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ver the past 6 years, there have been an alarming number of alleged illegal killings of civilians by Colombian security 
forces, according to recent reports by Colombian and international human rights organizations. At least 1,069 cases 
of illegal civilian deaths – also called extrajudicial executions – have reportedly occurred at the hands of Colombian 

authorities, primarily the army, from July 2002 through 2007. The reports conclude that 535 such cases occurred from January 
2007-June 30, 2008 – or nearly one a day.  

Authorities originally report many of these cases as combat-related deaths, but evidence and eye-witness testimony suggest 
otherwise. Many of the victims were known to have been apprehended, sometimes violently, by Colombian authorities prior to 
their deaths – and in some cases, guerrilla uniforms and arms were later placed on the bodies. These cases are referred to as 
“false positives” because claims that the victim was a member of an illegal armed group who died in combat are not supported 
by the evidence.1 Extrajudicial executions are suspected to have been partially inspired by monetary incentives for body 
counts. Ministerial Directive 029, issued on November 17, 2005 by Defense Minister Camilo Ospina establishes financial 
benefits for killing or capturing members of illegal armed groups. This classified document was recently leaked to the public. 

In light of this evidence, the Colombian government has begun to take important steps; still, there is much work left to be 
done to address this systematic crime. These include the transfer of some cases from the military to the civilian justice system, 
where the chances of an impartial investigation and prosecution are greater. The Colombian high command has issued a 
number of directives stating that the military is to protect civilians and explicitly prohibiting extrajudicial executions. 
Colombia‟s Prosecutor General has also created a special sub-unit to investigate executions. The most recent and significant 
step forward was the October 29th military purge of 3 generals and 24 other officers believed 
to be involved in the alleged extrajudicial executions of 19 young men from Soacha – a vast 
area of poor neighborhoods in the outskirts of Bogotá. One of those fired was General José 
Joaquín Cortes, commander of the 2nd Division of the army – which according to a 
Coordinación Colombia-Europa-Estados Unidos2 (CCEEU) report3 was responsible for more than 
a quarter of all the extrajudicial executions in 2007. Also fired was Gen. Roberto Pico 
Hernández, commander of the 7th Division – accountable for 16% of the cases last year, 
according to the study. Gen. Paulino Coronado, also dismissed, headed the army's 30th 
Brigade, whose members were charged with 6 killings last year, the study found. Among the 
other army officers fired, 14 were from the 2nd Division and 13 belonged to the 7th Division. 
Army commander Gen. Mario Montoya also resigned in the wake of this scandal. 

While these are important first steps, expanding and deepening the investigations into all 
cases of illegal killings is urgently needed. The dismissal of the commanders from the 2nd and 
7th Divisions will hopefully lead to information about other cases in these regions. The US 
Ambassador to Colombia, William Brownfield, announced that these divisions, along with 
the 30th Brigade would be suspended from receiving US funding because of their alleged role 
in the Soacha cases. Still, other army divisions – namely the 3rd, 4th, and 5th, each of which 
accounted for about 15% of cases in 2007 – require investigation because, as the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, Navy Pillay, observed,4 there is a 
“systematic practice” of extrajudicial executions throughout Colombia.  

Furthermore, the high rates of impunity with respect to these cases must be fully addressed. 
The CCEEU‟s report reveals cases of alleged extrajudicial executions in 27 of the 32 
departments in Colombia. Despite this magnitude, just 21.9% of the 535 cases they are 
following are in some stage of a judicial process – meaning that no investigation or legal 
procedure has begun in the remaining 78.1% of cases.5  
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Regrettably, President Álvaro Uribe Vélez‟s appointment of Gen. Óscar González Peña to replace Gen. Montoya is further 
reason for concern. While President Uribe applauded González‟s human rights record, NGOs in Antioquia registered dozens 
of alleged extrajudicial execution cases from December 2003-October 2006 – the period when González was the commander 
of the 4th Brigade and 7th Division, both operating in the region. The United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 
(UNHCHR) also expressed concern about the increase in illegal killings attributed to the 4th Brigade in a report in 2004. 
 
