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“The defense of human rights in Colombia continues to be a high-risk activity”  1 

1 United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (UNHCHR), Report A/HRC/46/76, Situation of Human Rights in Colombia.
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1. INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT

Human rights defenders2 have seen their own 
rights violated by actions that prevent them from 
carrying out their work freely. These actions include 
threats, persecution, arbitrary detention, judicial 
harassment, stigmatization and even homicide.3 
As a result of this situation, the UN has stipulated, 
on numerous occasions, the need to protect the 
right	 to	 defend	 human	 rights,	 defining	 it	 as	 a	 right	
in itself, with the aim of putting an end to the 
persecution of those who carry out this activity.4

In this sense, in 1998, the “Declaration on the right 
and responsibility of individuals, groups and 
institutions to promote and protect universally 
recognized Human Rights and Fundamental 
Freedoms” 5  ((onwards, Statement on Human 
Rights Defenders), which enshrines the right 
of every person, individually or collectively, to 
promote	 and	 seek	 the	 protection	 and	 fulfillment	
of human rights and fundamental freedoms. 

This	 declaration	 also	 reaffirms	 essential	 rights	 for	 the	
defense of human rights, such as freedom of association, 
assembly, opinion, expression, the right of access to 
information, to participate in the management of public 
affairs, to have effective remedies available and to be 
protected	in	the	event	of	the	violation	of	one’s	rights,	to	file	
complaints before a judicial authority or other competent 
authorities, and to obtain a decision without delay that 
provides  the corresponding redress, among others.

Correlatively, it declares the responsibility and duty of 
States to protect, promote, and implement those rights 
and liberties, adopting the necessary measures to 

2	The	Special	Rapporteur	report	on	the	situation	of	human	rights	defenders	in	2018,	on	the	occasion	of	the	20th	anniversary	of	the	Declaration,	defines	the	
term	“human	rights	defender”	as	“any	person	who,	individually	or	collectively,	acts	or	wishes	to	act	to	promote,	protect	or	seek	the	protection	and	fulfillment	
of human rights and fundamental freedoms at the local, national, regional or international levels. Human rights defenders defend, claim, enforce, protect 
and promote human rights, and the actions they undertake must be peaceful in nature” (A/73/215).
3 “15. Murders; extrajudicial executions; forced disappearances; torture; cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment; arbitrary detentions; physical and digital 
threats; criminalization; forced displacement; harassment; stigmatization; digital attacks; restrictions to intervene before international bodies and 
administrative limitations to call demonstrations and to operate. These are some of the most frequent human rights violations against human rights defenders.
These violations are not sporadic or isolated but are part of systematic patterns that are intended to intimidate and silence the critical voices of human 
rights defenders, weaken their organizational movements, and inhibit other people from defending their human rights.” (A/74/159, July 15, 2019).
4 “Recognition of the critical role played by human rights defenders and the violations to which many of them are subjected convinced the United Nations 
that special efforts were needed to protect defenders and their activities.
The	first	action	consisted	of	officially	defining	the	“defense”	of	human	rights	as	a	right	in	itself	and	recognizing	the	people	who	work	for	these	rights	as	
“human	rights	defenders”	(Office	of	the	United	Nations	High	Commissioner	for	Human	Rights,	2004,	p.	21).
5 Approved by the UN General Assembly, through Resolution A/RES/53/144 of March 8, 1999.

create the conditions (e.g.: social, economic, political) 
and the legal assurances required for all persons under 
their jurisdiction to enjoy such rights and liberties. 
It points out that the States must adopt legislative, 
administrative, and other measures necessary to 
ensure that the rights and liberties of the Declaration 
are effectively guaranteed. In addition, it urges States 
to recognize the value and contribution of human 
rights defenders to peace, sustainable development, 
and human rights (A/73/230 of September 27, 2018).

This non-binding Declaration is a soft law instrument 
and guides the action of the States that are part of 
the UN. Its development is promoted by the special 
rapporteur for the topic. 6 

In 2012, the Special Rapporteur on the Situation 
of Human Rights Defenders expressly included 
environmental defenders as part of human 
rights defenders. 7  In this regard, she pointed 
out the following: “those who defend land rights, 
the right to natural resources and the right to a 
clean environment are protected by the United 
Nations Declaration on Human Rights Defenders” 8 
(Wijdekopthe, p. 5).

The organization Global Witness, which has played 
a fundamental role in making the situation of 
environmental defenders visible through its annual 
reports,	 defines	 defenders	 of	 the	 land	 and	 the	
environment as follows:

(…) people who take peaceful actions, whether voluntarily or 
professionally, to protect environmental or land rights. They 
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are often ordinary people who may not define themselves as 
“defenders”. Some are indigenous or peasant leaders living in 
remote mountains or isolated forests, protecting their ancestral 
lands and traditional livelihoods from mining projects, dams, 
and luxury hotels. Others are park rangers dealing with 
poaching and illegal logging. They could even be lawyers, 
journalists or NGO staff working to expose environmental abuse 
and land grabbing (GW, 2016, p. 12).

Unfortunately, on many occasions, the actions of human 
rights defenders collide with political, business, and 
criminal interests that seek to appropriate natural 
resources. Thus, disputes habitually arise between 
governments, companies, criminal groups, and local 
communities for the use of land and natural resources. 
Most of the murders documented by Global Witness have 
to	do	with	these	conflicts.

The UN has also emphasized the need to pay attention 
to the risk to which environmental rights defenders 
are exposed. 9 In 2016, the Special Rapporteur on the 
situation of human rights defenders emphasized the 
situation of environmental human rights defenders,10 
sounding the alarm over the escalation of violence 
against them. 

The increase in violence against environmental 
defenders is an indication of a crisis that is unfolding 
on a global scale.11 The UN points out that they cannot 
properly defend environmental rights if they cannot 
even exercise their own rights (access to information, 
freedom of expression, assembly, association, 
participation in decision-making, among others.) 

The Special Rapporteur made recommendations 
to reverse the trend and protect environmental 
defenders,	 highlighting	 the	 benefits	 for	 the	 planet	
and sustainable development. Empowering and 
protecting these defenders is an essential part of 
overall environmental protection. International 
6 The mandate of the Rapporteurship on the situation of human rights defenders was established in 2000 by the Commission on Human Rights (E/
CN/2000/61), and has been extended several times. Last year (March 2020), it was once again extended for three additional years (HRC decision 43/115). 
Its functions include promoting the effective implementation of the Declaration; studying the trends, evolution and challenges regarding the right of all 
persons to promote and protect human rights; recommending effective strategies to protect defenders of these rights, and following up on them at all levels 
where they may be involved, among others.
7 The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), in its publication Defenders of the Environment and their Recognition in International and 
Regional Law, cites the report of the then Special Rapporteur on the Situation of Human Rights Defenders - United Nations A/HRC/19/55, December 21, 
2011, which states: “Human rights defenders are a thoroughly heterogeneous group that includes defenders carrying out a vast range of activities related 
to land and environmental rights, including those working on issues related to extractive industries and construction and development projects, those 
working for the rights of indigenous and minority communities, women human rights defenders, and journalists” (Bold text not in original document).
Additionally, the report of Special Rapporteur, Mr. Michel Forst, A/73/215 of July 23, 2018 (on the occasion of the 20th anniversary of the Declaration), 
mentions the evolution of the expression “human rights defenders”, noting that in recent years there has been an effort to highlight the work of some less 
visible groups, such as defenders of environmental rights. In addition, their work as promoters and disseminators of environmental issues was highlighted, 
an	activity	they	carry	out	through	the	environmental	exploration	of	unique	areas	in	terms	of	fauna	and	flora.		
8  “Application of General Assembly Resolution 60/251 of March 15, 2006, entitled “Human Rights Council,” Report presented by the Special Representative 
of the Secretary General on the issue of human rights defenders, Hina Jilani A/HRC/4/37, paragraph 45”
9 The Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders, in report A/71/281 of August 3, 2016, highlights the interrelationship between environmental 
and land rights, which are often indissociable, and so these two broad categories are usually combined under expressions such as ‘defenders of environmental and 
land rights’, ‘defenders of environmental rights’, ‘environmental activists’ or ‘defenders of environmental human rights’, which includes them all.

EUGENIA PONCE DE LEÓN CHAUX
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10	“53.	Defenders	of	environmental	human	rights	are	one	of	the	most	heterogeneous	groups	of	defenders.	This	category	encompasses	a	wide	variety	of	people,	profiles	
and backgrounds, from small farmers without property titles to journalists and lawyers specializing in environmental issues, and from well-organized non-governmental 
organizations to isolated indigenous communities. Often, some of these groups have already suffered from marginalization. In many cases, they do not have the ability to 
challenge decisions in court or do not have access to the media. They also suffer marginalization due to the nature of the struggle they lead as human rights defenders. Many 
become defenders of environmental human rights “accidentally” or out of “necessity”, opposing injustice or damage to the environment. This may increase their vulnerability, 
as they may not identify themselves as defenders of environmental human rights and, therefore, may be unaware of their rights, existing protection measures and mechanisms, 
or of organizations that could support them (A/71/281, August 3, 2016, page 19).
11 The UN Human Rights Council, through Resolution A/HRC/RES/40/11 of 2019, reiterates this by recognizing that human rights defenders make an important and 
legitimate contribution to the promotion and protection of human rights related to the enjoyment of the environment. It also expresses its deep concern that they are 
among those who are most exposed and most at risk, as well as their families, communities, legal representatives, etc., who increasingly suffer more murders, violent 
acts (including gender-based violence), threats, intimidation, smear campaigns, acts of criminalization and judicial harassment, and displacement, highlighting women 
defenders and members of indigenous peoples. Likewise, Resolution A/RES/74/146 of January 8, 2020, to apply the Declaration on the Right and Responsibility of 
Individuals, Groups and Institutions to Promote and Protect Universally Recognized Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, states: [it is] “deeply concerning that 
human rights defenders dealing with environmental issues, known as environmental human rights defenders, are among those most exposed and most at risk.”  Thus, year 
after	year,	the	same	thing	is	reaffirmed	about	the	special	risk	situation	of	these	defenders.
12 Report A/74/159 of July 15, 2019 of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders, Michel Forst, examines the persistent impunity 
for human rights violations committed against human rights defenders, developing a regulatory framework on the right of access to justice. It analyzes the 
factual and legal barriers to accessing justice, provides guidelines to guarantee due diligence in investigations, describes good practices implemented by 
States	and	civil	society,	and	makes	recommendations	to	fight	impunity.

commitments, such as the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development (UN Resolution A/RES/70/1, 2015) and 
the Paris Agreement on climate change, will be doomed 
to failure if those who are at the frontline of defense of 
the environment and the achievement of sustainable 
development are not protected.

In 2019, through a resolution approved by the Human 
Rights Council (Resolution A/HRC/RES/40/11, 2019), 
recognition is made of the contribution of human 
rights defenders related to a safe, clean, healthy, and 
sustainable environment, to the enjoyment of human 
rights, the protection of the environment and sustainable 
development. The importance of creating international 
instruments that seek to protect them was also 
emphasized: such is the case of the Regional Agreement 
on Access to Information, Public Participation and 
Access to Justice on Environmental Matters in Latin 
America and the Caribbean (Escazú Agreement).

The UN urges States to implement protection initiatives, 
in consultation with the defenders themselves 
and provided with adequate resources, that are 
comprehensive (that consider individual and collective 
aspects of protection), integrate a gender perspective and 
act as early warning and quick response mechanisms, so 
that competent authorities have timely access and can 
adopt effective protection measures.

At	 the	 same	 time,	 it	 calls	 upon	 the	 States	 to	 fight	
against impunity,12 through impartial and independent 
investigations, and to promote a safe and conducive 
environment so that those concerned about human 
rights and environmental issues (including biodiversity) 
can act without facing violence or insecurity.

States must adopt effective laws or policies to guarantee 
the right to participate in public affairs, in cultural life 
and in decisions about the environment. The foregoing, 

in order to guarantee the right to receive and disseminate 
information held by public authorities, and the right of 
access to justice in the environmental sphere. 

Everything mentioned above is in line with the purposes 
and rights guaranteed in the Escazú Agreement. It 
also urges the establishment of effective legal and 
institutional frameworks to prevent, mitigate, and repair 
damage to biological diversity, to take into account 
human rights obligations and commitments related to 
the enjoyment of a safe, clean, healthy, and sustainable 
environment, in accordance with the implementation of 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.

In the same vein, it urges States to incorporate the 
guiding principles on companies and human rights, and 
to demand their responsibility on environmental issues. 
It also urges States to bear in mind the role played by 
indigenous human rights defenders and their full and 
effective participation in decisions that directly concern 
them, among other issues.

In 2018, the United Nations Environment Programme, 
presented an initiative to promote greater protection 
of environmental rights defenders and to prevent 
the exercise of their activism from being threatened. 
It recognizes that environmental defenders are a 
subcategory of human rights defenders and, therefore, 
are part of the Declaration on Human Rights Defenders, 
as has been reiterated in multiple resolutions and in 
other international instruments.  

This initiative was accompanied by a policy that seeks 
to stand up to the threats, intimidation, violence and 
murder of environmental defenders, helping people to 
understand their rights, to defend them, and support 
States to better protect environmental rights.13 The 
policy includes a rapid response mechanism for 
communities or people whose rights have been violated 

INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT
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or threatened, so that they can contact UNEP directly 
and	 confidentially,	 and	 proposes	 a	 protocol	 to	 be	
followed in these cases, which includes legal assistance 
(UN Environment, “Promote the improvement of the 
protection of environmental defenders”).

On the other hand, the IUCN (Wijdekopthe, p. 20) 
mentions that the regional human rights protection 
system that is most sensitive to environmental 
defenders has been the Inter-American Human 
Rights System. In 1999, the Organization of American 
States, OAS, concerned that situations had arisen 
in America that impeded or hindered the tasks of 
human	rights	defenders,	approved	its	first	resolution	
on this issue (which includes individuals, groups, and 
civil society organizations), within the framework of 
the 1998 Declaration of UN Defenders (AG/RES. 1671 
(XXIX-O/99), 1999). 

This resolution recognizes the importance of the work 
they carry out and their valuable contribution to the 
promotion, respect, and protection of fundamental 
rights and liberties, as well as the need to eliminate 
violations of their rights at the national and regional 
level.  For this reason, it calls on the Member States 
to grant the assurances and terms necessary for the 
exercise of these tasks.  

The OAS also created the Rapporteur on Human 
Rights Defenders, which, through its specialized 
analysis, supports petitions before the Inter-American 

Commission on Human Rights in order to mitigate 
possible violations of these defenders’ rights. This 
Commission has held several thematic hearings on 
the situation of human rights defenders who work on 
environmental issues. 14  

It should be noted that the Latin American and 
Caribbean	Region	is	the	first	in	the	world	to	approve	
an international binding instrument, which includes 
an express article on the rights of environmental 
defenders15  and the duties of States to protect them.16 
This instrument is known as the Escazú Agreement. 17   

The Escazú Agreement develops Principle 10 of the 
Rio de Janeiro Declaration, which deals with what is 
known as access rights. This principle is a pillar of 
environmental democracy (right to environmental 
information, participation, and justice), whose 
guarantee of timely, adequate, and effective conditions, 
is closely linked to the protection of those who defend 
environmental rights and champion these causes.18 
This, given that environmental defense often demands 
the exercise of such rights in order to be able to really 
influence	 decisions	 that	 affect	 the	 environment	 and	
society. Thus, this instrument, in addition to dealing 
with environmental protection and democracy, is 
pioneering in terms of human rights agreements.

In this way, one of the great contributions of this 
Agreement to Latin America (the continent that has been 
hardest hit by the killing of environmental defenders19), 

13	At	the	launch	of	this	initiative,	the	UNEP	Director	stated:	“Defenders	are	heroes	fighting	to	protect	the	planet	and	its	inhabitants,	but	the	sad	reality	is	that	
many of them are paying a high price with their safety and, sometimes, with their lives. It is our duty to support those who are on the right side of history, 
and that means defending the most fundamental and universal of all human rights, which is life.” https://www.unenvironment.org/es/news-and-stories/
comunicado-de-prensa/onu-lanza-iniciativa-para-proteger-los-defensores-del-medio
14 For example, in 2015 a hearing was held on the human rights situation of environmental defenders in relation to extractive industries, and another one 
on	women’s	rights.	Hearings	on	environmental	defenders	have	also	been	held	in	specific	countries.	The	Commission	has	expressed	its	concern	about	the	
persecution of environmental defenders and has issued precautionary measures (that is, measures that seek to avoid a serious and imminent danger to 
people) to protect them. There are also several rulings from the Inter-American Court of Human Rights (Wijdekopthe, IUCN NL, pp. 20-21).
15	“The	Escazú	Agreement	is	the	first	in	the	world	to	include	provisions	on	human	rights	defenders	on	environmental	matters,	those	who	give	their	lives	
for life.” ECLAC. [online]. [accessed February 26, 2021]. Available on the internet: https://www.cepal.org/es/noticias/cepal-celebra-pronta-entrada-vi-
gor-acuerdo-escazu-destaca-compromiso-la-region-desarrollo16 Thus, Article 9 of the Agreement reads: “Defenders of human rights in environmental 
matters.

