of Corinto Municipality, Cauca Department,
specifically in El Jagual, Santa Rosa, La Cominera, El Descanso, San Luis Arriba
and Guacas. Between 2 and 4 November 2007, the same troops demanded that
families in the area buy food for them, but they refused. On 5 November some
of the soldiers visited the house of the Cafas family in El Jagual. Rosalia Peteche,
who was pregnant, was in the house at the time, as was Ceferino Cainas and his
two young sons. The family claimed the soldiers stole some of their kitchen
equipment, some eggs, and some money. When Ceferino Cafas asked the
soldiers why they were doing this, they proceeded to burn his clothes and those
of his family. They then reportedly tried to hit him but Rosalia Peteche
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intervened. The soldiers finally left the house. They then went to the home of
Raul Muioz, where they kicked llvanover Moreno Restrepo and accused him of
being a guerrilla, and told him to leave the house. The soldiers then proceeded
to wreck the house. While there they kicked and threatened Jairo Trochezl. They
told him that when they left the area the “mochacabezas” (literally, those that
hack off heads — a euphemism for the paramilitaries) would arrive.

IHL defines threats as acts which are accompanied by physical or psychological
threats against protected persons or collectively against civilian communities.
Additional Protocol Il prohibits threats to commit murder, collective punishments,
hostage-taking, acts of terrorism, torture, and slavery, as well as any threat of
violence whose principal aim is to spread terror among civilians.

HOSTAGE-TAKING AND KIDNAPPING

Guerrilla groups are responsible for the vast majority of cases of hostage-taking and
kidnapping carried out in the context of the armed conflict. They carry out such acts
mainly to obtain resources with which to finance their activities or to assert their
presence and authority in a particular area. It has proved a lucrative business and,
together with extortion and drugs trafficking, provides their main source of finance.

On 17 February 2008, journalist Mario Alfonso Puello and two people he was

travelling with were stopped at a checkpoint reportedly controlled by the ELN

on the Santa Marta-Riohacha road in La Guajira Department. According to
witnesses, all three were taken away by the armed men stationed at the roadblock.
The three men were released in June.

Hostage-taking, particularly of high-profile victims, such as former presidential
candidate Ingrid Betancourt —who finally gained her freedom together with three US
contractors and 11 members of the Colombian security forces following a military
operation to release them on 2 July 2008 — has also been used as a powerful tool in
guerrilla efforts to exchange these hostages for guerrilla prisoners held by the
authorities. The release of Ingrid Betancourt’s running-mate Clara Rojas and former
congresswoman Consuelo Gonzélez on 10 January 2008, and of Gloria Polanco, Luis
Eladio Pérez, Orlando Beltran and Jorge Géchem on 27 February 2008, were two
such efforts towards reaching a so-called “humanitarian exchange”. But the rescue
of some of the FARC’s most high-profile hostages, including Ingrid Betancourt,
kidnapped in 2002, and of the US contractors, taken captive in 2003, has weakened
the FARC’s negotiating capacity in this respect.

Amnesty International has unequivocally insisted that guerrilla groups must
immediately and unconditionally release all civilians under their control, and
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immediately commit to ending the practice of hostage-taking. Guerrilla groups must
also ensure the safety and well-being of all those they hold captive, be they civilians
or members of the security forces.

Cases of hostage-taking have fallen significantly over the last few years, primarily as
a result of government efforts to increase security in urban areas and on the
country’s principal highways. Reported kidnappings fell from 687 in 2006 to 521 in
2007. This compares to a recent high of 3,500 in 2000.% Guerrilla groups, mainly
the FARC, were responsible for most of the conflict-related kidnappings, accounting
for some 147 cases in 2007. Most kidnappings were attributed to “common
criminals” who were held responsible for around 245 cases in 2007. Paramilitary
groups may have been responsible for some of these, but since the paramilitary
“demobilization” the statistics on hostage-taking attribute all such kidnappings to
“criminal gangs”. Some 126 kidnappings in 2007 could not be attributed to any
specific group. Between January and May 2008, 188 people were kidnapped.
Kidnappings carried out by the FARC over the past few years have fallen much more
significantly than those carried out by common criminals.