In spite of various efforts made by the government to address the issue of extrajudicial executions, 4 central problems remain:  

1. Despite the military‟s new directives, extrajudicial executions continue to occur at an alarming rate. 
2. Colombian civilian investigators are not allowed effective access to the crime scene. 
3. Many military personnel credibly alleged to have participated in killings still have not been removed from active service. 
4. The vast majority of cases do not result in convictions for the perpetrators.  

These factors contribute to an unacceptably high level of impunity for cases of extrajudicial executions. 
 

Source: Ejecuciones extrajudiciales directamente atribuibles a la Fuerza Pública en Colombia, Julio de 2006 a junio de 2007. 
Hearing before the Inter-American Human Rights Commission, Washington DC, October 10, 2007. 

 
The phenomenon continues unabated 
Over the past 10 years, extrajudicial executions have been 
a constant yet largely unseen result of the internal armed 
conflict in Colombia. Approximately 132 extrajudicial 
executions allegedly occurred in the 12 months between 
July 1997 and June 1998, and a reported 236 cases between 
July 2006 and June 2007. The largest annual increase in 
killings took place between June 2003 and June 2004, with 
the average annual rate of extrajudicial executions reaching 
approximately 200 between the second half of 2003 and 
the first half of 2006. In September 2008, Defense 
Minister Juan Manuel Santos admitted to Reuters that some 
army officials are pressuring soldiers to increase the 
enemy‟s body count as proof of their success in fighting 
insurgents, and that this may have led to human rights 
violations.6 This was the first time the government had 
acknowledged these practices.  
 
Alarming rate of extrajudicial executions in 2007 
Of the 362 reported cases of extrajudicial executions 
during 2007, 50 occurred in the month of February alone.  

 
The Colombian department with the highest rate of 
alleged executions during 2007 was Norte de Santander (48 
or 13.8%), followed by Meta (34 or 9.8%) and Huila (33 or 
9.5%). It is important to note that the killing of civilians is 
not confined to the Colombian armed forces. For 2007, 
the CCEEU reports a total of 1442 cases of killings of 
protected persons, for which 362 are attributed to the 
Colombian armed forces, 314 to paramilitaries, and 258 to 
guerrilla groups – leaving 508 cases for which 
responsibility has not been assigned. All of these cases 
should be thoroughly investigated by civilian authorities 
and charges should be brought against those responsible. 

Extrajudicial Executions: July 1997 to June 2007
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“We are registering and observing extrajudicial 
executions [in Colombia] and it seems that this is a 

systematic practice,” 
 

United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, 
Navy Pillay 
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Cases of illegal killings in 2008 
Over the first half of this year alone, it is estimated that 
102 more Colombian civilians have been killed by 
members of the State‟s security forces.7 It can be expected, 
however, that total cases for this period will be higher due 
to the significant lag-time between an extrajudicial 
execution and the filing of a report or claim by the family. 
For instance, in March 2008, the CCEEU presented a total 
of 113 cases for 2007 to the US Embassy in Bogotá. A few 
months later, as additional cases were reported from 
remote areas, the total rose to 347 cases of alleged killings.  
 
Following are some examples of suspected illegal 
executions of civilians by Colombian security forces from 
January-September 2008.8 
 
 19 young men (one of whom was only 17 

years-old) were reported missing this year 
from Ciudad Bolívar (Bogotá) and the 
neighboring municipality of Soacha 
(Cundinamarca). Their bodies were found 
months later in mass graves in Ocaña (Norte 
de Santander) and Cimitarra (Santander) – 
about 800 kilometers away. The Colombian 
government claimed that the army killed the 
men in battle, as they formed part of one of 
the illegally armed groups. Still, the national 
government‟s Forensic Agency found that the 
victims were killed between 1-8 days after 
their disappearance, with 9 of them killed 24 
to 48 hours after leaving home – thus raising 
serious doubts on the probability that they 
were killed in battle so far from home. All 
families deny their sons were part of any 
illegal armed group. Over the past 5 years, 
300 people have been disappeared from 
Soacha; the majority of these crimes remain unsolved. 

 The UNHCHR in Colombia has reported similar cases 
this year in the cities of Montería and Medellín, as well 
as in the municipalities of Toluviejo (Sucre), Sahagún 
(Córdoba), and Remedios (Antioquia). The UNHCHR 
reports 35 cases of extrajudicial executions in Sucre 
and Córdoba and 25 in Soacha from February-
September 2008. 