1.  Each Party shall guarantee a safe and conducive environment in which individuals, groups and organizations that promote and defend human rights on environmental 
matters can act free of threats, restrictions, and insecurity. 
2.  Each Party shall take adequate and effective measures to recognize, protect, and promote all the rights of human rights defenders in environmental matters, including 
their right to life, personal integrity, freedom of opinion and expression, right of peaceful assembly and association, and the right to move freely, as well as their ability to 
exercise	access	rights,	taking	into	account	the	international	obligations	of	any	such	Party	in	the	field	of	human	rights,	its	constitutional	principles	and	the	basic	elements	
of its legal system
3.      Each Party shall take appropriate, effective, and timely measures to prevent, investigate and punish attacks, threats or intimidation that human rights defenders on 
environmental matters may suffer in the exercise of the rights contemplated in this Agreement.” 

17 It	was	 approved	 in	March	2018	 in	Escazú-Costa	Rica.	 It	was	opened	 for	 signature	 and	 ratification	by	 the	33	 countries	 from	Latin	America	 and	 the	
Caribbean	in	September	2018.	To	enter	into	force,	ratification	was	required	by	11	Member	States,	which	has	already	been	attained	(the	last	to	deposit	the	
instruments	of	ratification	and	thus	comply	with	the	required	number	were	Mexico	and	Argentina,	last	January	22,	2021),	for	which	the	Agreement	will	
come into force on April 22, 2021, coinciding with the International Mother Earth Day, since the Agreement provides that it will come into force 90 days 
following	the	fulfillment	of	this	requirement.	The	Economic	Commission	for	Latin	America	and	the	Caribbean	(ECLAC),	which	played	a	decisive	role	in	its	
approval process, is exercising the secretariat of this Agreement.
18 “ECLAC has pointed out that it is not possible to preserve the environment without protecting those who defend it. This Agreement is also for them and, 
above all, seeks to prevent anyone else from being threatened, attacked, or killed for defending the environment in our region,” adds the highest authority 
of the regional organism of the United Nations.” ECLAC. Available on the internet: https://www.cepal.org/es/noticias/acuerdo-escazu-celebra-tres-anos-
su-adopcion-entrara-vigor-dia-la-madre-tierra
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is to include the aforementioned article 9, which 
creates a new pillar for environmental democracy: the 
protection of environmental human rights defenders 
(Gómez, 2018, p. 76). This point was attained thanks 
to pressure from civil society organizations that 
participated in this process (including Asociación 
Ambiente y Sociedad in Colombia), and due to the 
alarming news about attacks on these leaders that 
are well-known in the region and that make this text a 
priority (Ibid. p. 75).

Article 9 is complemented by general provision 
4.6	 of	 the	 Agreement,	 which	 reaffirms	 the	 parties’	
commitment to guarantee the right of everyone to 
live	 in	 a	 healthy	 environment	 and,	 specifically,	 to	
ensure an environment that is conducive to the work 
of individuals, associations, organizations, or groups 
that promote the protection of the environment, giving 
them recognition and protection.20 

Colombia, despite having participated in the 
negotiation of the Escazú Agreement, refused 
to sign it,21 and only on December 11, 2019, 
executed it as a direct result of citizen pressure. 
Protesters, NGOs, academics, and activists, 
through the Alliance for the Escazú Agreement22 
and the national strike movement23 of 2019, demanded 
from the government, expressly the prioritized 
ratification	of	the	Agreement	to	guarantee	the	4	pillars	
of environmental democracy therein.

Although the signing of the aforementioned agreement 
took	 place	 at	 the	 office	 of	 the	 President	 with	 the	
presence of several of the activists and civil society 
groups that had participated in these discussion tables 
constituting an important step, it became evident that 

19 “Latin America is the deadliest region for environmental defenders, and year after year the situation only gets worse. As States strive to create favorable 
investment environments regardless of the risks of unsustainable exploitation of natural resources, the space for the defense of indigenous peoples’ rights 
and the right to land becomes increasingly narrow” (Pousadela, 2019, p.14).
20 According to Gómez, in the negotiation, civil society managed to avoid protection and recognition being restricted to legally incorporated organizations, 
as some states claimed. There are cases in which organizations of this type are stigmatized and their legal status or registration is even denied or canceled 
because they are in opposition to the Government (Gómez, 2018, P. 76). 
 “Restrictions on civic space that affect civil society organizations (CSOs) and individuals who defend the environment, land, and territory are imposed by law and
 outside the law, or even against it. In fact, the law is used by both the State and corporate actors to suppress critical voices that are bothersome to them. And, in that
	 sense,	it	is	possible	to	identify	three	key	trends.	First,	the	enactment	of	laws	that	hinder	the	registration,	financing,	and	activities	of	CSOs.”	(…)	“Secondly,	the
	 introduction	of	legal	changes	is	observed	to	enable	stricter	control	of	public	space	and	more	authoritarian	handling	of	protests.	(…)	“Thirdly,	the	regular	and	deliberate
 use of the criminal justice system to discourage and undermine activism. A common tactic is to keep defenders detained for fabricated charges for weeks or months,
 eventually releasing them for lack of merit” (Pousadela, 2019, p. 15). 
21 In his recommendations, the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Situation of Human Rights Defenders, Dr. Michel Forst, in the Final Declaration of 
the Mission to visit Colombia from November 20 to December 3, 2018, invited the government to sign the Escazú Agreement.
22	This	is	a	platform	of	NGOs,	universities,	and	networks	that	work	for	the	pillars	of	environmental	democracy	and	specifically	promote	the	ratification	
and implementation of the Escazú Agreement. Among them are: Asociación Ambiente y Sociedad, WWF Colombia, the Inter-American Association for 
the Defense of the Environment (AIDA), the Network for Environmental Justice in Colombia, the Network for Access Rights, Information, and Justice on 
Environmental Matters, Dejusticia, among others.
23 This was the name given to a series of protests and demonstrations held in the country during several non-consecutive days from 2019 to February 2020 
in several cities, which were convened by different sectors of the opposition to the Government and were grouped under the name Comité Nacional del Paro 
(National Strike Committee). As a result of these demonstrations, the Government established thematic discussion tables (one of them on environmental 
matters)	to	debate	citizen	claims,	which	are	known	as	the	“National	Conversation.”	The	ratification	of	the	Escazú	Agreement	represented	a	crucial	point	in	
the environmental dialogue with the President and the Minister of the Environment . 
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this	was	only	a	first	step	and	that	it	was	necessary	to	
continue	with	the	ratification	process,	which	implied	
that the bill would be presented for approval in the 
Congress of the Republic. After the passage of the bill, 
it will go to a prior constitutionality review by the 
Constitutional Court, and once there is a ruling on its 
enforceability,	the	ratification	process	shall	continue	
with the deposit of the respective instrument by the 
Government.

After signing the Agreement, only until July 20, 202024, 
el Gobierno radicó para consideración del Congreso 
de la República el proyecto de ley de aprobación del 
Acuerdo de Escazú, con mensaje de urgencia (lo 
que supone un trámite más expedito) 25.  However, 
contrary to that message, its review has been slowed 
by the opposition deployed by the party of the 
administration, other political parties, and economic 
guilds, which have circulated a series of misleading 
information about the Escazú Agreement. 

In general terms, they have tried to present it 
as dangerous for the country, because it would 
allegedly imply giving up sovereignty by allowing the 
interference of international human rights courts 
in the country. For this sector of the opposition, 
this interference would not only give rise to legal 
uncertainty for investors, but its regulations are 
redundant to domestic legislation. All these myths 
have been, one by one, debunked by academics and 
experts. However, this situation has prevented the 
process from advancing in Congress. For this reason, 
the President of the Republic and the Government 
are urged to honor their commitment to the 
Environmental Table of the National Conversation 
and to the country, and effectively promote and 
lead	 this	 ratification	 before	 Congress	 and	 the	
governmental party.

In 2019, a report by organization Global Witness- 
GW (2020), stated that this year was the most 
dangerous (of the years registered by the 
organization so far) for these defenders 26, which 
shows that both governments and companies have 

24 Previously, the Attorney General, in a statement dated July 8, 2020, had asked the President to submit the Escazú Agreement to Congress: “To this extent, 
it	is	expected	to	have	the	verification	of	concrete	actions	to	harmonize	the	domestic	legal	system	with	the	highest	international	standards	in	the	field	of	
environmental defense and the guarantee of the human rights of environmental defenders. It is for this reason that I respectfully request the necessary 
actions be taken, in accordance with environmental and development policy, to ratify the Escazú Agreement and present the Approval Bill before the 
Congress of the Republic in the legislation term that begins on July 20, and its expedited arrival at the Constitutional Court, thus driving the regional motion 
that fosters the entry into force of this valuable instrument, in response to what is already beginning to be considered as a systematic situation in Colombia, 
whose	figures	of	homicide	of	social	leaders	and	human	rights	defenders,	between	January	1	and	June	30,	2020	report	the	death	of	47	people,	placing	the	
country as one of the most dangerous territories for preserving and protecting the environment.”
25 “We hope that the Congress of the Republic unanimously supports this initiative of the Government, with which we not only materialize the will of various 
social sectors and our communities, endorsed in the framework of the Environmental Table of the Great National Conversation opened last November 
28, 2019, but we also welcome a very important international treaty for Latin America and the Caribbean,” stressed the Minister” (Lozano, July 20, 2020).

EUGENIA PONCE DE LEÓN CHAUX
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failed to comply with their protection responsibilities.27

 In this report, Global Witness mentions the following: 

- More than half of all the murders reported in that 
year occurred in only two countries: Colombia and the 
Philippines. This represents a dramatic increase in the 
number of murders against community leaders in these 
countries. 

-  More than two-thirds of the murders in 2019 took place 
in Latin America. In 2019, 33 murders were reported in 
the Amazon region. Global Witness sources report that 

90% of the murders in Brazil occurred in the Amazon.

-  The right of people to land and natural resources is 
lacking in due protection and recognition. It is clear 
that violence, intimidation, and harassment towards 

these defenders occur when States fail to address the 
structural causes linked to these violations, such as 

resolving pending land claims and formally ensuring the 
right to land of indigenous communities and committing to 
addressing inequality in the distribution of land, including 
aspects related to gender, among others.

- Violence against defenders also occurs when 
companies do not respect human rights in 

their operations, as required by international 
standards. To do this, they must guarantee 

that no business project is developed without 
the free, prior, and informed consent of the 
affected indigenous communities in each 
stage of the respective project and require 
environmental and social impact assessments 
prior to extractive operations, the results of 
which must be public and must be used to 

mitigate the adverse impacts that they may 
generate, among other issues.

-  Mining was the sector most associated with 
killings, with 50 cases in 2019. More than half of 

those victims were from communities affected by 
mining in Latin America.

-  Despite the fundamental and well-known role of tropical 

26 Global Witness, in the 2017 report called: “At what price? Irresponsible Business and the Murder of Defenders of Environment and Land,” documented 
that 24 land and environmental defenders were assassinated in Colombia, ranking third after Brazil and the Philippines. The 2017 report indicates that 60% 
of the murdered people were from Latin America and that every year Colombia ranks among the three worst countries in terms of deaths of environmental 
defenders. In 2018, according to Global Witness in the Enemies of the State report, Colombia reported 24 murders, ranking second after the Philippines. 
27  “In 2019, Global Witness recorded 212 killings of land and environmental defenders, making it the year with the highest number of recorded deaths 
of people defending their homes, forests, and rivers from environmentally destructive industries. On average, four defenders have been killed every week 
since December 2015, the month in which the Paris Climate Agreement was adopted. Furthermore, countless defenders were silenced through violent 
attacks, arrests, death threats, sexual violence or lawsuits” (GW. 2020, p. 8).

INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT
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forests in regulating the climate, it is evident that forest 
destruction continues to grow and that defenders 
who	fight	against	logging	and	deforestation	are	being	
killed. Those who face carbon-intensive industries 
that cause serious damage to ecosystems are not 
only	 activists	 with	 a	 high	 international	 profile,	 but	
also local defenders of the land and the environment, 
who live in these territories and often suffer fatal 
consequences due to the positions they adopt.28

-  It is concerning that many murdered land and 
environmental defenders are members of indigenous 
communities. In 2019, 40% of the victims were 
indigenous, when they only represent 5% of the 
world’s population, which is why it is stated that they 
are at disproportionate risk29.  Their work toward 
autonomous land management and for natural 
resources	plays	a	fundamental	role	in	the	fight	against	
climate change and the loss of biodiversity, as shown 

by many studies that highlight the management 
of these groups and their impact, for instance, on 
lower rates of deforestation and better conservation 
indicators compared to other territories that are not 
managed by ethnic groups. 

-  Women were also widely affected (1 in 10 victims were 
women). Many, in addition to caring for their family and 
working, carry out their work as activists, which makes 
them the target of victimizing events, even suffering 
gender-based threats and sexual violence. 

-  In 2019, environmental advocates and organizations 
faced stigmatization by government entities 
and others, who point to them as opponents of 
development, criminals, terrorists, etc. 

-  It rings the alarm about the adoption of measures 
that reduce peaceful protest in the world and the effect 

EUGENIA PONCE DE LEÓN CHAUX

28	“Agribusiness	and	oil,	gas	and	mining	have	been	the	main	industrial	drivers	of	conflict	and,	by	cutting	down	forests	and	emitting	carbon	dioxide,	they	
are also the sectors that push us further towards climate change” (Ibid. p. 11).  
29 In Colombia, indigenous groups were highly impacted, as they account for half of the murders documented by GW, despite representing only 4.4% of 
the population. 
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of	the	COVID-19	pandemic,	which	has	intensified	the	
violations suffered by these defenders of the land 
and the environment. This is due to the control that 
many governments have imposed on citizens and the 
deregulation of environmental issues. In Colombia, 
confinement	 and	 restrictions	 on	 mobility	 and	
circulation contributed to the fact that, during this 
period, many leaders were assassinated in their own 
houses	where	 they	were	 confined,	which	murderers	
took advantage of, making it easier for them to commit 
crimes (GW, May 7, 2020). 

-  Defenders can only safely engage in activism when 
States, businesses, and investors effectively address 
the	structural	causes	of	conflict.	Companies	and	their	
investors must mitigate risks and repair damage 
related to their supply chains, and states must demand 
accountability.

INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT
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30 The same report lists Colombia as the second country in murders of land and environmental defenders per capita after Honduras in 2019.
31 The report documents that coca growers were offered subsidies to replace production with alternative legal crops, such as cocoa and coffee, but this 
program to substitute crops for illicit use failed in its implementation and many farmers did not receive the payments, which affected the livelihood of a 
large number of families. In addition, many of those who participated in the program have been threatened by criminal organizations and paramilitaries 
that	want	to	maintain	the	drug	trafficking	business.	14	people	were	murdered	in	2019	for	this	reason.
32  122 murders were investigated that occurred between 2010 and 2016. “The conclusions of the study were astonishing: in 102 cases an investigation was 
initiated; but only nine cases resulted in a verdict and only eight of these resulted in a conviction.
Another	ten	cases	were	not	investigated	because	the	Prosecutor’s	Office	did	not	have	the	necessary	information	to	begin	the	investigative	work.	This	puts	
the impunity rate, that is, the proportion of people who literally get away with murder, at 92%.” The Global Witness report in question cites the study by 
Colombian NGO Somos Defensores, “Stop the War Against Defenders,” September 12, 2017, which recommends: “To end Colombia’s culture of impunity, 
their study concluded, prosecutors must receive the training and resources they need to investigate cases and, perhaps more importantly, the endemic 
corruption that prevents the murder of defenders from being investigated must be addressed.”

2. NATIONAL CONTEXT

2.1 DEFEND TOMORROW (DEFENDER EL MAÑANA) REPORT

According to the Global Witness Defend Tomorrow 
Report (July 2020), in 2019 Colombia had the shameful 
first	 place	 ranking	 in	 murders	 of	 leaders	 defending	
the land and the environment around the globe. 64 
homicides were documented in the country, which 
is the highest number recorded (14 were related to 
the substitution of crops for illicit use)30,  followed by 
the Philippines with 43, and Brazil with 24. This is an 
increase of more than 150% compared to 2018 and 
the	 highest	 figure	 recorded	 by	 Global	Witness	 in	 the	
country since it began preparing these reports.

Among the reasons presented by the document to explain 
these facts are the challenges of implementing the Peace 
Accord, including comprehensive rural reform and the 
illicit crop substitution program 31, and the rearrangement 
of power in territories that were previously controlled by 
the FARC and that are now occupied by other illegal actors 
such as organized crime and paramilitary groups, who 
are driving the escalation of violence.

