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A Performance Event to Commemorate the 30th Anniversary of

Peace Brigades International, November 21st 2011

Script for 6 actors playing 4 Human Rights Defenders and 2 PBI volunteers:

Jitman   (Nepal)

Tita Radilla (Mexico)

Lorena Cabnal (Guatamala)

Eduardo Carreño (Colombia)

Mike Tamblyn (Australia)

Nikki Evans (UK)

MUSIC?

Jit Man:

Before we met, sometimes my wife tells this story, she read my book in one day, continuously, she couldn’t put it down. And she said ‘My God, imagine meeting that guy, I wonder what he’s like’. 

(laughs) It’s a film, really really, my life is like a film. 

I remember as a boy, born in Solo Kumpo, it’s a remote area of Nepal, from a poor family. It was really difficult to get education because I had to walk two hours to school and two hours back, through a big dangerous river, no bridge, then a big jungle, sometimes there were incidents with tigers attacking the kids. Then high-school level, before I came to study at Kathmandu University, and I starting writing about justice and human rights. 

My parents wanted me to be a teacher, they asked me many times to work in a school or a university. But I wanted … my interest was different, I always wanted to speak. If something happens here against human beings in society, I cannot stop my voice (gestures hand to mouth as if he has surprised himself). It’s my, you know – instinct… 

When the Nepalese Royal Army started targeting civilians, they were picked up by security forces from the road, from anywhere, and taken off to barracks. I had graduated in law and I helped the families to file habeus corpus petitions. But the police, the government, the army, gave false information to the court and said ‘we haven’t arrested anyone, we haven’t done any of these things’. So the Court rejected the petition by the victims’ families. 

At that moment, I felt that Nepalese court was fully supporting the royal regime. And I wanted to write about the truth. So I started a newspaper called Sagarmatha Times. (laughs) Sagarmatha - it’s the Nepalese name for Mount Everest. It was really difficult to distribute but we focussed on rural areas and we had some organisations like Himalayan trust, it’s Sir Edmund Hilary’s trust, they were also supporting us. 

It was against the constitution to speak against the King. As a lawyer, I knew about that but I couldn’t stop writing.  (reading his article). “ … since all the King’s expenses are paid by the government, why does he need any other personal property? The King runs many public companies and profits from them, He also owns huge amounts of land. Many Nepalese people do not have enough land to cultivate food. This is the twenty first century, try to be a twenty first century king.” (shame to lose this though SL)

Not long after that, I was taken, off the street, by representatives of the army. Nepalese people have a presumption that when somebody is arrested by the army, there’s no chance they’ll come back. I don’t have words to explain what I was feeling...
Tita Radilla:

I was a happy child. I was part of a very united family – 11 brothers and sisters and I had a very close relationship with my father.  I always accompanied him to different places, to his work place and his involvement with the community. I was the daughter who was always at his side. At the time, I felt I was his favourite. But talking to my sisters recently, we realised that he made each of us believe that we were his favourites. He tricked us all along ...

When I was 19, I got married to a very understanding husband and I had a good life, very comfortable and stable. I had five children.  My husband worked in a bus company – he was the human resources person there. But because he tried in the same way as my father to support the workers and protect them from exploitation –- he was killed in 1985. I filed a complaint before the before the relevant body, but there was no investigation at all. Here the criminals have impunity. In Mexico, if you steal something very small, you can be incarcerated for a long time, but there are serious crimes like the one that happened to my husband where no one is arrested or investigated.  I knew a lot about this impunity because 11 years before my husband was killed, my father was disappeared. 

As I told you, my father was a very active person. He used to tell us that when he was young he was displaced from his community by the army. The misery and the poverty caused by that gave my father the conviction to do the things that he did. He had several jobs representing people in the community at regional and national level. He was the mayor for a year, but the official party wanted to force him to do things for the elites. So, because he didn’t oblige, he was removed from office. He also wrote lots of songs. The chorus of one of the last songs he wrote says – ‘I am a peasant of the state of Guererro, they took away my rights and made me a guerrillero’. 

