
USA 

 
 
 
 
 
 
In March 2007, Afro-Colombian grassroots leaders Carlos Rosero of the Black 
Communities Process (PCN) in Bogotá, Naka Mandinga of the community council 
of the River Yurumangui and Helcias Ayala Mosquera of the Federation of 
Organizations of the San Juan (FOSAN), Chocó visited Washington, DC to 
participate in the Organization of American States (OAS) Hearing on the Situation 
of Afro-Colombians. The Washington Office on Latin America (WOLA) and the 
Association of Internally Displaced Afro-Colombians (AFRODES USA) took this 
opportunity to ask the leaders the following questions: 
   
What are the Afro-Colombian grassroots leaders and communities' reactions to the 
recent "para-politics” scandal?  
   
 For years, Afro-Colombian organizations and communities have denounced and 
widely distributed documentation of human rights cases where the Colombian state and 
its institutions, such as the armed forces, should be held responsible for these violations 
because they either acted in collusion with or deliberately did not act against actions 
taken by the paramilitaries in Afro-Colombian territories. Many of the human and 
territorial rights violations committed against our communities, including internal 
displacement, are a result of direct actions or lack of governance in the areas we inhabit. 
The “para-politics” scandal supports our previous concerns about President Uribe's 
democratic security and social policies.  
   
 Three of the most problematic laws that have significantly weakened Afro-
Colombian human and territorial collective rights were passed since the Uribe 
Administration took office. These laws, which were pushed through the Colombian 
Congress by some of the legislators who are now being questioned for their alleged ties 
with right-wing paramilitaries [1], include the Law 782 of Public Order and the Justice 
and Peace Law. Article 19 of Law 782 is particularly problematic because it allows for 
the granting of pardons, which will guarantee that many crimes against members of our 
community will remain in impunity. Law 975 has been seriously criticized by the 
international community and Colombian human rights groups for its lack of guarantees 
for truth, justice and reparations for the victims of violence, many of whom are Afro-
Colombians [2]. We are particularly concerned about the Forestry law because it will 
allow for the privatization of 50 million hectares of natural forests; 27 million of the 
hectares that will be privatized are recognized as the collective territories of Afro-
Colombian communities. Also we find it problematic because it was put forward without 
consultation with our communities, making it in clear violation of the International Labor 
Organization (ILO) Convention 169. 
   
 The ties with paramilitaries that were recently revealed between members of the 
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Department of Administrative Services, (Colombia's intelligence agency) in particular its 
ex-Director Jorge Noguera, led to the deaths of union activists and human rights 
defenders. These revelations support information that Afro-Colombian organizations, 
NGOs and human rights organizations have documented and denounced for years. It 
clearly shows that the Colombian government has not implemented the human rights 
conditions required by U.S. law for the receipt of aid from the United States that comes 
through "Plan Colombia." Some of the persons detained due to their links to 
paramilitaries have strong economic interests in Afro-Colombian territories, particularly 
in the region of the Caribbean. The para-politics scandal also supports our long held view 
that internal displacement of our communities is related to economic interests (including 
both legal and illegal economic activity) in our territories. The Colombian government 
has ignored and not taken appropriate preventative actions to stop these violations in spite 
of repeated calls from our leaders to do so. Furthermore, it is very disturbing that some 
Colombian policymakers aided in these violations directly or indirectly due to their links 
or agreements with paramilitaries. The Colombian government has to take responsibility 
for the human rights violations committed against the Afro-Colombian people and the 
nation as a whole.  
   
Are paramilitaries re-grouping and/or new armed groups forming in the rural and urban 
areas inhabited by Afro-Colombians? 
   
