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The impact of COVID-19

in communities accompanied by PBI

The first cases of COVID-19, detected in Wuhan, China, were reported
to the World Health Organization (WHO) on December 31, 2019 and, on
March 11, 2020, the WHO declared a pandemic. This situation has posed
a great challenge for countries and governments around the world, who
have had to react quickly to minimize contagions, avoid the collapse of
health systems and cushion the economic crisis which, once again, is
being experienced with particular force by por and vulnerable populations.

The first known case of COVID-19
in Guatemala was reported by the
President of the Republic, Alejandro
Giammattei, on March 13, 2020," but
measures to contain the pandemic had
already been in place since the previous
week. A State of Public Calamity was
decreed, which translated into limits on
the rights to freedom of movement and
assembly, as well as the establishment
of minimum and maximum prices for
products necessary for the prevention,
treatment, containment and response to
COVID-19.% A couple of weeks later the
government instituted border closures
and a imposed curfew between 4 pm
and 4 am.?

In parallel withthe government measures,
communities took the initiative to
protect themselves by establishing
their own prevention measures,* which
contributed to the very slow spread of
the pandemic throughout 2020. With
the opening of the country and the lifting
of restrictions from September onwards,
However, the rate of infection began to

accelerate and the pandemic spread
throughout the country.”

Since the beginning of the pandemic,
several governmental decrees have
established various restrictions in an
attempt to halt the advance of the virus.
The consequences of the pandemic and
the government’s management of the
crisis are considered extremely serious
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4

interview.
5 lbid.
6

Peace Brigades International

by different sectors of civil society,
especially for the most impoverished
communities and populations.
According to Lesly Ramirez of the Center
for Equity and Governance Studies
(CEGSS), the government’s measures
were of little relevance in addressing
the outbreak and have demonstrated a
tremendous lack of consideration for the
rural population.

Urgent need for an efficient
awareness raising and informational
campaign

To address a situation the magnitude
of a pandemic, it is key that information
reaches the entire population in a prompt
and clear manner. The Guatemalan
Ministry of Public Health and Social
Assistance (MSPAS) has. assured
that information about COVID-19 has
been reaching the population through
awareness raising campaigns.® Lesly
Ramirez, however, has denounced that
there is no communication strategy
that provides adequate information,
neither about the disease nor about
the vaccines. In a study carried out in
December 2020 by CEGSS and the
Network of Defenders of the Right
to Health (REDCSALUD), based on
a sample of health services in five
departments  (Solola,  Totonicapan,
Huehuetenango, Quiché and Alta
Verapaz), only 39% of the population
consulted stated that they had seen or
heard messages from official information

ACERCATE with Lesly Ramirez, julio 2021, at: https://pbi-guatemala.org/es/multimedia/acércate. All the quotes from Lesly Ramirez are taken from this

CEGSS y REDCSALUD, Informe de monitoreo, situacion de los servicios de salud, balance de la informacion producida de abril a julio del 2020, julio 2020.
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Peasant and indigenous organizations such as UVOC recover ancestral knowledge to take care of the immune and respiratory system. Ceremony held on
October 20, 2021 in the Chintun community.

campaigns on the prevention and
protection of COVID-19.”

There are serious doubts as to whether
the measures applied in rural areas have
taken into account the specific needs
of these regions.? The government has
made use of state security forces to
control the application of the restrictions
imposed, with roadblocks, patrols
and visits by armed forces to rural
communities. People from communities
in various regions of the country
accompanied by PBI have described
how the states of siege and curfews

have had an extreme impact on the
elderly population, as they have revived
the memory of trauma experienced
during the Internal Armed Conflict: “for
those of us who lived through the war,
it awakens that fear again. People were
more afraid of the curfew than of the
disease.”

Regarding the vaccination roll out,
critics have noted how there has been
no clear communication strategy for the
population, which makes many people,
especially in rural areas, distrustful or
unwilling to get vaccinated. According to

the midwife Graciela Vasquez,® member
of TZK'AT Network of Ancestral Healers
of Community Feminism, there is not
enough information about vaccines
and their side effects, “there are no
health personnel who know the local
languages and who can inform people
about the symptoms that may result
from vaccinations: pain in the arm,
tiredness, etc.”

Local leaders across several
departments are concerned about the
lack of efficiency of the information
campaigns. According to Abelino Mejia,

7 CEGSS y REDCSALUD, Informe integrado del monitoreo, diciembre 2020. The survay was realized to local Health Centers in 5 departamentos of the

country, in December of 2020
8  ACERCATE with Lesly Ramirez.

9  The quotes from the various people that appear throughout this article were taken from interviews that PBI held between September and October 2021
with: Graciela Vasquez, Abelino Mejia, Sandra Calel and Oscar Ical.
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member of the Community Council of
Retalhuleu (CCR), “many have been
informed through pamphlets distributed
by organizations”, as “most people
in rural areas do not have television
and most elderly people have no
telephone. The little information that
reaches them is from younger people

who share it with them.” Sandra
Calel, leader of the Verapaz Union of
Campesino  Organizations  (UVOCQ)

in Alta Verapaz, points out that “the
information arrives, but communicated
in the wrong way, because they only
scare people rather than teling them
how to cure or prevent the illness. Also,
the conditions necessary for complying
with the measures they have demanded
do not exist in the communities.”
Based on his experience, he noted
that “information to the communities
only comes through the Community
Development Councils (COCODES).
While there may be information available
in the media, it often does not reach
the communities. And with respect
to information shared through radio,
there is not always a radio signal in the
communities.” This lack of culturally
appropriate information from the state,
available in local languages, does not
help in spreading an understanding of
the importance of adopting protection
measures. It also facilitates the spread
of all kinds of hoaxes about the virus,
thus discouraging the diagnosis of the
disease and encouraging the omission
of positive cases, all of which favors the
further spread of the pandemic.