There was a strong peasant movement and after a strike action in the nearby municipality of Atoyac, there was a massacre in 1967. It was then that the school teacher Lucio Cabanas went to the mountains near our town and formed his armed group. In 1972 there was a guerrilla ambush on the army and they kidnapped a Senator. So, the government sent in 16,000 soldiers after not just the guerrillas, but us, the people from the villages

People were taken from their houses and they never came back. The army would smash the doors down, burn the houses. No one was safe. The kids even remember that they weren’t able to play in the streets and go out of the houses. There were tanks everywhere – it was like we were at war. Many people were tortured. I remember bodies turning up in the mornings on the streets. There was a lot of displacement. Many people were forced to leave because of the violence and lost everything. We were full of fear. 

During this time, my brother and my father travelled by bus to a nearby town. When they got to the military checkpoint, the soldiers made everyone get off the bus then they let everyone get back on, but they detained my father. They said – we know that you write songs about the guerrillas. My brother told us immediately what happened and we took action to find his whereabouts but there was no way to find him anywhere. The government denied they had detained him. 

It was a very difficult time. We were in a constant state of terror, fear and the pain of not knowing about what happened to him. Also the local people turned their back on us, they didn’t talk to us, because they were scared it might happen to them if they associated with us. My mother would avoid talking about it with us because my brothers and sisters were very young. So we kept it to ourselves and we suffered in silence. 

MUSIC?

Mike Tamblyn:

I have travelled a long way from the blood-red sands and rocky outcrops of the central desert regions of Australia in the past six years. Working there as a lawyer for the Aboriginal Legal Rights Movement I witnessed forgotten indigenous desert communities struggle to enjoy fundamental rights such as education, access to justice and basic health services. Inspired to keep working for justice, I embarked on a journey that has taken me around the world, from isolated indigenous communities in southern Mexico to the House of Lords in London. A journey in large part thanks to and because of Peace Brigades International. 

In 2006, after travelling through Mexico and Central America I contacted PBI Mexico. PBI was not new to me. I had visited the  office in London in the late 1990's and never forgot PBI. In late 2006, after a rigorous selection process which culminated in a week long training in Portugal,  I was chosen to become a protective accompaniment volunteer in the Guerrero team of the PBI Mexico Project.  

You might ask: Why is PBI required in Mexico? In 2000, with the change of the political regime in Mexico, the National Action Party promised to improve Mexico’s human rights rating. And indeed they took many steps to improve the situation. However, it is clear that the situation on the ground still presents risks for human rights defenders. In the last three years 128 reports of aggressions against human rights defenders, 10 deaths, many threats and unfortunately, only 2 of the 128 cases was resolved and the people responsible were punished. And that’s to say that Mexico continues to be a country where being a human rights defender is a dangerous job.

Lorena Cabnal:

The women in my community, the Xinca people in Guatamala, have a very time-tabled way of life. We get up at 4 in the morning or earlier, in order to make the tortilla dough. We grind the maize, get the fire going, and feed the animals. For young girls growing up, this could be a lovely experience, but I don’t think that this is the case for the majority of girls in Santa María de Xalapán where I come from. Many of them grow up thinking that it’s normal not to have access to education, it’s normal to be working and they don’t pay you for the work you do. When you ask them why, they say ‘Because my mum or dad says that you don’t need to go to school in order to make tortillas’.

And it’s normal to be stolen by a man at 12 or 13 years old. But if he decides he doesn’t like living with her he can throw her out like rubbish chucked to one side, and then she arrives home perhaps pregnant and then she’s yet another single mother in the community. Many women already have up to four or five children when they’re 18 years old. 

In 2003 I was helping on a community project with the national co-ordinator against the mistreatment and sexual abuse of children. I started to speak about the rights of children.  And I remember one day a friend called María Andrés Serrano, who is now my mother-in-law, saw all the work I was doing, and  she said to me, ‘Lorena, you know how children have rights, do you think that women have rights as well? I thought ‘I’m a woman and I don’t even know what my rights are!’ Children have rights to education, recreation, and so on, so what are my rights?’