 The spread of paramilitarism and the internal armed conflict in Colombia are 
directly linked to grave structural problems associated with the control of land, resources 
and national and international economic interests. These interests run counter to the 
interests of many of the inhabitants and ancestral owners of these territories.  The 
paramilitary demobilization process has been taking place in spite of heavy criticism that 
there exist great deficiencies in the legal framework developed for this process as well as 
huge institutional obstacles with the implementation of the process. The take over of 
many regions by illegal armed groups and the humanitarian crisis that is evident in many 
regions clearly show that there is still a lack of state governance in many parts of the 
country. Afro-Colombian communities, NGOs and human rights organizations have 
pointed out that the demobilization process is particularly weak in the area of identifying 
and compensating the victims, in addition to monitoring the demobilized paramilitaries in 
the areas where the demobilized are present.  The confession made by AUC leader 
Salvatore Mancuso and the information retrieved from "Jorge 40"'s computer support 
claims made by communities in these regions that there is re-armament and re-
organization of paramilitaries that were demobilized. Reports by the think tank 
INDEPAZ and the Organization of American States (OAS) monitoring mission in 
Colombia point to the fact that there are new or re-grouped armed groups in Colombia. 
Such groups are present in the Departments of Cordoba, Bolivar, Sucre, Nariño and 
Chocó. These are areas where there are a large number of internally displaced Afro-
Colombians.   
              
Here are just a few examples of situations of concern on which we have received 
information: 
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 -On February 27, 2007 the Colombian newspaper El Espectador printed a detailed 
report on the re-grouping of paramilitary militias in the Department of Antioquia. In 
August 16, 2006, one day after the Bloque Elmer Cardenas Paramilitary Group finished 
its last phase of demobilization, paramilitaries threatened to assassinate residents of the 
predominantly Afro-Colombian community of Curvaradó in Chocó. These threats were 
linked to the community's strong opposition to the cultivation of "African" palm oil, a 
monoculture plant that is problematic for the environmental sanctity of our territories and 
whose cultivation is linked to serious human rights abuses against our communities. We 
are also concerned that "African" palm oil projects have been proposed as "rehabilitation" 
projects for demobilized paramilitaries.  
   
 -In the port city of Buenaventura where there is a territorial dispute among the 
guerillas and militias of the FARC, Colombian armed forces, and paramilitaries, the 
paramilitaries control entry of foodstuffs (chicken, eggs, meat) that come into the city. 
Persons who refuse to do what the paramilitaries tell them including paying "taxes" have 
been assassinated. For example, an Afro-Colombian woman aged 28 years old who sold 
chickens in Pueblo Nuevo was killed late last year for refusing to pay the paramilitaries’ 
taxes.   
   
 -In Buenos Aires, Department of Cauca, a number of paramilitaries who 
demobilized have come back to the zone and are associated with the mining industry. 
They are engaging in armed territorial disputes with the local population that has 
historically been Afro-Colombian. In this region there are rumors that around 200 
paramilitaries will be arriving to aid the demobilized paramilitaries to control the area 
and ensure that their economic projects are implemented in the manner that they see fit. 
Also operating in this area are the "Black Eagles," another paramilitary group.  
   
 -In Guapi, on the coast of the Department of Cauca, the construction of a 
hydroelectric facility PCH and the cultivation of 15,000 new hectares of "African" palm 
oil are in process. The Afro-Colombian communities living there have told us they are 
scared because there are rumors that some 200 paramilitaries will be coming to the area 
to make sure that these projects move forward without any problems.  
   
 -In Chocó, a group called the Unified Self-Defense Forces of the North Valle 
(ACUN) is operating in the municipalities of San Jose del Palmar, Istmina, Middle and 
Lower Baudó, Middle San Juan, Condoto, and Novita.  
   
