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1. THE CURRENT SITUATION
Monthly update on the situation in Guatemala as highlighted by the press, related to the main thematic areas of PBI
Guatemala's work: the fight against impunity, land issues and defense of territory.

Situation in Guatemala regarding COVID-19
 
As of March 31, the facts surrounding COVID 19 are as follows: 38 people have been diagnosed, 1 person has
died and 12 have recovered.2 In recent weeks, shelters such as Flor de Esperanza, located in zone 8 of the
capital,3 have  been  set  up  so  that  homeless  people  can  enter  and  spend  the  curfew  at  the  facilities.
Numerous  families,  across  different  parts  of  the  country,  are  suffering  from water  scarcity,  difficulty  in
accessing water and water pollution,4 rising prices for staples and other basic necessities such as corn, beans,
potatoes  and cornmeal,  among others,  as well  as  the closure of  small  family  eateries.  Furthermore,  the
obligation to remain at home, is aggravating the situation of thousands of women victims of gender based
violence, a worrying trend that has already been highlighted by women's organizations, the Human Rights
Ombudsman's office (PDH), the Public Prosecutor's Office (MP) and UN Women.5 Regarding migration, despite
the closure of its borders, the US has continued to deport people back to Guatemala. As of March 27, and
since  the  closure  of  airports  and  borders,  “477  Guatemalans  have  been  deported  to  Guatemala”,  from
detention centers with hundreds of people, raising the risk of the virus spreading.6

On Monday, March 16, President Giammattei announced the 15 measures to be taken by the government
against the spread of the Coronavirus. Some of these measures are having a strong impact on PBI's work and
on that of the organizations it supports: a ban on holding any type of event, regardless of the number of
people; prohibition of social activities; suspension of urban and extra-urban public transport throughout the
national  territory;  suspension of  visits  to  prisoners  and minors in  conflict  with criminal  law in  detention
centers; closure of land, air and sea borders. 

Situation of human rights defenders in the context of the pandemic

March began with the sad news of the murder of 53-year-old Dominga Ramos, a Mayan community human
rights defender, mother and grandmother, and a member of the Peasant Development Committee (CODECA)
and the Movement for Peoples' Liberation (MLP). She was the wife of Miguel Ixcal, who also participated in
both organizations. Dominga was murdered on the afternoon of March 5 at her home, in the municipality of
Santo  Domingo,  Suchitepéquez,  in  the  presence  of  her  daughter-in-law and  grandchildren.  She  and  her
husband were actively participating in the resistance against the ENERGUATE company.7

1 The PBI team remains present in the country and has adapted its work according to the restrictions declared by the Guatemalan government in 
response to the COVID19 pandemic.

2 Nómada, (Liveblog): OMS hace una importante recomendación a Giammattei, 31.03.2020.
3 Sánchez, G., Habilitan albergues para atender a indigentes durante toque de queda, República, 26.03.2020. 
4 Solano, F., Así se sobrevive (sin agua) al riesgo del coronavirus, Nómada, 24.03.2020. 
5 López, K., Orellana Xocop D., (Gráfica): Por qué miles de mujeres corren riesgo en el encierro por el Covid-19, Nómada, 26.03.2020.
6 Morales Rodas, S., EE.UU.: limitar vuelos no es suficiente para evitar que se propague el virus, Prensa Libre, 27.03.2020. 
7 Ollantay I., Asesinan a defensora indigena de Derechos Humanos y dejan un encarguito, Telesurtv, 06.03.2020.
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Various international institutions and organizations have expressed their concern about the impacts that the
declaration  of  States  of  Exception  (SoE)  may  have  on  the  population  in  general  and  on  human  rights
defenders in the Central American region in particular. The Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human
Rights (OHCHR) reminded the government that "the powers of exception must not be used to silence dissent"
and must respect international law, preserving "a human rights-based approach to regulate this pandemic in
order to facilitate the emergence of healthy societies while protecting the rule of law and human rights.” 8 In
the  same  vein,  the  Inter-American  Commission  for  Human  Rights  (IACHR)  and  its  Office  of  the  Special
Rapporteur on Economic, Social, Cultural and Environmental Rights (REDESCA) have reiterated the call from
international organizations for the adoption and implementation of the measures intended to alleviate the
effects of the global pandemic to “conform to the standards of protection of human rights. These standards
are  verified  through  respect  for  fundamental  guarantees  and  freedoms,  full  information  to  populations
regarding the measures  and policies  implemented in  their  territories  (…),  strict  respect  for  international
human rights treaties and standards [and] the guarantees of the rule of law.” They highlight the importance
of these measures being "strictly for the purpose of public health" and that they should be "time limited,"
with "defined objectives" and adjusted strictly to the needs identified and "proportional to the end pursued."
Furthermore, States have a duty not to "suppress or prohibit rights and freedoms in a generic way and, in
particular, should not limit the freedom of the media, organizations and social or political leaders."9 