And from then on Maria Andrés and I started saying ‘We’ve got to do something!’ At that time we couldn’t organise ourselves, because our community wasn’t very open to that.  So we decided to do it secretly. We realized that the only way our husbands would allow their women to go to meetings was if we told them that we were going to the cemetery to look after the graves. So we invited our neighbours, and as we were talking we realised that we didn’t know what to talk about – we didn’t have a methodology, an agenda, or anything. We only had the need to talk.

We made a list of all the urgent needs that the women in the community had, and a really long list of needs started to appear – there was malnutrition in children, malnutrition in women, teenage pregnancies, maternal deaths, so many issues but how could we get any help?  We went to a lot of organisations and state institutions; we knocked on the door of the the Union of Social Workers ,the wife of the President, we wrote letters. Nothing. And we got tired. And finally we arrived at the Women’s Sector, which co-ordinates women’s organisations.  And they offered us their support.  And that’s how we started up the Association for Indigenous Women of Santa Maria de Xalapán’, on 24 July 2004. 

Eduardo:

I’m a member of a Lawyers Collective in Colombia which specialises in human rights. My name is Eduardo Carreño. This collective was established in 1980 to defend political prisoners.  All our actions are under surveillance because we’re actually accusing military personnel and paramilitary personnel in order to get justice. We are 11 lawyers  in total  and all of us work under constant pressure of personal threats by e-mail and letter, being followed, having phone calls intercepted, friends disappeared and colleagues assassinated. We don’t walk anywhere  or  go to public events - we travel in bulletproof cars, work in a bulletproof offices, live in houses that have been fitted with bulletproof glass. One of my colleagues, a mother of one,  received a disfigured doll — warning her to watch her family. A  friend and colleague, Eduardo Umana Mendoza, was assassinated and two other colleagues have had to go into permanent exile.  This is why we requested the help of Peace Brigades International. 

I personally have  now been working with PBI since 1995 and in almost all of the cases that I’ve worked on, when we’ve had accompaniment, we’ve made advances in those cases.  The accompaniment of PBI has enabled cases to be tried which wouldn’t have been able to otherwise.  In one particular case, there was there was a massacre on the 16th May 1998, 25 people were killed and 7 people disappeared. At this moment, because of our work, 17 paramilitaries are now in prison, they have been sentenced for their role in that massacre. And in addition to this, they have managed to recover the bodies of some of the people who were disappeared. 

Nikki:

My name is Nikki Evans  and I started working  as a volunteer with PBI Colombia in June 2005. As soon as I heard about their work I knew it was  something I wanted to do. The application process is quite thorough, and designed to help you firstly, reflect on whether you will be capable of that type of work. The final part of the application process, was a week’s training, out in Spain.  When you get  attached to a  Peace Brigades Project you have to hit the ground running, because, the situation is so demanding, you have to pick up speed quite quickly. 

I worked with PBI Colombia for 15 months, and  I met Eduardo on my very first day.. And my first impressions…

Eduardo:

Yes? 

Nikki: 

Oh, a  very august individual. 

Eduardo:

 And my first impressions of Nikki was that she was a warm and friendly person…

Nikki;

Thank you. I remember the first question you asked me. 

Eduardo:

Why do you have a queen in England?

Nikki:

And I just said: I don’t know!

They laugh

Jit Man:

I was blindfolded and then interrogated for several hours. They kept asking me about my connections with the Maoists. I kept telling them I had no connections. I was simply a lawyer and a journalist. All of a sudden I received a heavy blow that sent severe pain throughout my body. I felt as if the world had stopped moving. They pressed their boots on my body and walked on my stomach until I lost consciousness.

Evert day, the soldiers would compete among themselves about who could inflict more pain on me. I was half conscious most of the time. Because of the frequent torture, I became used to it and felt less and less pain throughout my body.

In the barracks, there was only one toilet for more than eighty people. We had to queue two or three hours to use it and they would send three people inside together. Sometimes, if the guards were in a good mood, they took off our handcuffs when we went to the toilet. Because I’m curious by nature, I decided to lift up my blindfold and hoped they wouldn’t see me. 