 -In Cartagena, during the first week of December 2006, our partner the Association 
for Internally Displaced Afro-Colombians (AFRODES) as well as other civil society 
organizations, including the League of Displaced Women, were named ‘military targets’ 
in a pamphlet circulated in a Cartagena neighborhood by a group calling itself “Grupos 
de Limpieza al Servicio de la Comunidad” (Group of Social Cleansing Serving the 
Community). Allegations have been made that these threats are coming from demobilized 
paramilitaries who are forming new groups. According to an article in the newspaper El 
Universal, the regional human rights ombudsman’s office for Cartagena released a 
civilian population risk report in November of 2006 stating that an estimated 1,230 social 
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leaders, including human rights defenders and others, were at risk as a result of these 
newly emerging groups.  The article also stated that the emerging groups were restricting 
the movement of some 3,000 persons and engaging in extortion by forcing people to pay 
a so-called “security tax.” In the Nelson Mandela neighborhood, mainly inhabited by 
internally displaced Afro-Colombians, the article stated that the re-grouped paramilitaries 
were forcing transportation workers to pay a daily security fee to guarantee their safety. 
Such paramilitary activity is likely to lead to inter-urban, intra-urban and regular internal 
displacement of an already disadvantaged civilian population, as well as result in the 
harm of its social leaders.    
 
 - In Tumaco, members of the black communities have alerted us about the existence 
of an illegal armed group known as “Los Rastrojos”. It is calculated that this group may 
contain upwards of 600 men. They are recruiting youths from small towns like San Pedro 
del Vino, Basal, Ramos, Caimito and the city of Tumaco. It is recognized that they 
control the coca business in the area. They are exerting territorial control, intimidating, 
threatening and restricting peasants’ freedom of movement and general activities. On 
February 21, 2007 a young parent from the community of Pueblo Nuevo in the Patía 
River, was assassinated by another young man recruited by this group. They are fighting 
amongst themselves and killing their own members. Once the person is killed they throw 
the dismembered bodies of these individuals into the river. They assault women and force 
entry into people’s homes, threatening them with guns while they are drunk.  The group 
Los Rastrojos is constantly on the move and uses different places for target practice that 
have the population totally distressed and terrorized. Many Afro-Colombian civilians in 
those areas have become internally displaced to Tumaco while others have been forced to 
sell their lands for coca cultivation. 
   
 We would like policymakers in the United States to know that the paramilitary 
demobilization process is far from reaching the results that the Colombian government 
has claimed to have achieved to the international community.   
   
What changes would Afro-Colombian grassroots communities like to see in the U.S. 
legislation for Colombia?  
   
 We would like the word "Afro-Colombian" to be added to the language in the 
human rights conditions of the foreign operations bill. In addition, we ask U.S. 
policymakers to assign financial resources to change the balance of the current 
Colombian aid package so that the bulk of the aid goes to social programs and less of the 
aid goes to military support. Given the humanitarian crisis in Colombia that is 
particularly bad in areas inhabited by Afro-Colombians, we think it is vitally important 
that U.S. resources go to strengthening Colombian civil society, in particular Afro-
Colombian grassroots organizations, and supporting our proposals.  Together, Afro-
Colombian communities and grassroots leaders have created concrete proposals for how 
the communities can return to their territories, address the internal displacement problem 
with a differentiated ethnic approach, and improve education for our children. Also, 
Afro-Colombians have proposals for how our community can be morally, 
psychologically and physically compensated for the violations committed against our 
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communities.  Most of these proposals can be found in the National Development Plan 
for Afro-Colombian communities, a plan that the Colombian government has not 
implemented as of yet.  We are concerned that the Colombian government continues to 
make decisions and/or implement proposals that directly impact our communities while 
ignoring our particular ethnic-political interests and failing to consult the assigned leaders 
of our communities. We therefore ask that aid from the U.S. go to strengthening Afro-
Colombian grassroots proposals.  In addition, we request that Members of Congress 
monitor the aid to ensure that it meets its intended goals while ensuring prior consultation 
and implementation by Afro-Colombian grassroots communities.  
   
What is currently happening with the "previous consultation" mechanisms?  
   