Pandemic, institutional weakness,
a precarious health system and
worsening poverty

There is a generalized lack of strategy
which is also having considerable
impact on health services which were
already weak before the pandemic.
Nevertheless, the pandemic has

caused a further drastic deterioration in
services.”” At the end of March 2020,
according to the report mentioned in
the previous section, most of the health
services analyzed were functioning
relatively normally. As the pandemic
progressed, however, limitations in
access to medical care began to be
registered, as well as a lack of protective
equipment, biosecurity protocols and
training for professionals. In addition,
hurricane Eta and storm lota which hit
the region in November 2020, led to 60
deaths as well as the loss of homes,
crops and roads, and the already
precarious health infrastructure was also
seriously affected. So far, there has been
no plan for the reconstruction of this
infrastructure and the population has
denounced the almost total absence of
the State.”

As for the increases in deaths, there
are other causes that have increased
mortality aside from COVID-19. The

natural medicine. Garlic

UVOC promotes
— Properties and benefits: it is used for respiratory
diseases such as cough, angina, asthma, sore
throat, hoarseness and bronchitis and for pain in
general, such as back, head and muscle pain.

10 ACERCATE with Lesly Ramirez.
11 ACERCATE with Lesly Ramirez.
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precariousness of health centers and
hospitals, mobility restrictions and the
reduced flow of public transportation,
as well as the curfew, prevented many
patients who needed, for example,
to undergo dialysis, from being able
to access to these services.” It is
estimated that around 400-500 patients
with kidney failure died silently because
they were not able to access care in the
rural disease units. According to Lesly
Ramirez, hospital outpatient clinics have
been closed for a year and a half, so
many of these patients may have died.

With respect to acute malnutrition, a

Basil - properties and benefits: Mood booster and
strengthens the immune system of humans; can
be taken in infusion with chamomile.

significant increase has been evident
since 2019, particularly among the
population of the Dry Corridor.”® The
pandemic exacerbated this trend
and the rate of chronic malnutrition in
Guatemala has become the highest in
Latin America and one of the highest in
the world (49%), reaching very alarming
levels in some rural areas, such as those
located in the department of Chiquimula
(80%)."

12 Quintela, C. et al., Las otras muertes de Guatemala de la tempestad de la COVID-19, Agencia Ocote, 28.06.2021.

13 ACERCATE with Lesly Ramirez.

14 Accion contra el hambre, Guatemala: el pais de América Latina con mas desnutricion cronica, accessed 2.11.2021.
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“The generalized measures dictated by
the government for the entire country
within the framework of the pandemic
have had diverse impacts and
repercussions on the lives of people,
on community dynamics (loss of
employment and marketing channels,
greater food insecurity,  greater
difficulties in mobilizing in the face of
emergencies) and on the provision of
health services.” °

Trade and the local economy have
been severely damaged. Graciela
Vasquez points out that there has been
“an excessive increase in the price of
transportation, both private and public,
and that this has prevented many people
in rural communities from being able to
travel to sell their products. According
to Abelino Mejia, a criminalized human
rights defender from the South Coast,
by the end of 2020 there was evidence
of increased labor precarity: “people

Cinnamon - properties and benefits: Cinnamon
is useful in all kinds of “cold” conditions, such as
the common cold. It is a good energetic herb for
conditions that can be linked to energy shortage.
It promotes sweating.

were fired and those who remained had
to take on more tasks”.

Once again it has become clear that
when there is a crisis, women are
particularly affected, as they often face
situations of greater vulnerability and
the measures adopted to fight the
pandemic have had a specific impact
on them. Graciela Vasquez describes
how during lock-down there was “an
increase in rapes, aggression and
economic violence against women.
Housework also increased because the
men were always at home.” According
to Sandra Calel, at UVOC they are
accompanying cases of single mothers
and widows who have had to sell their
land to be able to support their families
during the pandemic, because although
“women during the pandemic were
producing products, they could not sell
them because of the total lock-down.”

Children are another population which
have been deeply affected. Oscar Ical,
a member of the Community Council
of the Highlands (CCDA), is very
concerned about children’s education.
On-site classes in rural schools were
suspended in March 2020 and were
not resumed until September 2021. For
example, in her community “ the teacher
comes and gives one hour to each class
once a week. The students are learning
nothing this way. My son was moved
into fourth grade and next year he will
be in fifth grade without knowing how to
read and write. And | don’t have time to
practice with him every day.”

In addition to the defenselessness of
the population, especially in rural areas,
the Secretary of Agrarian Affairs (SAA),
an institution to which one could turn to
try to solve agrarian conflicts, was shut
down this year leaving an institutional
vacuum. According to Sandra Calel,
there has been a notable increase in the
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Eucalyptus - properties and benefits: by decoction,
infusion and inhalation of the leaves are used to
treat respiratory conditions including asthma, flu,
influenza, colds, fever and cough. Antiseptic and
depurative properties are also attributed.

criminalization of defenders of land and
territory within the context of pandemic
and the absence of institutions. She
questions the extension of the State
of Calamity, as she feels it has favored
“total corruption. We do not know where
the money went.” Even the Human
Rights Ombudsman’® has stated that
there is evidence and indications of the
failure to implement the extraordinary
budget approved by the Congress
to respond to the most vulnerable
populations in the face of the crisis
caused by the pandemic.”” Government
policies are said to be inconsistent and
contradictory, since, as Abelino Mejia
points out, “public transportation is
limited, but the shopping malls have
been given free reign, and are full of
people.” This deficient management by
the Government has generated distrust
in the communities and Lesly Ramirez
points out that it has evidenced a failed
State and the deep co-optation of the
institutions.