Concern about the situation of journalists

23-year-old  Bryan  Leonel  Guerra,  a  news  anchor  on  a  TLCOM cable  channel  and  vice  president  of  the
Chiquimula Social Communicators Network, was killed on February 27. This crime has alerted various social
sectors who have demanded results in the investigation of the case, which also "constitutes an attack against
freedom of expression."10 The Human Rights Ombudsman, Jordán Rodas, condemned the crime and called for
the urgent  implementation of  the Program to Protect  Journalists.  The Special  Rapporteur for  Freedom of
Expression  from  the  IACHR  also  condemned  the  murder,  urging  the  State  of  Guatemala  to  open  an
investigation  immediately  and  to  finalise  the  implementation  of  the  mechanism  to  protect  journalists.
According to the Association of Guatemalan Journalists (APG), Bryan had reported receiving death threats on
numerous occasions, however the National Civil Police (PNC) and the MP failed to act in this regard.

Reactivation of the Genocide Case and update of the Dos Erres case

At the beginning of March, the intermediate stages of accusations of genocide, crimes against humanity and
forced disappearances began against Luís Enrique Mendoza García, former chief of operations of the army
during the Ríos Montt government (1982-83) and against the government's high military officers. de Lucas
García (1978-82), Benedicto Lucas García, Manuel Callejas y Callejas and César Octavio Noguera Argueta. On
Monday, March 9, the presentation of evidence began, but the hearing was suspended.

Regarding the Dos Erres case, the former Guatemalan military officer Gilberto Jordán was arrested on March
3, after being deported from the United States.11 He had an arrest warrant in Guatemala issued against him
on April 4, 2000 (with an extension granted on July 13, 2010) for murder and crimes against humanity. He was
arrested in Florida, USA, for lying when trying to obtain residency. In his statement, he affirmed that he had
not committed any crimes in Guatemala. The massacre committed in the rural  community of  Dos Erres,
Petén, occurred between December 6 and 8, 1982. At least 201 people (adults, girls and boys), lost their
lives.  In  this  case,  Manuel  Pop,  Reyes  Collin  Gualip  and  Daniel  Martínez  Hernández  have  already  been
sentenced to  6,060 years in  prison,  while Carlos Carías received 6,066 years.  Santos  López Alonzo was
sentenced to 5,160 years.

8 COVID-19: los Estados no deben abusar de las medidas de emergencia para reprimir los DD HH – Expertos de la ONU  , Ginebra, 16.03.2020.
9 La CIDH y su REDESCA instan a asegurar las perspectivas de protección integral de los derechos humanos y de la salud pública frente a la   

pandemia del COVID-19, 20.03.2020.
10 Prensa Libre, Sectores condenan muerte del periodista bryan leonel guerra victima de un ataque armado, 04.03.2020.
11 Escobar I., Mintió en estados unidos: Capturan a exmilitar implicado en caso Dos Erres, Prensa Libre 03.03.2020.
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2. ACCOMPANIMENTS
PBI  accompanies  social  organizations  and  individuals  who  have  received  threats  for  their  work  in  the  defence  and
promotion of human rights.  In this  context we are accompanying social  processes in the fight against impunity,  land
inequality and defense of territory.12

THE FIGHT AGAINST IMPUNITY

During March we held regular meetings with the members of the Human Rights Law Firm (BDH) and
we have accompanied them to hearings in the following cases: 

• La Cumbre  Case:       On March 3  and 10,  there were
two  hearings  in  the  public  debate,  in  which  wit-
nesses for the prosecution and the defense in this
case  of  criminalization  of  three  community  mem-
bers  gave  their  testimonies.  The  prosecution  wit-
ness, who had been renting on the disputed land at
the time of  the alleged events,  confirmed that he
had been able  to  collect  his  potato  crops,  contra-
dicting evidence presented claiming that the com-
munity members had stolen the harvest. The next
hearing was scheduled for March 20. It did not go
ahead however,  due to the suspension judicial  ac-
tivities dictated by the government in response to
the COVID-19 crisis. 

