
    

 
   

 

 
DECLARATION ON THE DEATH THREATS RECEIVED BY GRASSROOTS 

ORGANIZATIONS AND HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS IN BARRANCABERMEJA, 
MAGDALENA MEDIO, COLOMBIA. 

 
 
Mr. JUAN MANUEL SANTOS 
President Republic of Colombia. 
 
 
Mr. President:  
 
On November 26, 2011, the criminal group linked to drug trafficking know as “Los Rastrojos” left a 
pamphlet at the home of a member of the Unión Sindical Obrera (USO) that orders organizations in 
defense of human rights in the city of Barrancabermeja, Colombia to desist in their “activities of charity, 
marches, events, etc.”, in order to avoid death, as a result of being declared “military targets”. The 
organizations threatened include: Regional Corporation for the Defense of Human Rights (Corporación 
Regional para la Defensa de los Derechos Humanos-CREDHOS), USO, Popular Feminine Organization 
(Organización Femenina Popular), People in Action (Gente en Acción), Human Rights Workers Forum of 
Barrancabermeja (Espacio de Trabajadores y Trabajadoras de Derechos Humanos de Barrancabermeja), 
Fifth Commandment Collective (Colectivo Quinto Mandamiento), David Ravelo Crespo Foundation 
(Fundación DRC), Workers Union of Gas Providers-SINTRAINQUIGAS, and the National Association of 
Solidarity Support (Asociación Nacional de Ayuda Solidaria–ANDAS). This clear threat also seeks to 
stigmatize the important work of these organizations by calling them “guerrillas disguised as sheep”, 
“terrorists” and “Organizations of Faggots” (showing their homophobia and intolerance for the free 
development of the personality). 
 
For decades, grassroots organizations that work for the defense, protection and promotion of human 
rights in the region of Magdalena Medio have been the target of threats and forced disappearances, in the 
midst of a climate of impunity and the absence of justice for the victims.  
 
In this case, organized crime groups with paramilitary origins again have intimidated organizations with 
long experience and wide recognition for their work in defense of human rights, but this time they have 
also harassed and threatened new leaderships, like the Fifth Commandment Collective, which promotes 
active conscientious objection to all forms of violence through the rejection of all forms of recruitment. The 
organization builds solidarity, citizen participation and defense of human rights through educational 
projects, tolerance and community work to overcome fear.  
 
Some members of the Fifth Commandment Collective have been the objects of threats, and suffered 
stigmatization and intimidation by illegal groups. Dagoberto Portillo and John Velásquez have received 
threats when they promoted marches to defend the free development of the personality and encouraged 
grassroots organization. In both cases, the authorities have made no progress in the investigations and 
have belittled the seriousness of the situation due to the humble origins of the victims. They have even put 
forth hypotheses that is just “common crime” or disputes between bands of delinquents. This is a form of 
double victimization--first by organized crime, and then by government authorities themselves.  
 



Another recent case was the breaking and entering in the home of Juan Carlos Gálvis Gálvis of the 
National Union of Food Industry Workers (SINALTRAINAL) by armed men who wrote threats on the walls 
of his home, and threatened and intimidated his wife and small daughter at gunpoint.  
 
This new threat sent in the pamphlet goes beyond the Fifth Commandment Collective and the other 
grassroots human rights organizations mentioned above. Conscious as we are of the important work that 
the organizations that were threatened are carrying out in the region of Magdalena Medio, and of the 
terrible power of organized crime to destabilize through fear and intimidate society from being able to fully 
exercise its rights, the organizations signed on below respectfully and urgently request the Colombian 
government headed by President Juan Manuel Santos, Vice President Angelino Garzón, and Interior and 
Justice Minister Germán Vargas Lleras, to take the following actions to guarantee the lives and work of 
these organizations and their members: 
 

1. Declare publicly and through the media the importance of the work carried out by these civil 
society organizations and human rights defenders for democracy and human rights in Colombia, 
as did the mayor of the city of Barrancabermeja. This action is aimed at combating rumors and the 
stigmatization of their activities, which is harmful to their already complicated work and puts their 
lives on the line. It is very important to point out that any act of intimidation, stigmatization or 
violent act against these organizations constitutes a crime that will be sanctioned by the 
Colombian authorities.  

2. Vigorously prosecute criminal organizations that intimidate and impede the full exercise of human 
rights and strictly sanction those implied in these acts to set an example and to fight impunity and 
the absence of credibility in the administration of justice in Colombia. We recommend that the 
Human Rights Unit of the General Prosecutors Office of the Nation move forward in the 
investigation of each case, without minimizing their seriousness.  