 The news media has also reported other suspected 
cases of extrajudicial executions in La Virginia, Pereira 
and Dosquebradas (Risaralda), where 18 people went 
missing between January and August 2008, only to be 
reported several days later as being guerrilla soldiers 
killed in combat with the national army. 
 

 

 2 members of the Indigenous Guard from the town of 
Boyero in Cumbal (Nariño) were killed by the army 
and one was seriously wounded on September 19, 
2008. The men were guarding the community‟s 
livestock when troops from the 3rd Mechanized 
Group, “José María Cabal de Ipiales,” under the 
control of Coronel Mario Vinicio Mayorga, allegedly 
shot them. The troops reportedly then attempted to 
dress the deceased men in different clothes. Col. 
Mayorga initially claimed that the Indigenous Guard 
had fired on his troops, but later admitted that the 
killings were the result of “a military error.” 

 Soldiers from the national army were implicated in the 
death of 2 brothers, Amparo and Silvio Chaguendo, of 
the Nasa indigenous group, on May 29 2008. (Please 
see insert below for more details). 

 

 The army was implicated in the shooting death of 
Jesús Mamerto Maturana on April 17, 2008 in the 
neighborhood of Caño Cabra in Bajo Ariari (Meta).  

 The Colombian army allegedly killed 22-year-old Eiber 
Isidro Méndoza Vargas on March 24, 2008 in 
Monterralo, Aguazul (Casanare). Méndoza, who had 
been displaced by violence, was traveling with his wife 
when several soldiers detained him. 

 3 indigenous people – Robert Heler Astaiza, Luís 
Carlos Otero Velasco, and Elías Pechené Pillimue – 
were allegedly killed by members of the High 
Mountain Battalion Number 4 in Silvia (Cauca) on 
January 30, 2008. 

 Soldiers of the 13th Mobile Brigade allegedly killed 
campesinos Hugo Armando Torres and Herney 
Guerrero on January 20, 2008 and later presented 
them as FARC guerrillas who died in combat. 

 On January 10, 2008 members of the Ayacucho 
Battalion, accompanied by personnel from the 
Administrative Department of Security (DAS), 
detained and killed Cristián Largo Zapata (22 years-
old), who had mental disabilities. 

In focus: Illegal killings of indigenous brothers in Cauca 

On May 29, 2008 in Corinto (Cauca), during an armed 
engagement between members of the guerillas and army 

soldiers, 2 brothers of the Nasa people – Amparo (23 years-
old) and Silvio Chaguendo Ipia (27 years-old) – ran to take 

cover in a house. The soldiers – belonging to the Codazzi or 
Pichincha Battalion – ordered a woman and her daughter to 
open the door to this house, upon which they entered and 

opened fire on the brothers. According to the authorities of 
the Indigenous Council of Corinto – who collected and 
removed the bodies from the crime scene – Silvio had a 

bullet wound to his left eye and Amparo had a wound on the 
left side of his cranium. Neither brother was carrying a 

weapon nor was involved in the combat. 

 

“False positives” is the phenomenon in which 
members of the security forces kill civilians – 
usually campesinos or unemployed youth – who 

are then classified as being leftist guerrillas. 
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Where are extrajudicial executions 
taking place and who is 
responsible? 
The CCEEU reports cases of 
extrajudicial executions in 27 of 
Colombia‟s 32 departments. From 
2007 to 2008, Norte de Santander and 
Antioquia were the departments with 
the highest number of reported 
extrajudicial executions – representing 
a quarter of all cases registered in this 
period. These were followed by Meta, 
Huila, Putumayo, Cauca, Arauca, 
Caquetá and Casanare as the 
departments with the highest number 
of alleged cases recorded.  
 
A quarter of the extrajudicial 
executions reported by the Coordinación 
Colombia-Europa-Estados Unidos took 
place in areas covered by the 2nd 
Division of the army – particularly in 
the regions of Catatumbo and Arauca. 
The 7th Division has also been 
implicated for a number of suspected 
extrajudicial executions in Urabá, 
Córdoba, and eastern Antioquia. 
Similarly, the 3rd Division has 
jurisdiction in areas such as Cauca, 
Nariño, and the eje cafetero (coffee 
region) – where there have been high 
numbers of cases of alleged 
extrajudicial executions reported in the 
last year and a half. 
 
