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Peace Brigades International staff and field volunteers in Colombia, Mexico, and Guatemala 
have been quite busy over the last six months protecting a number of human rights defenders 
that have been under attack. PBI protection mechanisms include physical accompaniment and 
political accompaniment which has included a number of high level political advocacy meetings 
in the US Congress, State Department, United Nations, Organization of American States, 
European Union and others. The grassroots Emergency Response Networks were also activated 
worldwide on a number of occasions related to increased threats and intimidation directed at 
the San José de Apartadó Peace Community in Uraba. In the Middle Atrato region, the Urabá 
team continues to accompany Inter-Church Justice &  Peace Commission (CIJP) in their work of 
supporting the displaced families in Curbaradó. PBI’s international observers have noted that 
threats to this land return process have continued. The presence of PBI Colombia at the heart 
of these processes is crucial, not only in terms of protection for the CIJP, but also for the 
extension of this protection to the communities. These families have organized humanitarian 
zones and biodiversity zones, within their collective lands protected by the Law 70 of 1993, with 
the aim of counteracting the illegal planting of African palm by developing alternative, 
sustainable lifestyles and planting subsistence crops.  
 

 
 
PBI Colombia met with the Colombian Minister of Defense to address the legitimacy of the 
work on extrajudicial executions carried out by human rights defenders, spurious comments 
made by public sources about this work, and concerns about their security. This year, PBI-
Colombia also initiated an awareness raising campaign focused on unfounded criminal 
investigations against human rights defenders that prevent them from carrying out their work.  
In this context, PBI produced a special themed newsletter which, under the auspices of the 
United Nations, was presented to more than 14 embassies in the offices of the United Nations/ 
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High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR).  Furthermore, concerns about this subject were 
presented to the United Nations Working Group on Arbitrary Detentions during their visit to 
Colombia.  Finally, the same concerns were presented to the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Human Rights on her recent visit to Colombia. 
 
Colombia and Mexico are both undergoing the Universal Periodic Review (UPR) this year before 
the UN Human Rights Council. PBI has worked with national and international human rights 
NGO’s to create major reports to detail concerns regarding fundamental rights in these 
countries. The UPR is a new mechanism of the United Nations Human Rights Council that was 
used for the first time in 2008. Prior to the review, three reports are elaborated and presented 
to the Council—one by the state, one by the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Human Rights and one by civil society. 
 
Since October 1, two PBI volunteers initiated activities that will lead to a permanent presence in 
the state of Oaxaca. Oaxaca, together with Chiapas and Guerrero, has the highest indices of 
poverty and marginalization in Mexico. Since 2001, PBI has carried out different activities in 
Oaxaca including accompaniments, meetings with authorities and security workshops for civil 
society. This expansion to permanent presence ensures that PBI has activities and/or 
partnerships in all three states. 
 

 
 Photo : Volunteer accompanying Julio Archila of the MTC  

 
In Guatemala, the year began with the swearing in of the new president, Álvaro Colom, of the 
National Unity of Hope party (Unidad Nacional de la Esperanza, or UNE). The new government 
inherited a difficult situation. “Guatemala is a country facing considerable challenges,” said 
Hina Jilani, Special Representative of the UN Secretary-General on Human Rights Defenders. “It 
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is one of the countries with the most inequitable distribution of income. Violence and organized 
crime are urgent problems, there is nearly total impunity and the influence of parallel powers is 
an obstacle to change. This dramatically decreases the environment in which human rights 
defenders act.”1  To combat this situation, the International Commission Against in Guatemala 
(CICIG), created by an agreement between the United Nations and the Government of 
Guatemala, officially began operating on 11 March 2008. The Commission’s mandate allows it 
to conduct independent investigations and act as a co-plaintiff, supporting Guatemalan 
authorities in prosecuting significant cases in the national courts. The Commission differs from 
international courts in that it works through the local judicial system and in close collaboration 
with Guatemala’s Public Prosecutor’s Office and the National Civil Police. In addition to seeking 
convictions, the Commission’s objective is to strengthen the national criminal justice system 
and so that it can be effective in these types of cases. CICIG can also recommend public policies 
to help the fight the criminal organizations it investigates. Its mandate is for two years, but can 
be extended, and CICIG is expected to focus especially on cases that affect human rights 
defenders who are being threatened and attacked by these clandestine organizations and 
illegal security organizations. 
 
In the first half of this year, PBI received 11 new petitions for accompaniment. Direct 
beneficiaries of PBI accompaniment included 12 Guatemalan organizations directly benefiting 
150-180 people. The organizations and individuals accompanied include CONAVIGUA, working 
on the issues of compensation for civil war victims, OASIS members in a transgender bigotry 
case, Jose Roberto Morales Sic, coordinator of an indigenous rights movement organization 
who was kidnapped and threatened, and PCS which fights against impunity. 

 

Additionally, PBI-USA and PBI-Canada are hosting a Latin American Human Rights Defenders’ 
tour in late February and early March 2008 in partnership with PBI-Mexico, PBI-Guatemala and 
PBI-Colombia, featuring four HRD’s from Mexico, Guatemala and Colombia who will be 
speaking and lobbying on the broad theme of impunity including force disappearances, 
extrajudicial killings, and unresolved lands rights’ issues and indigenous people’s struggles.  
 

                                                           
1  UN. Press Release “Special Representative of the Secretary General on Human Rights 

Defenders completes her visit to Guatemala.” Guatemala, 20 February 2008 