15 CEGSS and REDCSALUD, Monitoring report, health services situation, summary of information produced from April to July 2020, July 2020.
16 The declaration of a State of Public Calamity allows the government to purchase services and products without having to go through the normal auditing

process.

17 Comunicado PDH 220/20, El Procurador de los Derechos Humanos, Jordan Rodas Andrade, recomienda, 12.10.2020.
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So far, it is the civil society organizations
who have been organizing themselves
to bring information and humanitarian
assistance to the communities. For this

el
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reason, organizations such as UVOC
are demanding “social programs to
recover the local economy and improve
child nutrition.” In addition, they recall
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the need of peasant organizations for
an institution to resolve land conflicts
affecting the communities.

UVOC has been organizing solidarity markets to facilitate local and neighboring communities’ exchange and consumption, October 2021
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10th anniversary of the Guiding Principles

on Business and Human Rights:

challenges for their implementation in Guatemala

June 2021 marked the 10th
anniversary of the unanimous
endorsement by the United
Nations Human Rights Council
(HRC) of the Guiding Principles
on Business and Human Rights.!
These Principles represent a step
forward in the attempt to transition
to a fairer economic growth
model by recognizing the shared
responsibilities of the State and
the private sector in promoting
sustainable  development and
protecting human rights.

However, the implementation of the
Principles remains a challenge at
the global level and, particularly, in
countries rich in natural resources such
as Guatemala. The expansion of the
private sector and the intensification
of competition for these goods have
contributed to the strengthening of
extractivist and exclusionary economic
models. The implementation of these
models has serious consequences for
rural communities, indigenous peoples
and human rights defenders who are
very often the target of all kinds of attacks
and threats when they dare to raise their
voices against large-scale projects of
various kinds: hydroelectric, mining,
agribusiness, logging, etc. According

to the Observatory for the Protection of
Human Rights Defenders (Obs) and the
Unit for the Protection of Human Rights
Defenders in Guatemala (UDEFEGUA),
it is possible to identify a sequence of
aggression, threats, criminalization,
stigmatization and even assassinations
against those who defend land and
territory.?

“Today, the person who fights, who
defends  their  environment, the
rivers, the forests, Mother Earth
and their community is persecuted
and criminalized,” denounces Maria
Caal Xol,? leader of the Peaceful
Resistance of Cahabdn (Alta Verapaz),
who has experienced human rights
violations caused by the installation of
hydroelectric projects on the Cahabdn
River. This pattern is repeated across
various territories in Guatemala. Juan
Lazaro, an ancestral indigenous
authority of the Pogomam people from
Santa Cruz Chinautla (department of
Guatemala) highlights how: “We find it
very difficult to denounce the abuses
of the companies when they threaten
us with potential reprisals. Then we
start thinking about our family, about
what would happen if something were
to happen to us. Intimidation stops us,
because we limit our actions and our
denunciation of human rights abuses.
They want us to keep quiet.”

According to Marla Caal, the
criminalization  of  human  rights
defenders is one of the strategies

N —

2011, p.11.

most used to silence them: “human
rights defenders are imprisoned as a
tactic and are given unjust sentences.”
Criminalization  processes generally
target community leaders and are part
of a strategy to repress and silence the
entire community. Lawyer Wendy Lopez,
director of the Indigenous Peoples Law
Firm, gives as an example the case of
criminalization of Maria Choc, a Mayan
Q’eqchi defender against the damages
caused by mining projects in Izabal. She
was arbitrarily detained by the National
Civil Police (PNC) after serving as a
translator in ajudicial hearing concerning
the Q’eqchi” community Rubel Pek*
“Maria is a Mayan woman, who speaks
Q’eqchi, but who had the opportunity
to study and therefore speaks Spanish.
If you go to the community, nobody
speaks Spanish. She is the element
and the tool that the community uses
to be able to express itself, and the
persecution of the companies against
her takes place because of this, so that
the others are not heard.”

These criminalization cases are usually
preceded by defamation and smear
campaigns on social media. In many
cases, the defamation and intimidation
are loaded with strong racist, sexist and
discriminatory connotations, with the
aim of delegitimizing the communities’
struggles. “We suffer discrimination for
being women, for being peasants, for
being Mayan. They use different tactics
to intimidate us in the different spaces
we have as Mayan women,” comments

United Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner, Guiding principles on business and human rights, 2011
Obs y UDEFEGUA, Guatemala, una deuda sin saldar. Recomendaciones para una agenda publica que garantice el derecho a defender derechos. Enero

3 The quotes from the various people that appear throughout this article were taken from interviews that PBI held with Maria Caal Xol, Juan Lazaro, Wendy

Lopez and Felicia Muralles.

4 Front Line Defenders. Acoso Judicial a Maria Magdalena Cuc Choc. Acceso: 18.10.2021.
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Marfa Caal. Felicia Muralles, member
of the Peaceful Resistance of La Puya,
which has been opposing a mining
project between San José del Golfo and
San Pedro Ayampuc (department of
Guatemala) since 2012, explains how,
“women, forexample, are told that we join
the Resistance to prostitute ourselves.
Defamation has been a big obstacle
for us, as well as criminalization. Many
people end up withdrawing from the
Resistance because of the defamation
they receive and this has had many
consequences for the organization,
because before there were many more
people participating but this has been
gradually decreasing.”