In the last 18 months, the military units 
with the highest number of reported 
cases of extrajudicial executions are9: 
 

Mobile Brigade No. 15 14.56% 

9th Brigade 10.36% 

16th Brigade & 8th Brigade 5.83% each 

29th Brigade 5.50% 

4th  Brigade & 11th Brigade 5.18% 

14th Brigade 4.53% 

Mobile Brigade No. 5 & 
3rd Brigade 

4.21% each 

18th Brigade & 
Mobile Brigade No. 12 

3.88% each 

 
4 modalities of extrajudicial executions in Colombia 
Not all extrajudicial executions are the same; rather there 
are 4 different types of cases being reported in Colombia: 
1. Member(s) of the armed forces did not intend to kill 

an innocent civilian, but on doing so decide to classify 
the person as a guerilla rather than admit fault.  
 

 
2. With the aim of increasing their “body count,” 

members of the armed forces kill marginalized people 
whose death, they believe, will not raise alarm. 

3. Public forces suspect the victim has links with the 
guerrillas, but do not have proof and thus they can‟t 
capture him; they decide to kill him instead, making it 
look like the victim died in combat. 

4. The most recent and most troubling cases of 
extrajudicial executions occur where people working 
for the armed forces recruit young men from the 
poorest neighborhoods – offering them jobs in other 
regions that pay about $150 per person. They take the 
young men to the area and shortly thereafter, they are 
reported as killed in battle. Cases such as this have 
been reported in Soacha (Cundinamarca), Toluviejo 
(Sucre), Chinú (Córdoba), Sahagún (Córdoba) and 
Chinchiná (Caldas).10  
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In focus: Extrajudicial execution of José Orlando Giraldo Barrera 
 
Martha Lucía Giraldo Villano will never be able to forget March 11,  
2006. That morning she received a call from one of her father‟s  
colleagues asking her to come immediately to her father‟s farm. Upon  
arrival she found the farmhouse encircled by soldiers from the army‟s 
3rd High Mountain Battalion headed by Captain Manuel Arturo Pabón  
Jaime. The soldiers refused to let her see her father, José Orlando  
Giraldo Barrera. Finally, Martha asked if her father was dead, to which  
the Captain simply nodded “yes.” The soldiers told Martha and her  
family that they could not see the crime scene, but the family pushed  
their way in. The image she found is scarred in Martha‟s mind: Her  
father‟s body bore signs of torture – with parts of 3 of his fingers  
severed and his big toe broken in half.  
 
Around 1 pm, authorities from the Attorney General‟s Technical  
Investigative Unit (CTI – Cuerpo Técnico de Investigaciones de la Fiscalía)  
and a military judge, Dr. Liliana Bonilla de Takegami, arrived to collect  
the body. In official documents produced later, the body is shown to be  
clean and mended. The military reported the death was the result of an official operation in which a FARC 
militant belonging to the Libardo García squad – allegedly Mr. Giraldo – was killed in combat.  
 
Since then, Martha and her family have been struggling to clear Mr Giraldo‟s name and seek justice. The 
case was taken before the military justice system, where little investigation was carried out. Only a few 
pieces of evidence were collected – such as testimonies from the family and friends and declarations by the 
military personnel allegedly involved in Mr. Giraldo‟s death. Moreover, physical evidence from Mr. 
Giraldo‟s house was not collected until 6 months after the crime – when CTI-trained dogs, a genetic 
specialist, and photographers arrived at the farm; by then, the crime scene had been altered. Investigations 
have stalled because critical evidence has not been gathered and testimonies of the soldiers present during 
the crime are inconsistent. Furthermore, the rifle that was allegedly used to kill Mr. Giraldo had rusted 
before it was tested and the blood found at the crime scene was not analyzed. 
 
To date, of the 11 soldiers implicated in this case, only one is under official investigation. First Vice 
Sergeant Luís Eduardo Mahecha Hernández, was detained by Judge Javier Alfonso Lenis in May 2008 on 
charges brought by the Attorney General‟s office for falsifying a public document; on June 13th, he was 
incarcerated. According to information collected at the offices of the 3rd High Mountain Battalion, Mr. 
Mahecha Hernández paid 2 million pesos (approximately $1000) to have an informant present the 
assassination of Mr. Giraldo as if it were the death of a guerilla in combat. As of the end of August, each of 
the 3 court dates set to present formal charges against Sergeant Mahecha have been effectively cancelled in 
unusual circumstances; to date, he remains in detention, but could be freed without notice. 
 