3. Announce a meeting and study of the situation, preferably with the participation of the victims, 
high-level officials such as Vice President Angelino Garzón and Minister of the Interior and Justice 
Germán Vargas Lleras, as well as the Public Ministry led by the Attorney General’s Office, to 
formulate specific actions of risk analysis and effective protection of the persons and 
organizations threatened. 

4. We request that work be carried out in coordination with other entities in Colombia, such as the 
Popular Defense office, local authorities (the Barrancabermeja mayor’s office and other municipal 
offices), and security forces (police, army, justice officials, investigative teams) to formulate 
specific actions to protect those threatened and capture and subsequently bring to trial the 
delinquents.  

 
We will be awaiting the measures taken by the Colombian government to guarantee protection of the 
persons and organizations that defend human rights in Magdalena Medio since, as we have pointed out, 
their work is crucial in a region historically marked by violence, intolerance, and persecution by criminal 
and paramilitary organizations operating outside the law. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
SIGNING ORGANIZATIONS: 
 
Washington Office on Latin America – WOLA. (USA)  

1666 Connecticut Ave NW, Suite 400 Washington, DC 20009 Tel: (202) 797-2171. Web Site: http://www.wola.org/es E-mail:  
 
Global Exchange (USA). 

2017 Mission Street, 2nd Floor - San Francisco, CA 94110. Phone: 415.255.7296. Fax: 415.255.7498 Web Site: 
http://www.globalexchange.org  E-mail: ted@globalexchange.org   

 
Fellowship of Reconciliation (USA). 

FOR Task Force on Latin America and the Caribbean - Colombia Program - 436 14th St #409 - Oakland, CA 94612. Phone: 
510 763 14 03. Web Site: http://forcolombia.org/ E-Mail: johnlp@igc.org  

 

http://www.wola.org/es
http://www.globalexchange.org/
mailto:ted@globalexchange.org
http://forcolombia.org/
mailto:johnlp@igc.org


Presbyterian Peace Fellowship (USA). 
17 Cricketown Rd. Stony Point, NY 10980 Phone: (845) 786-6743 E-mail: ppfwitness@gmail.com Web Site: 
http://www.presbypeacefellowship.org/  

 
Americas Program – México.  

Cerrada de Xolalpa 7ª-3, Colonia Tortuga, México. Teléfono: 011-52-555-324-1201. Web Site: www.cipamericas.org/es  
E-mail: info@cipamericas.org lcarlsen@cipamericas.org   

 
Ontario Public Service Employees Union (OPSEU) 

100 Lesmill Rd. Toronto, ON M3B 3P8  Phone (416) 443-8888. Web Site: http://www.opseu.org/  
 

Christian Peacemaker Teams Colombia (USA - Canada).  
USA Office: Box 6508 · Chicago, IL 60680-6508 · Tel: 773-376-0550 · Fax: 773-376-0549 · E-mail: peacemakers@cpt.org   
Canada Office: 25 Cecil St, Unit 310 · Toronto ON M5T 1N1 · Tel. 416-423-5525. Web Site: http://www.cpt.org/ E-mail: 
canada@cpt.org  

 
CoDevelopment Canada 

Canada, 260 - 2747 East Hastings Street, Vancouver, BC V5K 1Z8 Canada. Phone: (604) 708-1495 Fax: (604) 708-1497. 
Web Site: http://www.codev.org/ E-mail: codev@codev.org  

 
Common Frontiers Canada. 

RR#4, Roseneath, Ontario, K0K 2X0, Canada | (905) 352-2430 Web site: comfront@web.ca  E-mail: 
http://www.commonfrontiers.ca/   

 
Projet accompagnement solidarité Colombie (Canada). 

http://www.pasc.ca/es  
 
Canadian Union of Public Employees (Canada). 

1375 St. Laurent OTTAWA, Ontario K1G 0Z7 | Ph: (613) 237-1590 Fax: (613) 237-5508. Web Site: http://cupe.ca/  
 
Center for International Policy Latin America Rights & Security Program (USA).  

1717 Massachusetts Ave., NW • Washington, DC 20036 • Phone: (202) 232-3317 • Fax: (202) 232-3440. 
http://www.ciponline.org  

 
Copies:  
 Vice – President, Mr. Angelino Garzón. 
 Minister of Interior and Justice, Mr. Germán Vargas Lleras. 
 General Prosecutor of Colombia, Mrs. Viviane Morales. 
 General Attorney of Colombia, Mr. Alejandro Ordoñez.  
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