The lack of guaranteed land rights
experienced by indigenous communities
makes them vulnerable to possible
human rights violations caused by
the implementation of transnational
extractive projects. As lawyer Wendy
Loépez explains, “the company comes
and says that it owns all the land and it
has the titles. The community members,
on the other hand, have absolutely
no documents. Then the companies
threaten them that they have to give
up their land or they will be reported
to the police. In exchange for the land
they offer them a job, but generally with
very bad conditions. This means that
the whole family has to work. For the
children this means that they will not
have the opportunity to study. It is a
form of modern slavery.” “Many of our
comparieros in different territories in
Guatemala who have been imprisoned,
sometimes sentenced to more than 30
years, are falsely accused of trespassing,
when we are the legitimate owners of
our territories,” comments Maria Caal.

It is important to note that the abuses
and attacks on defenders by corporate
actors take place in a context where
there is a clear imbalance of power
between private companies and
affected communities as “private

Peace Brigades International
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Bernardo Caal Xol, Maya Q’eqchi’ inhabitant of Santa Maria de Cahabdn in the
department of Alta Verapaz, is one of the spokespersons of the Peaceful Resistance
of Cahaboén against the hydroelectric projects on the Cahabén and Ox-eek’ river basin.
After filing legal appeals against the Ministry of Energy and Mines (MEM) for the lack
of consultation with the affected Q'eqchi’ communities, a criminalization process was
initiated against Bernardo that culminated in a conviction and a prison sentence of 7 years
and 4 months. The appeal of the sentence was rejected by the Supreme Court of Justice.

~

companies exert considerable influence
on States and ensure that regulations,
policies and investment agreements
serve to promote the profitability of their
economic activities.”

“According to various reports, judges
and prosecutors have contributed to
the irregular application of criminal law
by accepting false testimony, issuing
injunctions without sufficient evidence,
allowing unfounded prosecutions to
succeed, and improperly interpreting
the law to incriminate indigenous
defenders.” “The person who defends
Mother Earth is unjustly accused and
condemned, without evidence. This
happened in the case of my brother
Bernardo, where it is evident how the
companies have co-opted the justice
system,” comments Maria Caal.
Sharing her own experiences in legal
cases, Wendy Lopez points out that

“in cases of criminalization, the Public
Prosecutor’s Office (MP) should carry
out the investigation impartially and
using its own means, but in many cases
the investigations are carried out in
collaboration with personnel from the
companies. The Public Prosecutor’s
Office (MP) often does not even show
up and it is the companies who provide
the images, the videos, the descriptions,
and they accept testimonial statements
from people who were not even present
when the supposed crimes were
committed. This is serious, because
everything is biased.”

Another problem is the lack of
transparency, information and
consultation with communities during
the installation of projects in their
territories. Number 18 of the Guiding
Principles establishes that companies
should identify and assess the negative

5  Informe de la Relatora Especial sobre los derechos de los pueblos Indigenas A/HRC/39/17. 10.08.2018, parrafo 9.

6  Ibidem, parrafo 46.
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human rights impacts of their activities
through substantive consultation with
potentially affected groups. In the case of
indigenous peoples, they have the right
to free, prior and informed consultation
on any measure that may affect them, in
accordance with Convention 169 of the
International Labor Organization (ILO).

However, the right to consultation is
constantly violated and information

on project impacts does not reach the
communities. In the case of the Peaceful
Resistance la Puya, Felicia Muralles
comments how “the information that
first reached the communities was
based on pure deception, because
they told us that it was going to be a
great development, that it was going
to generate many jobs, that it was not
going to cause damage, and many
other lies in order to gain entry.” In

Bulletin No. 46

Santa Cruz Chinautla, Juan Léazaro
explains how “there has never been any
consultation. There are mining licenses
that were granted in 1988 or 1996,
before the Ministry of the Environment
even existed. There have been no
environmental impact studies either. We
asked for a study, but they don’t want
to do one. The people are asking for
consultation because there has already
been so much abuse, with so much

-~

Chinautla, 10 km from the capital, has been a sand mining area for decades. Since 1995, large-scale sand extraction with heavy machinery has
begun, an activity that has had a strong social and environmental impact on the area. More than 2,000 people are being affected in different ways,
€.9., health problems due to dust and river contamination from the garbage dump in zone 3 of the capital city; decrease in the quality of the mud in the
area, raw material used in handicrafts, the main economic activity of these communities; and increasing destruction of infrastructure and houses. The
Multisectoral of Chinautla defends their right to consultation on economic projects that strongly affect their lives. They have initiated several dialogue

\tables with the Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Energy and Mines.
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Courtesy of Prensa Comunitaria

The communities of El Estor have been resisting the Fénix mine next to Lake Izabal for decades because of the contamination it causes to the
territory of the Q’eqchi’ people. In 2019, the Constitutional Court (CC) accepted an injunction from the union of artisanal fishermen of El Estor and the
Q’eqgchi’ Indigenous Authorities, who alleged that the mine was operating illegally for not having a mining license, environmental impact studies and for
not having carried out prior, free and informed consultation with the affected population. The CC ruled that the mine could not operate and reiterated its
decision in 2020. Despite this, the mine continued its operation. In October 2021, neighboring communities led by the Q’eqchi’ Indigenous Authorities
blocked the entrance to the mine. The government responded with evictions and the declaration of a state of siege, which was used to raid the homes

\of journalists and regional human rights defenders.

)

pollution the people are suffering from
health problems.”

