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I couldn't take it anymore, I cried a lot. So, the father of the murdered kid put his arms 
around me and told me not to worry, that their town was like the mighty Magdalena 

River, that in the afternoon the waters go down, but the next morning the river 
awakes bursting its banks. 

Berenice Celeyta
Human rights defender

For the nonviolent person, the whole world is their family
Mahatma Gandhi

Blow a dandelion and make a wish. 
Popular expression 
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The course of terror

Forced displacement

The journey of accompaniment is not over

The long night 

The requests arrive

The darkness
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The long night
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Sabana de Torres, Santander, Colombia - 1993
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One day the "paracos" 
arrived in the town and 
nothing was the same 
again. There were so 
many that it was hard 
to tell the difference 

between them
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And they were 
so black that 
everything 
went dark

They started to arrive 
like the seeds of a 

dandelion when the wind 
blows, only that these 
were black seeds, and 

not the sort that you can 
make wishes with.  Not 

like the yellow ones
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The requests arrive
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Santander, Spain

San Cristobal, Mexico Navarra, Spain

California, USA

Quique

Marcela Fransesc

Janey
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“We were four people all thinking in the same way. 
We knew each other, we had all worked in PBI 
before, and there was a common understanding 
between us. It was a combination of individuals with 
a common objective. It was the end of winter”.

“We said to ourselves: we must respond. we have to 
do something".

“The uncertainties of whether we were doing the right 
thing, or if it was just a nice idea, entered our minds the 
whole time”. 

“Colombia seemed complex because of its size. The 
armed conflict there was complicated. That made us 
ask ourselves: Will what we are going to do help people 
or, on the contrary, will it make the situation worse?”. 

“At the same time, we were scared, not so much 
scared of Colombia but of the responsibility of 
fulfilling what was expected of us”. 

“Human rights defenders were receiving death threats, 
some were even murdered for the work that they were 
carrying out with the victims of the armed conflict”.

“The requests started arriving throughout the year 
and they gave us a strong sense of conviction 
because awful things were happening in Colombia”. 



“This phone call set me free. Several different international 
development organisations had agreed to cover the costs 
of the PBI exploratory mission to Colombia”.

“The days before the trip were crazy. Excitement, then fear again, of what? Of what we would do? Of the 
decisions we would make? There was a feeling of solidarity between the four of us. The objective of the 
exploration was to see if our idea would work or not. It was to see if the presence of the accompanier or Peace 
Brigades International could be capable of protecting the individuals who worked in the defence of human rights 
from the threats and attacks in the context of the Colombian armed conflict”.

Hello!    
Who is 

it?

Yes! What 
happened? 
Is there any 

news?

Quique, it's me.  
Listen! Remember 
all those requests 

we had?

Francesc, 
what are 

you saying?

Well we are off 
to Colombia. 

We´ve got funds. 
We´ve got the 

green light!
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“We wanted to know if all the experience accumulated 
by PBI in Guatemala, El Salvador, Sri Lanka and other 
countries could be applied in Colombia”.

“Only Marcela had been to Colombia before. Months 
after arriving in Bogotá we would embark on a steep 
learning curve”.

“We stayed in a place in the south of the city, a kind of 
monastery, a very humble place, far from the city centre”. 

“We began to work at six in the morning and we went 
to sleep at eleven at night.  We had the sensation of 
being engaged in an endless task”. 

There they 
come!

Stay quiet! 
They can’t 

see us here!
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“The hot water didn't work very 
well; the heater would suddenly 
stop and the water would go cold”. 

“We would arrive at the offices of the Inter-Church 
Justice and Peace Commission (CIJP). They were 
very kind and cleared a temporary space for us”.

In November, the first team was created in 
Bogotá. Later it expanded with another team in 
Barrancabermeja.

Since the beginning PBI carried 
out a detailed evaluation of the 
situation in the country.

The group kept going over 
whether it made sense for 
PBI to be in Colombia.

The exploration team prepared 
itself and went into the field to 
confirm the information.

Afterwards came the debate 
whether or not to open field 
teams.

“The journey to the office 
would take about an hour and 
we would pass the DAS building 
that had been destroyed by one 
of Pablo Escobar's bombs”.
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The darkness
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“This is when the Colombian Navy formed an 
intelligence network called 007. It operated groups of 
hit men that became known as death squads”. 

“We decided to ask for international accompaniment 
on the advice of Father Javier Giraldo, and some 
members of ASFADDES”.

“They would spend the day in the CREDHOS 
office or accompanying Osiris, the president of our 
organisation who was at great risk. A relationship of 
kinship formed”.

