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Mr. Secretary: 
 

I am pleased to address you on behalf of the Inter-American Commission on Human 
Rights in order to file Case No. 12.658, Luís Gonzalo “Richard” Vélez Restrepo and Family 
v. the State of Colombia (hereinafter “the State,” “the Colombian State” or “Colombia”), 
before the jurisdiction of the Honorable Inter-American Court of Human Rights.  The case 
refers to the attack by soldiers of the Colombian national army upon the journalist Luis 
Gonzalo “Richard” Vélez Restrepo on August 29, 1996, while he was filming a 
demonstration, in which that institution’s soldiers beat several of the demonstrators, facts 
documented by journalist. These events were followed by death threats against journalist 
Richard Vélez and his family, threats which intensified when Mr. Velez tried to boost the 
judicial proceedings against his aggressors, and which caused his attempted abduction. 
Because of this, on October 9, 1997, Mr. Vélez was exiled from Colombia. Currently, 
Richard Vélez may not exercise his profession as journalist. 

 
The State of Colombia ratified the American Convention on Human Rights 

(hereinafter “the American Convention” or “the ACHR”) on July 31, 1973, and accepted the 
contentious jurisdiction of the Court on June 21, 1985.   

 
The Commission has designated Commissioner María Silvia Guillén Cardona, 

Executive Secretary of the IACHR, Santiago A. Canton, and the Special Rapporteur on 
Freedom of Expression, Catalina Botero, as its delegates. Likewise, Elizabeth Abi-Mershed, 
Deputy Executive Secretary, and Silvia Serrano Guzmán and Michael Camilleri, will serve as 
legal advisors.  

 
In accordance with Article 35 of the Rules of Procedure of the Inter-American Court, 

the Commission is enclosing with this communication a copy of Report 136/10 prepared in 
accordance with Article 50 of the American Convention, as well as a copy of the entire file 
before the Inter-American Commission (Appendix I) and the annexes used in drafting Report 
136/10 (Annexes). Said merits report was notified to the Colombian State by means of 
communication of December 2, 2010, granting it a two-month term to inform on the 
implementation of the recommendations.  The State requested an extension to provide such 
information and the Commission granted a three week extension until February 22, 2011.  
The State submitted its respective report and requested that the Commission issue a report 
in accordance with article 51 of the Convention. 

 
 
Mr.  
Pablo Saavedra Alessandri, Secretary 
Inter-American Court of Human Rights 
P.O. Box 6906-1000 
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San José, Costa Rica 
 
Enclosures 
 

The Commission submits the instant case to the jurisdiction of the Inter-American 
Court due to the need to obtain justice for the victims and the State’s failure to comply with 
the recommendations.   

 
The IACHR formulates its observations on the status of the implementation of the 

recommendations.  
 

With regards to the recommendations to “undertake, within a reasonable time and in 
the ordinary courts, a diligent investigation of all the acts of violence and harassment 
against Luis Gonzalo “Richard” Vélez Restrepo and his family, in order to identify, try and 
punish those responsible for the said acts” as well as to “undertake an investigation in order 
to identify those eventually responsible for the deficiencies in the investigations and the 
omissions in the protection of Mr. Vélez and his family, and to apply the corresponding 
administrative, disciplinary or other type of sanctions,” the Colombian State said it was not 
possible to comply as the statute of limitations for crimes and administrative offences in 
question has expired, according to domestic law. The State also noted that the lack of 
progress in criminal investigations of threats - which would have generated the delay 
resulting in the expiration of the statute of limitation for the crime - can be attributed to the 
lack of procedural activity of the victim. In this way, the State has not complied with these 
recommendations. 
 
 With regards to the recommendation to “make holistic reparations to Luis Gonzalo 
“Richard” Vélez Restrepo and his family,” the State indicated that the respective 
administrative and legal procedures have been initiated to implement Act 288 of 1996 
(Compensation of Damages to the Victims of Violations of Human Rights) in order to 
compensate the families of the victims. The IACHR highlights that, as noted by the State, 
the aforementioned law contemplates only monetary compensation and not the "full 
reparation" for victims of violations of human rights. In that regard, the Commission notes 
that subsequent to the merits report, no reparation has been made in favor of Mr. Vélez and 
his family. 
   
 With regard to the recommendation to “adopt the necessary measures to protect or 
ensure the Vélez Román family's security in case they decide to return to Colombia on a 
temporary or permanent basis” the IACHR notes that the Colombian State had expressed its 
"absolute commitment to provide the necessary security measures to Mr. Luis Gonzalo 
Vélez and his family should they consider returning to Colombia, either temporarily or 
permanently." 
   
 On the recommendation to “continue with the adoption and strengthening of special 
programs to protect journalists in danger and to investigate crimes against them,” the State 
expressed its "absolute commitment to the protection of journalists at risk and the 
investigation of crimes against them”, and gave a description of the activities, results and 
budget of the program of protection of the Ministry of the Interior and Justice. It was also 
reported that the Human Rights Unit of the General Prosecutor of the Nation has a working 
group of 19 specialized prosecutors responsible for investigating crimes against journalists, 
and that the Prosecutor's Office had recently ordered that investigations of threats against 
journalists which are currently handled by the local prosecutor's offices are transferred to 
this sub-unit. The IACHR considers that the information provided by the State reveals 
important steps in the implementation of this recommendation, an aspect that must continue 
in the process of strengthening and consolidating. 
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With regard to the recommendation to “provide instruction to the military forces on 

the role that journalists fulfill in a democracy, and the right of journalists to cover freely and 
in conditions of security any situation related to public order and armed conflict,”  the State 
described its training programs in human rights for members of the Armed Forces and 
pledged to "promote training of the military forces on the role of journalists in a democracy, 
and the right of journalists to cover situations of armed conflict and public order freely and 
safely in the coming months." 
 
