NOTES,  CSN delegation Meeting with a dozen Peace Community Leaders

Monday April 18, afternoon

The leaders of the community had been meeting with the government. No president has ever met with them.  They were meeting with the Fiscalia and the Mayor’s office and the Army Brigade.  They decided   they would only talk with representatives of the national government

In the past, they had asked President Pastrana for a Casa de Justicia in the community.  It would have housed offices of the Procuraduria, Fiscalia, and Defensoria. They wanted to have the presence of the civilian government.The government  representatives all said that would be done, but no one of them did anything to bring it about.
Then, to current President Uribe’s government they proposed an observer commission.  The Army kept saying that the Peace Community had weapons and tunnels to take the weapons to the guerrillas.  So the Peace Community proposed that the UN, the Defensoria, Procuraduria and international observers could live in the community and observe if there are weapons and the tunnels, and whatever was going on.  The observers could stay two months or so, talk to people, visit, and then write a report.  Once again the government said that was a good idea, but again nothing happened.  

The community had monthly meetings with Vice President Santos and sometimes government representatives even came here to San Jose.  These meetings were because of the decision of the Inter-American Court for Human Rights, which had ordered interim measures and meetings on how to carry out the protective measures they require of the Colombian government.

The location of a police station was discussed with a Colonel who is in charge of human rights for the Police.  They had agreed on a number of things.  Vice-president Francisco Santos had sent a letter.  The Peace Community answered the letter after a lot of meetings.  Luis Eduardo Guerra worked hard on these meetings.

On January 24 they had agreed on where the police station would be located.  Santos’ office was to call the Peace Community with the answers of the government to the community’s proposals.  But they didn’t call nor do anything.

Then the massacre happened.  And this is when the government decided to send the police into the urban area of San Jose.

Here are the community’s objections:

1. This ignored their agreement.

2. It changed the rules

3. The government won’t talk about the investigation of the massacre.

4. The government is saying the Peace Community is responsible for the massacre because it didn’t accept the police.

The Peace Community’s point of view is as follows :
There have always been Police and Army all over in the area of the community.  There have been as many as 8 checkpoints on the road to San Jose.  Although the Peace Community doesn’t want police in the community, they have always been all over.

And the massacre happened far away from San Jose, so a police station in the town would not have prevented it.

The massacre has effectively ended the talks with the government.  The Peace Community has no basis to trust the military.  Most all of the 150 killings in the community since declaring it to be a Peace Community 1997 have been by soldiers and paramilitaries.

The Peace Community representatives said that they think that the President has attacked the community to avoid the guilt of the 17th Brigade. 
There is a long story of Army abuses.  It goes all the way back to the murders of the leaders of the Union Patriotica  UP (see Background notes).  The Union Patriotica government in Apartado helped the peasants.  It built schools and health centers.  It worked on the road between Apartado and San Jose and other roads.  But most of  the UP leaders were killed.  When the UP was destroyed, the peasants were helpless.  They were attacked because the paramilitaries wanted their land.

A number of the little hamlets in the hills were emptied out by killing.  The Peace Community was started to end that.  They sought help from the church, from international sources and from NGO’s.

The attacks didn’t stop.  There have been a lot of witnesses of the abuses, the bombings, the killings.  

When you are displaced, they take your land, burn your house, eat your pigs.  All this time, the government has never attempted to bring any perpetrator to justice.

The last meeting with the government was January 27, 2005.  

Less than a month later  the massacre occurred.

All of the 14 hamlets were aware of troop movements. On February 18, 2005, the troops were in La Esperanza.  On February 19, soldiers told a person in La Esperanza, “Go to San Jose now.  You can’t stay here.” On Sunday, February 20, in Las Nieves the soldiers killed a man who was said to be a guerrilla.  A six-year-old girl was also injured in that shooting.  The soldiers kept on.

On Monday in the morning, they met Luis Eduardo Guerra, who was going to his farm.  They knew who he was and that he was recognized nationally and internationally.

Then they went to Alfonso Bolivar Tuberquia’s house and killed him and his family.  They intend to exterminate the Peace Community.  

They started to say that the FARC did it.  They said Luis Eduardo and Alfonso Bolivar Tuberquia were guerrillas trying to demobilize and they were killed by FARC.  They denied the military were in the area at all.

If the military were not in the area, who killed the guerrilla commander in the house with the little girl?  That house is only one hour from the place where the others were killed.

Now the government says the police had to come in because San Jose is a ‘vacation spot’ for guerrillas.  They said that all the people of San Jose are guerrillas and that San Jose obstructs justice, and so do the international people who accompanythem.
President Uribe came to Apartado and authorized the Police and the Army to enter San Jose.That is when the Peace Community said they would not stay in San Jose and they got started with the work of making the move.  They have been stigmatized in the newspapers.

They already have 35 houses built at their new settlement, and they are building more.  They need money for the roofs.  They have been working very hard.  People from other hamlets and communities have come to help.  There are now only 7 families left in old San Jose. The Peace Community representatives said that they  respect the 7 families’ decision to  stay in San Jose. They have never threatened anyone they say.