 Various norms and proposals of great concern to our communities such as the Free 
Trade Agreement, Forestry Law, Law of Rural Development and Mining Law pose a 
great threat to Afro-Colombian territorial rights.  The previous consultation mechanism is 
one way that we can protect our cultural identity. The Colombian government does not 
consider the previous consultation mechanism to be a requirement and has made 
decisions without implementing this mechanism that directly affects our cultural and 
territorial rights. The previous consultation mechanism is a right found in Colombian 
national legislation, as well as international norms, by which Colombia has agreed to 
abide. It is contained in Articles 6 and 7 of the ILO Convention 169 which state that 
authorities must consult with indigenous communities and their authorities in "good 
faith" and through the appropriate mechanisms.  
   
Is the situation of internally displaced Afro-Colombians improving? Is there "justice" and 
"truth" for Afro-Colombian victims of paramilitary violence? 
   
 No, the situation of Afro-Colombian internally displaced persons remains a major 
challenge. There is a lack of political will on the part of the government to truly address 
the overall needs of the victims and in particular to address the specific concerns of Afro-
Colombian internally displaced persons. Although Colombia has some of the most 
sophisticated legislation in the world for internally displaced persons, little of it affects 
the majority of Afro-Colombian internally displaced persons. There are no clear or 
coherent mechanisms of implementation. There is no specific focus or political will for 
addressing the concerns of Afro-Colombian internally displaced persons. As a result, 
Afro-Colombian internally displaced persons suffer institutional, as well as societal 
discrimination. We do not receive the attention we need and we are disadvantaged when 
it comes to implementing our human and civil rights. We are very concerned about 
legislative initiatives passed in recent years because they have not only weakened the 
ethnic and territorial rights of our communities but also the rights of all victims to truth, 
justice and reparations.  
 
What is the position of Afro-Colombian grassroots leaders regarding the fumigation 
efforts? 
 
 We have been very explicit that we do not approve of the cultivation of illicit crops 
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in our territories. At the same time, we desire everyone to know that we do not agree with 
the fumigation efforts either. We believe in and have presented proposals for manual 
eradication of coca crops, which the government has totally ignored. Despite the facts 
regarding the negative affects of fumigation on not only edible crops but also health of 
people, the government has insisted on fumigating indiscriminately.  The fumigations, as 
well as the general violent acts against our communities, are the cause of our forced 
internal displacement. The fumigations have caused significant material losses that are 
not included in any proposal of reparation. While millions of dollars have been spent on 
the fumigation effort, the social investment on the rehabilitation of the fumigated 
territories and their communities is minimal. Our communities, fenced by armed groups 
and illicit crops, fumigated by the government, and at the will of the United States, are 
condemned to expulsion and death. The U.S. government cannot continued financing 
what, from our point of view, is a crime against the ethnic groups and the peasants 
affected.  
 
What recommendations did you make to U.S. policymakers you met with this week? 
  
 We recommended the following: 
   
 1) That the U.S. Congress ensures that all politicians linked to the para-politics 
scandal are investigated and brought to justice. Also, that all laws and legislation that 
weaken Law 70 and undermine Afro-Colombian human rights such as the Forestry law, 
Water law, Law of Rural Development (in process), the Justice and Peace law and the 
changes made to the mining code initiated while these legislators were in power are re-
considered. These laws should be changed if it is found that they were passed in "bad 
faith" in order to advance economic interests linked to paramilitaries in regions inhabited 
by Afro-Colombians, and other communities. In terms of the Rural Development law, the 
U.S. should ensure that provisions that it contains that run contrary to law 70 are 
removed.  
   
 2) The U.S. should change the balance of the aid package to Colombia so that the 
bulk of the aid goes to promoting human rights, peace and justice. Also, within the social 
aid programs it is important that assistance for the internally displaced includes a 
differentiated approach to addressing the concerns of Afro-Colombian IDPs and that the 
aid goes to strengthening the participation of Afro-Colombian grassroots leaders, 
organizations and community councils. Human rights certification conditions of U.S. 
assistance to Colombia must include a condition on "Afro-Colombian" rights.  
   