“The brigadistas represented the support of the 
international community. Thanks to PBI, CREDHOS could 
raise their voice in the region and extend their work”.

“In 1994 the first PBI team arrived in Barrancabermeja. 
There was only three of them Nicole, Jenny and 
Javier”.

“In 1989 they almost killed me. I had to flee my city. The 
decade from 86 to 96 was a very difficult time in the 
Magdalena Medio region.”

“This was the moment when CREDHOS was born. We 
paid a high cost for wanting to unmask those who were 
behind all the violence. We lost seven human rights 
defenders in a year and the whole board of directors of 
CREDHOS had to leave the country”.

Francisco - CREDHOS.

There is a way 
of accompanying 

human rights 
defenders

The meeting 
is going to 

start

It's 
already 

very late
We can 

accompany you 
24 hours a day if 

necessary

We will be 
close to you 
but we won’t 

interfere

There is 
already 

experience 
of it
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Father Javier Giraldo is an unrelenting advocate for the defence of human rights in Colombia. He is convinced 
that there is something that can be done to accompany the victims.

Father Giraldo was one of the key people involved in the arrival of PBI to Colombia. At the end of the eighties 
he came across the example of international accompaniment in Central America and thought that it could be a 
useful tool in the Colombian context.

An effort has to be made 
to enter into the world 
of the victims, not from 

theoretical interpretations 
but from empathy

You have to feel the pain. If you don’t it is 
very difficult to create empathy between 

the victim and the accompanier

Hello who 
is it?

The brigadistas from PBI 
are already in the city.

International accompaniment 
is key for the protection of 
human rights defenders; we 
just need to have patience

Father, there 
have been 

more death 
threats
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Meanwhile, the paramilitaries were closing in on Barrancabermeja
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They entered the city in December 2000.
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Berenice, being 
a human rights 

defender in 
Colombia is an act 

of faith
But I know I 
couldn´t do 

anything else

Here! 
Welcome!

Thanks for 
coming, 
Berenice How is 

everything?

It's bad; you 
know that 

talking about 
human rights in 
this country is 

prohibited

We also have to 
arrive incognito to 
be able to speak to 
people who have 
suffered attacks

Osiris, we 
nearly didn't 
get here, it's 
a long way 
away and 
very hot
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Those are the 
international 

accompaniers!

Great! Yeah 
they had 

already been in 
touch with me

Friends this is 
Berenice, she works 
as a human rights 
defender and has 
come to Bogota to 

help us

These are the 
brigadistas who 

are accompanying 
her

The "paracos"  
are all over the 

city

They say that a 
lot of displaced 
people are going 
to arrive in the 

city

We have to 
organise ourselves, 
so we can sit down 
and speak with the 

Government, to 
tell them what is 

going on

There 
will be 
deaths

Thank you 
for allowing 

us to be 
here

There is a lot 
of fear and 
they say a 

lot is going to 
happen
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Carlitos! Son. Come 
here! Don't do 

anything to my son

#*(/*$#%&?
?*[¨¡¡?=)(*

We won't go out 
again sir. We will 
shut ourselves 

inside our home
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I’m Paco Simon 
a brigadista 

with PBI. I am 
honoured to be 

able to help

The reality of this 
country is very 

problematic
For the last forty 
years, we have 
been at war! 

The "paracos" said 
that they would 
attack soon and 

that this New Year’s 
Eve would be one to 

remember

They write 
their death 
threats on 

these leaflets?

Yes, and 
this terrifies 

people

"Every day there was a death toll of about four or five, 
they had suffered very bloody deaths, some with gunshot 
wounds others had been tortured". 

"There was a series of deaths. Between February and 
March 2001 there were 145 deaths". 

We were waiting 
for you! Thank you 

for coming!
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“I arrived in the early morning. I 
remember hearing the birdsong”. “What hurts the most has been the death of my friends”. 

Lars

“The situation was calm at first then came the storm”. 

“I remember that I had just finished reading Tema 
Para un Tapiz by Julio Cortazar, for me the book 
became forever associated with that moment”.

“After that I was declared a military objective”.

“One day at the CREDHOS office, a young guy came 
in and threatened the secretary. I stood between 
them to protect her”.

“PBI took me out of the area immediately. They 
informed the international community. I had the 
support of the people that I accompanied. It was 
February 2001”. 

“The most painful moment was when they 
assassinated a taxi driver who was the husband of 
one of the women that we accompany. We went to 
the morgue and the body was still warm”.

I will not 
move from 

here!

#*(/$#%&?
?*[¨¡¡?=)(*

#*(/*$#
%&??*[¨¡¡?