According to Wendy Lépez, “there is a
lot of corruption in the granting of these
licenses. Another point is the falsity of
the environmental instruments and
the little interest the authorities have in
analyzing what is happening or whether

10

the data is accurate or not. They
approve everything without any kind of
study. There is a coalition between the
State of Guatemala and the extractive
companies, which means putting
elements of the PNC or the Guatemalan
Army at the service of the companies,
among other measures.”

The installation of large-scale economic
projects often causes significant
environmental impacts, posing serious
threats to health, access to water, food
security and the right of communities
to a healthy environment. Juan Lazaro
notes how, for example, construction
companies “‘come to dump garbage
however they wish, using Santa Cruz
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\of a construction license.
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LA RESISTENCIA PACIFICA DE LA
Después de un ano del desalojo violento dela PNC
contra nuestras comunidades, _
tecordamos con indignacion lo ocurrido-el 23 de mayo del 2C
Saguimos agui para decir
iSi a la VIDA,
no a la MINERIA!

The Pacific Resistance La Puya has been resisting for 10 years against a precious stone mine that would contaminate the water and lands of the
communities in the municipalities of San Pedro Ayampuc and San José del Golfo.

While the courts have suspended mining activities and ordered a consultation, the US company Kappes, Cassidy & Associates (KCA) is in arbitration
with a $300 million claim against the State of Guatemala. The company ignores that the mining project had irregularities in its Environmental Impact
Assessment (EIA), that the required free, prior and informed consultation with the affected population was not carried out, and that there was a lack

)

Chinautla as a garbage dump. They
come to dump whatever they want
without any proper control. They dump
waste and contaminated water in the
rivers that supply the community. The
environmental impact on our water
sources is severe, because this water
supplies almost 60% of the community.
The issue of environmental impact is
very complex and worries us a lot.” In
the case of the Peaceful Resistance of
La Puya, Felicia Muralles explains why
they are opposing the mining project
“in defense of water, because water in
these communities is very scarce, so
this is our main concern, because we
are already in a part of the dry corridor
and it rains very little”.

The Guiding Principles establish access
to justice as one of their fundamental
pillars. However, the difficulties faced
by communities affected by corporate
projects in accessing an effective remedy
remain significant. “A first obstacle for
accessing justice is the discrimination
and racism present in the system. We
are not seen as equals, so they attribute
incidents to you, and because you are
indigenous you are considered guilty of
certain acts. The communities also suffer
a lot from the lack of communication, in
the sense that many are monolingual
and unable to speak Spanish which
does not allow them to have general
knowledge of what is happening.
Just as they are not understood, they

do not understand the processes.
Another important point is that many
of the compareros and comparieras
in the communities are seeing that the
leaders are being criminalized, and
this criminalization has greatly affected
community  organization,”  explains
Wendy Lopez.

The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted
in even more obstacles to communities’
ability to report abuses. “The pandemic
does not allow us to mobilize and
denounce abuses because we cannot
hold large gatherings. We can’'t get
together. But little by little we are
starting to work again, trying to maintain
the corresponding distance and the
necessary measures,” says Juan Lazaro.
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Widespread impunity for attacks
on human rights defenders and for
illegalities committed within the context
of economic projects also demonstrates
how  communities face  serious
challenges in securing effective access
to justice.” “If we accept the justice
systems are co-opted throughout the
country then | believe in the end the
denunciations do not favor us, but rather
the companies, who use them to prove
they are right,” comments Juan Lazaro.
“Between the impunity and corruption,
the extractive companies are saying to

us that ‘you can’t fight us’. This leaves
us in a situation of powerlessness,” says
Wendy Lopez.

In this sense, the genuine application of
the Guiding Principles on Business and
Human Rights continues to be a relevant
challenge and an urgent necessity
for respecting the human rights of
communities affected by economic
projects. For Maria Caal Xol, the effective
implementation of these Principles and
human rights norms must begin with
raising awareness among communities
about their rights. “It is in the interest of

Peace Brigades International

the State and the companies that the
brothers and sisters do not speak out
and do not demand their rights. But
today, day by day, girls, young people,
women and men are realizing that these
rights do exist. It is necessary to raise
awareness in each community, teaching
them their rights”. As Juan Lé&zaro
points out, “we need to be respected as
indigenous people, our territory needs
to be respected. We have resisted for
a long time in this territory and we will
always continue to defend our lives, our
rights, our land.”

~

S

=

Anabella Espafa, Abelino Mejia, Flavio Vicente and Virgilio Garcia are suffering criminalization for defending land, territory and life on the
South Coast. They are members of the Board of Directors of the Council of Communities of Retalhuleu (CCR), made up of more than
18 communities. The CCR was born in 2015 to try to curb the negative impacts of sugarcane expansion and the use of agrochemicals
and pesticides on the communities’ family agriculture and the health of their inhabitants. In addition, the very high water consumption for
the production of monoculture causes shortages of this vital liquid for the maintenance of the population’s livelihoods. The response to the
peaceful demands of the communities has been the criminalization of their representatives.

~

, it

7 Informe del Relator Especial sobre la situacion de los defensores de los derechos humanos A/71/281. 03.08.2016, parrafo 29.
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The power of words

Luis de Lion’s cegacy and the Diario Militar -Death Squad Dossier— case

On May 27, 2021, eleven former
military officers were arrested
and charged by the Human Rights
Prosecutor’s Office of the Public
Prosecutor’s Office (MP) with
serious human rights violations
committed during the Internal
Armed Conflict (IAC). These arrests
are part of the “Diario Militar” (DM)
case, referring to a document
also known as the “Death Squad
Dossier”, which contains detailed

g

information about the capture
and disappearance of 183 people
between August 1983 and
March 1985. It includes photos
of the victims, a brief summary
of their political activities and/
or activism and, in some cases,
the place of abduction and date
of their execution. This is the first
time in Latin American history
that an official record, written by
the perpetrators themselves, of

PBI observes the first statement hearings of the defendants in the Diario Militar case, Guatemala, 6.08.2021
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kidnappings and executions of
opponents of a military dictatorship,
that of General Oscar Humberto
Mejia Victores (1983-1986), has
been found.! In June 2021, more
than 35 years after these crimes
were committed, the first phase of
the statements from the officers
accused of the crimes of forced
disappearance, torture and murder
began.

