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I.

Overview of the Human Rights Situation

Colombia’s internal armed conflict continues to result in serious abuses by irregular armed groups,
including the guerrillas of the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) and National Liberation
Army (ELN) and paramilitary successor groups such as the Urabeños and Rastrojos. Killings, threats, forced
recruitment, and sexual violence are common abuses. More than four million Colombians have been
internally displaced, and more than one hundred thousand persons continue to be displaced each year.
Human rights defenders, community leaders, trade unionists, journalists, indigenous and Afro-Colombian
leaders, and displaced persons’ leaders face death threats and other abuses.
In 2011, the administration of President Juan Manuel Santos secured passage of the Victims and Land
Restitution Law, which aims to return millions of acres of stolen and abandoned land to internally displaced
persons. Implementation of the law has advanced slowly, and no land had been returned under the law as
of September 2012. The Santos administration has also backed constitutional reforms that threaten to
promote impunity for egregious abuses by guerrillas, paramilitaries, and the military.
II.

Legal Framework for Peace Amendment

In July 2012, Colombia promulgated the “Legal Framework for Peace” constitutional amendment. Aimed at
facilitating peace agreements with guerrilla groups, the amendment allows Congress, and subsequently
justice authorities, to drop prosecutions and fully suspend prison sentences against guerrillas,
paramilitaries and military members responsible for crimes against humanity and war crimes. The
amendment directly conflicts with Colombia’s obligations under international law to investigate, prosecute
and punish grave violations of human rights and international humanitarian law.1 In the words of
Colombia’s Attorney General Eduardo Montealegre, a proponent of the amendment, “Let’s not lie to
ourselves, let’s talk frankly: the new framework for peace is a conditioned amnesty, including for grave
violations of human rights.”2
The amendment contains three fundamental problems:
1) The amendment empowers Congress to limit prosecutions of atrocities to those guerrillas, paramilitaries,
and military members who meet Congress’ criteria of “most responsible.” Consequently, justice officials
would exempt from prosecution others who were closely involved in the planning, execution and cover up
of the same crimes, but not deemed “most responsible.”3
2) The amendment empowers Congress to exempt entire cases of human rights violations and war crimes
from criminal investigation, thus violating a basic right enshrined by international law: access to a judicial
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remedy for violations of fundamental rights.4 This is because the amendment enables Congress to limit
criminal investigations of atrocities only to cases of crimes against humanity and war crimes “committed in
a systematic way.” Consequently, cases of egregious abuses such as massacres, rapes, and enforced
disappearances would only be subject to criminal investigation if they are found to form part of a
widespread or systematic attack.
3) The amendment empowers Congress to suspend prison sentences or apply non-judicial punishments for all
guerrillas, paramilitaries and military personnel convicted of atrocities, including those deemed “most
responsible” for Colombia’s worst crimes.5 Congress thus has the authority to guarantee that top FARC
commanders convicted of egregious abuses do not spend a single day in prison.
With regard to violence against women and girls—a widespread6 occurrence in the context of the
Colombian conflict—the amendment contravenes binding UN Security Council Resolutions that “stres[s] the
need for the exclusion of sexual violence crimes from amnesty provisions in the context of conflict
resolution processes,” and “emphasiz[e] the responsibility of all States to put an end to impunity and
prosecute those responsible for all forms of violence committed against women and girls in armed
conflicts.”7
The Colombian government has invoked the failures of the 2005 Justice and Peace Law to justify and
promote the Legal Framework for Peace amendment. There is no doubt that the Justice and Peace Law has
produced severely limited results: as of July 2012, seven years since the law passed, special Justice and
Peace prosecutors had obtained just eight convictions of paramilitaries. However, far from improving this
situation of impunity, the proposed amendment would significantly worsen it. Indeed, the amendment
directly contradicts several of the recommendations Colombia accepted during the previous Universal
Periodic Review (UPR) cycle. These recommendations include to “*c+ontinue efforts to combat impunity,”
and to “prevent anyone in the military, paramilitary or guerrilla forces who is accused of grave human
rights violations and crimes against humanity from benefitting from the amnesty laws.”
III.

Military Justice System Reform

As of the writing of this submission in October 2012, the Santos administration is promoting a
constitutional amendment to reform the military justice system that would ensure that cases of serious
human rights abuses committed by the armed forces are investigated and tried by military justice
authorities. The bill has passed five of eight required Congressional debates, and directly contravenes the
jurisprudence of Colombia’s high courts and the Inter-American Court of Human Rights, which have
repeatedly found that human rights violations should not be handled by the military justice system.8
The latest version of the proposed amendment9 would provide that military courts handle all violations of
international humanitarian law by the security forces, except for crimes against humanity, genocide, and
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enforced disappearances. As a consequence, military justice authorities would investigate and try many
other types of violations, including extrajudicial executions, torture and rape. These types of abuses would
only be considered crimes against humanity—and thereby excluded from military jurisdiction—if they were
found to form part of a widespread or systematic attack.
The constitutional amendment would also create a commission composed partly of military justice system
personnel that would intervene in cases of doubt as to the competent jurisdiction for alleged abuses. While
the latest version of the bill says that the nature of the commission’s intervention will be defined in a future
law, the initial versions of the bill stated that it would immediately verify the facts of cases and decide
whether they are referred to the military or civilian justice systems. If this mandate is ultimately established
for the commission, it would represent a major setback as compared to Colombia’s current policy and
jurisprudence, which empowers civilian authorities to immediately take control over investigations of
alleged human rights violations, even in cases of doubt. Indeed, any form of intervention by a commission
containing military justice system personnel in the investigation of alleged human rights abuses would
undermine current accountability mechanisms in Colombia. There would be no guarantees as to the
independence of such a commission, given that the military justice system has repeatedly been found to
lack the independence and impartiality necessary to handle human rights cases.10
The constitutional amendment could also lead to the transfer of current human rights investigations—
including of cases of extrajudicial executions known as “false positives”—from civilian jurisdiction back to
the military justice system. This is because security force members who have come under investigation for
human rights violations will be able to argue that the law most favorable to them should be applied
retroactively and that therefore they have the right to be investigated and tried by a military tribunal.
During the previous UPR cycle in 2008, Colombia accepted the recommendation to “adopt measures to
ensure that the military justice system does not claim jurisdiction in human rights cases involving members
of the security forces.” Since then, civilian prosecutors have advanced, albeit slowly, in investigations of
alleged extrajudicial executions attributed to the military, and the number of cases reported annually has
dramatically declined.11 (However, there continued to be reported cases of extrajudicial killings attributed
to state agents in 2011 and 2012.) It is troubling that rather than adhering to recommendations accepted
during the last UPR cycle, the Colombian government has promoted a reform that would virtually
guarantee impunity for military abuses.12
IV.