==)(*
*(/*$#

&??*[¨¡¡?
=)(*

#*(/*$#
?*[¨¡¡?=)(*
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The course of the terror 
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Why are they 
going to take 

us away? 
Where to?

#*(/*$#%
&?*[¨¡?=*

#*(/*$#%
&?*[¨¡?=*

Why do we 
have to stand 

in file?
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They can't 
take us by 

force

Oh
God!

We are not 
getting into that 
truck! If yvwant 
to kill us, do it 

here. Murderer!

#*(/*$#%
&?*[¨¡?=*

#*(/*$#%
&?*[¨¡?=*
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Don't take 
them! Please 

don't take 
them!

Don't take 
them!

#*(/*$#%
&?*[¨¡?=*
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“The 16th of May 1998 a group of fifty paramilitaries 
entered a party in Barrancabermeja. That night they took 
25 people and left seven lifeless bodies throughout the 
neighbourhood. The others who were taken were killed 
and buried in mass graves”.
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Forced displacement
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Violence took over Colombia. It spread like a cancer. Human rights defenders and the people who supported 
them were threatened murdered or disappeared. 

“In the case of the Cacarica River Basin they were afro-Colombian 
communities who lived there. It is a strategically important area for 
its ecosystems and rich biodiversity”.

Danilo Rueda, Inter-Church Justice and 
Peace Commission (CIJP)

What was termed 'Operation Genesis' left 3500 people 
displaced as a result of an operation coordinated 
between the paramilitaries and the military. The 
operation took place between the 24th and 27th of 
February 1997. The strategy was mass displacement of 
the population carried it out by armed groups.
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“These communities became known for being forcibly displaced and becoming victims of the armed 
conflict not for their culture, environment, territory and humanity".
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“In the nineties, we travelled all over the north of Urabá. We saw abandoned indigenous and afro-
descendent villages where there wasn’t a single person left.  Not a soul crossed our path, nobody, 
nobody, nobody…”.

“We saw discarded bottles and photographs, it was as if nobody had existed in those places, only clues to their 
existence remained". 

“When we finally found ourselves amongst some of the people who had fled there were elders who had never 
heard a car horn and were frightened when they heard it. Their terrified stares impacted us”.
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The paramilitaries assassinated Marino Lopez; he was an ordinary peasant farmer. He had a family. They killed him 
because they wanted to sow terror and he was their chosen victim. He was decapitated, his body was cut into 
several pieces and thrown into the river, after removing his head they played football with it.
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“To see these communities that once had vast territory crammed 
together, to see them surrounded by barbed wire, in a sports stadium 
with lights that were never turned off was a human tragedy”.

We want to go 
back to where 
we are from

We ask that 
you support the 
requests made 

by the leaders of 
Cacarica to the 

government

Can we be 
present in the 

verification 
commission?

We need them to 
hand over the land 

titles to us

The leaders should go 
to Bogotá to speak to 
the authorities about 

the serious situation in 
which they are living. 
CIJP and PBI will help 
them with the visit

It would be 
positive to support 

the community 
and the human 

rights defenders 
that accompany 

them
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“I arrived in Turbo when the inhabitants of 
Cacarica had already been displaced”.

“It was depressing. The mattresses were laid basically 
next to each other, mosquito nets hung up, there was no 
way of washing. Where?”.

“The paramilitaries frequently passed by the stadium. They 
were people that they recognised, who had been there when 
they were displaced. And they were walking around as if 
they had done nothing wrong. It was outrageous!”.

“They were living in the stadium in appalling conditions”.

Alexandra

What we 
want to do is 

return

That is 
what we are 
struggling for

But who will 
give us the 
guarantees 
we need to 

return?

There are 
about 500 

people 
crammed into 
the stadium
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“But we were lucky as brigadistas, because we were 
able to experience the return of the people to Cacarica 
after more than three years of displacement”.

“Every time they tried to kill someone, PBI 
alerted their Support Network”.

In one form or 
another they 
are achieving 
the impossible

Yes, especially 
in the context 

of so much 
armed violence 
that happens in 

Colombia

I finished 
packing 
mama

I hope nothing 
happens to us 
on the return 

journey

The human rights 
defenders that we 
accompany and a 

female leader from 
the community 

have just received a 
death threat

We have to 
inform the 
authorities

The people who we 
are accompanying 

in Turbo are at risk.  
We have to ask for 
international support

In northeastern 
Colombia there are 
people who have 

been assassinated 
or disappeared for 
economic reasons
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“There is a landscape that I will always remember, that of the Chocó jungle. I remember its people”.

“Speaking to them in the countryside… …they told me about their lives... …and it was so interesting”.