 3) The U.S. should end the inefficient fumigation program that greatly damages the 
food security, environment and health of Afro-Colombian rural persons. We propose that 
the U.S. government support Afro-Colombian grassroots communities' proposals for 
preventing the cultivation of coca in our territories. We ask that projects such as African 
oil palm cultivation that are linked to violence against Afro-Colombian communities and 
which are environmentally destructive be stopped. Rather, U.S. policymakers should 
encourage the Colombian government to consider and fund the Afro-Colombian 
grassroots’ development plans.  
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 4) All programs and policies initiated in the U.S. Congress or with the help of U.S. 
NGOs that affect our communities should include dialogue and consultation with Afro-
Colombian grassroots leaders and pertinent community councils. The Colombian 
government should be obligated to fully implement the previous consultation process on 
all laws, legislation and programs that will be implemented in Afro-Colombian territories 
or affect Afro-Colombian communities. In order for these programs to be effective the 
additional obstacles that Afro-Colombians face due to historic racial discrimination must 
be considered in all these policies and programs.  
   
 5) The Protection Program for human rights defenders must be improved so that it 
is more efficient and effective. Also it should be adapted to consider the specific concerns 
of Afro-Colombians. Policymakers must urge the Colombian government to protect 
Afro-Colombian leaders, communities, internally displaced persons and the territorial and 
natural resources of Afro-descendants.  
   
 6) The U.S. Congress should wait until the para-politics scandal is fully 
investigated and dealt with before even considering a Free Trade Agreement with 
Colombia. Afro-Colombian rural communities are very concerned about the negative 
effects that such an agreement will have on our territorial, cultural, environmental and 
human rights. The prior consultation process with Afro-Colombians was not correctly 
implemented in the case of this FTA.  
   
 7) Paramilitaries are re-grouping, re-forming and continue their illegal economic 
activities, as well as committing human rights violations toward Afro-Colombians 
throughout the country--in both rural and urban areas. The U.S. must press the 
Colombian government to take all steps necessary to fully dismantle the operational, 
financial and military structures of these groups. Colombian authorities must come up 
with an effective way to prevent these groups from re-grouping.    
   
March 2007 
   
This piece was written by Charo Mina Rojas of AFRODES USA and Gimena Sanchez-Garzoli of WOLA. 
____________________________ 
 [1] Some of the proponents and strongest defenders of these laws signed the controversial Ralito Agreement with AUC 
paramilitary leaders in 2001. The majority come from the Caribbean region were there is a history of ties between politics and 
paramilitarism. Representatives like Eleonora Pineda, (Representative in the House for Cordoba), José María Imbeth (Conservative 
Party representative), and Senator from the Department of Cordoba, Mr. Miguel de la Espriella, all voted in favor of  articles within 
the Justice and Peace Law that are favorable to paramilitaries. De la Espriella and Pineda sponsored a Congressional hearing for AUC 
leader Salvatore Mancuso in 2004.  William Montes was one of the proponents of the Forestry Law, which could permit paramilitaries 
to obtain land owned by internally displaced persons. 
 [2] Law 975 of 2005 was declared unconstitutional by the Colombian Constitutional Court in sentence C-370 of 2006. The 
Colombian Commission of Jurists (CCJ) considers that this law, known as the "law of dispossession" (plunder), is problematic 
because "it offers considerable benefits to paramilitaries in exchange by sacrificing victims’ rights to truth, justice and integral 
reparations." According to CCJ, the Colombian government with Law 975 and its decrees is insisting on placing at equal footing the 
victims and victimizers and placing them in joint productive projects. Placing both the victims and victimizers in the same projects is a 
policy imposition that runs contrary to the customs of ethnic and peasant groups and it forcibly alters the traditional peasant economy.  
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