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NEWS FROM

LAWYERS' RIGHTS
WATCH CANADA

By Heather Neun* and Catherine Morrist

THE DAY OF THE ENDANGERED LAWYER, JANUARY 24, 2022: COLOMBIA
In 2021, threats to lawyers and other human rights defenders around the
world did not abate. The independence, integrity and safety of the legal pro-
fession are crucial to the rule of law. When unchecked, threats and attacks
on lawyers create a climate of intimidation for those taking on cases that are
controversial or politically sensitive. Lack of legal representation thwarts
equal access to justice and fair trials and undermines the rule of law.

In 2021, LRWC intervened in situations in more than two dozen countries
where lawyers, particularly human rights lawyers, are at risk of attacks of
various kinds, including politically motivated vilification, suspensions, dis-
barments, charges, arrests, arbitrary detention, death threats or assassina-
tions. Since LRWC's last report in the Advocate in November 2021, LRWC
volunteers have addressed concerns in 19 countries: Afghanistan, Algeria,
Belarus, Burundi, Cambodia, Cameroon, Canada, China, Colombia, Iran,
Myanmar, Occupied Palestinian Territories, Pakistan, Philippines, South
Sudan, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Turkey and Vietnam.

Alarming Escalation of Threats to Colombian Lawyers and Human Rights
Defenders

Colombia is the focus of attention for the upcoming international Day of the
Endangered Lawyer on January 24, 2022. Events are planned all over the
world, including an online event for Canadian lawyers co-sponsored by the
Law Society of Ontario’s Human Rights Committee and LRWC.!

* Heather Neun has been a volunteer for LRWC since 2004 and serves on its board of directors and as its Colombia monitor.
She recently participated in an infernational human rights monitoring mission to Colombia that examined human rights viola-
tions and impunity in the context of the National Strike protests of 2021. See the mission’s report (Spanish only), infra note 11.

t Catherine Morris has been a volunteer with LRWC for more than two decades and serves as its Main Representative at the
UN Human Rights Council. LRWC has held special consultative status with the UN Economic and Social Council since 2005.
She was appointed to serve as fransitional Executive Director of LRWC on a pro bono basis from June 2020 to January 2022.
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DAY OF THE
ENDANGERED LAWYER

More than 700 lawyers were killed in Colombia between 1991 and 2013.?
At least four lawyers were killed between 2017 and 2019.% Threats were
made against at least eight lawyers between 2017 and 2021.4

While the 2016 Havana peace agreement ostensibly ended years of inter-
nal armed conflict between the Colombian government and the Revolution-
ary Armed Forces of Colombia (“FARC”"), lawyers and other human rights
defenders remain at high risk of'illegal surveillance, threats, judicial harass-
ment and murder.> More than 450 defenders have been killed in Colombia
since 2016.5 The estimates of murders of social leaders’” and human rights
defenders in 2020 range from 182° to 310.° For the second year in a row in
2020, the highest number of killings of land and environmental defenders
worldwide took place in Colombia, with 65 defenders murdered. Of the 65
cases, 41 were of activists involved in land rights protection.°

Risks to lawyers and defenders increased even more in 2021 during major
citizen protests that were triggered by a proposed tax reform that disadvan-
taged lower- and middle-class people. The National Strike protests were com-
pounded by widespread concerns about high unemployment and growing
levels of inequality and poverty within the context of the pandemic, as well
as the Colombian government’s brutal response to the protests.

Despite COVID-19 restrictions, large demonstrations took place across
Colombia beginning on April 28, 2021 and continued for more than two
months, followed by further anti-government protests through the summer
and fall. The demonstrations were violently repressed by Colombian
authorities, and there have been numerous human rights violations, includ-
ing killings of social leaders, incidents of gender-based violence, arbitrary
detentions, and the excessive and brutal use of unlawful lethal force against
those exercising their fundamental right to peaceful social protest.'

Lawyers have been particularly challenged in their efforts to provide
legal representation to the victims of serious rights violations during this
time.'? For example, on March 4, 2021, human rights lawyer Johan
Sebastian Moreno Castro was arbitrarily and violently detained by police in
Piedecuesta while he was monitoring a protest.'® In late October 2021,
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human rights lawyers and defenders in the city of Cali, who have been sub-
jected to illegal surveillance of their activities while representing victims of
violations, issued a public statement calling on the offices of the Attorney
General and Prosecutor General to investigate this surveillance and the pos-
sible interception and theft of confidential information.

In this context, human rights lawyers are also at risk of being accused of
being part of criminal and terrorist groups simply for conducting their law-
ful professional work representing clients. In 2019 and 2020, Colombian
intelligence agencies carried out surveillance operations on several human
rights organizations that provide legal assistance to opponents of the cur-
rent government.'® Lawyers and defenders are in particular danger when
representing clients in sensitive cases such as those dealing with Indige-
nous communities’ land rights issues. Lawyers are subjected to intimida-
tion, death threats and assassination attempts,'® and they may be followed
or have their phones tapped.'” Of particular concern is the use of'legal pro-
ceedings to fabricate evidence against lawyers and human rights defenders
as a method of retaliation against them for their work.!®

The Day of the Endangered Lawyer has taken place on January 24 since
2009. The day is marked in cities around the world. January 24 was chosen
because on that day in 1977, four lawyers and their co-worker were mur-
dered in Madrid. This event has become known as the Massacre of Atocha.

Since then, the international coalition for the Day of the Endangered
Lawyer has chosen one country each year to mark the day. In previous
years, the following countries have been featured: Azerbaijan (2021), Pak-
istan (2020), Turkey (2019), Egypt (2018), China (2017), Honduras (2016), the
Philippines (2015), Colombia (2014), Basque Country/Spain (2013), Turkey
(2012) and Iran (2010).

In June 2021, the coalition decided to feature Colombia for a second time,
in 2022, because of heightened risks and persecution of human rights
lawyers since 2020.

LRWC's interventions on situations in countries around the world can be
seen on its website at < www.lrwc.org > .1
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