The report in question once again highlights the 
culture of generalized impunity that accompanies 
the attacks, threats, and assassinations of leaders in 
Colombia.	 It	 shows	 how	 perpetrators	 are	 confident	
that they will not be tried, as an estimated 89% of 
these murders do not end in conviction. 

Precisely, the 2017 GW report focused its analysis 
of Colombia on the issue of impunity, identifying it 
as the most decisive factor behind these murders. 
The document states that an investigation by 
this organization and the Cyrus R. Vance Center 
for International Justice “shows how impunity 
continues to fuel violence: perpetrators of past 
attacks against defenders move freely, as most cases 
do not progress beyond the preliminary stage.” 32

The investigations come to nothing, the murderers are 
still running free and “the message sent is clear: here no 
one will be punished for murdering defenders” (Ibid).
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2.2  REPORT A/HRC/46/76, PRESENTED BY THE UNITED NATIONS HIGH COMMISSIONER FOR
        HUMAN RIGHTS OHCHR

Report A/HRC/46/76 addressed the human rights 
situation in Colombia between January 1 and 
December 31, 2020.

In relation to human rights defenders, this report, 
based	on	 information	 from	the	Office	 in	Colombia	of	
the United Nations High Commissioner for Human 
Rights (OHCHR) highlights issues such as: 

-The defense of human rights in Colombia continues to be 
a high-risk activity. In 2020, the OHCHR learned of 133 cases 
of homicides of human rights defenders. Due to restrictions 
stemming from the pandemic, OHCHR was only able to document 
53 33 cases and continues to verify 80.34  Of the documented 
cases, 9 percent of the victims were women, 21 percent from 
an indigenous background, and 4 percent Afro-descendant 
(bold not in original text) (Report A/HRC/46/76, p. 6) 35

- The absence of a comprehensive presence of the 
State in certain regions of the country limits its 
ability	 to	 fulfill	 its	 duty	 to	 protect	 the	 population.	
Many massacres and violations against human rights 
defenders occurred in municipalities with high levels 
of poverty (of the Amazon departments, Putumayo was 
the most affected), where illicit economies promote 
endemic violence. 36

- The United Nations System in Colombia and the 
United	Nations	Verification	Mission	in	Colombia	issued	
a joint statement in August 2020, due to the massacres 
37  and murders of human rights defenders, social 
leaders, and ex-combatants of the FARC-EP 38, which 
are of the greatest concern.

- Despite the mandate of the Peace Accord, the policy 
on dismantling criminal organizations, including the 
successors of paramilitarism and their support networks, 
has not yet been issued, a task that corresponds to the 
National Commission for Security Guarantees 39, since 

the government and civil society have not come to an 
agreement. For the government, existing public policies 
are	sufficient,	while	for	civil	society	they	are	not.	For	this	
reason, new guidelines were proposed for this policy, on 
which no progress has been made.

- It highlights the role of the early warning system 
of	 the	 Ombudsman’s	 Office,	 noting	 that	 its	 effective	
implementation would contribute substantially to the 
prevention of violence, given that many massacres and 
homicides	perpetrated	in	2020	were	previously	identified	
as	risks	by	the	Ombudsman’s	Office.	

- The OHCHR received complaints about the irregular 
use of military intelligence against 130 people, which 
included politicians, judges, journalists, and human 
rights defenders. The State reported that it adopted 
administrative and disciplinary measures against 
those implicated.

- The National Protection Unit (attached to the Ministry 
of the Interior) received multiple requests for protection, 
and OHCHR recognizes the efforts of this Unit to respond 
to them (in 2020, protection measures were assigned 
to 3,740 human rights defenders and social leaders). 
However, some failures in the implementation of protection 
measures and in their suitability, especially in rural areas, 
increased the risks for these defenders (in 2020, 4 were 
victims of homicide despite having protection measures).

-	 It	 values	 the	 efforts	 of	 the	 Prosecutor’s	 Office	 to	
investigate attacks against human rights defenders40, 
but expresses concern about the challenges posed 
by	 the	 identification	 and	 criminal	 prosecution	 of	 the	
masterminds of the murders and reiterates the need to 
dismantle the criminal structures behind these attacks.

- It highlights the need to implement the protocol set 

33	“OHCHR	focuses	its	observation	on	two	factors:	the	first	one	is	in	relation	to	the	human	rights	defense	activity	carried	out	by	the	victim	as	established	in	
Resolution A/RES/53/144, and the second one in relation to whether the main hypothesis of his/her murder is related to the development of such activity.”
34	“Other	figures	show	an	increasing	trend.	According	to	the	Ombudsman’s	Office,	139	human	rights	defenders	were	murdered	in	2020	(134	in	2019),	
while Somos Defensores (a group of non-governmental organizations) registered 135 victims.”
35		Of	the	verified	cases,	25%	were	allegedly	committed	by	criminal	groups,	15%	by	FARC	dissidents,	13%	by	the	ELN,	and	4%	by	members	of	the	police	or	
the army (Report A/HRC/46/76, p. 6).  
36  “77 percent in rural areas; 91 percent in municipalities with high levels of multidimensional poverty; 94 percent in municipalities where the homicide 
rate indicates the existence of endemic violence; 96 percent in municipalities with illicit economies; and 85 percent in departments where there are “coca 
production	enclaves”	identified	by	the	United	Nations	Office	on	Drugs	and	Crime”	(Ibid.).
37		In	2020,	the	Office	in	Colombia	of	the	United	Nations	High	Commissioner	for	Human	Rights	(OHCHR)	documented	76	massacres.
38		The	Verification	Mission	documented	the	murder	of	73	former	FARC	members,	for	a	total	of	248	homicides	of	this	group	of	people	since	the	signing	of	
the Peace Accord (November 2016).
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forth within the Comprehensive Program of Guarantees 
for Women Leaders and Human Rights Defenders in 
order to incorporate gender, ethnic, cross-sectional, 
and territorial approaches.

-Violence by illegal armed groups and criminal groups has 
affected indigenous peoples and Afro-descendants. In the 
Amazon	 region,	 it	 specifically	 refers	 to	 the	murders	 and	
forced displacement of indigenous peoples in voluntary 
isolation in the Amazon region, who are at a high risk of 
violence due to the presence of illegal miners and drug 
traffickers	 in	 the	Puré	River	 (on	 the	border	with	Brazil).	
Additionally, the department of Amazonas, 57.7% inhabited 
by indigenous population, reached the highest incidence 
and mortality rates from COVID-19 in the country.

39  Created by Decree 154 of 2017
40 It indicates progress in the investigation of 47% of the cases that took place in 2020 and in 64% of the cases that occurred between 2016 and 2019. It mentions 
20	convictions	handed	down	in	2020	against	murderers	of	human	rights	defenders	and	identifies	that	there	are	97	cases	awaiting	judicial	decisions.

Among the recommendations in this report, the 
Colombian State is expressly urged to ratify and 
implement the Escazú Agreement.

NATIONAL CONTEXT
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2.3  ALERTS AND REPORTS FROM THE OMBUDSMAN’S OFFICE (DEFENSORÍA DEL PUEBLO)

This entity has been issuing reports and early warnings 
related to the at-risk population, such as Report No 010 
of 2017. Said report expressly includes those whom it 
designates as leaders of environmental organizations41, 
who fall within the concept of social leader or human 
rights defender adopted by the entity 42. However, the 
document does not specify among the entire group 
of social leaders how many and who among them are 
leaders	of	environmental	organizations	specifically.

In this report, the entity in question indicates that the 
reincorporation of the FARC into civilian life and the 
reconstitution of the territorial power exercised by 
illegal armed organizations has led to the entry of new 
illegal armed actors to regions where there are scenarios 
of dispute over territory as well as over control of illegal 
economies previously controlled by the FARC (e.g., drug 
trafficking	 and	 illegal	 mining).	 These	 armed	 groups	
maintain direct or indirect links with armed groups 
that persist after the demobilization of self-defense 
groups. The latter are dedicated to the dispossession of 
land, to preventing processes of redress and restitution 
of victims, and to carrying out violent actions against 
human rights defenders. This is complemented by the 
interests of some elites and regional power groups that 
hinder the development of the Peace Accord, and more 
especially, the return to or restitution of land and rural 
reform43; Additionally, they appear to be associated 
with illegal armed groups that fuel violence against 
these defenders.

The	report	also	identifies	the	risks	faced	by	social	and	
community leaders who carry out activities related to 
“opposition to the extractive development model, 

as well as to the environmental damage caused to 
ecosystems as a consequence of the expansion of 
mining and agribusiness” (Risk Report No 010-17 A.I.).  

On the risk scenario faced by people who are devoted to 
the defense of human rights and individual or collective 
social	leadership,	the	Ombudsman’s	Office	issued	Early	
Warning No. 026 of 2018 44. In it, the risk situation 
of	 human	 rights	 defenders	 is	 identified45, listing the 
municipalities of each department and the community 
organizations that have been affected. It also illustrates 
that, at that time, the homicides of defenders were 
occurring mainly due to three risk-generating dynamics: 
the expansion of the ELN National Liberation Army to 
areas where it had not previously been present (which 
has caused confrontations with Public Forces and other 
armed actors), the actions of dissidents of the former 
FARC, and the consolidation of areas under the control 
of post-demobilization armed groups.  

In the follow-up report to Alert No 026 - 18 August, 
2019,	the	Ombudsman’s	Office	studies	the	evolution	of	
the risk of violation of human rights for defenders of 
these rights and social leaders46. It points out that the 
risk	 identified	 for	 these	 defenders	 not	 only	 persists47 
but is rather exacerbated in some areas, since when 
the silence is sought of a community seeking to change 
or improve situations that affect the interests of other 
sectors, “the most powerful message is to silence the 
lives	of	their	leaders	or	activists	fighting	for	their	rights”	
(Follow-up report to Alert No 026-18, 2019). 48 

In addition, as this follow-up report concludes, a common 
element	was	identified	related	to	the	killings	of	leaders	in	

41	“For	the	purposes	of	preparing	this	report,	in	the	section	corresponding	to	the	at-risk	population,	the	following	aspects	were	taken	into	account	(…)	Social	
condition and/or activity: Men and women farmers, indigenous people and Afro-descendants, union leaders, leaders of left-wing political organizations, 
victims’ leaders, leaders of environmental organizations, LGBTI population leaders, small businessmen, leaders of Community Action Boards in rural areas 
and	urban	peripheries,	teachers,	municipal	ombudsmen	and	ombudswomen”	(bold	not	in	original	text)	(Ombudsman’s	Office,	Risk	Report	No.	010-17	A.I.).
42 “Throughout this Report, reference is made to social and community leaders, understood as sociological categories that are, in turn, grouped under the 
concept	of	“human	rights	defenders.”	For	this	purpose,	the	definition	contained	in	the	“Declaration	on	the	Right	and	Responsibility	of	Individuals,	Groups,	
and Institutions to Promote and Protect Universally Recognized Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms” is embraced, Resolution 53/144 of March 8, 
1999, issued by the United Nations General Assembly (Risk Report No. 010-17 A.I.). 
43 The ones that have been mostly hit are people and organizations that champion the defense of territory, natural resources, the rights of victims, land 
restitution, who promote the strengthening of community agendas and the implementation of the Peace Accord at the territorial level” (bold not in original 
text) (Ibid).
44 Report 010-17 had a scope of 32 departments and 277 municipalities with warnings. This alert extends the number of municipalities with warnings to 322, in 32 
departments.
45	“Here,	it	specifies	that	according	to	the	Inter-American	Commission	on	Human	Rights	(IACHR)	“The	identifying	criterion	of	who	is	considered	a	human	
rights defender is the activity carried out by the person, and not other factors such as receiving remuneration for their work or belonging or not to a civil 
society organization. The concept is also applicable to justice system workers as defenders of access to justice for thousands of victims of violations of their 
rights (Early Warning N° 026 –18). 
46 EIn this report, the defense of the environment is expressly considered an independent sector, identifying the number of violations and homicides related 
to these defenders.
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that, after the murder, intimidation and threats continue 
against the family or other members of the organizations 
to which the murdered leader belonged, leading to 
forced	displacement	and	fear.	“Likewise,	it	is	identified	
that there is no support from government entities to 
the families of the murdered leaders and/or projects or 
programs to help them” (Ibid).

The three risk-generating dynamics dealt with in Alert 
026-18 are reiterated in this follow-up, which shows that 
difficulties	 in	 the	 implementation	 of	 the	 Peace	Accord	
have had an effect on some members of the former FARC 
deciding to return to arms and reforming guerrilla fronts. 
The impact of the breakdown of the peace talks with the 
ELN guerrillas is also mentioned, an event that led to the 
reactivation of the armed confrontation in certain areas 
such as the Amazon region of Putumayo.  49

This	 report	 includes	difficulties	 in	 the	 implementation	
of the public policy of prevention, inter-institutio-
nal coordination, and improvements to protection 
mechanisms, which was developed by regulatory 
standards issued at the end of the previous government. 
This policy was issued in order to improve existing 
protection mechanisms, advance prevention, and 
promote better tools for the entities in charge of 
investigating violations of the rights of these defenders. 
Unfortunately, it has suffered delays in its development 
due, among other reasons, to uncertain budget availability 
to roll it out. Additionally, the current government has 
given little consideration to this set of standards.

Monitoring	 also	 reiterates	 the	 influence	 of	 electoral	
processes in determining the risk of social leaders, 
since these processes coincide with a concentration of 
homicides of said leaders.50 

Specifically	 in	 the	 Amazon,	 there	 have	 been	 several	
alerts in recent years that partly illustrate the 

47 The report analyzed behaviors that occurred between March 1, 2018 and May 17, 2019. “This exercise resulted in the collection of 1,658 offensive 
behaviors, of which 1608 are individual in nature and occurred against defenders and social leaders; as well as 50 of them that are of a collective nature and 
occurred against social and/or human rights organizations. These behaviors occurred in 334 municipalities in 32 departments of the country.”  Behaviors 
that	violate	the	rights	of	social	leaders	increased	after	the	issuance	of	early	warning	AT	026-18.	There	are	significant	increases	in	all	typologies:	threats	
increased by 53%, attacks by 47%, and homicides by 13%.
48 The follow-up report denounces “the increase in victimizing events against social leaders after the issuance of Early Warning 026 and the persistence 
of risk factors in the territory, such as the actions of illegal armed groups in opposition to the actions of social leaders, the worsening of the armed 
confrontation, the exacerbation of political polarization in the country due to the change of government and the lack of an effective response by the State 
in terms of protection of defenders and effective preventive actions, as well as the delay in assigning criminal liability for violative conducts against life, 
personal integrity and in general, the guarantees for the defense of human rights in Colombia”  (Follow-up report to Alert No. 026-18, August 2019). 
49	“In	general,	the	dynamics	of	violence	and	armed	conflict	are	expressed	as	a	result	of	an	accelerated	proliferation	of	armed	factions,	coming	from	different	
illegal	armed	structures.	Each	one	in	its	territory	and	with	its	control	and	intimidation	mechanisms,	as	well	as	their	particular	interests,	configure	risk	
scenarios for the civilian population that is residing in the same radius of action where said structures commit crimes, affecting the fundamental rights of 
its inhabitants” (Ibid).
50 “40% (71 cases) of all homicides registered in 2018 (178 cases) took place during the months of the presidential electoral campaign between May and 
August that year” (Ibid).

NATIONAL CONTEXT
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Half of the municipality of Puerto Rico is part of the 
Amazon Forest Reserve Area, declared by Law 2 of 1959. 
30% of the total territory of El Doncello is also part 
of said reserve. In addition, there are other protected 
areas, such as the Caquetá Soil and Water Conservation 
District	and	the	Miraflores	-	Picachos	Regional	Natural	
Park,	declared	in	2018	by	the	Corpoamazonía	Regional	
Autonomous Corporation.

The existence of these protection schemes is a point to 
consider in the face of land formalization demands 51 and 
in relation to the development of economic reactivation 
actions (which communities indicate to be crucial 
aspects in the process of constructing Development 
Programs with a Territorial Approach-PDET 52 in the 
Caguán Basin and the Caquetá foothills), as well as 
for the development of productive projects linked to 
the implementation of the National Comprehensive 
Substitution Program (PNIS). 53	 	The	protection	figures	
present different restrictions to implement, for example, 
some productive projects within them, which gives rise 
to tensions. 

The interest of illegal armed groups in the territories 
included	in	this	Alert	is	due	to	the	fact	that	their	financing	
is based on an extractive model of illegal exploitation 
of natural resources, as well as on the development 
of	 criminal	 economies	 (coca,	 trafficking	 of	 chemical	
precursors, smuggling, etc.), and the establishment of 
routes and corridors for this purpose. 