Martha and her family have appealed to President Uribe, Colombia‟s Attorney General‟s office, the 
Inspector General‟s office, the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, the Inter-American 
Commission of Human Rights and members of the US Congress; yet nothing has changed. Her father‟s 
name continues to be tainted and his murder remains in impunity, while all bar one of the officers involved 
continue to serve in Colombia‟s national army. To make things worse, the Captain of the 3rd High 
Mountain Battalion accused of murdering Mr. Giraldo – Manuel Arturo Pabón Jaime – has since been 
promoted to a Major in the Colombian army. Martha and her family, on the other hand, continue to receive 
threats by soldiers warning them that they should be careful or else they could end up like Mr. Giraldo. 
 

  

José Orlando Giraldo Barrera 
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Impunity surrounds cases of extrajudicial executions 
in Colombia 
Investigations & trials 
One of the more troubling elements in extrajudicial 
executions cases is that justice and reparations are rarely 
achieved; in fact, most cases have yet to be brought before 
a tribunal. In many cases, investigative and 
judicial procedures – from the discovery of the 
body, to autopsies, to gathering evidence, to 
trials – are handled in a manner that virtually 
guarantees impunity for the perpetrator. 
For example, in most cases analyzed for this 
report, civilian deaths are initially handled by a 
military judge instead of a civilian prosecutor. Yet a 
military judge does not have the legal authority to conduct 
a crime scene investigation and does not have the technical 
capacity to gather physical evidence, interview witnesses, 
or conduct an autopsy. A common element in many cases 
is that the victim‟s body is buried anonymously (“N.N.” – 
nombre desconocido or “no name”) in a mass grave. This 
practice has dire implications for the victims‟ families and 
investigations because evidence about the death is often 
lost. Failing to properly identify victims also allows the 
government to label them as “disappeared” – delaying 
access to justice for the families. 
 
Additionally, evidence is often mishandled by security 
forces that do not have the training or authority to gather 
the evidence necessary for an impartial investigation and 
fair trial. For instance, the recovery of the victim‟s body is 
regularly performed by the same military units alleged to 
have committed the crime. Furthermore, the crime scene 
and critical evidence are not adequately preserved and 
autopsies are not generally conducted – and in the event 
that they are, they are often incomplete. Moreover, the 
testimonies of eye-witnesses, family members, and other 
individuals that could contribute to clarifying the events 
surrounding the crime are not gathered.11 
 
It is also concerning that very few officers – and fewer 
high-ranking officers – have been sanctioned for their role 
in illegal killings. This is illustrated in the US State  
 

Department‟s “Memorandum of Justification Concerning  
Human Rights Conditions with Respect to Assistance for 
the Colombian Armed Forces.” The memorandum lists 59 
officers suspended by the Inspector General from January 
2007-June 15, 2008 due to charges of illegal killings. Of 
these 59, the majority (40) are ordinary soldiers.12  

 

Victims threatened, perpetrators protected 
Access to justice is not guaranteed for the victims‟ families. 
In many cases, the families and eyewitnesses to the crimes 
are threatened by soldiers, paramilitaries, or the police so 
they do not begin a criminal process. Those that have 
come forward to testify have also been threatened – at 
times by members of the very military units accused of the 
illegal killings. Others have been forced from their lands 
and dispossessed of their belongings, leaving them in an 
even more dangerous situation. For instance, on 
September 20, 2008, Ever Gonzales – a human rights 
activist in Cauca who was investigating cases of 
extrajudicial executions in the department – was killed.  
 