 In short, the IACHR appreciates the initial steps taken by the State for the 
implementation of some of the recommendations made in the Merits Report 136/10. 
However, the information provided by the State does not allow measuring more accurately 
the effects of such measures. In addition, in respect of the recommendations of 
investigation and punishment of those responsible, as well as reparation for the victims, the 
IACHR considers that there has been no compliance. 
 

The Inter-American Commission submits to the jurisdiction of the Court all the facts 
and human rights violations described in Merits Report 136/10.  As a result, the IACHR 
requests the Court to conclude and declare the international responsibility of the State of 
Colombia for the violation of: 

 
a) The rights enshrined in Articles 5, 13, 17, 22(1), 8(1) and 25 of the American 

Convention, in relation to the obligations established in Article 1(1) of the said 
treaty, to the detriment of Luis Gonzalo “Richard” Vélez Restrepo; 

 
b) The rights enshrined in Articles 5, 17, 22(1), 8(1) and 25 of the American 

Convention in relation to the obligations established in Article 1(1) of said treaty, 
to the detriment of Aracelly Román Amariles, Mateo Vélez Román and Juliana 
Vélez Román. 

 
c) The right enshrined in Article 19 of the American Convention in relation to the 

obligations established in Article 1(1) of said treaty, to the detriment of Mateo 
and Juliana Vélez Román. 

 
Accordingly, the Commission requests the Inter-American Court to order the 

following measures of reparation: 
 
a) Undertake, within a reasonable time and in the ordinary courts, a diligent investigation of 

all the acts of violence and harassment against Luis Gonzalo “Richard” Vélez Restrepo 
and his family, in order to identify, try and punish those responsible for the said acts; 

 
b) Undertake an investigation in order to identify those eventually responsible for the 

deficiencies in the investigations and the omissions in the protection of Mr. Vélez and his 
family, and to apply the corresponding administrative, disciplinary or other type of 
sanctions; 

 
c) Make holistic reparations to Luis Gonzalo “Richard” Vélez Restrepo and his family;   
 
d) Adopt the necessary measures to protect or ensure the Vélez Román family's security in 

case they decide to return to Colombia on a temporary or permanent basis;  
 
e) Continue with the adoption and strengthening of the special programs to protect 

journalists in danger and investigate crimes against them; and   
 
f) Provide instruction to the military forces on the role that journalists fulfill in a democracy, 

and the right of journalists to cover freely and in conditions of security any situation 
related to public order and armed conflict.   
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In addition, the Commission wishes to emphasize that this case involves issues of 

inter-American public interest.  As established throughout the merits report, on August 29, 
1996, the journalist Luis Gonzalo “Richard” Vélez Restrepo was the victim of an attack by 
members of the Colombian national army, who realized that he had filmed them beating 
defenseless people in the midst of a public demonstration.  As a result of this attack, Mr. 
Vélez suffered serious injuries with negative effects on his family and professional life. 
Following the attack, and as a result of their quest for justice, Richard Vélez and his family 
suffered a series of harassment and death threats, also attributable to agents of the State, 
which culminated in the attempted abduction of Mr. Vélez on October 6, 1997. On October 
9, 1997, Richard Vélez was forced out of Colombia as a result of the risk on his life, and he 
and his family remain exiled to the present day. 
 

The attack of 29 August 1996 and the subsequent harassment against Luis Gonzalo 
"Richard" Vélez Restrepo and his family remain in impunity, because the State has not 
carried out serious and effective investigations to identify those responsible and, where 
appropriate, impose corresponding sanctions. One of the processes involved military criminal 
jurisdiction. This case reflects various factors of impunity, which had effects in the case, 
and has implications of a more general application with respect to the duty of the State to 
pursue, investigate and, where necessary, punish violations of human rights. 

 
The attack suffered by Luis Gonzalo “Richard” Vélez Restrepo and the subsequent 

harassment against him, both motivated by his determination to document and denounce 
the abuses of the Colombian armed forces, not only violated the rights to personal integrity 
and freedom of thought and expression of Richard Vélez, but also had a chilling effect on 
other journalists and Colombian society in general.  

 
As a result of the above, the IACHR’s offers the following expert declarations in 

accordance with Article 35(1)(f) of the Rules of Procedure of the Inter-American Court:  
 
a. Robin Kirk, who will testify on the context of risk for those who, at the time 
of the facts of this case, denounced or documented violations of human rights by the 
Colombian Armed Forces.  
 
b. Ana María Díaz, who will testify on violence against journalists, defenders of 
human rights and other similar players in Colombia by members of the security forces 
during the time of the facts; the existence of effective mechanisms of protection for 
these people; and the conditions to investigate and prosecute attacks against them, 
including the role of the Military Criminal Jurisdiction.  

 
 The currícula vitae of the experts proposed by the Inter-American Commission are 
attached.  
  
 Finally, according to the information available to the IACHR, the representative of 
the victims in the filing of the case before the Inter-American Court is Arturo J. Carrillo.  The 
contact information is:  
 

Arturo J. Carrillo 
Director, International Human Rights Clinic 

The George Washington University Law School 
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

Washington, DC 20052 
USA 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 
 
Please accept renewed assurances of my highest regards. 
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(signed in the original, in Spanish) 
 

Elizabeth Abi-Mershed 
Deputy Executive Secretary 

 
 
 
 
 