On 18 June 2007, 11 of the 12 deputies from the Valle del Cauca

Departmental Assembly, kidnapped by the FARC in April 2002, were killed

in disputed circumstances. The FARC claimed they were killed in crossfire
during combat with an unidentified group, but the authorities disputed this
explanation and claimed they were deliberately killed by the FARC. While the
circumstances of the killing of the deputies remain unclear, there is no doubt that
the FARC must take responsibility for the deaths, as the deputies were placed in
danger because they had been taken hostage, a serious violation of IHL.

According to the ICRC, hostage-taking — conduct commonly referred to as kidnapping
in Colombia — is defined as when “a person has been captured and detained illegally”
and when “a third party is being pressured, explicitly or implicitly, to do or refrain
from doing something as a condition for releasing the hostage or for not taking the life
or otherwise harming him physically” .4

Hostage-taking, whether of civilians or combatants, is prohibited and, in the context
of an armed conflict, may constitute a war crime.

FORCED DISPLACEMENT

Forced displacement continues to be one of the most visible expressions of unlawful
conduct directed at civilians in the Colombian conflict. There are thought to be some
3-4 million displaced people in Colombia.*” Armed exchanges, particularly in the border
areas, have also had an impact on neighbouring countries where at least half a million
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Colombians are reported to have sought refuge.* The incidence of internal displacement
is one of the highest in the world, second only to that in Sudan. Some families
experience short-term displacement. However, many more leave their homes for long
periods of time, while countless others are forced to flee the conflict several times.

The causes of displacement are varied: counter-insurgency operations, guerrilla
operations, land conflict, economic interests and fear of impending armed skirmishes.
Aerial fumigation and manual eradication of coca crops is also a cause of
displacement because of fears about the health consequences of aerial fumigation
and because of the significant security force presence during manual eradication
campaigns. However, most people who have been internally displaced in Colombia
are fleeing political violence caused by the conflict. Some are accidental victims
caught up in the hostilities, but in many cases displacement is a deliberate strategy
routinely used by the parties to the conflict to “cleanse” civilians from areas which
they believe are controlled by their enemies, or as a means to win control over areas
of economic or strategic importance.

The number of people forcibly displaced by the conflict continues to increase, despite
repeated claims by the government that the conflict is abating as a result of the
demobilization of paramilitaries and military successes against guerrilla forces.
According to the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR),
250,000 Colombians were displaced in 2007, compared to 200,000 in 2006. One
Colombian NGO suggests the figure is higher — 305,000 people displaced in 2007 —
the highest figure for five years — compared to 220,000 in 2006.%

Intense combat operations in 2007 and 2008 between the security forces and
guerrilla groups, especially in the south of the country, are thought to be responsible
for most of this increase. Such forced displacement has been caused by aerial
bombardments by the security forces, and the use of landmines and forced
recruitment by guerrilla groups to compensate for losses and desertions.

On 22 April 2008, the UNHCR reported that hundreds of members of

Indigenous communities living along the River Guaviare in Meta Department

had fled to nearby towns and villages fearing impending clashes between the
security forces and guerrilla groups in the area. Those who stayed were reported to
have faced severe shortages of food and medicines.®

Fighting between the FARC and the security forces in rural areas of Toribio

Municipality, Cauca Department, in March 2008 led to the displacement of

more than 400 campesinos and members of Indigenous communities who
were forced to take temporary shelter in a school in the area.

To add to their already serious economic and other problems, the displaced are
often stigmatized by local and regional authorities in the reception areas who
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often label them “guerrillas” or “guerrilla People fleeing the Bojayda massacre in Chocd
sympathizers”, merely because they have fled Department in May 2002. During a confrontation with
from areas of guerrilla presence, and claim FARC guerrillas, paramilitaries took up positions around
the displaced will bring the conflict with them. a church where civilians had taken refuge from the
Fear of persecution leads many not to admit  fighting. The FARC used gas cylinder mortars in the
they have been forcibly displaced. As a result, attack, one of which hit the church killing 119 civilians,
they have no access to what little help is almost half of whom were children.

available.

Forced displacement is defined as the movement of individuals or groups of people
within the national territory because they fear for their lives, physical integrity or liberty
for reasons associated with the armed conflict. Internally displaced people are those
who have been forced to leave their homes in this way and who stay within the
boundaries of the national territory.

Under Article 8(2)(e)(viii) of the Rome Statute of the ICC, “[olrdering the
displacement of the civilian population for reasons related to the conflict, unless the
security of the civilians involved or imperative military reasons so demand”,
constitutes a war crime.