Well, the first time I saw human beings in custody, I thought ‘this is the end of the world’. Their clothes were torn, their hair had become knotted and grew down to their shoulders. They were filthy and their whole bodies had swollen up. They looked like ... pigs. And thought ‘that’s what will happen to me’.

We used to frequently hear the sound of guns being fired in the barracks. The guards would say “That gunfire is killing the Maoists – it’s your turn next”. Every day I counted on my fingers, one hour, two hours, three hours, I will be killed. When I was dreaming, I saw death always. 

As the months got hotter, the water tap, well, dirty drains, and filthy ditches were ideal breeding grounds for mosquitoes. We had no choice other than to let them bite us throughout the night, like the lice, as our hands were not free. The guards made us laugh as they were also tormented by the mosquitoes. We convinced the guards that mosquitoes can transfer many diseases, including AIDS. Soon they provided us with clothes and jute sacks to burn. 

The security forces cut us off from the daily news but gradually we tried to understand what was taking place outside the barracks. We used to see newspaper headlines because the guards kept newspapers folded in their pockets. Sometimes we also collected pieces of newspapers from the open garbage drain. We knew that Manhohan Singh became the prime minister of India and that George W Bush was going to be re-elected as the president of the United States. We felt a sense of achievement with each bit of information. 

I was close to death many times. If you take someone and leave them in a room without food, and without medical treatment, eventually he will die.  The army guys sometimes said: ‘you people, you will all die here, we’ll kill you all without using a single weapon’. 

MUSIC?

Tita:

In 1999 we decided to set up an organisation, the Mexican Association of Relatives of the Detained and Disappeared and we filed a complaint before the public ministry and ever since we have had big problems. They referred the case to the military courts, but we refused to appear. There have never been cases of civilians being abused by military officers that have ended in convictions. And even when the constitution demands that these cases should be heard by civilian courts the army doesn’t allow it – they have what is called ‘fuero militar’ – military jurisdiction – which makes them untouchable. So we just didn’t believe that we were going to get justice done that way. 

Then, in 2003, one of the key witnesses giving evidence on another disappearance case was murdered. My colleagues insisted that I get protection from Peace Brigades International. At first I said no – because I felt that I was working within the law - why would I be targetted? But then there were many personal threats, armed men pointing weapons at me, constant surveillance. One guy got into the office and has his hand on his pocket like he was going to pull out a gun. I pulled out a stapler that was on the desk and it was then that I realised how big he was and how small I was! But he left ... my colleagues thought that maybe he thought the stapler was a gun!  So these things made me reflect upon it and as of today I cannot continue my work without the protection of PBI. 

Now, our organisation mobilises the relatives, we file complaints, we also managed to get some of the people who had been taken and could potentially be disappeared out of custody. We found the remains of two disappeared and we supported these families so that once the bodies were found, they could have some peace. 

My family decided to submit our case to the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights to find a way to open new doors and as a way of putting new pressure on the Mexican state to get it to investigate. The Commission admitted the case in 2005, then in 2006 issued a report with recommendations which Mexico did not comply with. So in 2007 – the case went to the Inter-American Court. On 7 July 2009, we went to Costa Rica for the hearing. 

The government denied any responsibility. They said – we have treated you well, we have talked with the families about this. I said – that’s not the issue – we don’t need you to just talk to us, we want you to investigate the cases and we want to see results. The cases are well known –and although some army officers have been found to be responsible in some of these abuses, they have not been held to account. 

Then they argued that the Inter-American Court had no jurisdiction in this case and they tried to show that it was just an isolated case and didn’t acknowledge the context in which our particular case took place. 

The judges seriously questioned the Mexican state on these arguments and said - if we don’t have competence over this case – what are you doing here? It was a good hearing, very favourable for us. So we are eagerly waiting to hear the sentence of the court. But we are not just going to sit and wait, our organisation is getting ready to do follow up to whatever the outcome of the court is. 