• Samuel Choc case:        We accompanied the BDH to a hearing relating to the case of aggravated
trespassing on March 10.  In  this  hearing,  the lawyer,  notary and legal  representative for  the
company Tecnoservicios Agroalimentarios S.A testified as a witness for the prosecution. The BDH
questioned the lawyer's suitability as a witness given his record of presenting false testimony in
other hearings and for accusations against him for filing false complaints. However, these objec -
tions were not admitted by the Judge. As in previous hearings in this case,  PBI observed acts of
defamation towards the community members. The next hearing was scheduled for March 26 was
cancelle, due to the suspension judicial activities dictated by the government in response to the
COVID-19 crisis. 

• Ixil-Luis Enrique Mendoza García Genocide Case.       We accompanied the BDH to the hearing for the
review of measures that took place on March 13. The accused in this case is Luis Enrique Men -
doza  García,  former  head  of  army operations  during  the  de  facto  government  of  Efraín  Ríos
Montt. In November 2019, he was indicted in this case because there is evidence of his partici -
pation in genocide and crimes against humanity committed against the Mayan-Ixil communities
during the internal armed conflict. In November 2019, the substitute judge in the case issued
substitute measures to the accused consisting of house arrest. At the current hearing, the sitting
judge, Silvia de León, decided to grant an extension of those measures, allowing the accused to
move from Guatemala City to Alta and Baja Verapaz, where he has property. 

We  continue  to  accompany  the  Chicoyogüito  Neighborhood  Association  of  Alta  Verapaz
(AVECHAV), monitoring their activities, the security situation of their members.

12 See our website for general information on organizations and individuals we accompany: https://pbi-guatemala.org/en/groups-and-individuals-
currently-accompanied-pbi

MIP, March 2020                                                                                                                      3

https://pbi-guatemala.org/en/groups-and-individuals-currently-accompanied-pbi
https://pbi-guatemala.org/en/groups-and-individuals-currently-accompanied-pbi


Brigadas Internacionales de Paz_______________ Peace Brigades International

THE ISSUE OF ACCESS TO LAND

Due to the elevated number  of  security  incidents  the members of  the  Community Council  of  the
Highlands (CCDA) - Las Verapaces Region,  we continue to  monitor  the situation  of  its  members
closely. To do this, we have strengthened telephone contact with their coordinators. We also accompa-
nied them in the activities they organized in Guatemala City on March 3rd, when they celebrated the
38th  anniversary  of  the  founding of  the CCDA.  The activities  concluded  with  a  peaceful  march  that
passed by Congress, the Constitutional Court (CC) and the Presidential Palace, where they demanded
that the State to respond to the agrarian conflict by implementing legal and judicial measures. As for
the communities accompanied by the CCDA - Las Verapaces Region who are facing the threat of evic -
tion, we were informed of incidents of intimidation carried out by state and non-state actors. We are
concerned that these intimidations continue to take place in the midst of the measures being taken in
response to the COVID-19 crisis, as these leave rural sectors and peasant and indigenous communities
at a higher risk due to the isolation caused by the paralysis in public transport.

As part of our accompaniment of the Union of Peasant Organizations (UVOC), this month we main-
tained contact with their members over the telephone, particularly when the farmers are traveling be -
tween the lands where they are producing their agricultural products, despite the difficulties in getting
their production to the markets due to the paralysis of local transport. 