Hurry up, the 
boat is gonna 

leave us

Wow 
amazing, 

papa! We've 
returned 
home!!

Lady Rosa, look 
there's the boat. 
When I saw it I 
wanted to cry

I can't wait 
to get in 

And arrive in 
our land once 

again
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Ah! Yes, you 
spoke with my 

superior. Carry on

Take care
Maria!

I hope 
they don't 
give us any 
problems!

What a nice flag. They 
painted it the five 

colours that represent 
our community

We'll speak to 
the soldiers!

Finally, we will 
have a little bit of 

peace!

Look there 
is a military 
checkpoint

Greetings, who 
am I speaking to?

We are accompanying 
CIJP and the communities 

that were displaced 
from Cacarica; they are 
returning to their lands

Two days ago, we sent 
a letter to the military 
to inform them of our 

presence here
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Let's sing!

Listen to me Chocó,
Please listen. Why are 
you suffering so? Soon 
I will arrive; soon I will 

arrive to my land

Bye!

Bye!

Bye!

Let's see if the 
rice that we 
sowed in last 

month's trip has 
grown

Listen to 
me Chocó, 

please listen 

Why are you 
suffering so?

Yes, although 
we were 

nearly killed 
during the 

harvest

But soon I will arrive; 
soon I will arrive to 

my land
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They have cut 
down a lot of 

trees

Everything is fine; 
can you please 
ring the military 
headquarters to 

remind them that 
we are here?

There is strict 
control on 

everything that 
moves on the 

tributaries of the 
Atrato River

They take the 
best trees 
from our 
forests

It's time 
to ring 
Bogotá

Shall I 
make the 

call?

This is one of the 
business interests 
that they displaced 
us for! The armed 

groups charge 
commission for every 

piece of wood

And how are we 
going to pass all 

that wood blocking 
the river?

Support call

Yes, we wanted 
to inform you that 

the community 
has arrived in 

Cacarica; please 
keep monitoring the 

security situation
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“When we arrived, we carried out a ceremony. It was an event to say: 'finally, after so much time we have 
arrived to stay, to sow crops, and work our land'. They came back after three years. It was incredible”.

“They commemorated the people who had been murdered or disappeared. They wanted to say that they would 
always be there, and that we would always keep them in our memories, and our hearts, therefore giving a 
reason for people to carry on. They didn't want these murders to stay in impunity”.
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“They returned to the territory that they had been displaced from and they situated 
themselves in two different settlements”. 

And what do 
we do now? We 
can't live on small 

farms so far 
away from one 
another like we 

did before

Let us plead 
to god that it 

shall be

We have to 
create alternative 
ways of resisting

Let's think of a 
settlement where 

living together 
offers a form of 

protection

Why don’t we create 
the concept of a 

Humanitarian Zone

We have to put a 
fence up to mark 

our territory

We have 
to make a 

sign

Here we 
won't let any 
armed group 

enter

The sign 
looks 
good!!

I hope it 
works
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It is the first 
time that this 

has been done in 
Colombia

We have 
made 

history

For many years, the community was still at risk and PBI accompanied them permanently along with CIJP. 
PBI continued to make the process visible at national and international level.
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The journey of 
accompaniment is not over
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PBI´s aim is to protect human rights defenders´ spaces of work.

What is PBI´s final 
goal? To leave; to not 
create dependency. 

That people who work 
in human rights can do 
what they have to do 
without putting their 

lives at risk

Thanks to PBI I have 
been able to visit 
communities that 

live in the middle of 
the conflict, that are 
suffering persecution, 
hostilities, and despite 

this they continue 
to struggle for their 

territory
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“In these areas, I have been able to carry out difficult work; like for example discover mass graves”.

“One day in an assembly in an indigenous reserve we heard an aerial bombardment and a helicopter 
circled above us. The brigadistas put their flag up. That is what protected us”.

It could be gunfire. 
Let’s stop the 

assembly

What are 
those 

sounds?

The flag looks 
well put up 
young man
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Behind PBI there is a wide international Support Network, 
this is formed by entities capable of supporting the 
Colombia Project. Ministries, institutions and members of 
the European Parliament as well as embassies and other 
institutions in other parts of the world like the United States 
form the network. 

In 2013 PBI received a phone call 
from Father Alberto Franco.

The vehicle assigned to 
my protection scheme 

received three bullets in 
the door. Luckily neither 

my bodyguard nor I 
were inside the vehicle 

at the time

Father, are 
you OK?