Mike:

(looking at Tita) In 2007 I was fortunate enough to be able to accompany Tita in Guerrero State and I worked closely with her on her daily activities whilst she was seeking justice for the disappearance of her father in the 1970s . Tita's case has become one of international interest and importance largely due to groups like PBI, but  her struggle for justice has not just been  for her father but also for the 1200 individuals forcibly disappeared during the Dirty War of the 1970s. 

As a PBI volunteer in Guerrero I was privileged enough to work side by side with Mexican human rights defenders who, despite death threats, constant surveillance, attacks, and in some tragic cases, the assassination of their colleagues, work relentlessly in their struggle for justice. Inspirational people who have taught me that the battle for justice should not be confined to the local courtroom. They have shown me that justice must be demanded on all fronts: from the mud-bricked halls of isolated indigenous communities to the sky-scraping offices of federal authorities; from protests on the streets to internet activism; from the local prosecutors office to the Inter-American Court for Human Rights in Costa Rica, from town halls to the marble-floored offices of senators on Capitol Hill in Washington DC. As a member of PBI I have stood along side these human rights defenders as they carry out their struggle for justice, and by doing so, we have reminded their opponents that the international community is watching and will not permit their rights to be violated. 

Thanks to PBI I have come to know many extraordinary Mexicans. I have been touched and inspired by their relentless struggle to defend and promote human rights, their resilience in the face of repression and their steadfast decision to never give up. There have been moments of great elation and unfortunately, devastating setbacks. In 2008 I stood by Abel Barrera, director of the Tlachinollan Human Rights Centre as he told Louise Arbour, then High Commissioner of the UN for Human Rights, of the great inequalities faced by indigenous people in the Montaña region of Guerrero state.  Only a few days afterwards, Lorenzo Fernández, a member of the Organisation of the Mephaa Indigenous People,  was found tortured and assassinated. 

Lorena

The year we started our Association for Indigenous Women, 2004, I received my first death threat. It said: ‘Stop trying to brainwash the women to organize against us because if you do you’re going to appear hacked to pieces on one of the roads in the community’. Then there was a raid on my house. In 2006 I had to leave my community and live elsewhere for over seven months, and then return on a set of conditions. 

My family doesn’t know most of what happens, the complete version of events, there are things that I don’t tell them. But, my family started feeling unsafe. And that’s something really complicated. But then I think that we have the right to defend our human rights. In my heart, in my mind, in my body I never even thought about leaving the struggle. Nobody can ask that you join the struggle, nobody can force you. It grows in you, it’s born from your conscience. And an individual conscience can become a collective conscience. 

In July 2009 we read PBI’s monthly bulletin and asked for accompaniment.  On 12 October 2010, the day of Indigenous Peoples’ Resistance, we held a public and peaceful demonstration in the region. For the whole march we were observed. When we got to the end of the march, some of the people from our organisation were intimidated, and in my case, threatened verbally with death. Some of the people from PBI were also subject to intimidation by one of the landowner’s bodyguards.  But without the accompaniment of the PBI I think the situation would have been much worse. PBI has allowed us to advance a bit more in the sense that they strengthen the political  work in a more effective way,  and their simple presence makes us feel safer and it is easier and less risky to do our work.

Over the last 8 years our organisation has had some very positive results. The indigenous government currently recognises us as valid political actors. We have become visible as an ethnic group because before no one talked about the existence of the Xinca people in the mountains. Another achievement is that before, only two women in the group knew how to read and write, but today we have an education centre where more than 70 women have learned to read and write. The other important achievement is the strengthening of political feminist thought in our communities.

Nikki

The PBI team I worked with was based in Barranca, a medium-sized oil town about ten hours north of Bogota. General conditions were quite tough: you live and work with five other people in the same house, the temperature at any time is always more than 35C  and you work six to seven days a week, often getting up at 5 in the morning. 