Under IHL, warring parties are prohibited from forcibly displacing civilians except for
the civilians’ own safety or when absolutely necessary for military reasons. According
to Article 17 of Protocol Il:
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“The displacement of the civilian population shall not be ordered for reasons related
to the conflict unless the security of the civilians involved or imperative military
reasons so demand. Should such displacements have to be carried out, all possible
measures shall be taken in order that the civilian population may be received under
satisfactory conditions of shelter, hygiene, health, safety and nutrition.

Civilians shall not be compelled to leave their own territory for reasons connected
with the conflict.”

Forced displacement can occur when civilians are forced to flee because parties
to a conflict are terrorizing the civilian population or committing other violations, as
well as when they are physically expelled. The UN Guiding Principles on Internal
Displacement® addresses this situation. According to Principle 5: “All authorities
and international actors shall respect and ensure respect for their obligations
under international law, including human rights and humanitarian law, in all
circumstances, so as to prevent and avoid conditions that might lead to
displacement of persons.”

TORTURE AND OTHER CRUEL, INHUMAN OR DEGRADING
TREATMENT

Amnesty International continues to document cases of torture and other ill-treatment
carried out by the security forces, paramilitaries and guerrilla forces, both against
civilians and their own personnel. Torture and other ill-treatment may be carried out
for any number of purposes. As with other abuses, it is often employed as a means
of intimidation to ensure civilian communities do not provide support to an enemy;
to undermine and hinder organizations campaigning for human rights; to force
civilians to incriminate themselves or others; or to extract information. Amnesty
International has also documented numerous cases of civilians being tortured before
they are extrajudicially executed and of captured or wounded combatants being
tortured before they are killed.

Some 80 cases of torture were reported in 2007; around 45 of the victims were
subsequently killed and seven were women. Of those cases where the perpetrator
is known, the security forces were responsible for 60 per cent of the total,
paramilitaries for 27 per cent, and guerrilla groups for around 11 per cent.®2 However,
because of serious problems of under-reporting, these figures are thought to
significantly under-estimate the scale of the problem.s

According to witnesses, on 14 April 2007 brothers Luis Guillermo Robayo
Mora, aged 25, and Rubén Dario Avendafio Mora, aged 14, left their home
in Agua Blanca in the municipality of Sacama, Casanare Department, to buy
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livestock in Paz de Ariporo, also in Casanare Department. Because of this they were
reportedly carrying a significant amount of money. The bodies of the two brothers
were found on 16 April 2007. They had apparently been killed by members of the
army’s anti-kidnapping unit (Grupo de Accion Unificada de Libertad Personal,
GAULA). The army claimed the brothers were guerrillas who were killed by army
troops as they were about to receive an extortion payment. They had apparently
been tortured. Rubén Dario had burns on his fingers and deep cuts across his
throat. Luis Guillermo had acid burns on his abdomen.

The body of an unidentified man was found on 20 October 2007 in the

municipality of Istmina, Choc6é Department. Witnesses claim the man was

killed by Black Eagle paramilitaries. The body bore the marks of a severe
beating about the head and the abdomen had reportedly been cut open.

On 12 October 2007, the FARC killed Moisés Camafio Barrios and Wilson

Hernando Fuentes in Sabana de Torres Municipality, Santander Department.

The bodies reportedly showed signs of torture. Pamphlets accusing the two
men of being army auxiliaries were found next to the bodies.

The UN Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading
Treatment or Punishment, defines torture as the intentional infliction of pain
or suffering, whether physical or mental, for the purposes of punishment,
obtaining information or a confession, intimidation or coercion.* The Convention
sets the standards for methods by which states should implement the prohibition
on torture at the national and international levels. These include introducing
effective legislation and administrative and judicial measures to prevent torture
and investigate reports of torture. States are also required to exercise universal
jurisdiction to bring torturers to justice. Colombia ratified the Convention on 8
December 1987. However, it has not as yet ratified the Optional Protocol to the
Convention, which came into force in June 2006. This requires states to allow visits
to all places of detention by an international expert body and to set up national
bodies to undertake such visits.