After the extrajudicial execution of a young man in Arauca 
by members of the Colombian army, the victim‟s mother 
told the International Observation Mission on 
Extrajudicial Executions and Impunity that the family had 
received threats from local paramilitary leaders linked to 
the army unit believed responsible for her son‟s death. The 
paramilitaries told her that if she proceeded with a criminal 
case for her son, “the whole family” would be killed, 
“including you.” The family decided to speak anyway. “We 
are making this complaint because we want the name of 
my son to be absolved… Even though we are very afraid 
because of the threats,” said the victim‟s mother.13  
 
Additionally, government agents have threatened those 
individuals and human rights organizations that denounce 
these cases. For instance, in a statement made on July 25, 
2007, President Uribe stated that those who report illegal 
killings are doing so at the behest of the guerrillas and to 
discredit Colombia‟s security forces.14 Colombian Defense 
Minister, Juan Manuel Santos, has also made similar 
statements against human rights defenders. He used his 
speech on Colombian human rights day to attack the 
CCEEU, for its research on extrajudicial executions. 
Statements such as these from senior government officials 
further hinder access to justice for the victims‟ families and 
jeopardize the lives of human rights defenders. 
 
Conversely, many suspected victimizers remain under the 
de facto protection of the military justice system. Even in 
cases where investigations are initiated, the alleged 
perpetrators stay on active duty. For example, in the case 

Of the 535 cases monitored by the CCEEU, only 21.9% are in 
some stage of a judicial process; there is no documentation that 

investigations or any legal proceedings have commenced in the 
remaining 78.1% of the cases. 

 

A mother from Soacha reacts after her son's body is  
exhumed in Ocaña. (Source: Semana International) 
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of the murder of Javier Alonso Orozco García, a military 
judge heard the testimony of the accused army personnel 
and superior officers and then proceeded to dismiss the 
case – effectively halting any further judicial action.   
 
Some progress    
So far, civilian courts have handed down sentences in 5 
cases involving military personnel. These cases include the 
murder of a campesino in April 2004 in La Hondita 
(Antioquia) and 3 trade unionists assassinated in Caño 
Seco (Arauca) in August 2004. In both of these instances, 
military personnel initially reported that the victims had 
been shot in active combat; the courts found, however, 
that there was ample evidence to convict the accused of 
wrongful deaths. On March 18th, a court in Antioquia 
sentenced members of the Pedro Nel Ospina Battalion for 
their role in the April 2004 torture and death of Jesús 
Rendón Alzate in Sonsón (Antioquia). On April 21st, a 
court in Bogotá sentenced 2 low-ranking officers to 30 
years in prison for their role in the February 2004 death of 
the Kankuamo Indian, Juan Enemías Daza Carrillo, in 
Atanquez (César). The Attorney General‟s office ordered 
the arrest of a senior army official who ordered the killing 
of 5 adults and 3 children in February 2005 in San José de 
Apartadó (Antioquia).15 Also in April, charges were filed 
against 7 soldiers in Villavicencio (Meta); detention orders 
were issued for 6 members of the military for their role in 
the February 2005 massacre in San José; 8 soldiers and one 
low-ranking officer were arrested in connection to the June 
2005 death of Diego Alfonso Ortíz Muñoz 
in La Sierra de Medellín (Antioquia).  
 
In addition, the government has begun to 
transfer cases of illegal killings by security 
force personnel from the military to the 
civilian justice system. The military has also 
issued “directives” (akin to executive 
orders) that make explicit the prohibition 
of extrajudicial executions and guarantee judicial resources 
for the victims of human rights violations. Directive No. 
010 of June 6, 2007 from the Ministry of Defense 
prohibits members of the armed forces from committing 
homicides of persons protected under International 
Humanitarian Law. On November 2, 2007, this directive 
was reinforced with the adoption of Directive No. 019, 
which makes mandatory the transfer of all murder cases 
from the military to the civilian justice system. 
 
Despite these steps, the number of cases reported in the 
first quarter of 2008 suggests that the problem of illegal 
killings has not been solved, and that additional actions 
must be taken to ensure an end to the practice.  
 
The US & extrajudicial executions in Colombia 
The US public has become increasingly aware of 
extrajudicial executions in Colombia through the 
mainstream media. A March 30, 2008 Washington Post 
article entitled “Colombian Troops Kill Farmers, Pass off 

Bodies as Rebels‟” put a spotlight on illegal killings. In 
addition, the Department of State acknowledged the 
problem in its 2007 “Country Reports on Human Rights 
Practices” released on March 26, 2008. 
 