1 Rimolo Molina, F. R., Lépez Herrera, R., La verdad detras del Diario Militar. Desapariciones forzadas en Guatemala 1982-1985. Guatemala, 2009.
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Poem on the fagade of the Casa Museo Luis de Lion, October 2021

One of the victims in this case was
Luis de Lion (José Luis de Lion Diaz),
a poet, writer and educator from the
community of San Juan del Obispo, in
Antigua Guatemala. We spoke with his
daughter, Mayari de Lion,> who told us
about her father’s life and dreams, as
well as her own dedication to honoring
his memory and rescuing his legacy
in the field of education. Mayari is still
searching for her father’s body, which
remains unaccounted for.

Luis de Lion

Luis was the youngest of five siblings.
He was born on August 19, 1939 in San
Juan del Obispo, to a campesino family
with Kagchikel ancestry on his mother’s
side. He loved nature and life, cared for
children and had a great interest in the
history of his country, Guatemala. He
dedicated his life to the education and
preparation of new generations and
to the cultivation of the arts. For Luis,
writing was a powerful weapon; reading

and writing was a tool for understanding
himself, shaping his own ideas and
making decisions.

Fromayoung age he worked as ateacher
and literacy educator, doing internships
in rural areas and with factory workers.
He also established a library in his village
and fought for the implementation of
multilingual education. All his work was
guided by a love of poetry and literature,
which he saw as tools of empowerment
for the impoverished classes.

2 Most of the information for this article was taken from an interview we held with Mayari de Ledn, on 13.09.2021 in San Juan del Obispo, Antigua Guate-

mala.
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As detailed in the DM, Luis de Lién was
kidnapped on May 15, 1984, at the age
of 45, on 2nd Avenue and 11th Street in
Zone 1 of Guatemala City. He remained
in the hands of his captors for 21 days
before his murder on June 5 that year.

Mayari de Lion’s struggle and the
failure of the State to comply with
the law

In May 1999, upon learning of the
existence of the DM, Mayari joined a
complaint filed against the State of
Guatemala before the Inter-American

Commission on  Human  Rights
(IACHR) for its responsibility in the
forced disappearance and extrajudicial
execution of the people mentioned in
the “Death Squad Dossier.” Through the
mediation of the IACHR, the Presidential
Commission for the Coordination of
Executive Policy on Human Rights
(COPREDEH) and Lién’s family reached
a friendly settlement in March 2004. The
government not only acknowledged
its responsibility for the disappearance
of Luis de Lion, but also made a
commitment to comply with several
reparation measures including: a State
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investigation into the disappearance,
an awareness raising campaign about
the importance of searching for victims
of forced disappearance during the
IAC, and public recognition of these
incidents through the media.? The State
also committed to including Lion’s
literary work in the national educational
curriculum and to constructing a
building in his native village to house
the community library, a museum
about the author’s life and a children’s
playground. However, COPREDEH
(closed in July 2020) has failed to fulffill
these commitments.*

El tiempo

principia en Xibalba
LUIS DE LION

Los zopilotes

LUIS DE LION

y Su segunda muerte

3  Francisco Roberto Rimolo Molina, Rubén Lopez Herrera, La verdad detras del Diario Militar Desapariciones forzadas en Guatemala 1982-1985, 2009
4 Rivera, N., Luis de Lion, ¢donde esta?, Prensa Comunitaria, 23.05.2017
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The Luis de Lién House Museum in the village of San Juan del Obispo, in Antigua Guatemala, October 2021.

How to Survive Enforced
Disappearance: Reparation and
Dignity for Victims and Survivors

The kidnapping of Luis de Lion tore his
family apart. Mayari says it was as if
the foundation of their home had been
removed. The military left no record in
the DM regarding the whereabouts of the
body, which has prevented them from
closing the cycle of mourning. They are
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still waiting to find him. Mayari said that
this is very painful because it confirms
that the same powers which caused the
family and national tragedy continue to
be present, operating under the same
patterns of the past. This makes them
feel vulnerable and is preventing her
father from resting in peace. She laments
that the commemorative plaque located
on 2nd Avenue and 11th Street in Zone
1 of Guatemala City, the place where he

was kidnapped, has been vandalized
with hammers on different occasions: “it
is as if they symbolically disappear him
every time they do it.”

Mayari’s life philosophy is characterized
by the defense of non-violence, respect
for all forms of life and the opposition
to war. When a journalist once asked
her what she would do to her father’'s
murderers if she ever had to face
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them, she answered: “for every day
that Luis was tortured, | would give
them an artistic, educational or cultural
activity.” This way of understanding
life is part of her father’'s legacy. As a
way of sharing this message of peace,
and at the suggestion of a friend, she
created the Luis de Libn Memory Days,
which have been held every year for the
last five years. Over the course of this
celebration, the Luis de Lidn Project
invites people from different parts of
the world to carry out artistic activities
in memory of the poet. The purpose
of this commemorative festival is the
celebration of life and the vindication the
missing persons’ dreams. The survivors
and relatives of the missing are,
therefore, not only perceived as victims,
but as heirs of a great legacy. Otherwise
there would only be room for pain, fear
and uncertainty which can often lead to
a state of depression. In Mayari’s own
words: “the Days of Memory invite us
to recover our humanity. The challenge
is to be fill the Museum with laughter,
harmony and joy because in this way
the cycle of forced disappearance is
broken”.