DEFENSE OF THE TERRITORY

We continued to monitor the worrying security situation of the  New Day Chorti Campesino Central
Coordinator (CCCND) closely throughout the month due to the numerous security incidents they con-
tinue to to experience. We maintained regular telephone contact and met with the organization's coordi -
nation as well as with community leaders. An activity that was not included in the February PIM, but
which is important to highlight, was our accompaniment of Sjoerd Ten Wolde, Second Secretary at the
Embassy for the Netherlands in Costa Rica, when he visited the CCCND headquarters in Camotán on
February 27. Mr. Wolde met with around 100 community members who spoke to him about the problems
experienced by the communities in the area and the risks suffered by their leaders in carrying out their
work to defend human rights. As part of this visit, the embassy representative also had a space to hear
about the situation of women human rights defenders and better understand the specific risks they face
as a result of their gender. Likewise, this month we followed up on the situation of two Ch’orti human
rights defenders, who have received threats and attacks linked not only with their activities defending
human rights, but also with their gender.

On March 28,  we responded,  from our  office,  to  an emergency in the La  Prensa -  Olopa community
(Chiquimula) where one of the indigenous authorities, and a Ch'orti youth leader, was subject to threats,
surveillance and intimidation from from unidentified individuals. These threats occurred as a result of
the public complaint made by the community members of La Prensa, about an incident where unidenti -
fied individuals  broke the iron chain that had been placed by the community at  the entrance to the
neighborhood road which had been used by the 'Cantera 'os Manantiales' mining company. These inci -
dents are part of the existing conflict between the communities and the company, due to the implemen -
tation of a mining project without consultion nor authorization from the communities. 

We continue to monitor the situation of the  Peaceful Resistance of La Puya (municipalities of San
José  del  Golfo  and San  Pedro  Ayampuc)  through  weekly  calls  to  the  members  of  the  resistance.  On
March 8, we accompanied the communities in their activities in celebration of the 8th anniversary of the
Resistance.  This  was held while they continue to  wait  for  a ruling in  the arbitration  process  at  the
International Center for Settlement of Investment Disputes (ICSID) that the US mining company Kappes
Cassiday & Associates brought against the State of Guatemala in response to the CC's injunction which
suspended the activities at the mine. 

Regarding our accompaniment of the Peaceful Resistance of La Laguna, in San Pedro Ayampuc, we
monitored their  member's security situation through calls  and with a visit  to the municipality during
which we held a meeting with one of its leaders. They shared their concerns over the violation of the
right to water experienced by the families from the municipality. 
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We continued to monitor the situation of the Peaceful Resistance Cahabón (Alta Verapaz), through
periodic calls to its members. Currently, the Resistance has had to suspend its meetings and activities
due to the measures implemented by the Government which included a declaration of a State of public
Calamity in response to the COVID-19 crisis.  

This  month we accompanied  members  of  the
TZK'AT - Network of Ancestral  Healers of
Community  Feminism  from  Iximulew,
during  the  ceremony  to  commemorate  and
remember the girls who died on March 8, 2017
in  the  fire  of  the  State  Home  “Virgen  de  la
Asunción”.  The  commemoration  took  place  in
the  Constitutional  Square  (Guatemala  City)
within  the  framework  of  the  activities
implemented  for  March  8  by  feminist
organizations  to  demand  women's  rights.
Likewise,  we  have  continued  to  monitor  the
security  situation  of  the  members  of  the
Network  through  periodic  telephone  calls.  As
such, we were informed of situations that show
the increased risk of sexual attacks on women
during  the  implementation  of  the  curfew
decreed by the Government. We are concerned

about the risk faced by women in general, and women defenders in particular, as these measures limit
their mobility and leave them exposed to possible attacks in public and private spaces.

With  regard  to  Chinautla  Multisector,  we  accompanied  them  during  their  monthly  coordination
meeting on March 14 .

3. INTERNATIONAL OBSERVATION
PBI  Guatemala  is  present  in  international  public  events  when  requested  to  do  so  by  Guatemalan  social
organisations, in order to show international attention and interest and in order to report internationally on what we
observe.

On March 8 we observed  the march organized
in  Guatemala  City  for  International  Women's
Day. Hundreds of Guatemalans marched through
the  main  streets  of  the  historic  center  of  the
capital  demanding  justice  for  the  56  girls  and
adolescents who died the survivor, of the fire at
the  “Virgen  de  la  Asunción”  state  home.
Women's  groups  denounced  the  continued
impunity in the case and demanded punishment
for  those  responsible  for  the  act.  During  the
march, protesters also called for the cessation of
street  harassment  and  the  decriminalization  of
abortion. Sexual abuse  committed within social
and community movements was also denounced.