In light of this and other information, a group of 14 US 
Senators led by Chris Dodd (D-CT) and Russ Feingold 
(D-WI) sent a letter to Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice 
on February 28, 2008 urging her to withhold human rights 
certification for US security assistance to Colombia until 
“there are substantial advances in investigating and 
prosecuting these cases, moving them into the civilian 
justice system, and ensuring that new cases do not occur.” 
Yet in July 2008, Secretary Rice certified Colombia‟s 
compliance with human rights criteria and began the 
process to release all US security assistance.  
 
Another troubling fact is that many alleged extrajudicial 
executions occur in areas where US assistance has been 
used to train and equip Colombian security forces. In fact, 
the regions with the most killings by Colombian security 
forces in 2006-2007 were essentially the same areas where 
the military units received significant US assistance. In 
addition, from 2000-2003, US security assistance to 
Colombia equaled roughly $1.5 billion, increasing to $2.5 
billion from 2004-2007. In the same period, there was a 
noted increase in executions. Reported illegal killings and 
disappearances by Colombian soldiers jumped from 218 in 
2004-2005, to 267 in 2005-2006, to 287 in 2006-2007.16 

 

Conclusions 
 Extrajudicial executions continue at an alarming rate 

despite military directives declaring the practice illegal. 
 Victims of extrajudicial executions are usually young 

men from rural communities who are often presented 
as FARC or ELN guerrillas who died in combat. 

 Impunity is widespread and commonplace. 
 Access to impartial civilian justice for victims‟ families 

is often difficult due to threats and substandard 
investigations – or worse, no investigation at all. 

 Poorly conducted investigations by the military justice 
system negatively affect the pursuit of justice and the 
Colombian military continues to fail to allow direct 
access of the Attorney General‟s investigation unit  
(CTI) to the sites of civilian casualties; both factors 
contribute to new cases of impunity. 

 In only limited cases are Colombian armed forces 
suspending or placing on administrative duty active 
members who have been credibly alleged to have 
committed extrajudicial executions.  

“The United States should take these reports [about extrajudicial 
executions] seriously...US assistance should be contingent on the 
Colombian government‟s progress in advancing human rights and 

holding individuals accountable for these heinous crimes.” 
 

Senator Russ Feingold, February 2008 
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Recommendations 
 The human rights certification provisions included in 

the annual US foreign assistance appropriations bill 
must be vigorously enforced. When the State 
Department has raised concerns in certain cases, the 
Colombian government has taken important action. 
Evidence that extrajudicial executions are still 
occurring in 2008 suggests that the US should 
continue to use the leverage of certification to ensure 
that there are effective and timely prosecutions in the 
Colombian civilian justice system and to push for the 
suspension of or administrative duty for all military 
personnel who have been credibly alleged to have 
committed extrajudicial executions. 

 

 The State Department and US Embassy in Colombia 
should make use of all diplomatic means to insist on 
improved handling of past, current, and future 
extrajudicial execution cases by Colombian authorities 
through: a) the immediate transfer of all cases to the 
civilian justice system; b) insisting that crime scene 
investigation and removal of the body be carried out 
by the CTI and the chain of custody for evidence is 
properly maintained; c) the establishment of an 
effective protection program for witnesses, attorneys, 
prosecutors, and judges that handle these cases; d) the 
suspension from active duty of members of the 
security forces implicated in such cases while 
investigations are proceeding; and e) the investigation 
of all senior appointees to the Colombian armed 
forces to ensure they have never been credibly 
implicated in cases of extrajudicial executions. 

 

 The US Southern Command, along with the State 
Department and utilizing materials by Colombian and 
US human rights organizations, should help identify 
practices that may be leading to extrajudicial 
executions, raise these issues with Colombian 
counterparts, and incorporate relevant changes into 
human rights and international humanitarian law 
training, military manuals, and field orders for the 
Colombian armed forces. 

 

 The Colombian Attorney General and civilian 
prosecutors must ensure that the criminal justice 
system handle cases of alleged extrajudicial executions. 
In those cases referred to civilian authorities from the 
military, the Attorney General must move quickly to 
assign a lead prosecutor to handle the investigation. At 
present, there are many cases that have been 
transferred to civilian authorities, but the Attorney 
General has yet to assign a prosecutor to take charge 
of the case, further delaying justice for the families. 

 

 The US should suspend assistance to any military unit 
credibly reported to have committed extrajudicial 
executions until those crimes have been fully 
investigated and those responsible have been brought 
to justice. 
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