The vulnerability of the population increases in the 
municipalities that connect with the strategic corridors 
that begin in Puerto Rico and El Doncello, and which 
did not reach the signing of individual agreements for 
the substitution of illicit crops, such as Solano, where 
cultivated areas remain, in the interest of illegal armed 
actors who seek to control this illicit coca economy and 
drug	trafficking	routes	to	sectors	of	the	Amazon	and	Brazil.	

51	In	forest	reserve	areas,	the	awarding	of	vacant	lots	of	public	lands	(baldíos)	is	prohibited,	so	those	who	occupy	them	do	not	have	the	right	to	title	if	there	is	
not a previous process of subtraction for the purpose of adjudication, which is regulated by the Ministry of Environment and Sustainable Development, the 
competent authority for this procedure. 
52 Decree-Law 893 of 2017 elaborated on the Peace Accord and regulated the PDETs that are provided for in chapter 1 of Comprehensive Rural Reform. The 
purpose of the PDETs is structural transformation of the countryside, as well as an equitable relationship between urban and rural areas, so as to contribute, 
among other issues, to a relationship with nature. The areas to implement the PDETs were prioritized taking into account criteria such as levels of poverty 
and	unmet	needs,	the	degree	of	the	impact	derived	from	the	conflict,	institutional	weakness,	and	the	presence	of	crops	for	illicit	use	or	other	illegitimate	
economies. This Decree lists 16 PDET zones in the country that include 170 municipalities.
53 Decree-Law 896 of 2017 furthered the Peace Accord, creating the Comprehensive National Program for Illicit Crop Substitution (PNIS) (Decree 362 of 
2018 regulated the instances of execution, coordination, and management of the PNIS). Point 4 of the Peace Accord deals with the solution to the problem 
of illicit drugs, foreseeing that the solution to this problem requires a new program that shall be part of rural transformation and contribute to generating 
conditions of well-being and good living for the populations affected by these crops. Thus, the PNIS is developed, which is part of the Comprehensive Rural 
Reform, so it can coincide with prioritized areas in which the PDETs are implemented. The objective of the PNIS is to free the territory of crops for illicit 
use, while respecting human rights, the environment, proper living conditions, and strengthening the institutional presence of the State in the territories 
affected by these crops, promoting the right of citizens to security, coexistence, and observance of human rights, among other aspects.

socio-environmental	 conflicts	 in	 the	 region	 and	
the situation of human rights and environmental 
defenders in particular. By way of example, some alerts 
produced	by	the	Ombudsman’s	Office	in	the	last	year	
for the amazon region and that refer to these issues are 
presented below.

2.3.1. Early Warning No 007-2020 of 
             February 25, 2020. 

The risk zone is located in the department of Caquetá, 
municipalities of Puerto Rico and Doncello. In these 
municipalities, land and river mobility corridors 
converge that connect the municipality of San Vicente 
del Caguán and the center and south of Caquetá through 
the circumventing jungle highway (Carretera Marginal 
de la Selva) and the municipality of Algeciras (Huila). 
By the Guayas River, the area of this Early Warning is 
connected with the municipalities of Cartagena del 
Chairá, Solano and the Caquetá River, being a strategic 
area for passage towards the departments of Putumayo 
and Amazonas and for passage to Brazil and Peru. 

Among the at-risk population are people in the 
process of reincorporation and community and 
peasant leaders who promote the implementation of 
the Peace Accord, in particular those who are linked 
to the National Comprehensive Substitution Program 
(PNIS). Also at risk are public servants, the population 
of	victims	of	the	armed	conflict	(especially	people	who	
claim land and those who claim territorial rights), 
people who champion environmental protection and 
the indigenous population (the Nasa People, who are 
located mainly in the municipality of Puerto Rico), boys, 
girls and adolescents, farmers, ranchers, merchants, 
and companies that carry out their economic activities 
(for example dairy production) and are victims of 
extorsion,	among	others.	The	risk	is	classified	as	high	
by	the	Ombudsman’s	Office.
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The risk scenario in the municipalities of Puerto Rico 
and El Doncello also arises from the formation of two 
new groups of FARC dissidents in the area. These groups 
charge extortions, carry out violent actions to gain 
territorial control and intimidate the population, which 
materializes in selective killings, threats and other 
violent acts against community leaders and people 
in the process of reincorporation. They also impose 
behavioral guidelines,54 threaten people who are 
accused of collaborating with law enforcement, charge 

extortion fees, and cause forced displacement, 
among others. One of these groups carries out 
recruitment of children and adolescents. All 
of this raises the possibility of new violent acts 

against the aforementioned at-risk population.

2.3.2. Early Warning No 026-2020 of June 
19, 2020. 

Refers to the risk located in the department 
of Meta, in the municipalities of Uribe and 
Mesetas, in areas declared as parts of the 

Macarena, Tinigua and Picachos National 
Natural Parks and indigenous reservations. 55

Within	 vulnerable	 social	 groups,	 the	 alert	 identifies	
organizations that defend human rights and the 
environment, community action boards in rural and 
urban areas of the municipalities of Uribe and Mesetas, 
members of social and political movements and tables 
for	the	participation	of	victims	of	the	armed	conflict.

The entire population of former FARC combatants 
who are in the process of reincorporation to civilian 
life, the peasant population, (mainly those who are 
direct	or	 indirect	beneficiaries	or	collaborators	of	 the	
Development Programs with  Territorial Approach- 
PDETs- and of the National Comprehensive Substitution 
Program- PNIS- arising out of the Peace Accord), the 
farmers who inhabit the existing and projected Peasant 
Reserve Areas (Zonas de Reserva Campesina-ZRC) 
(located in the buffer zones of National Natural Parks 
-NNP), the indigenous population of the communities 

54 For example, in Puerto Rico and El Doncello, in June 2019 “The so-called Front 62 disseminated a document called “Manual of Coexistence for the Proper 
Functioning of Communities,” which had 15 rules, among the communities of Rionegro, Lusitania and a part of La Esmeralda in the municipality of Puerto Rico 
and	the	districts	of	Puerto	Hungría	and	Peñas	Negras	of	El	Doncello.	The	“Guide	for	the	proper	functioning	and	protection	of	the	environment,	so	that	new	
generations can enjoy and protect what we have protected” was also distributed (Alert No 002-21, January 2021).
55 This area is part of the Special Management Area of La Macarena (AMEM), created by Decree-Law 1989 of 1989, to protect the biological wealth of the 
Serranía	de	la	Macarena,	an	area	that	is	integrated	by	four	National	Natural	Parks	(La	Macarena,	Picachos,	Sumapaz,	and	Tinigua)	and	three	Districts	of	
Integrated Management (DMI), within which it also contemplates a series of Protective Forest Reserves. It is an area of strategic connectivity between the 
Andes, Amazon, and Orinoco regions.

In addition, traditional oil exploitation in this area has 
attracted multinationals, which exploit hydrocarbons 
in the area of this alert. There are also expectations 
regarding the construction of a hydropower plant on 
the Guayas River (Puerto Rico), which may give rise 
to	new	socio-environmental	 conflicts.	Thus,	 there	are	
environmental defenders of both the use of the land 
and the subsoil, who champion causes of protection 
or opposition to these projects, and who are especially 
vulnerable in this area.

NATIONAL CONTEXT
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settled in both municipalities (Nasa people in Mesetas 
and	Misak,	 Emberá	 Chamí,	 Embera	Katio	 peoples	 in	
Uribe), social leaders and human rights defenders, 
among other people and organizations, are also 
identified	as	being	at	risk.

In	 the	 risk	 scenario,	 the	Ombudsman’s	Office	 includes	
State	 officials	 related	 to	 human	 rights	 (Attorney	
General’s	 Office,	 local	 Ombudsman’s	 Offices),	 workers	
from environmental entities and research institutes 
(Ministry of the Environment, National Authority 
for Environmental Licenses -ANLA, Autonomous 
Corporations, National Natural Parks, SINCHI and 
Alexander von Humboldt Institute) 56 , and employees 
of national and international cooperation agencies and 
social organizations that defend human rights and the 
environment with a scope of action in Uribe and Mesetas.

For the FARC, this area represented a historical territory 
vested with symbolic meaning, as it was its area of 
inception, as well as a strategic geographic point for this 
guerrilla group. The region also includes vast jungle and 
protected areas.  

After the Peace Accord was signed in November 2016, 
the area has continued to be exposed to violence and 
faces a new cycle of territorial disputes among FARC 
dissidents.57 These groups intend to continue controlling 
the territory with a monopoly on illicit economy-based 
revenues 58	which	they	use	to	finance	their	subversive	
activities (e.g.: illegal mining, illicit crops) and impose 
social order by force, 59 just as the FARC did until the 
signing of the Peace Accord. 

In the area, there are also organized armed groups 
that are successors to paramilitarism, such as the 
so-called Gaitanista Self-Defense Forces of Colombia 
(Autodefensas Gaitanistas de Colombia) -AGC, which 
raid these municipalities (especially in urban and 
populated centers), crossing the borders of the former 
FARC. They do this with the goal of exploring strategic 
corridors	 for	 drug	 trafficking,	 which	 may	 lead	 to	 a	
greater incursion of these groups in the region and to 
the exacerbation of violence.
Raids by organized armed groups in the municipalities 
of Uribe and Mesetas occur because structural factors 

56	It	should	be	considered	that	public	officials	who	defend	environmental	human	rights	have	also	suffered	victimizing	events	by	reason	of	the	exercise	of	
their functions, as emphasized by the former UN Special Rapporteur on human rights obligations related to the enjoyment of a safe, clean, healthy, and 
sustainable	environment,	Dr.	John	Knox,	who	has	stated:	“The	participation	of	government	officials	in	many	of	the	cases	of	violence	against	environmental	
human rights defenders cannot conceal the fact that, in many other cases, it is the agents of the State who are harassed or killed as a result of their work 
protecting the environment. Park rangers are a group that faces clear risks, as their job is to protect wildlife and natural resources from, for instance, people 
who	traffic	with	wildlife	and	practice	illegal	logging”	(Knox,	2017).
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of regional history converge with interests based on 
unresolved social, political, economic, environmental, 
and cultural tensions, which the Alert in question 
synthesizes as follows:

-	 The	 State	 has	 not	 been	 able	 to	 completely	 fill	 the	
vacuum of violent control left by the FARC in the area, 
which is being taken advantage of by other organized 
armed groups.

-Prevalence of the State’s military response to mitigate 
socio-environmental	 threats	 and	 conflicts	 without	
incorporating other types of responses to the other 
structural factors that characterize the territory.

-Socio-economic, political, and environmental 
conditions of the territory that are unresolved by the 
State,	 such	 as	 a	 lack	 of	 definition	 of	 property	 rights	
over	the	land,	active	socio-environmental	conflicts	(for	
example, between farmers, settlers or ranchers and 
national parks or other protected or forest reserve 
areas that they inhabit or use), the existence of peasant 
reserve areas without legal recognition, among other 
factors.
-Low infrastructure of public goods and services that 
can promote agricultural, ecotourism, commercial and 
service development in the area.

- High pressure on the area’s natural resources, such 
as occupation of vacant barren lands belonging to the 
nation, existence of extensive cattle farming, and illicit 
crops.	In	addition,	there	are	conflicts	regarding	the	State’s	
environmental protection strategies and programs that seek 
to stop the expansion of the agricultural frontier. There is 
also interest in exploiting mining resources (hydrocarbons, 
metals, etc.) from the territory, both by the State and by 
private, national, and international companies.

In conclusion, the combination of structural factors and other 
contextual	 conditions	 related	 to	 difficulties	 in	 accessing	 justice	 and	
other mechanisms of the social rule of law; the weak socio-economic 
infrastructure that contributes to discouraging the generation of income 
through legal channels and to making already highly informal labor 
conditions even more precarious; and a differentiated intervention 
of the State where the use of force predominates over public policies 
aimed at overcoming the deep conditions of vulnerability and fragility 
in terms of social, economic, cultural and environmental rights, make up 
a vicious circle that contributes to the strengthening and perpetuation 
of armed groups that generate violence (Alert No 026-2020, 2020).

On	 environmental	 issues,	 the	 Ombudsman’s	 Office	
expresses its concern that FARC dissidents have 
continued with the model that sponsors the occupation 
of rural properties by families who arrive in Uribe from 
other parts of the country. These people come to practice 
illegal logging in protected areas and are unaware of 
those who claim to be the owners or possessors of the 
occupied lands, violating rights to property, possession, 
and tenure of the lands, and generating violence due 
to the violent dispossession of properties or against 
those	who	 file	complaints	 for	 invasion	and	 logging	of	
forests. In addition, these dissidents seek to regulate 
daily activities of the population such as free mobility, 
set rules for access and use of land in protected areas, 
determine conditions for the colonization of certain 
areas, limit the amount of land that can be logged down 
and the percentage of land that can be dedicated to coca 
cultivation. They also promote the clearing of the jungle 
for the planting of coca and the installation of ‘kitchens’ 
or laboratories to process it, among other purposes. 
Given their revenues, they are reluctant to abandon the 
illicit activities that affect the forests and the National 
Natural Parks that are part of the AMEM.

All the organized armed groups that have a presence in 
Uribe and Mesetas use pamphlets as a form of threat and 
intimidation,60 which they refer to as bulletins, notices, 
etc., to instill fear in the civil population. For example, one 

57 “The Dissident Factions of the FARC want the municipalities of Uribe and Mesetas to once again be the articulating hub of the different fronts that they want to 
reinstate, just as the FARC-EP once did in this region. If this is achieved, it may extend towards the interior of the country (upper Magdalena valley and Sumapaz 
to	access	the	Cundinamarca	plateau),	with	the	Eastern	Plains,	the	Yarí	savannas,	and	the	Amazon	(Guaviare	and	Caquetá	departments).”	
“In the jurisdiction of Uribe and Mesetas, the Dissident Factions of the FARC have been taking over their territorial jurisdictions in a sweeping operation. From 
the Guayabero area and the Sierra de la Macarena, they have been surrounding the foothills where the main populated centers and municipal capitals are 
located. As they advance, they have carried out selective homicides of the population that they consider has a history with their organization, ex-combatants 
who refuse to cave to their claims, or other people who cannot be coerced to meet their demands. This is observed in the cases of homicides, perpetrated 
attacks,	threats,	and	intimidation	via	pamphlets,	calls,	or	social	network	messaging	that	have	been	identified	in	recent	months”	(Alert	No	026-2020,	June	2020).
58 “This marginality and economic isolation have been conducive to promoting and maintaining extractive and enclave economy activities, among them 
those	of	 illicit	 economies	 that	 feed	 the	markets	of	 transnational	 crime,	 such	as	drug	 trafficking,	 among	 the	most	profitable.	Also,	 taking	 advantage	of	
the activities of the formal economy, such as extensive cattle farming and the market for occupied land without property rights, extracting rent from the 
commercialization of livestock and land, by imposing tariffs on farmers for each animal sold and for every time someone sells their land. These practices 
have become widespread, especially in the southern area of the Department of Meta, where these fronts also operate” (Ibid).
59 “Likewise, social and territorial control is enacted over the population settled in such territories. Through the imposition of violent regulations on the 
behavior and other daily tasks of the population, it is possible to constrain it in order to fully exploit a set of illegal economic activities that, in addition to 
drug	trafficking,	include	retail	drug	dealing,	illegal	mining,	exaction	and	extortion.	
To	guarantee	their	complete	authority	over	the	population	and	territory,	through	coercion	and	violent	intimidation	they	also	have	infiltrated	all	spaces	
for social participation and the exercise of community justice. The foregoing is carried out through Community Action Boards and instrumentation of 
community	officials,	so	they	become	surrogates	in	their	insurgent	undertakings.	These	spaces	for	peasant	organization	and	representation	have	become	
high-risk spaces for leader and for the fundamental rights of those that chair them. Their instrumentalization by the illegal armed group exposes those who 
refuse to comply with the mandates of the imposed order” (Ibid).
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April 2020 FARC dissident group pamphlet rejects the 
presence of international organizations 61  csuch as the 
OAS and USAID, as well as of operators of their projects 
in the region. There are many environmental and social 
projects	 financed	 by	 international	 cooperators	 in	 the	
area,	 such	 as	 Vision	 Amazonía62 whose activities are 
expressly rejected in the pamphlet. The pamphlet 
also rejects the presence of institutions such as the 
Amazon	Institute	for	Scientific	Research	(SINCHI)	and	
environmental authorities of the region, which are: 
The Regional Autonomous Corporation for Sustainable 
Development of the North and Eastern Amazon (CDA), 
the Regional Autonomous Corporation of the Special 
Management Area of Macarena (CORMACARENA), and 
National Natural Parks (NNP). 