Common Article 3 of the Geneva Conventions prohibits torture, mutilation, cruel
treatment and outrages upon personal dignity, in particular humiliating and
degrading treatment. Under the Rome Statute of the ICC, torture, mutilation, cruel
treatment and outrages upon personal dignity committed in situations of armed
conflict are war crimes; and torture, if committed as part of a widespread or
systematic attack, can constitute a crime against humanity.
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INDISCRIMINATE ATTACKS: THE USE OF LANDMINES AND
BOMBING

Guerrilla groups — mainly the FARC and to a lesser extent the ELN — continue to use
anti-personnel mines, which more often than not are improvised. Reports of
landmine use by paramilitaries are rare, although in February 2006 the security
forces reported that they had discovered a paramilitary arms cache which included
500 anti-personnel mines in Meta Department.

Colombia reportedly has the highest number of landmine victims in the world.ss
According to the Colombian government’s Presidential Programme for Human
Rights and International Humanitarian Law, there were 884 victims of landmines
in 2007 — 193 of whom died of their injuries. This was a slight decrease from 2006
when 1,167 cases were recorded, the highest figure since 1990, when 22 victims
were registered.s

Of the total number of casualties recorded in 2007, 696 were military and 188
civilian. However, the figure for civilian casualties is probably an underestimate
since many victims are likely to live in inaccessible areas with scant access to
medical services. Many civilian victims are also likely to be unwilling to report such
injuries because of well-founded security concerns. According to Colombia’s 2007
Article 7 report, more than half of the country’s 1,098 municipalities spread over
more than 30 departments — especially Antioquia, Meta and Bolivar — are affected
by landmines.®

On 7 February 2008, a 12-year-old boy was killed and his father injured

when they stepped on a mine reportedly placed by the ELN in the hamlet of

El Decio in Samaniego Municipality, Narifio Department. That same month,
the UNHCR reported that more than 1,000 families in Samaniego were trapped in
their homes because of fears about land mines in the area.”

On 29 October 2007, three manual coca eradicators were killed by anti-
personnel mines placed by the FARC in the Municipality of Puerto Guzman in
Putumayo Department. Three other workers and two police officers were injured.

Guerrilla groups, principally the FARC, also continue to use other low-precision
weapons, such as gas cylinder mortars, car bombs, booby traps and other
improvised explosive devices. These devices are more often than not used against
military targets but are almost always placed in areas, such as urban centres, which
are primarily used by civilians. Although usually not the intended target, civilians
have often been the main victims of these attacks. The FARC were allegedly
involved in at least some of the bomb attacks which rocked a number of urban
areas in 2007.
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One woman civilian and two members of Three people who lost limbs in landmine explosions

the security forces were killed and nine receive help and support to cope with their injuries at
other people were injured when an a home run by the church in Bogota, April 2006.
explosive device, allegedly detonated by the Colombia reportedly has the highest number of
FARC, went off in the centre of the city of landmine victims in the world.
Buenaventura, Valle del Cauca Department, on
26 October 2007.

On 16 March 2007, a car bomb exploded outside a police building in the

centre of the city of Cali, Valle del Cauca Department. One civilian was killed

and more than 40 were injured. Some 240 properties were damaged. The
authorities attributed the explosion to the FARC.

Under the IHL principle of distinction, attacks must be directed only against military
objectives. Parties to the conflict must distinguish between civilians and combatants
and between civilian objects and military objects. Intentionally directing attacks
against civilians and civilian infrastructure constitutes a war crime. Intentionally
launching indiscriminate attacks, including disproportionate attacks, is also a war
crime. Although civilian defence personnel, equipment and facilities are not
mentioned in IHL rules governing non-international conflicts, as civilian organizations
(objects) they must be protected.® Methods of warfare must be chosen that avoid or
at least minimize loss of civilian life, injuries and damage to civilian property. Each
party to a conflict must seek to protect civilians and civilian property under its control

© AP Photo/William Fernando Martinez
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from the effects of an attack. Whenever feasible, military objectives should not be
located in or near densely populated areas.

IHL also prohibits the use, production, stockpiling or transfer of certain weapons,
mainly because they cause excessive suffering or injury or may be inherently
indiscriminate (or both). Such weapons include anti-personnel landmines.

All sides in the conflict continue to flout the principles of distinction and
proportionality. Military operations by the warring parties often take place in or close
to civilian communities, while guerrilla groups often use weapons which are expressly
prohibited, such as anti-personnel landmines, or use other weapons, such as gas
cylinders, in a manner which poses a disproportionate and indiscriminate threat to the
safety of civilians.