The Bishop said that the leaders should allow people to decide on their own. The leaders say they demand respect for all—for all civilians- whether up in the hills, in San Jose, or in San Josecito (the new settlement under construction)’.

‘The government did send teachers to San Jose but never provided a health center.  There are no schools in the hamlets up in the hills.  No road work is done.  

‘People came up to San Jose from Apartado for the fiesta that the police and Apartado town council put on eight days ago, to get the free chickens and feed given out by the police, and then they went back to Apartado.  The people here saw that.  The media interviewed them and they said they were from other communities. 

President Uribe has blown off the Inter-American Court.

One of the Community representatives said  it appeared Yorbelis Restrepo was murdered  because the Army didn’t want anyone in San Jose to prosper.Another Community leader

said he thought the Army assumed that any merchandise in Yorbelis’ little store would go to the guerrillas.  

The Peace Community representatives said that the people are afraid that the next attack will be false legal charges(CSN ‘s  delegation last June found the same concern them) President Uribe’s words arouse that fear, they said. The government will try to trump up proof of guerrilla activity. The best way to be safe is to continue to be organized, the Community leaders said.
The farmer whose land was taken for the police station  has papers to show he owns the land, but he is afraid to complain about the Police taking his land.  He could be killed.  He does not want to sell.  He bought the land  to be close to the school.  He doesn’t even want his name known.  He would rather lose the land and house than lose his life.  He has never seen justice done—only injustice.

The leaders are worried that the Ralito process (demobilization of paramilitaries) will bring a lot of new paramilitaries whose only goal will be to destroy San Jose.  They are using Santa Fe de Ralito as a place to lay plans for whom to kill.

The message of the death of Luis Eduardo Guerra is very worrisome, because he was the one who dealt most with the government and with the Inter-American Court, and the killers knew that and didn’t care.

What happened to the group that was returning to Apartado after finding the bodies ?It consisted of Fiscalia, Procuraduria and Police.There was a military operation in this area.  There were some people the Peace Community leaders said they had talked to before.  They told them, “You know our rules.  Ask the police to leave.”  So they did, and thePpolice did leave. They  started to talk a little. They told this people they expected a new decision from the Inter-American Court in Costa Rica.

In 2000 there was a massacre at La Union.  There was an investigation.  About 120 witnesses gave declarations.  Many of those witnesses were killed or harmed, but there was no result from the investigation..Another commission to evaluate that investigation has been proposed.  The government representatives said they thought that would be a good idea.

When talking to the Fiscalia and Procuraduria officials who visited the Community after the February massacre, the Peace Community representatives mentioned this situation.  They wanted to wait before they gave testimony.  They said they were afraid because of the Police and the Army.  The Fiscalia and Procuraduria said, “We came from Bogota to investigate.”  But the leaders said, ‘we won’t talk until we hear from the Inter-American Court.’
Both Emilio and Sister Clara warned the people from the Fiscalia and the Procuraduria that there were a lot of soldiers around.  The peasants had told them they had seen them.  But they headed back to Apartado.  They were attacked in a place called Caracoli. Then Emilio and Sister Clara were called the suspects.

The driver who drove the vehicle that later brought the massacre bodies down to Apartado was threatened by Wilmar Durango.Carlos Franco, head of the President’s Human Rights office, moved the driver to Bogota to protect him. (Later, on April 25, Carlos Franco told us that Wilmar Durango would be charged for that threat.)

 The Peace Community  leaders said that sometimes Col. Duque, Commander of the Bejarano-Munoz Battallion of the 17th Brigade, says he is responsible for Wilmar Durango. Sometimes he says he has never heard of him.

The Inter-American Court in Costa Rica held a hearing in March.Carlos Franco represented the government.  They talked about Wilmar Durango.He had been detained by the Fiscalia, but they said they had to release him for lack of proof.  

Community leaders said the government uses witnesses against the community who are bought or threatened.
Just recently, at 8 a.m soldiers entered shooting into a house in La Cristalina.  The residents were a woman named Nubia an old man and 2 children, ages 5 and 9.  The Army isn’t supposed to shoot civilians.  At 9:15 helicopters arrived bombing and shooting.

A representative of the Brigade said they had been firing at guerrillas.That evening there was a confrontation between the Army and some guerrillas.  Soldiers regularly attack civilians and they have say it was combat with the guerrillas.  There is a lot of shooting.

In La Linda a woman and an 8-year old were walking with their mule and some fruit.  They were shot at, so they ran and left the mule.The soldiers took the fruit.  They ate some and destroyed the rest.  When the woman came back for her mule, they called her a guerrilla. They said they would cut off her head if she didn’t turn over the machine gun and tell them where the guerrillas were.  She said they better cut off her head, because she didn’t have a machine gun and didn’t know where the guerrillas were. So they finally gave her back her mule, but they told her that if she returned there they would cut off her head. This same woman had a little store in San Jose and they took all of her stuff when she went to La Linda.
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