The	 risks	 are	 very	 high	 for	 public	 officials	 who	
are responsible for actions relating to research, 
conservation, sustainable use of natural resources, and 
the promotion of sustainable activities in the region. 63

In the pamphlet they also warn that any peasant 
communities who were to collaborate with any of 
these entities or who are part of their environmental 
protection programs or productive alternatives to 
substitute coca crops, would be declared ‘military 
targets.’ Thus, peasant communities and the civilian 
population have to endure retaliation and many times 
the materialization of those threats, which not only 
constrain the work of social and community leaders, 
but also affects them even by forcing them to abandon 
their lands and become targets of attempts against 
their lives. This is because the dissidents consider that 
the objectives of environmental protection programs 
and projects such as those that seek to conserve 
forests, reduce deforestation, and reduce the planting 
of coca crops and other illegal activities (extensive 
cattle ranching in protected areas, land grabbing, 
appropriation of public lands belonging to the state) to 
carry out sustainable productive activities are contrary 
to	their	strategic	purpose	of	financing	their	insurgent	
action	 with	 drug	 trafficking	 or	 exercising	 territorial	
control through other activities. 64
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60	For	instance,	“As	a	strategy	of	social	and	territorial	control,	the	40th	front	of	FARC	Dissidents	has	resorted	to	threats	against	officials	from	National	Parks,	
Cormacarena, and environmental leaders through threatening pamphlets, phone calls, and WhatsApp messages in which they declare them military targets, the 
purpose of which is to gain control and authority over how the Tinigua National Natural Park should be deforested. It is currently the most highly deforested 
protected area in Colombia.
The purposes of deforestation in these areas can be summed up in extensive illegal cattle ranching and land grabbing to commercialize them and impose 
speculative values” (Ibid).
61 “They assume that the participation of international agencies in the territory through interagency cooperation is interference by ‘US imperialism and 
its allies,’ which is part of the ideological banner they uphold in their project of insurgence and subversion to the Colombian constitutional order”(Ibid.).
62	They	intentionally	call	this	program	‘Misión	Amazonia’	as	described	in	footnote	57.	This	program,	funded	by	the	Kingdom	of	Norway,	the	Federal	Republic	
of	Germany,	and	the	United	Kingdom	cooperates	with	Colombia	to	reduce	greenhouse	gas	emissions	from	deforestation	and	forest	degradation,	under	the	
acronym REDD+.



27

The pamphlet also imposes a series of conditions in 
the form of a threat to the population of the area of 
influence	on	issues	such	as	access	to	the	territory	and	
logging of the forest in reserve areas, and sets supposed 
environmental parameters, such as minimum times for 
exploitation of properties. It also imposes rules for the 
sale of land, whose non-compliance, they say, will lead 
to expulsion from the area.

Among the recommendations to the environmental 
authorities made in this alert are: a request that 
CORMACARENA and Natural National Parks, in 
coordination with the Public Forces and the municipalities 
of Uribe and Mesetas, coordinate actions to prevent 
deforestation and undue occupation in the areas that 
have been declared as protected, and help identify and 
characterize	 existing	 socio-environmental	 conflicts	 in	
the area, as well as implement communication strategies 
and instances of facilitation and participation to resolve 
tensions around the use of land and the exploitation of 
natural resources in this area.

2.3.3. Early Warning No 002-2021 of 
             January 26, 2021. 

The risk area is located on the Putumayo Axis and the 
Amazon Trapezoid area (Trapecio Amazónico). 

The risk affects indigenous communities and settlers 
located in the basins of the Amazon and Putumayo 
rivers in the department of Amazonas, especially in 
the so-called Amazon Trapezoid that includes the 
municipalities of Leticia and Puerto Nariño. The 
predominant indigenous peoples in this area are the 
Yaguas, Ticunas and Cocamas, among others.  The 
at-risk area also includes the Putumayo Axis, which 
encompasses the non-municipalized areas of Puerto 
Alegría,	 El	 Encanto,	 La	 Chorrera,	 Puerto	 Arica	 and	
Tarapacá. There is a presence of several indigenous 
peoples: Muina, Inga, Uitoto, Murui, Ticuna, 
Ocaína,	Bora	and	Muinane,	which	are	 located	 in	 the	
Putumayo, Cotuhé and Igara Paraná river basins, in 
the department of Amazonas.

The risks for this population are the possibility of 
suffering extortion, threats, forced displacement, 
confinement,	 recruitment	 of	 children	 and	 young	
people, and selective homicides with special impacts for 
traditional indigenous authorities, including defenders 
of collective rights and the environment. 

The confrontations between organized criminal groups 
mentioned in this alert also take place in indigenous 
territories, which could lead to the occupation of sacred 
places and the commission of selective killings of 
traditional leaders and authorities. The latter is used as 
a means to discourage the activities of ethnic leadership 
and to demonstrate control and military power over 
indigenous territories. These actions contribute to the 
dismantling of the collective processes and dynamics 
of these communities, which in turn makes them more 
vulnerable to illegal armed actors.

In the Putumayo Axis, the Cotuhé, Igara Paraná, and 
Putumayo tributaries are the main communication 
and transportation routes in the area in which 
most human settlements are concentrated, largely 
indigenous communities. These rivers connect the 
departments of Caquetá, Putumayo, and Amazonas 
with each other, and also allow the connection of the 
country’s borders to Peru and Brazil. The Putumayo 
River is the border line with Peru, as it passes through 
the	department	of	Amazonas	in	Colombia	and	flows	
down to Brazil.

The Amazon Trapezoid is located on the Amazonas river 
basin, the main communication route of this subregion, 
which borders Peru to the south and, to the east, follows 
the banks of the Amazonas River and neighbors the 
municipality of Leticia, on the border with Brazilian 
territory.

These geographical characteristics and internal and 
cross-border mobility are taken advantage of by illegal 
armed actors who seek the transit of people, weapons, 
the regulation of activities for the exploitation of 
natural resources and, generally, interaction with 
organized crime groups that operate in Brazil and 

63	On	December	3,	2020,	official	and	environmental	leader	Javier	Francisco	Parra	Cubillos,	coordinator	of	the	La	Macarena	Regional	Branch	of	the	Cormacarena	
Corporation, was killed by several gunshot wounds. He was the defender and caretaker of Caño Cristales, a site of great touristic value in the AMEN. The 
Cormacarena	Corporation	demanded	respect	and	rejected	all	violent	actions	against	its	officials.	The	defense	of	Caño	Cristales.	The	Ombudsman’s	Office	also	
rejected	his	murder	and	requested	that	the	necessary	measures	be	taken	to	protect	the	lives	of	leaders	and	public	officials	who	work	for	environmental	rights.	
The Association of Regional Autonomous Corporations and Sustainable Development, ASOCARS, also demanded respect for the lives of those who work and 
defend the environment.
64 “The trending interest of the armed groups has changed after the signing of the Peace Accords, shifting from the control of land and deforestation for the 
coca economy to the control of land and deforestation for cattle farming. The 40th front exercises so much control that it decides who exploits deforested 
areas and how.
The foregoing could suggest that the mode of production promoted by the armed groups after the Peace Accord would be diversifying investments of 
significant	capital	related	to	the	illegal	cattle	ranching	business”	(Alert	No	026-2020,	June	2020).
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Peru. 

This	 alert	 identifies	 that	 on	 the	 border	 with	 Brazil	
organized crime groups from that country are present 
which have ties to illegal armed groups in Colombia, 
such	as	the	first	front	of	the	FARC	dissidents	and	the	
Sinaloa-La	Mafia	group.65 These groups seek to maintain 
the	business	of	drug	trafficking	and	arms	trafficking.	
On	the	other	hand,	the	Ombudsman’s	Office	does	not	
identify	the	drug	trafficking	groups	that	operate	on	the	
border with Peru, but it does recognize the presence 
of illicit crops that get the attention of illegal armed 
groups in Colombia. These groups are also interested 
in	the	profits	derived	from	the	illegal	timber	trade	that	
occurs in this border area of the Amazon. 

The	 area	 from	Puerto	 Leguízamo	 (Putumayo)	 to	 the	
non-municipalized district of Tarapacá contains the 
main	drug	 trafficking	route	of	 the	Putumayo	Axis,	 in	
pursuit	of	 its	connection	to	 the	Puré	river	 that	 flows	
into Brazil.  

In terms of issues related to environmental rights and land 
and environmental defenders, this alert highlights that 
the	dynamics	of	conflict	and	the	consequent	degradation	

of the environment present complex interrelationships 
that profoundly affect collective and environmental rights. 
In addition, it expresses its concern, among other things, 
about the following issues: 

-The	risk	faced	by	Natural	National	Parks	officials	since,	in	
February 2020, the Natural National Parks Unit, UAEPNN, 
was	 forced	 to	 close	 several	 offices	 in	 the	 Amazon	 and	
Orinoco	regions	due	to	threats	against	its	officials	from	the	
dissident	faction	of	the	FARC’s	first	front.	66

The	 risk	 situation	 for	 NNP	 officials	 has	 been	 especially	 monitored	
by	 the	 Ombudsman’s	 Office,	 recognizing	 that,	 in	multiple	 territorial	
contexts, NNP is the only civil authority present in remote areas, torn 
between the prevailing needs of the communities, the stigmatization 
of business sectors, and the actions of illegal armed actors. (Alert No 
002-21, January 2021)

The	Ombudsman’s	Office	has	recorded	that	NNP	officials	
suffer increased exposure to risks against their integrity. 
This is because they are considered to be related to 
control	 operations	 against	 deforestation,	 confiscation	
of livestock and agricultural equipment, activities of 
forced eradication of crops for illicit use, operations 
against illegal mining, among other government policies 
that seek to dismantle illegal armed groups and which 
are often carried out within national parks. 67 This high 
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65	The	FARC	dissidents	seek	to	control	 the	 illegal	 income	derived	from	drug	trafficking,	 illegal	mining,	smuggling,	and	the	proceeds	from	the	collection	of	
extortions from merchants, transporters, and others along the Putumayo river basin and even the Amazon Trapezoid subregion. The organized crime group 
that	calls	itself	Sinaloa-La	Mafia,	with	great	influence	in	Putumayo,	seeks	to	maintain	control	of	those	illegal	economies	along	the	Putumayo	Axis	and	thus	
counteract the expansion of the First Front dissidents with whom it disputes territorial control along the Putumayo river basin. Although this group primarily 
constitutes	a	criminal	structure	dedicated	 to	drug	 trafficking	revenues,	 it	has	managed	 to	develop	an	 important	capacity	 for	control	over	 the	population,	
imposing arbitrary norms of conduct and coexistence that are alien to the order of the ethnic communities (Alert No. 002-21, January 2021).
66			In	February	2020,	armed	men	from	the	FARC	dissidents	entered	the	Cahuinarí	National	Park	in	Amazonas	with	the	intention	of	meeting	with	NNP	officials	
and to warn them that they did not want to see them in the region. Some park rangers in the Amazon region were given appointments in different places; others 
were sent a message through someone; others were intercepted in the river leaving Chiribiquete Park; but for all, the message was the same: they had 48 hours 
to	leave	the	parks.	Thus,	the	threats	once	again	impacted	the	efforts	of	park	officials,	and	in	just	a	few	days	the	dissidents	of	the	Farc	forced	them	to	leave	the	
area, to set out for Bogotá or urban centers, constituting the greatest governance crisis in their history.
In addition, they stole water measuring equipment, boats, motors, and radios. “Your presence is not needed because we are the ones in charge of environmental 
control.	We	already	have	the	respective	resource	management,	fishing,	hunting	and	felling	manuals.	We	don’t	want	the	National	Parks	entity	here,”	they	were	
told.	The	armed	men	identified	themselves	as	members	of	the	Carolina	Ramírez	Front	of	the	FARC,	a	group	that	the	authorities	had	pinpointed	more	in	Putumayo	
than	in	the	Caquetá	region.”	Officials	left	Chiribiquete,	Cahuinarí,	Yaigojé	Apaporis,	La	Paya	and	Puré,	but	the	situation	of	threats	has	also	been	suffered	for	
several	years	in	Puinawai	(closed	since	2014),	Tinigua,	La	Macarena,	Picachos	(which	have	not	had	a	permanent	presence	of	officials	since	several	years	ago,	
due to threats against their lives from those dissidents) (Especiales Semana: Guardaparques amenazados y parques nacionales en jaque por las disidencias). 
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exposure is aggravated by the lack of human, budgetary, 
and technical resources to cover the extensive protected 
areas, as well as by mobility problems. 68

-It highlights the important ecosystem value of the 
Amazon basin, its role in the face of climate change, the 
impacts of illicit economies (logging, illegal mining 69, 
illicit crops, etc.) on environmental degradation and 
how this affects the living conditions of indigenous 
peoples and peasant communities. It points out that 
the universal, interdependent, and indivisible nature 
of human rights implies consideration for the rights 
to life, integrity, liberty, and security in relation to the 
environmental rights of at-risk populations. 

-SIt points out the relationship between illegal gold 
mining with other illegal activities such as laundering 
money	 from	 drug	 trafficking,	 and	 states	 that,	 if	
territorial control is not assumed by the State, public 
officials	may	be	constrained	by	violent	means	to	tolerate	
these large-scale illegal economic activities carried out 
by these criminal armed groups with cross-border 
connotations.

-It also expresses concern about deforestation in the 
region and the links of this activity to criminal groups 
that cut down the forest to make way for other illicit 

economies (e.g.: illegal mining, coca planting)70 and 
to carry out activities such as cattle farming and 
agriculture. The latter broadens the agricultural 
frontier, leads to land speculation, monoculture and, in 
general, open up development to economic activities 
that fail to observe the qualities and permitted uses of 
the land in the areas where they are carried out.

For this reason, the alert cites research that recommends 
promoting products and services based on the sustainable 
use of biodiversity (green businesses, bio-trade of 
Amazonian products, use of non-timber forest products) 
and agro-environmental activities promoting conservation 
and sustainable production that respect the individual and 
collective rights of the indigenous peoples of the region.

The lack of job opportunities of this type leads the 
population	to	engage	 indefinitely	 in	 forms	of	 the	natural	
resource extractive economy. This gives rise to vulnerability 
in the population because it can become absorbed in illegal 
enclave economies, which deepens the socio-environmen-
tal problems of the region and increases the risk of human 
rights violations.

-The region has various property regimes (private, 
collective, public lands, public utilities) and types of 
environmental zoning of the territory (for example, 
there are indigenous reservations, natural national 

67 For more on the subject please see: BOTERO-GARCÍA, R., LÓPEZ, F., OSPINO, H., PONCE DE LEÓN-CHAUX, E. and RIVEROS, C. (2019) Protected areas of the 
Amazon	and	their	caretakers	as	victims	of	the	armed	conflict,	Bogotá-	Colombia:	Foundation	for	Conservation	and	Sustainable	Development.	
68 “To access the protected area of the Puré river, for example, park rangers must sail for 4 days from La Pedrera, traveling 600 kilometers to reach the Puerto 
Franco	control	and	surveillance	cabin,	 located	on	the	Puré	river	near	the	border	with	Brazil.	This	 journey,	which	takes	days,	requires	significant	resource	
provisions	and	has	few	security	controls	for	officials.”	(Alert	No	002-21,	January	2021).
69   “According to the inhabitants of the area, there are foreign personnel among the miners, which could imply the expansion of mining activities over several 
of the cross-border basins of the Amazon region. In accordance with the SINCHI Institute, close links can be seen between the dynamics of illegal mining in the 
Caquetá, Putumayo and Cotuhé river basins, including the transnational aspect of the activity” (Ibid).
70   “One of the cases worth reviewing, according to the Environmental Investigation Agency (EIA) is Tarapacá, a Non-Municipalized Area with the highest 
level of timber extraction in Colombia and where, in the opinion of its residents, many illegal traders, presumably supported by illegal armed actors, commit 
fraud, forgery, and extortion on licenses and letters of safe passage that grant “legality” to the exploitation of this natural resource. Administrative and 
criminal sanctions for this conduct are practically non-existent” (Ibid).

NATIONAL CONTEXT
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parks, the Amazon forest reserve under Law 2, among 
other	 figures),	 which	 require	 updates	 to	 cadastral	
classification	 in	order	 to	better	monitor,	control,	and	
supervise land tenure and changes in possession 
or ownership of land, as well as to the conditions of 
coverage and land use.  

-It is fundamental that processes of territorial and 
environmental planning respect and be articulated with 
the life plans of indigenous communities. Additionally, 
it is important to advance in the delimitation and 
titling of these peoples’ lands, to guarantee their rights 
to territory and to decide their own development 
priorities.

-Special	 consideration	 should	 be	 given	 to	 the	 Yurí	
and Passé indigenous peoples, who live in a condition 
of voluntary isolation and  are threatened by illegal 
mining, the illicit exploitation of natural resources 
and by cross-border criminal groups on the border 
of	 the	 Río	 Puré	 National	 Natural	 Park	 (with	 Brazil),	
which represents an aggravated vulnerability scenario 
for these Peoples.  This is complemented by a lack 
of control and surveillance due to the closure of the 
Natural National Parks cabin since February 2020, in 
the Puerto Franco area (Puré river basin, bordering 
Brazil), following threats to park rangers. 