Firstly, we 
should visit 

Father Alberto 
to see how he 
is and if he can 
give us more 

details

With these 
details, we 

can begin an 
activation

Father, we are going 
to have high-level 

meetings with 
authorities to inform 

them of what has 
happened



Can you put 
me through to 
the Director of 
Human Rights 

at the embassy 
please

Good afternoon, 
can I please speak 
with Director of 
Human Rights of 

the National Police. 
It is about an 

attack on a human 
rights defender

We are worried for 
the security of Father 
Alberto. It is important 

that this incident is 
investigated and that the 
security situation of the 
person we accompany is 

monitored

Was it a death 
threat?

Yes of course it is a death 
threat because Father 

Alberto was reporting on 
what was happening in 

Buenaventura

But, the violence doesn’t stop. Human rights defenders are still being threatened and assassinated.

The port of Buenaventura, with the biggest economic potential on the Pacific Coast, has 
been converted into one of the most violent cities in Colombia.  The violence brought by 
neoparamilitaries arrived with such fury that the sea became stained with blood.
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And we can 
organise it 

ourselves, within 
the community

This is the 
first urban 

humanitarian 
space

They installed a big wooden door at the entrance. Most of the armed men left, 
others tried to come back, but the community rejected them.

Today is a very special 
day for the community of 
Puente Nayero because 
we are going to replicate 

something that has already 
been done in the region of 
Urabá and that allowed the 
people there to continue 
living in the middle of the 

armed conflict

But the local community, human rights defenders and leaders took action. On the 13th of 
April 2014 with the support of CIJP a Humanitarian Space was formed in Buenaventura.



70

Puente Nayero is just one street.  Life begins when the sun comes out and ends at midnight. Entering 
Puente Nayero is a shock because there is so much life, so much movement. Today is not the time to stop 
supporting the human rights defenders that play a fundamental role in the construction of peace. More 
than ever these organisations need the eyes of the world to be focused on Colombia.

My parents and I have 
not lost hope that those 

dandelion seeds that once 
turned black will again 

become yellow, as they 
always have been. This is 

why when I see a dandelion I 
blow it and make a wish
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The mission of PBI is to defend the space in which human rights defenders work, because they suffer 
death threats and aggressions due to the work that they do.
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Special thanks: to the human rights defenders, organisations and communities that PBI Colombia has 
accompanied since 1994. For their ongoing work to achieve true peace, without impunity, with social 
justice and guarantees of non-repetition. Also to each one of the brigadistas that have formed part 
of PBI Colombia.

Catalan Agency for Cooperation and Development
Spanish Agency for International Development Cooperation (AECID)

Basque Agency for Development Cooperation
San Sebastian - Donostia City Council

Bureau of International Solidarity Geneva
Canadian Auto Workers
Barcelona City Council

Christian Aid - Impact (Trade Unions) UK and Ireland
Christian Aid (with Irish Aid) UK and Ireland

Christian Aid (Charity)
Anonymous and individual donations

European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights Frontline Defenders
ICCO Cooperacion 

Intermon Oxfam
Mensen met een Missie
German Foreign Ministry
Swiss Foreign Ministry

Norwegian Foreign Ministry
Misereor Germany

Open Society Foundation
Opseu

Bread for the World
PBI Germany
PBI Canada

PBI Catalonia 
PBI Spain
PBI France
PBI Italy

PBI Norway
PBI UK

PBI Switzerland
Parisienne Region of France 

Civil Service for Peace
Sigrid Rausing Trust

Unifor (CEP)
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Óscar Pantoja - Writer

He has been writing since he was 15 years old, 
always with a personal style that differentiates itself 
from literary theory and academia. In the era of free 
literature workshops in Colombia he taught at the 
National, the Externado, the Autonomous and the 
Central Universities. Amongst his many achievements, 
it is worth pointing out the Romic Prize for best Latin 
American comic in the Rome Salon del Comic in Italy 
2015, and the book 'Gabo, memories of a magic life', 
the first biography of Gabriel Garcia Marquez in the 
form of a comic. 

Facebook: www.facebook.com/oscar.pantoja.1420

María Lessmes - Ilustrator

Drawing and illustration are her passion. Since she 
entered university she has pursued techniques to 
illustrate, design and create books until she ended 
up doing her own.  She is a graduate of Jorge Tadeo 
Lozano University. In El Vestido Blanco (The White 
Dress), her first comic, (PBI Colombia Magazine) 
you can see her talent developing.  She narrates the 
illustration part of the comic workshop, in Distrito 
Grafico where: "lovers of comics, manga, sagas, role-
playing games and graphic novels can enjoy in the 
Salas Distrito Grafico, that have been opened in the 
Public Libraries El Tintal Manuel Zapata Olivella and 
Virgilio Barco".

Facebook: MaríaLessmes
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