Eduardo:

Nikki used to accompany me in  Barranca. We used to go to court there

Nikki:

Of course  on the surface, everything seems fine, so I think it takes a while before you find out that everything actually isn’t. People are following you, people are listening to phone conversations. .The times where I was most aware of the fact that I was accompanying him was firstly, when we went into the court, there are paramilitaries sitting behind you, people  are  watching him in all the corridors,  it’s an intimidating environment, and even though officially you should be fine, you’re sat in a state court, the environment is extremely, well I found it extremely intimidating. I was very very aware of my presence there – the importance of it then, and was very conscious of how difficult it must be to carry out your job, and stand up in court, in the presence of paramilitaries and such intense surveillance. 

Eduardo would meet with victims, and just being present when that was happening, that was very traumatic because they were telling their stories.You go from one minute, everybody sitting and having a nice chat about what they did at the weekend, to suddenly hearing the most horrific, stories.

Jit Man

One really cold morning an army officer entered the tent - he shouted out ‘Who is No 97?’ I stood up and he took me to another tent. A soldier took off my handcuffs and untied my blindfold and an army barber shaved my beard and trimmed my hair. Another officer said “We kept you here for investigation and you were found innocent. We think you know what will happen to you if you reveal anything about this barracks”. I stepped outside after 258 days of detention. Vehicles were driving here and there ... and I called out to a passing taxi.

I immediately telling journalists everything that happened to me. I visited the Supreme Court, the national human rights commission. I had to go into exile twice – but I’ve always gone back. 

In 2007, I decided to publish a book to document the human rights violations in the barracks. I received death threats by the phone, strangers calling me and saying ‘Mr Jitman, you’re going to be killed’ and things like that. After that I discussed with some human rights organisations and colleagues what to do. They advised me to get protection so I went to Peace Brigades International Office. I didn’t know about them before that. 

They calculated the overall situation. I had lots of evidence. It was a famous case, it was clear that I needed to be protected. From August 2007 they started escorting me when I went outside, it was like 24 hours a day. It was really difficult. Everywhere I went to work, to office, to se friends, two people were following but it was good. I knew that I wasn’t going to be taken, a little bit of hope that I would stay alive. 

About thirty people were released from the barracks because of my activities after my release. But even today, there are still many people missing who were detained with me. Even with the new republic, the same army guys are still in the army, the same bureaucrats are still in power. 

Still I have scars. More than five years have passed and the scars are there, they’re not deleted from my body. But it’s a new life, You could say it’s my rebirth. You could say it’s my incarnation. I am born again in this world.

MUSIC?

Mike

Last year, Tita Radilla and I were invited by PBI UK to conduct high level meetings with Lords, MPs, lawyers and judges in London - a long way from the tropical town of Atoyac, where  I would regularly accompany her.  Over many years PBI UK and other PBI Country Groups have worked incredibly hard to developed a broad network of diverse individuals and organisations around the world who are prepared to do everything in their power to support the struggle of people like Tita. 

Shortly after our speaking tour in London, Tita's persistence was rewarded by a favourable judgement from the Inter-American Court, holding the Mexican government responsible for a series of human rights violations related to her father's disappearance. It is expected that that this binding judgement serves to ensure that the Mexican state commits to discovering the whereabouts of Rosendo Radilla and punishing those responsible for his disappearance 36 years ago.  

Victories like the Radilla judgement help to remind me that despite the obstacles, justice is a right that must never be relinquished. If there is one thing that PBI has taught me since I left the Pitjantjatjara Lands in the Australian desert it is that whilst the struggle for justice is the responsibility of each and every one of us, it is most effective when shared by many.  

 Nikki:

The thing that I always found the most poignant - it’s a very simple story. Eduardo and I  had been  in court all day and in the evening we went out for pizza. And again, men in the street, being watched. A simple thing like going out for a pizza,  is not something he can just do as part of his normal life. It’s those types of moments that, for me, were quite strong.

And people need some down-time, and I think it’s very hard for a lot of human rights defenders, especially the ones that have a lot of accompaniment - it means you’ve constantly got a foreign stranger with you, You’re basically living with them. So you’re seeing the side of their family, and so, um, it’s not just about making sure that they’re safe. You’re more involved than that.