Based on the precautionary principle, the Ombudsman’s 
Office	highlights	the	lack	of	operability	of	the	instances	
and early prevention mechanisms referred to in Decree 
1232 of 2018 72,	 reaffirming	 the	 extreme	 degree	 of	
vulnerability of the Yuri and Passé indigenous peoples.

For this reason, it urges the National Commission 
for the Prevention and Protection of the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples in Isolation to advance in the 
implementation of strategies for the prevention and 
protection of the rights of these peoples and in the 
creation of coordination strategies between the nation, 
local entities, and indigenous authorities for the 
fulfillment	 and	monitoring	 of	measures	 to	 guarantee	
the rights of these peoples. It is required that both the 
national commission and the local committee have the 
necessary budgetary resources to deploy actions with 
concrete effects on the prevention and protection of 
the aforementioned peoples.

In relation to the above, it is recommended that the 
National Protection Unit and the Amazonas police, 
in coordination with the mayors and government of 
the department, adapt protection routes (ordinary 
and emergency) and adopt other security measures 
suitable for the territorial conditions of the Putumayo 
Axis and the Amazon Trapezoid. This requires 
constant coordination with the indigenous peoples 
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71 “It has been accepted in academia that the decision of indigenous peoples to remain in isolation responds to a historical strategy of survival to external pressures 
that can include various waves of violence, exploitation, dispossession, marginalization, prevention of disease and mortality, among others. Notwithstanding 
the pressures that determine isolation, international standards on the matter are clear in considering that it should be understood as voluntary, vindicating it 
as a sign of the autonomy and self-determination of these peoples as subjects of rights and, as such, it should be respected, protected and guaranteed” (Ibid).
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considered to be at risk, promoting self-governance 
and supporting the exercises to safeguard the territory 
carried out by the indigenous guards of this region. 
In addition, coordination with National Natural Parks 
is recommended about the security measures of park 
rangers	in	the	Río	Puré	Natural	National	Park	and	the	
Amacayacu National Natural Park. 

With the examples of the cited alerts, the intention is to 
demonstrate the current situation suffered by human 
rights defenders and, in particular, defenders of the 
land and the environment in some of the departments 
of the Colombian Amazon region. There, risk situations 
persist and worsen, even after the signing of the Peace 
Accord,	due	to	the	difficulties	in	its	implementation	and	
the	inability	of	the	state	to	fill	in	the	vacuum	left	by	the	
former FARC, which has been appropriated by other 
criminal armed groups, among other reasons.

72 It establishes special measures for the prevention and protection of the rights of Indigenous Peoples in Isolation or a Natural State and it creates and 
organizes the National System for Prevention and Protection of the rights of Indigenous Peoples in Isolation or a Natural State. 

NATIONAL CONTEXT
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3.1.1. Attorney General’s Office (Procuraduría 
General de la Nación). 

According to the constitution, the Attorney General is 
the supreme director of the Ministry of Public Affairs 
(art. 275).  His/her functions include protecting 
human rights and ensuring their effectiveness, 
defending the interests of society, defending collective 
interests, especially the environment, and monitoring 
the conduct of those who perform public functions. In 
addition,	in	order	to	fulfill	its	functions,	it	has	judicial	
police powers (art. 277).

In	 general,	 its	 functions	 can	 be	 classified	 into	
three groups: 1) preventive functions that include 
monitoring public servants and denouncing events 
that may violate regulations, without co-managing, 2) 
intervention functions, since it is party to proceedings 
and intervenes before the Contentious-Adminis-
trative, Constitutional, Ordinary (criminal, civil, 
environmental and agrarian, labor) and military 
criminal jurisdictions, as well as before the Superior 
Council of the Judiciary and the administrative and 

police authorities, whenever the Attorney deems it 
necessary for the defense of fundamental rights, 3) 
disciplinary functions, since it conducts and passes 
judgment on investigations for disciplinary offenses 
against public servants and against individuals who 
exercise public functions or handle state money.

Delegated	 attorneys	 (procuradurías	 delegadas)74, 
perform	functions	in	the	field	of	human	rights,	such	as	
promoting compliance with national standards and 
international treaties on human rights and IHL by judicial 
and administrative authorities. They must also respond 
to requests for information on the national human 
rights situation and keep an updated record of events 
constituting human rights violations and serious breaches 
of IHL. In addition, they have to receive and forward to the 
competent	authorities	any	complaints	filed	by	national	or	
international organizations or individuals with respect 
to the violation of human rights and IHL, and they must 
follow up on their processing and ensure compliance with 
the judicial rules and decisions related to the protection 
of the rights of ethnic groups and their territories, among 
other aspects (article 26).

3.1 MINISTRY OF PUBLIC AFFAIRS (MINISTERIO PÚBLICO) 73

3. MAIN FUNCTIONS OF THE MINISTRY OF 
PUBLIC AFFAIRS (MINISTERIO PÚBLICO) AND 
GOVERNMENT AUTHORITIES LINKED TO THE 

PROTECTION OF HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS

73 Article 118 of the Political Constitution sets forth: “The Ministry of Public Affairs will be exercised by the Attorney General of the Nation, by the Ombudsman, 
by the delegated attorneys and agents of the ministry of public affairs before the jurisdictional authorities, by the municipal ombudsmen and by any other 
officials	determined	by	law.	The	Ministry	of	Public	Affairs	is	responsible	for	the	protection	and	promotion	of	human	rights,	the	protection	of	the	public	interest,	
and	the	monitoring	of	the	official	conduct	of	those	who	perform	public	functions.”
74	Decree-Law	262	of	2000	lays	down	the	functions	and	organization	of	the	Attorney	General’s	Office.
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The	Attorney	General’s	Office	has	several	directives	
on preventive action for the protection of social 
leaders.75 It also promoted the execution of the Pact 
for Life and protection of social leaders and human 
rights defenders in August 2018, which established a 
roadmap for immediate action, and which is comprised 
by	the	government,	the	Attorney	General’s	Office,	the	
Ombudsman’s	Office,	the	Prosecutor’s	Office	and	leaders	
(90 social organizations and human rights defenders 
attended the signing). 76

This Pact undertook a social dialogue to strengthen 
democracy,	rights,	and	the	peaceful	resolution	of	conflicts,	
seeking	to	restore	confidence	in	justice	and	prosecute	
those responsible for crimes. 77

3.1.2. Ombudsman’s Office (Defensoría del 
Pueblo)

It is the institution responsible for ensuring the 
effectiveness of human rights in Colombia. Its purpose 
is to promote, exercise, disseminate, protect, and defend 
human rights and prevent their violations; promote the 
observance of international humanitarian law; attend, 
guide and advise Colombians in the exercise of their 
rights and provide access to the administration of 
justice as indicated by Law (Decree-Law 025 of 2014).

Article 282 of the Political Constitution assigns 
functions to the Ombudsman, which include: guiding 
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75 For example, Directive 002 of 2017 on Guidelines for the effective protection of the rights of human rights defenders, leaders and political and social leaders, 
and their organizations, social and political movements and those who participate in the implementation of the Peace Accord. The 2020 OHCHR Colombia 
report	urges	the	Office	of	the	Attorney	General	to	maintain	the	rigorous	application	of	the	guidelines	enshrined	in	Directive	002	of	2017.	The	Attorney	General’s	
Office	also	issued	Directive	11	of	2019,	for	the	protection	of	male	and	female	leaders	who	are	candidates	for	the	2019	territorial	elections;	Directive	001	and	
002 of 2019, which sets guidelines for compliance with standards for the protection of human rights defenders, ethnic authorities and social leaders at the 
territorial level. Also, Circular 22 of 2019, on compliance with the aforementioned directives, which orders mayors and governors to “commit to the protection 
and	physical	and	intellectual	integrity	of	social	leaders	and	human	rights	defenders	as	the	first	line	of	action	for	the	early	detection	of	risks	against	leaders”	
(Decree 2252 of 2017).
76 The Government, Ministry of Public Affairs, and organizations sign the Pact for Life and Protection of Social Leaders.
77	The	first	point	of	the	Pact	establishes	that	“the	National	Government	shall	promptly	initiate,	through	the	Ministry	of	the	Interior,	the	participatory	design	
of a public policy of prevention and comprehensive protection, with a differential, equity, ethnic and territorial approach. Human rights platforms, social 
organizations, the Public Forces, and territorial entities will be actively involved in this work, with the accompaniment of the Ministry of Public Affairs through 
the ‘Table for the Protection of Life,’ and the international community.”
The	second	point	indicates	that	the	“National	Government	will	continue	in	its	effort	to	fulfill	the	commitments	assumed	by	the	State	in	matters	of	security;	
collective	 protection;	 the	 fight	 against	 impunity;	 guarantees	 of	 truth,	 justice,	 reparation	 and	 non-repetition;	 and	 institutional	 consolidation;	 and	 it	 will	
accelerate the collective security measures program, as well as the protection program for women leaders.” The Government, the Ministry of Public Affairs and 
organizations sign the Pact for Life and Protection of Social Leaders. 



35

Colombians in the exercise and defense of their rights 
before the competent authorities or private entities; 
disseminating human rights and recommending 
policies	for	their	teaching;	filing	protection	and	class	
actions in matters within its competence; presenting 
bills on matters under its competence, among other 
aspects. 

Decree-Law 025 of 2014 describes these functions, 
assigning the Ombudsman the task of making 
recommendations and observations to the authorities 
and individuals in the event of a threat or violation of 
human rights and ensuring their promotion and exercise; 
providing guidelines for diagnoses on economic, social, 
cultural, legal and political issues that have an impact on 
human rights; mediating collective petitions formulated 
by civic or peoples’ organizations before the public 
administration, whenever such organizations may 
demand it, among other functions (article 5).

The Deputy Ombudsman for the Prevention of the 
Risk of Violations of Human Rights and International 
Humanitarian Law projects and coordinates the Early 
Warning System (Sistema de Alertas Tempranas, 
SAT), whose functions include receiving, verifying and 

recording information related to the dynamics of the 
armed	conflict	and	its	consequences	on	the	civilian	
population; identifying risk scenarios for human 
rights violations; monitoring, through humanitarian 
observation	or	verification	missions,	the	threat	and	
vulnerability factors that are generators of risk of human 
rights and IHL violations for a community, taking into 
account a differential approach; preparing risk reports, 
follow-up notes and other warning documents where 
the likely occurrence of massive human rights and 
International Humanitarian Law (IHL) violations are 
reported; keeping the Information System of the SAT 
(SISAT) updated, among other functions.

Decree 2124 of 2017 regulated the prevention and alert 
system for rapid reaction to the presence, actions and/
or activities, events and criminal behaviors that put 
the rights of the population and the implementation 
of the Peace Accord at risk, especially in the face of 
risks and threats to the rights to life, integrity, personal 
liberty and security, civil and political liberties, and 
violations of IHL. In particular, with respect to the risks 
and threats due to the presence or activities of criminal 
organizations and behaviors in the national territory, 
including successor organizations of paramilitarism 

MAIN FUNCTIONS OF THE MINISTRY OF PUBLIC AFFAIRS (MINISTERIO PÚBLICO) AND GOVERNMENT 
AUTHORITIES LINKED TO THE PROTECTION OF HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS
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that affect the population, members and activities 
of social organizations or political parties and 
movements, as well as members of organizations that 
were signatories to the Peace Accord. Thus, the decree 
promotes a rapid reaction, as per the constitutional 
and legal powers of the different entities (art. 1).

The prevention and alert system for rapid reaction 
has two components: one for early warning in the 
Ombudsman’s	Office	and	another	for	rapid	response	
and reaction 78 managed by the government, with 
the participation of territorial entities and with the 
coordination of the Ministry of the Interior (art. 2).

3.1.3. Municipal Ombudspersons 
             (Personerías Municipales).

Municipal ombudspersons are part of the Ministry of 
Public Affairs,79 and they oversee the protection and 
promotion of human rights, the protection of the public 
interest, and the oversight of those who perform public 
functions.  These are not direct deputies or agents of the 
Attorney	General’s	Office,	but	they	do	perform	Ministry	
of Public Affairs functions at the municipal level. 80

Among its roles are to monitor compliance with the 
Constitution, laws, ordinances, judicial decisions, and 
administrative acts, promoting the undertaking of 
actions, as the case may be; to defend society’s interests; 
to intervene in police processes, when deemed 
appropriate or when requested by the parties to the 
proceedings, among others, (Article 178 of Law 136 of 
1994). 

In addition, Law 1551 of 2012 adds functions 
such as coordinating and supporting the design, 
implementation and evaluation of public policies 
related to the protection of human rights in their 
municipality; guiding and instructing the people of the 
municipality in the exercise of their rights; ensuring the 
effective enjoyment of the rights of the population that 
has suffered forced displacement; cooperating in the 
development of the policies and guidelines proposed by 
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the	Ombudsman’s	Office	in	the	municipality;	defending	
collective interests, particularly with respect to the 
environment,	filing	and	participating	in	the	respective	
legal actions; assisting in the defense and protection of 
natural resources and the environment, and exercising 
the corresponding actions for their effective protection, 
among other functions (art. 38).

78	“Article	4.	Definitions.	For	the	purposes	of	this	decree,	the	following	definitions	shall	be	considered:	
1.	Early	warning:	It	is	a	warning	document	of	a	preventive	nature	issued	autonomously	by	the	Ombudsman’s	Office	on	the	risks	addressed	in	the	subject	matter	of	this	decree	
and addressed to the National Government for state response. 
2. Rapid Response: It is the adoption of preventive and rapid reaction measures by the National Government, in accordance with its powers in relation to the risk factors 
warned	by	the	Ombudsman’s	Office.
3. Follow Up: These are the activities aimed at examining the effect of the measures adopted and the evolution of the risk observed. Without detriment to the autonomy of the 
Ombudsman’s	Office	and	the	National	Government,	it	may	be	carried	out	jointly	between	the	prevention	and	alert	components	of	the	system	for	rapid	reaction.”		

79    The Ombudsperson exercises in the municipality, under the supreme guidance of the Attorney General, the functions of the Ministry of Public Affairs, as well 
as all those determined by the Constitution, the Law, and the Peace Accord.  
80    The Constitutional Court, in Decision C-223 of 1995, states that municipal ombudspersons do not belong either organically or hierarchically to the structure 
of	the	Attorney	General’s	Office.	They	are	officials	at	a	municipal	level,	even	if	subject	to	the	direction	of	the	Attorney	General	and,	therefore,	their	functions	are	
performed within a functional and technical articulation system, which binds them to the authority and control of the Attorney General’s and Ombudsman’s 
Offices,	as	can	be	deduced	from	the	functions	assigned	to	them	by	article	178	of	Law	136	of	1994.	
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3.2 ADMINISTRATIVE SECTOR OF THE INTERIOR

3.2.1. Ministry of the Interior. 

It has a human rights department, whose functions 
include: to lead the formulation, monitoring, and 
evaluation of the comprehensive national policy on 
human rights and IHL, and to advise territorial entities 
in the formulation of their policies on the matter81 
and in the incorporation of a rights approach in the 
different planning instruments and in their municipal 
and departmental implementation strategies. In 
addition, it must establish general guidelines for 
the design and implementation of prevention and 
protection mechanisms for people82 who are in a 
situation of extraordinary or extreme risk against their 
life, against their integrity, liberty, and security, due to 
causes related to political or ideological violence, or 
to	the	internal	armed	conflict	(Article	2,	Decree	2340	
of 2015). 

On the other hand, Decree 2124 of 2017 regulated 
the prevention and alert system for rapid reaction 
to the presence, actions and/or activities of criminal 
organizations, acts and conducts that may jeopardize 
the rights of the population and the implementation of 
the Peace Accord.  The component of rapid response 
to	 early	 warnings	 of	 the	 Ombudsman’s	 Office	 is	
coordinated by the Ministry of the Interior, which must 
ensure inter-institutional articulation with national 
entities and territorial authorities so that they may 
respond	 and	 react	 to	 identified	 risks	 in	 a	 quick	 and	
timely manner (Art. 8).  

3.2.2. Intersectoral Commission for Rapid 
Response to Early Warnings (CIPRAT)

Decree 2124 of 2017 sets forth that the component of rapid 
response	to	the	early	warnings	of	the	Ombudsman’s	Office	
shall be articulated through the Intersectoral Commission 
for Rapid Response to Early Warnings for Quick Reaction 
(CIPRAT), consisting of:

1. Minister of the Interior or his/her deputy, who will 
chair the commission. 
2. Minister of National Defense or his/her deputy. 
3. Director of the National Protection Unit or his/her 
deputy. 
4. General Commander of the Military Forces or his/
her deput. 
5.  Director of the National Police or his/her deputy. 
6. Director of the Special Administrative Unit for the 
Attention and Comprehensive Reparation of Victims, 
or his/her deputy. 

