 

InterReligious Task Force on Central America

3606 Bridge Avenue, Cleveland, Ohio 44113

tel: 216.961.0003   fax: 216.961.0002   e-mail: irtf@igc.org
	via fax: 011 57 1 560 4630

Sr. Sabas Pretelt de la Vega

Ministerio del Interior y de Justicia, Colombia


March 25, 2004

Dear Sir:

We are outraged at the fatal shooting of José Luis Torres on March 8 by unidentified gunmen at the main entrance of  the Barranquilla General Hospital, Atlántico Department, where he worked as a concierge.  He was also an activist with the health workers' union Asociación Nacional de Trabajadores y Empleados de Hospitales, Clinicas, Consultorios y Entidades dedicadas a procurar la Salud de la Comunidad  (ANTHOC).  His murder is a climax to continuing threats and attacks on ANTHOC members in Barranquilla and nationally.  

In December 2003, members Angel Salas Fajardo and Gilberto Martínez of Barranquilla received death threats. On January 21 a written death threat was delivered to the central offices of ANTHOC in Bogotá bearing the logo of the army-backed paramilitary group Autodefensas del Magadalena Medio (Self Defense Forces of Magdalena Medio).  This letter accused Jesus Alfonso Naranjo and Mario Mora, members of the human rights department of ANTHOC, of being guerrillas who would be killed wherever they were. Jesus Alfonso's wife, Clara Sofia Caballero, was attacked at gunpoint by three armed men on November 4, 2003 when she left her house; Jesus Alfonso has had to flee his home in Honda, Tolima department.
In recent years members of trade union organizations have been labeled continually as subversives by the Colombian security forces and their paramilitary allies. These accusations have repeatedly been followed by serious human rights violations committed against trade unionists by these same forces. In 2003, approx-imately 70 trade unionists were killed. In recent years army-backed paramilitaries have been responsible for the majority of killings of trade unionists. Guerrilla forces have also killed people they accuse of siding with their enemies. 

As a result of our concern for the safety of members of ANHOC, we strongly urge your government to:

· Conduct a full and impartial investigation into the killing of José Luis Torres and army-backed paramilitary death threats against the union, make the results public and bring those responsible to justice;

· Ensure that all measures deemed appropriate by Jesus Alfonso Naranjo and Mario Mora are taken to guarantee their safety;

· Adequately resource the Ministry of Interior's protection program for trade unionists to provide more effective protection to trade unionists;

· Immediately conduct a full and impartial investigation into links between the security forces and paramilitary groups, make public the results of the investigation and bring to justice those found responsible for supporting and participating in such groups;

· Take immediate action to dismantle paramilitary groups, in line with the recommendations made by the United Nations and other intergovernmental organizations.

Sincerely,

Brian J. Stefan Szittai, Coordinator

UA_74/04 Colombia
cc:
Señor Presidente Alvaro Uribe Velez,  – via fax: 011 57 1 342 0592 / 337 5890


Ambassador Luis Alberto Moreno – via fax: 1 202 232 8643


Attorney General of Colombia, Dr. Luis Camilo Osorio – via fax: 011 57 1 570 2022 / 2000


US Ambassador William Wood – via fax: 011 571 315-2038

The following people hereby urge you to take action on this matter as indicated in this letter:

I R T F