Mayari’s security situation has been
affected since the DM case has opened,
but she continues to remain firm in
her efforts and the children give her
strength. She notes that, more than a
judicial sentence, it is fundamental for
the families of the victims to know the
whereabouts of their disappeared, in
order to honor them and close the cycle
mourning.

Given that many years have already
passed since the forced disappearances
that occurred during the IAC,
reparations, according to Mayari,
should be given to the granddaughters
and grandsons, in acknowledgment
that the trauma experienced is passed
on from generation to generation.
Beyond a commemorative plaque, it is
also necessary to identify the dreams
of the disappeared person, recover

-

Discovery of the “Military Diary

On May 29, 1999 an expert in declassified archives working at the National
Security Archive in the US State Department, Kate Doyle, made public a
document called the “Diario Militar” (Military Diary). The document came into
her hands after having paid US$2,000 to an employee of the Guatemalan
Army, who had previously stolen it from the secret archives of the institution.

Doyle announced that the document was created by a parallel intelligence
body, attached to the Presidential General Staff, known as “The Archive”,
and assured its authenticity, which, despite the absence of headings,
signatures or seals, shares many characteristics and similarities with other
documents created by the Guatemalan Army.

The categorical argument used to reinforce the authenticity of the document,
however, is the correlation between the data of the records in the Diario
Militar and the incidents and modus operandi of the perpetrators, the dates
referred to in the written media of the time and testimonies and statements
of the victims’ relatives and survivors. (Direccion de los Archivos de la
Paz, Secretaria de la Paz, La Autenticidad del Diario Militar, a la luz de los
documentos histdricos de la Policia Nacional. Second Edition, Guatemala,

January 2011)

-

J

and remember who they were and
share their memory in public spaces,
in the parks and streets of the city and
throughout the country. Reparation, is
not only about family but should also be
social. “They are more than numbers, or
names, they are people with qualities,
stories, dreams and of course, also
defects. The disappeared are human
beings like us and therefore, they must
be made visible as such. If these wounds
are not healed, it will be impossible for
Guatemala to build peace and achieve
happiness.”

The Luis de Lion House Museum
and his continued legacy

Luis de Lion’s artistic, educational,
political and moral weight, led his
daughter Mayari to resume his work and

5  https://proyectoluisdelion.wordpress.com/

struggles in 2004 so that they would
not be lost. Without any help from the
State, and using her own resources, she
opened the Luis de Lién House Museum
in the village of San Juan del Obispo,
in Antigua Guatemala, in what was
once the library founded by her father
in 1962. The library functioned until the
IAC broke out, forcing the books to be
hidden to protect them from destruction.
In 1992, four years before the signing of
the Peace Accords, community leaders
from San Juan del Obispo decided to
reopen the library, naming it José Luis de
Lién Diaz, in memory of the poet. One of
the streets of his town was also named
after him, to honor his memory and the
educational work he did in favor of the
population that who had experienced a
situation of great vulnerability.®




A chair commemorates Luis de Lion at the Casa de la Memoria in Guatemala City. Courtesy of José

Rodriguez/CALDH

Over time Mayari has been recognized
for her efforts to make his father’s dream
come true. Her social and educational
work in the municipality has borne fruit,
as she has managed to have a positive
impact on the community without
having to keep waiting for the State to
fuffill its commitments. Nevertheless,
not everything has been positive. Since
Mayari returned to San Juan del Obispo
she has experienced various intimidation
provoked by her work in defense of
memory.

With respect to the House Museum,
Mayari recalls how from the beginning
artists interested in the literary work
of Luis de Lidbn began to arrive.
Subsequently, they held music, painting,
theater and poetry workshops for boys
and girls. Currently, the main objective
of this project is to turn children into
ambassadors of peace and love for
life, and for them to benefit from the
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activities of reading, poetry, music and
any form of artistic expression, always
imbued with gender equity and historical
memory. Luis wanted all children in
Guatemala to have access to education
and artistic training, “he wanted every
corner of the world to have a library.”

From a young age, Luis had promoted
a literacy campaign in his vilage and
created a study circle for his friends
to develop a love of reading. In these
spaces they discussed world literature,
history and the contemporary situation.
For Luis, education was not only about
knowing how to read and write, but also
about developing the ability to interpret
and reflect on texts in order to orient
oneself in the world and make free
and conscious decisions. He was very
clear about the power of words and
the fear this inspires in non-democratic
states. That is why this study circle was
a cultural revolution in the municipality.

Peace Brigades International

As Mayari points out, “today we can
see the results of Luis de Lion’s work
in his community. The educational
processes take generations to manifest
themselves, but his legacy is tangible
in the quality of life and the educational
level of local people.”

In the 17 years since the Luis de Lion
Project began, an average of one
thousand children per month have had
accesstothe community library, between
users and reading workshops in public
schools, while hundreds of minors have
passed through the Academy of Arts.
The pandemic, however, has completely
transformed the situation. Since the
schools closed and for several months
the Luis de Lién Project’s School of Arts
was only able to offer marimba lessons
at children’s homes.

Mayari continues to strengthen her
father’s legacy through the Luis de Lion
Project, which has had a positive impact
in the lives of the children who live in the
foothills of the Agua Volcano through
reading and the arts. It has been one
way to fight against inequality, racism,
impunity, violence and the structural
problems of Guatemalan society. For
Luis de Lion, children were “a blank
piece of paper on which to begin writing
a new history.”