The following positions will attend as guests: 

1.	 High	 Presidential	 Advisor	 for	 the	 Post-Conflict,	 or	
his/her deputy.
2. Presidential Advisor for Human Rights, or his/her 
deputy.

The Ombudsman, the Attorney General and the 
Prosecutor General will also be invited. The heads or 
leaders of other entities, including territorial entities, 
may be summoned if the subject matter to be discussed 
so requires.

In the development of the sessions for evaluation and 
monitoring of the implementation of recommendations, 
the	respective	governor’s	office,	and	mayors	from	the	
area of the alert issued must be involved. 

81 Through Decree 1581 of 2017, (compiled in Decree 1066 of 2015, whereby the Sole Regulatory Decree of the Administrative Sector of the Interior is issued), 
the public policy of prevention of violations of the rights to life, integrity, freedom and security of people, groups, and communities is adopted, which applies 
throughout	the	national	territory	and	with	respect	to	any	person,	group	and/or	community	that	is	or	may	find	itself	in	a	situation	of	exceptional	risk	of	suffering	
violations of the aforementioned rights. National and territorial entities are responsible for its execution, as well as individuals, in accordance with the principle 
of due diligence (article 2.4.3.1.3.).
82 The Ministry of the Interior issued Resolution 1085 of 2015 establishing the protocol to implement the collective protection route of the prevention and 
protection program of the Ministry of the Interior and the National Protection Unit. Through Writ (Auto) 373 of 2016, the Constitutional Court considered 
that this route is an important advance in the design of an instrument for the assessment of the risk of groups, collectives or communities, for which it ordered 
the	incorporation	of	the	collective	protection	route	in	Decree	1066	of	2015,	a	compilation	of	the	Administrative	Sector	of	the	Interior,	which	was	fulfilled	with	
Decree 2078 of 2017, which added Decree 1066 with regard to the route for collective protection of the rights to life, liberty integrity and personal security of 
groups and communities.
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For	specific	points	on	the	agenda,	representatives	of	
the communities, representatives of human rights 
organizations and social or political organizations 
active in the territories under analysis or monitoring 
may be invited to contribute their views on the 
situation of risk and the measures taken. 

The	Office	of	the	United	Nations	High	Commissioner	
for	Human	Rights	and	the	United	Nations	Verification	
Mission in Colombia may also be invited83 (art. 9).

At the territorial level, territorial prevention committees 
are created, which are the mechanism to coordinate 
the rapid state response to early warnings issued by 
the	 Ombudsman’s	 Office,	 as	 well	 as	 territorial	 alert	
committees, for rapid reaction in prioritized territories 
such as PDETs, which meet in collaboration with 
territorial prevention committees. 84

The	Ombudsman’s	Office	 identifies	that,	despite	the	
creation of this instance, inter-institutional action to 
confront violence against human rights defenders 

has been diminished, and that the CIPRAT lacks 
methodologies for rapid response to the risk scenarios 
described in the Early Warnings (Follow-up report to 
Alert No. 026-18, August 2019).

3.2.3. . National Protection Unit (UNP). 

Attached to the Ministry of Interior, it was created by 
Decree 4065 of 2011. It is a Human Rights-oriented 
security organization in charge of developing strategies 
for the analysis and evaluation of risks, threats, and 
vulnerabilities. It is also tasked with putting protection 
measures in place with differential approaches.

According to article 3 of Decree-Law 4065 of 2011, the 
objective of this unit is:
 
To articulate, coordinate and execute the provision of protection 
services to those who are determined by the national government, by 
reason of their political, public, social, humanitarian, cultural, ethnic, 
or gender activities, situations, or conditions, their status as a victim 
of violence, displaced person, or human rights activist, as being in a 
situation of extraordinary or extreme risk of suffering harm to their 
life, integrity, liberty and personal security, or due to the exercise of a 
public	office	or	other	activities	that	may	give	rise	to	extraordinary	risk,	
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83	The	United	Nations	Verification	Mission	in	Colombia,	verifies	the	political	(guarantees	for	the	new	political	party	or	movement	that	arises	from	the	transition	
of the FARC to political life), economic and social reincorporation, as well as security guarantees, of the members of the FARC, their families and communities 
(Section	3.2	of	the	Peace	Accord)	and	Section	3.4	of	said	Agreement,	which	deals	with	“guarantees	of	security	and	the	fight	against	criminal	organizations	and	
behaviors responsible for homicides and massacres against human rights defenders, social movements or political movements, or that threaten or jeopardize 
the people who participate in the implementation of the agreements and the construction of peace, including criminal organizations that have been named as 
successors to paramilitarism and their support networks.” 
84 Whenever the territorial prevention committees and the territorial alert committees for rapid reaction deal with the response to the early warnings of the 
Ombudsman’s	Office,	 in	any	case	 the	 following	persons	shall	participate:	 the	corresponding	departmental,	municipal,	or	district	government,	which	shall	
convene and chair it; the commanders of the military and police units with jurisdiction in the territory; a representative or delegate of any other entities or 
dependencies of the State with competence on the matter; and national entities that are members of CIPRAT, which shall be present through their delegates 
with coordination and articulation functions. The Regional Ombudsperson, the Regional Attorney, the Municipal Ombudsperson, and the Sectional Director of 
Prosecutors will be summoned as guests. The technical secretariat of the territorial instances for rapid reaction will be managed by the governance secretariat 
of the respective territorial entity. The territorial bodies for rapid response shall take into account the participation of the community and social organizations. 
The	Office	of	the	United	Nations	High	Commissioner	for	Human	Rights	may	be	invited.
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• Leaders, representatives, or members of ethnic 
groups.
• Leaders, representatives, or members of ethnic 
groups.
• Witnesses of cases of the violation of 
human rights and infringements of International 
Humanitarian Law.
• Victims of Human Rights violations and 
violations of IHL, including representatives of the 
displaced population or land claimants in situations 
of extraordinary or extreme risk.
•	 Current	and	former	public	officials	who	are	or	
have been responsible for the design, coordination, 
or implementation of the human rights and peace 
policy of the national government. 
•	 Public	officials,	 except	officials	of	 the	Attorney	
General’s	Office,	the	Prosecutor	General’s	Office,	and	
those who have their own regulatory framework for 
their protection, among others.

such as participating or heading trade unions, NGOs, and groups for 
displaced	persons,	as	well	as	to	guarantee	the	timeliness,	efficiency,	
and suitability of the measures that are granted. 

Programs under the competence of the Prosecutor 
General’s	Office85,	 the	Attorney	General’s	Office,	and	the	
Victims’ and Witnesses Protection Program of the Justice 
and Peace Act (Ley de Justicia y Paz) are exempted. 

Decree 4912 of 2011, compiled in Decree 1066 of 
2015, under the leadership of the National Protection 
Unit, the National Police, and the Ministry of the 
Interior (art. 1), organizes the Program for Prevention 
and Protection of the rights to life, liberty, integrity, 
and security of individuals, groups, and communities 
that are at extraordinary or extreme risk as a direct 
consequence of the exercise of their political, public, 
social, or humanitarian activities or functions, or by 
reason of the exercise of their position.

The people and groups that are the subjects of the UNP 
Protection Program are detailed in article 2.4.1.2.6 of 
Decree 1066 of 2015, supplemented by Decree 1487 
of 2018. Among these people and groups are:

• Leaders or activists of political groups, 
especially opposition groups.
• Leaders, representatives, or activists of 
organizations that defend human rights and victims, 
social, civic, communal, or peasant organizations.

PRINCIPALES FUNCIONES DEL MINISTERIO PÚBLICO Y DE AUTORIDADES GUBERNAMENTALES
RELACIONADAS CON LA PROTECCIÓN DE DEFENSORES DE DERECHOS HUMANOS

85	Decree	898	of	2017,	within	the	structure	of	the	Prosecutor	General’s	Office	and	under	the	office	of	the	Prosecutor	General,	created	the	Special	Investigation	
Unit for dismantling criminal organizations responsible for homicides and massacres or who attack human rights defenders, social movements, or political 
movements, including criminal organizations that are successors to paramilitarism and their support networks, as well as for the prosecution of criminal 
conducts that threaten the implementation of the Peace Accord, with the purpose of putting an end to impunity in these matters.
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3.3 COMMISSION OF THE TIMELY ACTION PLAN (PLAN DE ACCIÓN OPORTUNA - PAO) 
      FOR HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS, SOCIAL AND COMMUNITY LEADERS, AND JOURNALISTS

It was created by Decree 2137 of 2018.  Its purpose 
is to articulate, guide, and coordinate the different 
protection programs and resources of the different 
government entities involved in the prevention and 
protection of the rights to life, liberty, integrity and 
personal security of human rights defenders, social 
and community leaders, and journalists. It is made up 
by:

1. The President of the Republic or his/her deputy, 
who chairs over the commission.
2. The Minister of the Interior or his/her deputy, who 
acts as the technical secretary.
3. The Minister of National Defense or his/her deputy.
4. The Minister of Justice and Law or his/her deputy.
5. The Commander of the Military Forces or his/her 
deputy.
6. The Director General of the National Police or his/
her deputy
7. The Director of the National Protection Unit or his/
her deputy.

The	 Prosecutor	 General’s	 Office,	 the	 Attorney	
General’s	 Office,	 the	 Ombudsman’s	 Office,	 the	 High	
Commissioner for Peace, the Presidential Counselor 
for Human Rights, and the Presidential Counselor for 
Security are permanent guests (art. 2).

The functions of the commission include carrying 
out diagnostics and monitoring the general 
situation of the country in relation to threats against 
human rights defenders, social and community 
leaders, and journalists, as well as the information 
and actions implemented by the state for their 
protection;  coordinating and guiding the formulation, 
implementation, and monitoring of a Timely Action 
Plan;	 proposing	 the	 modification	 or	 issuance	 of	
standards that allow the operation and interrelation of 
the various components of the protection programs; 
coordinating the implementation of collective 
protection measures and the design of a self-protection 
project (art. 3). 86

86	Early	Warning	026	of	2018	refers	to	difficulties	in	the	implementation	of	the	public	policy	of	prevention	and	protection,	highlighting	that,	at	the	end	of	the	
previous government, progress was made in this policy through the issuance of a set of decrees (Decrees 2252, 2078, 1581, 898 of 2017 and 660 of 2018) which 
completed the protection program for people at risk. Although these regulations are not by themselves a solution to the problem, they were built to improve 
the existing protection mechanisms, advance prevention, and provide better tools to the entities in charge of investigating these violations. It points out that 
the government of President Duque has not given due consideration to this regulatory package, but rather, has formulated the Timely Action Plan (PAO), which 
seeks to coordinate the institutional response with respect to these issues. It also recognizes that, although the aforementioned decrees are mentioned in the 
PAO,	the	Ombudsman’s	Office	does	not	clearly	see	how	all	these	legal	provisions	will	be	implemented.	For	this	reason,	it	highlights	the	need	to	achieve	a	high	
level	of	institutional	coordination	that	involves	local	and	regional	authorities,	in	accordance	with	their	responsibility	as	first	responders,	with	the	purpose	of	
protecting leaders and adopting preventive actions.
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3.4 PRESIDENTIAL COUNCIL FOR HUMAN RIGHTS AND INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS

It was created by Decree 1649 of 2014. It is currently 
part	of	the	Office	of	the	Director	of	the	Administrative	
Department of the Presidency of the Republic (Decree 
1784	 of	 2019,	 which	 modifies	 the	 structure	 of	 that	
Department).

Article 30 of Decree 1784 set forth the functions of 
the Ministry. These functions include advising the 
President, the Secretary General of the Presidency, 
and the entities of the national government on the 
promotion, coordination, and orientation of the 
comprehensive human rights policy, as well as on 
promoting actions to guarantee the protection of 
human rights and the enforcement of IHL in the 
country.

The Ministry watches over the guarantee and effective 
enjoyment of the human rights of the population, 
the	 fight	 against	 impunity,	 the	 consolidation	 of	 the	
National System of Human Rights and IHL (created by 
Decree 4100 of 2011), the strengthening of relations 
with civil society and cooperation with international 
organizations.
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Decree 2252 of 2017 87 regulates the work of governors 
and mayors, and their duty to coordinate, as agents 
of the President of the Republic, in relation to the 
individual and collective protection of leaders of 
social and community organizations and movements, 
and human rights defenders who are at risk.

Article 2.4.1.6.2. of Decree 2252, incorporated into 
Decree 1066, expressly states that governments 
and	 mayors	 are	 the	 “first	 responders”	 in	 the	 early	
detection of risk situations against leaders of social 
organizations and community movements, and 
human rights defenders. For this purpose, they are 
supported by the Ministry of the Interior and Defense, 
as well as by the Ministry of Public Affairs.

On the other hand, article 2.4.1.6.3. points out the 
responsibilities of governments and mayors at the 
territorial level, within the framework of protection 
routes and the public policy for the prevention of 
violations of the rights to life, integrity, liberty, and 
security of individuals, groups, and communities. 
These responsibilities include designing and 
implementing actions to strengthen early prevention 
in territorial security councils; creating institutional 
mechanisms that prevent the consummation of risk 
situations for defenders and leaders referred to in 
the decree; implementing citizen culture strategies 
against the use of weapons; designing strategies 
to build capacities in groups and communities for 
the	 identification	 and	 assessment	 of	 risk	 and	 for	
strengthening their own prevention and protection 
practices, which shall allow them to go to the 
competent authorities to safeguard their rights and 
implement contingent actions with a differential 
approach (gender and ethnic perspectives), in order 
to counteract or mitigate risks. They must also activate 
individual or collective protection routes for people 
who are at risk and maintain permanent channels of 

dialogue with police inspectors and with the national 
government to detect risk situations that require the 
activation of protection routes, the detection of early 
warnings or the need to adopt urgent emergency 
measures and design control and monitoring systems 
of all the actions they take at the local level to meet 
their responsibilities. 

On the other hand, Decree-Law 895 of 2017 creates 
the Comprehensive Security System for the Exercise 
of Politics. In article 14, it orders the organization of 
a Comprehensive Security and Protection Program 
for Communities and Organizations in the Territories, 
which is materialized in Regulatory Decree 660 of 2018 
(compiled in Decree 1066 of 2015) for the prevention 
of violations and the protection, respect, and guarantee 
of the human rights to life, integrity, liberty and security 
of communities and organizations in the territories 88, 
which will be articulated with the Prevention and 
Alert System for Rapid Reaction. 

Said program has the following components: 1. 
Comprehensive prevention, security, and protection 
measures, 2. Community promoters of peace and 
coexistence89. 3. Protection protocol for rural 
territories, 4. Support of the act of denouncing. 

The	governors’	and	mayors’	offices	are	jointly	in	charge	
of formulating and executing the comprehensive 
prevention plan, for which they have the support 
of the national entities that have jurisdiction on the 
matter (Article 2.4.1.7.2.2.). 90 

With respect to this institutional and regulatory 
context, it is worth mentioning some points of the 
assessment	carried	out	by	the	Ombudsman’s	Office	in	
the Monitoring Report to Alert No. 026-18 of August 
2019, which takes into account that it was a nationally 
issued alert that implicates articulated action 

3.5. RESPONSIBILITIES OF MAYORS AND GOVERNORS IN THE PREVENTION AND PROTECTION 
OF HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS.

87 It supplements Chapter 6, Title 1, Part 4, Book 2 of Decree 1066 of 2015, the Sole Regulatory Decree of the Administrative Sector of the Interior.
88 According to Gómez, the Escazú Agreement and its article for the protection of environmental defenders was key in the argument put forward by the Ministry 
of the Environment to expressly include environmental defenders in the program created by this Decree 660 (Gómez, 2018, p. 78).
89 This component is managed by the Ministry of the Interior in coordination with the Ministry of Justice. It seeks to promote the different alternative and 
extrajudicial	mechanisms	for	conflict	resolution	in	the	territories,	foster	the	defense	of	human	rights,	and	stimulate	community	coexistence.
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among entities. In this sense, the aforementioned 
report evaluates the actions implemented and their 
effectiveness against the risks to which human 
rights defenders are exposed, referring to the norms, 
authorities and competences mentioned in this point.

Some	of	the	issues	raised	by	the	Ombudsman’s	Office	are:

-Regarding the state’s response, it concludes that 
the government has a broad set of standards for the 
construction of a public policy of prevention. 

However, it demonstrates scattered efforts on different 
administrative levels, from national down to local 
settings.	It	affirms	that	the	proliferation	of	norms	has	
not resulted in higher levels of commitment from the 
authorities, but has rather diffused responsibilities 
to protect, prevent, and guarantee the rights of these 
defenders.

-It adds that the Ministry of the Interior oversees 
important responsibilities under these regulations, 
which “overwhelms its ability to articulate and 
coordinate at all levels of government” (Monitoring 

Report on Early Warning No. 026-18, 2019).