On March  9,  we observed  the hearing in the
Ixil  -  Lucas  García  Genocide case in  which  the  retired  military  officers,  Manuel  Benedicto  Lucas
García,  Manuel  Antonio  Callejas  y  Callejas,  and  César  Octavio  Noguera  Argueta,  are  accused  of
genocide,  forced  disappearance,  and  crimes  against  humanity.  The  accused  were  indicated  on
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November 25, 2019. At the hearings in March, the MP asked the chief judge of the Highest Risk Court B,
Miguel Ángel Gálvez, to send the three military officers to trial. The hearing, in which the judge argued
his decision to indict the accused to trial or not, was suspended due to the restrictions implemented by
the government in response  to the COVID-19 crisis. 

4. POLITICAL ACCOMPANIMENT
Meetings  and  other  contact  with  the  diplomatic  bodies,  international  organisations  and  Guatemalan
authorities.
Meetings with national and international authorities are an important way for PBI to make known what we do and what our
objectives are. Through these meetings, where necessary and in a reserved manner, we share our concerns about worrying
situations that we have witnessed first-hand from the work we do in the field.

As part of our dialogue with the diplomatic corps and international organizations present in Guatemala,
we met with the following people this month: 

• Fanny  Bengs,  Second  Secretary,  and  Juana  María  Camposeco,  Program  Officer,  from  the
Swedish Embassy. 

Similarly,  in  follow  up  of  the  measures  that  each  embassy  has  implemented  in  the  face  of  the
international emergency caused by the spread of COVID-19, we have maintained telephone contact with
the German, Colombian, Spanish, French and Italian embassies. 

At national, departmental and municipal level we meet with the following authorities: 

• Ariel  Hasse,  First  Councilor,  José Alvarado, Second Councilor,  Dely Doersch, Director  of  Social
Communication,  and  Calixto  Leal,  Communication  Team,  from  the  Cobán  municipal
government (Alta Verapaz).

• Rocael Chamalé, Mayor for the San José del Golfo Municipality (Guatemala). 

5. ACTIVITIES OF PBI GUATEMALA OUTSIDE GUATEMALA
Outside the country we constantly develop and strengthen the network of support for the Guatemalan PBI project, as this is
one of the essential tools necessary to protect defenders of human rights. Regional Representatives, the Project Office
Coordinator  and  other  members  of  the committee  and  the Project  Office and national  groups of  PBI,  conduct  public
relations campaigns with many NGOs, agencies and national governments, parliamentarians and others. In this context we
develop actions and public relations campaigns, and / or advocacy aimed at protecting defenders of human rights.

Due to mobilization restrictions in the context of the containment of COVID 19, in-person meetings have been
canceled. Virtual meetings were held with: 

• Luisa Ragher, Director of the Human Rights Division of the European External Action Service
(EEAS) of the European Union (Brussels).

• Fritz Boehm, geographic manager for Guatemala at the Office of the  UN High Commissioner for
Human Rights (Geneva).
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6.  NON-GOVERNMENTAL ORGANISATIONS
In this section we publish statements (some abbreviated) from human rights organisations in which they express their
concerns regarding recent events.
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PBI team in Guatemala: Lucie Costamagna (France), Júlia Sierra (Spain),  María Lafuente (Spain), Carla
Güell Font (Spain), Lina Martínez Reyes (Colombia), Simone Scaffidi Lallaro (Italy), Paola Sarti (Italy), Inma
Jorge Aymeric (Spain) y Alejandro Cerdá Aparicio (Spain).

All photos published are from PBI

PBI GUATEMALA DOES NOT NECESSARILY IDENTIFY WITH THE OPINIONS AND CONTENT OF THE REPRODUCED ARTICLES
AND MEDIA RELEASES. 

GUATEMALA PROJECT
PEACE BRIGADES INTERNATIONAL

Website: www.pbi-guatemala.org
facebook: pbiguatemala

Office of the team in Guatemala
3ª Avenida “A” 3-51, Zona 1

Ciudad de Guatemala, Guatemala
Phone/ Fax: (+502) 2220 1032

E-mail: equipo@pbi-guatemala.org

Office of the project Coordination
                Avenida Entrevías 76, 4º B

                28053 Madrid, Estado Español
Telephone: (+34) 918 543 150

Email: coordinacion@pbi-guatemala.or  g  
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