Eduardo:

I mean without accompaniment I’d have to stay in the hotel, and eat in the hotel, or not eat, because the military and the paramilitary are constantly,  carrying out surveillance. It would just be far too risky ...

Nikki:

He’d be in danger of being taken or disappeared.

Eduardo:

Exactly. 
Nikki:

 I mean it’s not just because we appear on the scene wearing our PBI jackets, it’s not as simple as that.  

Eduardo:

No, before we go into  court, we would prepare the way by having  meetings with the army and the police or whoever we would need to talk to, tell them where we’re going, when we’re going, so if something happens 

Nikki:

I didn’t go to any of those meetings though. PBI has a very strong principle of non-involvement, so when you’re accompanying people, you don’t go to meetings with them, you don’t tell them what to do, you’re not there to do that, to interfere. You’re just there to ensure that the Colombian human rights defenders have space to do their work. You’re using the fact that you are foreign, as a very effective tool. 

Eduardo:

Over and above that, what is also important is  the sort of exchange of ideas between people from different countries – so whilst it was a bit of a joke about why does the queen exist in the UK, when democracy is so advanced in the UK,  exchanges like that actually mean that we have a greater understanding of how legal, democratic systems work in other countries, and that helps us to feed back into experiences in Colombia as well. So it’s mutually reinforcing. 

 When UK lawyers come to Colombia to visit the prosecutor, members of the prosecutor’s office, generals and magistrates or to work with lawyers in those regions and with the victims of human rights violations,  they have a very important effect in the sense that they feel the solidarity of those lawyers. It means that the personal security of the human rights defenders is more secure because  there is international support for their work. 

We haven’t got exact figures, but there are 1300 military personnel in prison, 680 paramilitaries who are currently confessing to crimes under the Justice and Peace Law, and there are 6000 of them in prison.  So the accompaniment of PBI guarantees that these investigations can continue to be pushed for them to happen against multinational and national companies, politicians, military and the police. And their great hope is that this will not happen again, and that human rights organisations and victims’ organisations can actually exist and work in Colombia.

Tita:

The disappearances continue, the practice has become institutionalised. For me, it’s very important for the world to know what happened in Mexico because the Mexican state tries to present a very democratic image of itself when it comes to human rights. I ask for the support of the people in the other countries to pressure the Mexican state to resolve, investigate and sanction those responsible for the disappearances. 

Doing this work means I don’t really have much time, but on Saturdays I’m very fortunate to have the whole of the family with me. My 15 grandchildren come to my house and I cook for all of them. Nowadays everyone in the family takes part in the events related to the case and they really encourage me to continue my work. 

What keeps me going is the need to know the truth behind what happened. What is his situation? Is he dead or alive? I don’t know. We are not unearthing the past. The past has always been present. We don’t know how the last 35 years have passed. We’re always thinking – maybe tomorrow ... we’ve been waiting, counting the days. People say ‘don’t re-open the wound’. Re-open? The wound has always been open. It never healed. 

I am doing it for the people who have disappeared – I have them in my mind. I cannot stop. I am not alone in this, it’s a force that comes from all of us whose loved ones have disappeared. If we the families don’t do it – who will? If my father was here, he would do the same. 

Lorena

Before I was a very quiet women, I didn’t talk very much, I was really shy. Now I talk, I’m no longer quiet, now I denounce impunity,  I try to read a bit, and when I don’t understand something I ask and I don’t get embarrassed about it. Before I would think ‘I’m not really worth very much.’ Today I don’t feel like that. I feel proud to be a woman, I feel proud to be an indigenous women, to belong to a wonderful people with a great history, and I feel a great energy and strength to continue fighting for my rights. 

I don’t know how many more years of life I’m going to have on this earth, but I want to give my daughter an inheritance of thought.  The possibility of having had a mother who thought, who fought, who did something for her body and for her land. And like her, I want other women to also have the possibility of reflecting that wherever they walk they walk with their rights, they dream with their rights. 

MUSIC?

Scripted by  Christine Bacon and Sonja Linden of iceandfire theatre  from  testimonies and interviews provided by PBI UK.  October 2011.