Today the artistic and educational
project consists of the San Juan del
Obispo Community Arts Academy, the
José Luis de Lién Diaz Library and the
Luis de Liobn House Museum, of which
only the Museum remains temporarily
closed, while the Library and the
Academy continue to serve children
despite the pandemic and the lack of
€CcoNnomic resources.



News from our work

New Accompaniment

of the Association ‘Nunca Pares’ (Never Give Up)

The Association of Victims and
Relatives of Violence against Women in
Universities, Nunca Pares,! was founded
as a result of extremely serious crimes
that took place on January 25, 2020 at
the University of San Carlos, Guatemala
(USAC), when Murphy Paiz was dean.
Nunca Pares has denounced that on
this day, during an act of “initiation”,
several students were drugged and
raped by members of the and strongly
critiqued society called the “Honorable
Committee of Strike of Sorrows. "

Nunca Pares is an organization of
women victims of sexual violence in
universities who, together with their
families, the Association of University
Students (AEU), the Positive People
Association, the Human Rights Law Firm
with Feminist Approach, the Collective
of Feminist Women, Otra Guatemala
Ya, Otrans — Queens of the Night and
Uara Garifuna are fighting for justice, to
demand the guarantee of non-repetition
of these crimes and demand the
application of protocols for the attention
of victims of sexual violence in the Public
Prosecutor’s Office (MP), the National
Civil Police (PNC), the National Institute
of Forensic Sciences of Guatemala
(INACIF) and the universities themselves.

Since they began their work, they have
had to face many obstacles: hospital
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negligence in the care of victims,
administrative reprisals by the university,
multiple errors in the investigation
reports, incompetence of the respective
unit from the Public Prosecutor’s Office
(MP), refusal to transfer the cases to the
Human Rights Prosecutor’s Office of the
MP, delays in the proceedings against
the accused, leakage of information
from the investigation, manipulation
of evidence and co-optation of power
structures that hinder the path to justice.
In addition, and due to the national
visibility of the case, the members
of Nunca Pares have experienced
intimidation, persecution and threats.
For this reason, they approached PBI
to request accompaniment, which they
began to receive in April 2021.

March on the International Day of NO-Violence against Women, Guatemala City, 25.11.2020

1 All the information contained in this section has been provided by members of Nunca Pares.
2 Avyala, A., La Huelga de Dolores: un animal que se autodestruye, Prensa Comunitaria, 22.02.2020.
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PEACE BRIGADES INTERNATIONAL

GUATEMALA PROJECT

PBI is an international non-governmental organization (NGO) which provides international accompaniment and observation at the
request of threatened social organizations. The presence of international volunteers backed by a support network helps to deter

violence.

PBI in Guatemala

PBI maintained a team of volunteers in Guatemala from 1983 to
1999. During those years, it carried out accompaniment work with
human rights organizations, unions, indigenous and campesino
organizations, refugees and churches. In 1999, after an evaluation
process, it was decided to close the project since the country had
greatly advanced in the opening of space for the work of human
rights organizations. Nevertheless, PBI continued attentive to the
happenings in Guatemala through a follow-up committee.

From the middle of 2000, PBI began receiving a number
of requests for international accompaniment. Due to these
requests, PBI carried out an investigation in the field that
made evident a turn in the direction and a losing of space
for human rights defenders. In April of 2002, PBI decided to
reopen the Guatemala Project in order to carry out international
accompaniment and observation in coordination with other

international accompaniment and observation in coordination
with other international accompaniment NGOs. In April 2003,
the new PBI office was opened in Guatemala.

Purpose and principles

Contribute to improve the human rights situation in Guatemala
and accompany social and political processes that promote the
enhancement of democracy and participation in the country and
the region. To attain this, PBI employs an international presence
that supports the maintenance and opening of political and
social spaces for human rights defenders, organizations and
other social expressions facing repression due to their work
supporting human rights.

PBI follows the principes of non-violence, non-partisanship and
non-interference.

Team office in Guatemala

3a. Avenida “A”, 3-51 zona 1, Ciudad de Guatemala
Tels.: (00502) 2220 1032 / 2232 2930
correo-e: equipo@pbi-guatemala.org

Web: www.pbi-guatemala.org
Facebook: pbiguatemala

Photos: PBI Guatemala

This work has been published under Creative Commons’s
licence. It is allowed the total or partial reproduction of this
publication provided it is without means of profit, the source

is mentioned and PBI Guatemala is notified about the use
(mail to coordinacion@pbi-guatemala.org).

— Attribution: You must give appropriate credit, provide a link to the license, and
indicate if changes were made. You may do so in any reasonable manner, but not in
any way that suggests the licensor endorses you or your use.

— NonCommercial: You may not use the material for commercial purposes.

— ShareAlike: If you remix, transform, or build upon the material, you must distribute
your contributions under the same license as the original.

Guatemala team in second semester
2021:

Irene Salinas Cortés (Colombia), Alexandra de
Almeida Galo (Portugal), Laura Carolina Saavedra

Garzon (Colombia), Anuja Pathak (Switzerland/United
Kingdom), Elisa Molinaro (Italy), Tiago Medeiros
Delgado (Brasil), Karen Vinasco Jiménez (Colombia),
Marianne van de Vorle (Netherlands), Siglinde Luthner
(Germany)

This publication has been produced with the financial support of
Generalitat Valenciana. The contents of this publication is the sole
responsibility of PBI Guatemala and does not necessarily reflect the
opinions of the Generalitat Valenciana.
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