Anti-union Violence

The number of trade unionists killed every year is less today than a decade ago, but it remains high: 47
were killed in 2009, 51 in 2010, 30 in 2011, and 12 between January and September 15 2012, according to
the National Labor School (ENS), Colombia’s leading NGO monitoring labor rights.13
No one has been held accountable for the vast majority of the more than 2,900 trade unionist killings
reported by the ENS since 1986. As of May 2012, the Attorney General’s Office’s sub-unit of prosecutors
dedicated to anti-union violence had opened investigations into 815 cases of trade unionists killings, and in
combination with other prosecutors from the Human Rights Unit, reported having obtained convictions for
263 cases. This progress is largely due to confessions by paramilitaries participating in the Justice and Peace
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process, and there have been severely limited results in prosecuting crimes committed since 2007, which
are not covered by the demobilization law.
V.

Land Restitution

The passage of the 2011 Victims and Land Restitution Law represented an important step in addressing the
recommendation accepted by Colombia during the previous UPR cycle to “[t]ake measures to ameliorate
the effects of the displacement of civilians…and adop*t+ immediate measures for the restitution of lands.”
As of this writing, the Colombian government has advanced slowly in implementing its land restitution
program under the law. The Santos administration estimated that there would be 2,100 judicial rulings in
land restitution cases under the Victims Law in 2012, and 60,000 rulings by 2014;14 however, as of midSeptember 2012, just 197 claims had been brought before specialized land restitution judges, and no land
had been returned under the law. Abuses against displaced land claimants and their leaders in recent
years—including threats, forced displacements, and killings—have created a climate of fear for those
seeking restitution in several areas of the country.
VI.

Gender-based Violence and Displacement

Gender-based violence is a widespread problem in Colombia. A 2010 government-supported survey found
that 37 percent of the women surveyed had suffered violence at the hands of their intimate partners and
about 16 percent reported sexual violence.15
Displaced women and girls face even higher risks of gender-based violence.16 Many displaced women and
girls live in poverty and in communities with high levels of violence, which contribute to their risk of
abuses.17
Human Rights Watch interviewed more than 80 displaced women and girls in 2012 about gender-based
violence. They described being subjected to individual and gang rapes, as well as death threats and
beatings by intimate partners. Some became pregnant from rape, suffered from sexually transmitted
infections, and could not access timely medical care. Perpetrators in gender-based violence crimes are
rarely brought to justice.
The Colombian government, to its credit, has ambitious laws, policies, and programs to address genderbased violence and the particular risk to displaced women and girls.18 Human Rights Watch has
documented, however, that displaced women and girls continue to lack access to health and justice
services after being victimized by gender-based violence.
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In the health sector, Human Rights Watch found a daunting array of obstacles to medical services for
victims of gender-based violence. These include the failure of health facilities to properly implement the
relevant laws and policies, resulting in inadequate screening for signs of gender-based violence,
mistreatment of victims, and arbitrary denials or delays in providing essential services.
Barriers to justice for displaced women and girls after gender-based violence include mistreatment by
authorities, evidentiary challenges, and fear of retribution. Moreover, some officials told Human Rights
Watch they felt Colombia has not dedicated sufficient resources for staff and training of personnel in the
justice sector. Women’s rights advocates and victims themselves told Human Rights Watch that women
and girls, especially those who are displaced and living in unfamiliar cities, lack knowledge about victims’
rights under laws on gender-based violence, including where and how to access the services to which they
are entitled.
VII.

Recommendations

The Colombian government should:
1. Ensure that victims of crimes against humanity and war crimes are guaranteed access to an
effective judicial remedy, and that those responsible for atrocities are criminally investigated and
prosecuted and receive punishments after a court conviction that are proportionate to the gravity
of the crime.
2. Ensure that civilian, rather than military, authorities investigate, prosecute and try all alleged
human rights violations by the security forces.
3. Significantly increase personnel—particularly lawyers—in the national land restitution office, and
create a special prosecutorial unit dedicated to investigating threats and violence against land
claimants and illegal land seizures (despojo), with offices in all the regions where land restitution is
taking place.
4. Implement its current laws regarding gender-based violence, including the Constitutional Court
Order of 2008, Auto 092/2008; ensure all government employees are trained about their
obligations under these laws; institute a robust monitoring system for maximum accountability;
and undertake public awareness campaigns tailored to the unique needs of marginalized groups,
including displaced women and girls.
5. Vigorously investigate and prosecute officials who are credibly alleged to have collaborated with or
tolerated paramilitary successor groups.
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