Challenging Impunity: Human Rights Violations, Displacement of Indigenous Communities and Corporate Responsibility in Colombia

On Wednesday 25th May 2005 the Australian Human Rights Centre hosted a seminar featuring Debora Barros Fince, an indigenous leader from the Wayuu community in Colombia. Ms. Barros spoke of the massacre which took place in her community on April 15, 2004 which left 12 Wayuu killed, 20 missing and more than 300 displaced from the land they had occupied for more than 500 years. Ms. Barros is currently seeking legal redress for what she described as the failure of the Colombian government to properly investigate the killings and was in Sydney to tell her story and seek answers. Rosemary Jimenez, a Colombian journalist also addressed the seminar and spoke of the intractable problems of pursuing redress in the Colombian legal system.
 
Ms. Barros was away overnight when paramilitaries invaded her village. She came home to find the dismembered bodies of her relatives strewn across the village which is located near Bahia Portete in Colombia.  Colombia has been ravaged for decades by a conflict between the army, left wing guerrilla groups and right wing paramilitary groups. In this uneasy setting, transnational companies, such as Australia’s BHP Billiton, have come to Colombia to exploit its natural resources. The Wayuu community has consistently opposed the nearby development of the largest open pit coal mine in the world, El Cerrojon - a joint venture of BHP Billiton, Anglo American and Glencore Intl - many refusing to sell their land to facilitate the El Cerrojon project.  BHP is a joint owner of the mine which runs a railway line close to Bahia Portete. Ms. Barros is seeking BHP’s help to help solve the mystery behind who is responsible for the massacre but so far has found the company to be silent on the issue. As Ms. Barros returns to Colombia and continues to pursue her mission to find the truth behind the massacre there are real fears for safety.

How can you help? 

Take action and send a letter to the President of Colombia urging an investigation into the atrocities. A sample letter is set out below.

Mr Alvaro Uribe Velez
President of the Republic of Colombia
Bogota-Colombia
Mr President,
I wish to express my concern for the grave human rights violations faced by many Colombian rural communities. In particular, I appeal for the well-being of communities in areas where major economic projects operated by transnational corporations are located. In particular, I am concernid about the reported human rights violations that have occured near mining and energy resource projects in the la Guajira region . 
One of the cases of immediate concern is the displacement of the Wayuu community that was directly targeted and affected by the massacre that occured in Bahia Portete in April 2004. It has been reported that the massacre occured near the coal mining area of El Cerrejón and that members of the military attached to the Cartagena Batallian have been accused. I also note that according to witnesses,  members paramilitary groups  that operate in the area were also involved in the massacre. 
In light of these facts, we ask you, as President of Colombia, to:
- Investigate the possible responsibility that transnacional corporations may have for acts or ommissions relevant to these cases;
- Guarantee the security and  return of the Wayuu community that was displaced after the Bahia Portete massacre and is now holding refugee status in Venezuela.  In particular, the security and life of Debora Barros Fince, an indigenous leader who has been in Australia dennouncing these facts and who has been continuously receiving death threats.
I ask you to take action against these crimes and challenge impunity. 
Sincerely,