The 1997 Convention on the Prohibition of the Use, Stockpiling, Production and
Transfer or Anti-Personnel Mines and on their Destruction (the Ottawa Convention)
banned all anti-personnel mines. It was ratified by Colombia on 6 September 2000.
In 2004, the government announced it had destroyed all the military’s stockpile of
anti-personnel landmines. However, as of August 2007, at least 30 military bases
were still mined; the government has said it will demine these by 2011.
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CIVILIANS: STILL BEARING THE
BRUNT OF THE CONFLICT

Colombians from all walks of life have suffered as a result of the conflict, from poor
subsistence farmers forced to abandon their homes and livelihoods because of armed
skirmishes between the warring parties, to wealthy businesspeople kidnapped for
ransom. But there are specific groups and communities which have been
disproportionately affected by the conflict. These are not victims caught in the
crossfire, or “collateral damage”, but individuals and groups who have been
deliberately targeted because of who they are, what they do or where they live.

VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN

Women and girls are targeted by all parties to the conflict — to sow terror within
communities and so make it easier for military control to be imposed; to force whole
families to flee their homes and allow land to be appropriated; to wreak revenge on
adversaries; and to exploit them as sexual slaves. Women are also targeted in
retaliation for their work as human rights defenders.s!

Sexual and gender-based violence is not a new phenomenon in Colombia; it has been
a constant in the country’s history, and a defining part of the conflict. Rape, used as
a method of torture and sometimes as a means of injuring the “enemy’s honour”,
has been a common feature of the conflict. It is not only women civilians that have
been affected. Some women guerrilla combatants have been forced by their
commanders to use contraception and to have abortions.

The sexual abuse and exploitation of women and girls in the context of the conflict
remains a largely “hidden problem” compared to other human rights abuses. In part
this is because violence against women is often still seen as a private matter and as
a normal fact of life. Fear and shame about sexual abuse have also prevented many
women from speaking out. Women and girls in Colombia, as elsewhere, experience
domestic and community-based violence. However, the conflict exacerbates these
forms of violence and the gender stereotyping which underpins them.

In 2007, more than 125 women were killed for socio-political reasons outside of
combat (97 in 2006, 187 in 2005, 257 in 2004, 343 in 2003 and 413 in 2002) — in
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Women’s march for peace, to mark International Day for the street, home or workplace — and 17
Elimination of Violence Against Women, 25 November subjected to enforced disappearances (5 in
2007. The demonstration was held in Popayan, Cauca 2006, 16 in 2005, 34 in 2004, 55 in 2003, and
Department, and continued on to Rumichaca, on the 34 in 2002).5

border with Ecuador, to highlight the plight of displaced

women in the south of the country. However, in Colombia, as elsewhere, official
figures on sexual violence do not reflect the
sheer scale of the problem. Rape, for example,
is thought to be significantly under-reported. Few perpetrators are ever brought to
justice for human rights abuses and levels of impunity for crimes of sexual violence
are among the highest of all.

Women are typically the most affected by the trauma of displacement. Many
displaced women will have recently lost their husbands as a result of the conflict.
They will have been forced to flee their rural homes with their children, abandoning
their livestock and possessions. What refuge is available in the surrounding shanty
towns and cities is often precarious. Displaced women are at greater risk of being
subjected to sexual violence, including rape, or having to resort to prostitution
because their livelihoods and support networks have been destroyed. While on the
move, and once they have settled elsewhere, displaced women encounter barriers
preventing them from accessing goods and services and face a climate where they
are often stigmatized as suspected guerrilla supporters.
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One witness from Meta Department told Amnesty International delegates in

March 2008 how paramilitaries in the area recruit under-age girls for

prostitution. Many of these girls live in camps for displaced people next to
the local military base. Delegates were told how soldiers from the base have sexual
relations with girls from these camps, some of whom have become pregnant. These
relationships have placed these girls at risk of attack by guerrilla forces who accuse
them of having sexual relations with the enemy. There have also been many cases
of under-age girls becoming pregnant through sexual activity as a result of
relationships with members of guerrilla groups.

On 23 May 2007, army soldiers reportedly raided a house in Toribio
Municipality, Cauca Department, where they attempted to sexually assault
an 11-year-old girl.

On 26 March 2007, five paramilitaries from the Black Eagles — two women,

two minors and a man - reportedly entered the home of two sisters aged 14

and 10 in the municipality of Bello, Antioquia Department. Some of the
paramilitaries allegedly beat the two girls and sexually assau