-About the National Protection Unit, it states that, 
despite advances in the implementation of protection 
measures	for	a	significant	number	of	people	who	suffer	
threats, it does not have an adequate methodology 
to act in a timely manner in the face of all the cases 
that are reported, especially those reported by the 
Ombudsman’s	Office.	 For	 this	 reason,	 in	many	 cases	
management is limited to requesting additional 
information for the individualization of cases, 
“disregarding the risk situations noted in the Early 
Warnings that require immediate action” (Ibid. p. 65).

The	 Ombudsman’s	 Office	 considers	 that	 the	
intervention of the UNP as an urgent mechanism to 
protect the lives of defenders is effective, whenever 
protection mechanisms such as security schemes are 
used, which have undoubtedly prevented the death of 
many of these defenders. However, it considers that 
it is impossible to protect all human rights defenders 
in the country in the same way, due to the cost that 
this represents and the inadmissibility of armed or 
physical protection models in all cases. It adds that 

PRINCIPALES FUNCIONES DEL MINISTERIO PÚBLICO Y DE AUTORIDADES GUBERNAMENTALES
RELACIONADAS CON LA PROTECCIÓN DE DEFENSORES DE DERECHOS HUMANOS

90 Decree 660 of 2018, in its article 2.4.1.7.6.11. provides: 
Territorial Instance for the Implementation of the Comprehensive Security and Protection Program in the territories. In order to articulate, coordinate and 
promote the Comprehensive Security and Protection Program for Communities and Organizations in the Territories, the respective Governor or Mayor, supported 
by the Ministry of the Interior, shall consult with the organizations that are part of this program on the scenario or instance under which they would implement 
the program, for which it may develop these actions in one of the territorial instances already created in the territory, such as the Public Order Committees, 
the Transitional Justice Committees, the Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law Committees, the Subcommittees for Prevention, Protection, and 
Guarantees of Non-Repetition, as well as the instances for prevention set forth in Decree 1581 of 2017, or they may choose to create a new scenario. In any case, 
Mayors	and	Governors	shall	inform	the	Technical	Secretariat	of	the	National	Committee	of	the	instance	defined	for	compliance	with	the	provisions	of	this	article.
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the UNP fails to manage protection schemes in a timely 
manner and with differential approaches in order to 
provide differentiated services to populations and social 
groups with particular characteristics (i.e., because of 
their ethnicity, age, gender identity, and territory).

On	 the	 other	 hand,	 the	 Ombudsman’s	 Office	 points	
out that, even though the UNP created regional 
groups,	this	has	not	resulted	in	the	efficiency	of	their	
efforts, nor in an action that considers territorial 
characteristics and particularities, mainly because 
these groups have limited capacity to act in relation 
to the degree of urgency required for the State’s 
response when there are imminent threats or attacks.

-It	 identifies	 the	 lack	 of	 effective	 communication	
between competent authorities for the adoption of 
protection measures, which is an impediment “to 
incorporating the immediate measures adopted by 
local authorities into the extended and permanent 
measures that are the responsibility of the UNP” (Ibid, 
p. 66). This disconnection is more evident in the face 
of the need to adopt collective protection measures, 
which it describes as almost non-existent.

-It highlights a lack of measures targeted towards the 
populations and geographical areas alerted by the 
Ombudsman’s	 Office,	 as	 well	 as	 a	 lack	 of	 adoption	
of exceptional measures by the departmental or 
municipal administrations to mitigate or control the 
risk scenarios in relation to issued warnings.

-As regards the coordination of actions, the governors’ 
and	 mayors’	 offices	 report	 their	 participation	 in	
institutional spaces. However, the Ombudsman’s 
Office	 does	 not	 identify	 systematic	 work,	 neither	 in	
the effectiveness of the measures adopted, nor in their 
impact on an integrated state response, which would 
reduce the risks to which human rights defenders are 
exposed. 

Oftentimes, the risks and victimizing events that 
defenders suffer are:

(…) presented as associated with factors other than their 
condition as leaders, such as crimes of passion, links to 
micro-trafficking, coexistence conflicts, among others, which 
deepens the stigmatization of these sectors and conditions the 
ways actions are processed by other authorities, mainly those 
responsible for investigating rights violations (Ibid, p. 70).

EUGENIA PONCE DE LEÓN CHAUX
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In	 this	 report,	 the	 Ombudsman’s	 Office	 makes	 the	
following recommendations to the President of the 
Republic: 

Compile, harmonize, and fully implement, as soon as possible, 
the existing public policy for the protection of social leaders and 
the prevention of violent acts against social leaders and human 
rights defenders: Decree 1066/2015, Decree 1314/2016, Decree 
2252/2017, Decree 2078/2017, Decree 1581/2017, Decree 
898/2017, Decree 895/2017, Decree 660/2018 and other legal 
provisions issued by the executive or other branches of power, 
with the purpose of decisively safeguarding the life, integrity, 
and work of social leaders and human rights defenders. 
Although it is the intention that the TIMELY ACTION PLAN (PAO) 
carry out such harmonization, progress on the issue continues 
to be precarious and slow, which makes effective action by the 
Ministry imperative in order to move towards a unified public 
policy as soon as possible (Ibid, pp. 72-73)

Finally, the independence of the Ombudsman’s 
Office	in	the	production	of	Early	Warnings	and	in	the	
presentation	of	 its	 reports	and	 figures	on	massacres,	
assassinations, and attacks on leaders and human 
rights defenders must be especially protected.

The recent statement of the national government91 on 
unifying statistics on murders of leaders among the 
Ombudsman’s	 Office,	 the	 Prosecutor	 General’s	 Office,	
the Ministry of Defense, and the Presidential Council for 
Human Rights is a cause for concern.  This is because 
it is known that there are marked differences in the 
measurement	 and	 reporting	 of	 the	 figures	 provided	
by	these	entities,	as	well	as	between	their	figures	and	
those provided by civil society organizations. 92 

PRINCIPALES FUNCIONES DEL MINISTERIO PÚBLICO Y DE AUTORIDADES GUBERNAMENTALES
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91 The President of the Republic, Iván Duque Márquez, pointed out that there shall be a unique analysis methodology, which shall be fundamentally based on the 
figures	recorded	by	the	Prosecutor	General’s	Office	and	its	investigative	capacity”	(PROSECUTOR	GENERAL’S	OFFICE.	February	03,	2020)	
92	In	the	Follow-up	Report	to	Warning	No.	026-18	of	August	2019,	the	Ombudsman’s	Office	refers	extensively	to	the	inconsistency	of	the	figures	of	the	Ombudsman’s	
Office	and	those	of	other	entities,	as	follows:	“Without	specifically	emphasizing	what	the	better	designed	measurement	scale	is,	it	is	an	objective	fact	that,	of	those	
cited,	the	figure	that	is	the	lowest	with	respect	to	number	of	homicides	is	the	one	adopted	by	the	Prosecutor	General’s	Office	and	the	Ministry	of	the	Interior.	It	
is therefore of the utmost importance that the national government and the investigation and justice entities take into account the information provided by the 
Ombudsman’s	Office	not	only	as	an	input,	but	rather	as	a	starting	point	for	addressing	the	phenomenon	of	violence	against	defenders”.
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A) As part of the Declaration on Human Rights 
Defenders, the fundamental role of environmental 
defenders and their contribution to the enjoyment 
of other human rights has been widely recognized 
(in the international context). Thus, they have been 
the	subject	of	specific	resolutions,	as	well	as	multiple	
mentions and recommendations contained in those 
instruments, where such recognition is expressly 
given. 

B) At the same time, these texts express deep concern 
because defenders of the land and environment are 
identified	 as	 a	 group	 particularly	 at	 risk	within	 the	
group of human rights defenders. They are at the front 
lines of those who suffer threats, attacks, intimidation, 
stigmatization, and assassinations around the globe.
  
C) This tends to worsen because such concern and the 
urgent call for their protection constitutes a constant 
that repeats itself year after year, after verifying the 
increase in cases of assassinations and other attacks 
suffered by defenders, which include stigmatization 
by governments, companies, and other actors who 
frame them as opposers of development, criminals, 

terrorists, etc. Thus, the most recent reports and 
regulatory instruments that assess the situation of 
these defenders, both domestically and internationally, 
highlight the delicate situation they are going through 
due to their work, an alarm that is augmented by the 
intensification	of	violence	against	them.	

D) Factors such as the lack of formal recognition of the 
territorial rights of ethnic groups and of land titling 
and distribution to peasants, or lack of guarantees 
for them to remain on their lands in a peaceful and 
safe manner, constitute structural causes that create a 
scenario conducive to violence against them, and their 
intimidation and displacement. 

E) Another cause of repeated violence against these 
defenders derives from opposition to projects, works, 
or activities carried out by companies (i.e.: extractive 
activities such as hydrocarbon and mining, the 
construction of megaprojects such as hydropower 
plants, and the establishment of agro-industry), or 
from lawsuits against these companies to have them 
fully comply with environmental, legal, and prior 
consultation requirements, and to demand respect 

4. CONCLUSIONS
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for human rights in their operations, as required by 
international standards. 

F) A special situation of alert focuses on defenders 
of the land and the environment who belong to 
indigenous communities. These communities have 
suffered disproportionately from the attacks and 
murders documented in various reports, which is 
why their protection must be prioritized; this, both 
because of their special situation of vulnerability 
(conditions of isolation, for example), and because of 
their indisputable contribution to the conservation 
and sustainable use of biodiversity and, particularly, 
of	 forests.	 Multiple	 scientific	 studies	 have	 found	
lower deforestation rates and better conservation 
achievements in these territories, derived from the 
sustainable management carried out by these ethnic 
groups.

In the same vein, women are another group that is 
especially impacted. These women defenders also 
face threats related to their gender, including sexual 
violence.

G) In 2019, Global Witness documented that Colombia 
held	the	shameful	ranking	of	first	place	in	the	world	
in assassinations of defenders of the land and the 
environment, which represents a dramatic increase in 
these crimes in the country. On the other hand, more 

than two thirds of the murders of these defenders 
worldwide occurred in Latin America in the same 
year. Thus, the region and the country demand timely, 
adequate, and effective responses to this problem, 
which is why the Escazú Regional Agreement holds 
special relevance.

H) The foregoing because, despite all the 
declarations, exhortations, reports, evaluations, and 
recommendations made, there is an evident global 
crisis, with special emphasis on Latin America, as the 
numbers continue to increase. This requires effective 
measures and emergency responses to reverse this 
upward trend and protect these defenders effectively, 
since it is not tolerable for a society to allow the murder 
of human rights defenders and, among them, those 
who care for life itself as environmental advocates.

I) There is a bilateral, direct, and inseparable 
relationship between the protection of environmental 
defenders and the possibility of conserving biological 
diversity and effectively defending environmental 
rights. If they cannot safely exercise their own rights 
(to freedom of expression, assembly, association, 
movement, and the rights of access to information, 
participation, and justice—the access rights that 
are the foundation of environmental democracy 
developed in the Escazú Agreement—among others), 
there will be a negative impact on the guarantee of the 
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right to a healthy environment. 

The goals of halting the loss of biological diversity 
to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, as provided 
for in the Paris Agreement on climate change, and 
of addressing other global environmental problems 
can only be achieved through state action. Their 
attainment requires the determined participation of 
society—where these defenders play a leading role—
so silencing their voices has a direct impact on these 
goals and the sustainable development goals (SDG) 
agreed upon in the 2030 Agenda

J)	 In	 Colombia,	 the	 Ombudsman’s	 Office	 has	 been	
presenting judicious reports and early warnings 
documenting the causes of violence against human 
rights defenders. These reports also mention the 
slow implementation of the Peace Accord signed 
with the FARC guerrillas, especially in the areas of 
comprehensive rural reform and substitution of illicit 
crops. 

They also mention the reinstatement of territorial 
power after the signing of the Peace Accord, where 
dissidents from the FARC and other illegal armed 
groups (ELN, Autodefensas Gaitanistas, and other 
groups that are successors to paramilitarism and 
organized crime) seek to retain control of the areas 
previously occupied by that guerrilla group, giving 

rise to confrontations between them and the Public 
Forces, which stokes the conditions of risk for human 
rights defenders. 

The inability of the state to quickly enter these spaces 
has	 created	 a	 vacuum	 that	 has	 been	 filled	 by	 new	
illegal	 armed	 actors	 who	 are	 fighting	 for	 territorial	
power, control over illicit economies formerly 
dominated	by	the	FARC	(i.e.,	drug	trafficking,	criminal	
mining, smuggling, etc.), and the dispossession of 
land. These groups prevent processes of the return, 
redress, and restitution of the victims of the armed 
conflict.	 They	 impose	 supposed	 rules	 of	 coexistence	
and management of natural resources, they collect 
extortions, cause forced displacement, forced 
recruitment of boys, girls, and young people, driving 
all kinds of violence against these defenders.

Specifically	in	the	Amazon,	in	the	last	year	there	have	
been several early warnings that cover a large part of 
the region, and that show the wave of violence, threats 
and assassinations that is currently being experienced 
in this area. The Amazon contains one of the largest 
areas of tropical forests remaining in the world, is 
home to great wealth in terms of biodiversity, and has 
large areas titled or in the process of being titled to 
indigenous peoples, which provides recognition of 
and guarantees for the ethnic and cultural diversity in 
the country. 

CONCLUSIONS
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This document contains three examples of these 
alerts that were issued in the last year (there are 
many more), and which took place in the departments 
of Putumayo, Amazonas, Caquetá, and Meta. These 
examples served to illustrate how, despite the signing 
of the Peace Accord, the Colombian Amazon region 
continues to suffer major and increasing threats both 
to environmental protection and to the indigenous 
peoples that inhabit the region (with special mention 
of peoples in voluntary isolation) and to all inhabitants 
and human rights defenders in general.

The	 risks	 are	 also	 very	 high	 for	 public	 officials	
responsible for research, conservation, and the 
sustainable use of natural resources and the promotion 
of sustainable activities in the region. Special 
consideration	 is	 given	 to	 officials	 and	 contractors	
of the National Natural Parks entity, who have been 
threatened, dispossessed of property and equipment, 
detained, and expelled from protected areas in the 
Amazon by dissidents from the FARC. In this way, the 
areas have been left completely unprotected, since 
those who carry out the conservation work were 
forced out since February 2020.   

K)	 )	 Although	 the	 country	 has	 a	 broad	 regulatory,	
political, and institutional framework that covers all 
levels of state management (from national to local) 

and which seeks to detect risks against leaders and 
human rights defenders and implement preventive 
and protective measures for these defenders and their 
rights in a timely manner, in practice, the effectiveness 
of this regulatory and institutional structure has been 
very limited.

The	Ombudsman’s	Office	has	identified	difficulties	in	
the implementation of the public policy of prevention 
and	rapid	response.	The	main	difficulties	are:	inability	
to achieve real inter-institutional and multi-scale 
articulation and coordination of the Ministry of the 
Interior and the Intersectoral Commission for Rapid 
Response to Early Warnings; scattered efforts and 
responsibilities on different administrative levels; 
failures in the effective application of the existing 
protection mechanisms and in the allocation of 
sufficient	 budgetary	 resources	 to	 implement	 them;	
lack of targeted measures towards the populations 
and geographic areas alerted by the Ombudsman’s 
Office,	 and	 failure	 to	 adopt	 exceptional	 measures	
by the departmental or municipal governments to 
mitigate or control the alerted risk scenarios, even 
though	they	are	legally	responsible	for	being	the	first	
to	fulfill	this	function.

L) Faced with this situation, there is no doubt about 
the urgent need for the country to expedite the 
ratification	 of	 the	 Escazú	Agreement,	 as	 it	 has	 been	
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expressly recommended in many of the reports and 
resolutions	 of	 various	 offices,	 rapporteurships,	 and	
agencies of the United Nations cited in this document.

This	 agreement	 is	 the	 first	 international	 binding	
instrument in the world to include an express article 
on the rights of environmental defenders and the 
duties of states to protect them. In addition, it creates 
a new foundation for environmental democracy, 
which is precisely the protection of these defenders.

The fact that Colombia executed the agreement was the 
direct result of citizen pressure exerted by protesters, 
NGOs, academics, and activists, who demanded its 
ratification	 by	 the	 government	 to	 guarantee	 the	
rights of access to information, participation, and 
environmental justice under the agreement, which are 
interdependent to the protection of environmental 
defenders. 

It is currently in the process of approval in 
congress, where the leadership of the president and 
administration has not been viewed as promotors of 
its approval. To the contrary, it is being postponed 
by the opposition deployed by the government 
party itself and by the economic sectors that have 
disseminated series of inaccurate information about 
the agreement, claiming it is unnecessary because its 
regulations are redundant to domestic legislation.

After presenting the context of the situation of 
environmental defenders in Colombia, what appears 
to be truly recurrent, repetitive, and persistent is the 
shameful increase in the murder of human rights 
defenders.

For this reason, the President of the Republic is urged 
to honor his commitment and effectively promote and 
lead	this	approval	and	subsequent	ratification	before	
Congress and the governing party.
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