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When Impunity Watch was founded in 2005 by the Dutch development
organisation Solidaridad, it was with the aim of helping to alleviate the
pain of the Guatemalan armed conflict. Its long-term partners, brave
activists demanding accountability for the countless atrocities perpetrated against the weak and the vulnerable during Guatemala’s 34-year
conflict, sought greater support for their struggle against impunity
for those crimes. As we discussed the ways in which this could best be
offered, it became clear that local initiatives, to strengthen the combat
of impunity should lead to further sharing of experiences between
countries so as to help victims and post-conflict societies everywhere
achieve guarantees of peace, democracy and justice.
Together, therefore, these organisations and Solidaridad founded an
initiative that supports in-depth, comprehensive research into the
key obstacles to achieving accountability, constructive cross-sectoral
dialogue on policies to deal with them, and international exchange of
knowledge and strategies among civil society organisations fighting for
truth, justice, reparation and guarantees that similar crimes will never
happen again. Impunity Watch’s partners are thus empowered to press
for changes needed to secure a better life for future generations.
For Guatemala, this is of the utmost concern. The country experiences record levels of serious violence and corruption, while structural
problems such as racism and economic inequality are as strong as ever.
Here, the consequences of brushing past crimes under the carpet can
clearly be seen – the problems suffered today represent a continuation
of many of the causes and features of the armed conflict, while a failure
to confront them is setting up the children and grandchildren of its
victims to experience similar pain and insecurity.
It was at a meeting in February 2008 with their counterparts from
Serbia that Impunity Watch’s Guatemalan partners first came to
emphasise the place of monuments and memorials relating to the

armed conflict in the combat of impunity. Memorialisation is increasingly recognised as an international norm to which states must adhere,
as part of their obligation to establish the truth about victims and
perpetrators, pursue criminal accountability for perpetrators, provide
victims with reparations and take steps to guarantee non-repetition.
In Guatemala, monuments could help to recognise past injustices and
develop consciousness among current and future generations as to
how to avoid their repetition, but this is stunted by a lack of interest
and investment.
Discussion of the potential for use and misuse of memorials among
Impunity Watch’s partners led to the conceptualisation of a new
research-for-policy project under the Perspectives programme, which
seeks to produce comparative data and stimulate international debate
and policy-making on key aspects of impunity and transitional justice.
This booklet represents the first step in the creation of a global resource
to help civil society actors deal with the potential opportunities and
pitfalls of memorial sites. A broader project, involving research in
numerous countries and exchange among civil society organisations
on experiences and best approaches regarding memorial sites is in the
process of development, in partnership with the Anne Frank Stichting, a
foundation that promotes the memory of Holocaust victims in order to
highlight the dangers of anti-semitism, racism, and discrimination, and
the importance of freedom, equal rights under the law and democracy.
To quote our partner, the concept ‘remember, reflect and respond’ is
crucial to overcoming impunity. We hope that our developing project
on memorialisation, launched with the images of the monuments
erected against all odds by ordinary Guatemalan people, will contribute
to this concept’s greater fulfilment.
Marlies Stappers, Director, Impunity Watch

Introduction by Frank de Ruiter
In 2000, somewhere in the corner of Parque Morazan, in the centre of
Guatemala City, the cornerstone of a national monument to the victims
of the country’s internal armed conflict was laid. Eight years on, neither
the monument nor the stone are anywhere to be found. “For all I know,
they may have taken it away years ago,” shrugs the gardener.
The capital boasts a host of other monuments, reminding passers-by
of Guatemala’s rich colonial past and the heroes of its struggle for independence. But few townsfolk want to be reminded of the 34-year-long
armed conflict that ended only recently in 1996.
According to the findings of the Guatemalan Historical Clarification
Commission, some 200,000 civilians were killed by the army and related
paramilitaries during their campaign against a leftist guerrilla movement. With the rebels pressing for greater social justice, Maya Indians in
remote rural areas bore the brunt of the state’s wrath, making up more
than eighty percent of the death toll.
The conflict ended in 1996 in a negotiated peace, but having lost
militarily, the guerrilla movement was by then almost a spent force. It
thus lost much of its negotiating power, and has remained weak since,
proving unable to achieve substantial progress on the issues it fought
so long and hard for and remaining conspicuously quiet on the problem
of impunity for past crimes. Many among its former supporters and
sympathisers are disappointed by what they see as a betrayal by the
guerrilla of its cause and a lack of commitment to the people it involved
in its struggle. It has lost much of its legitimacy and credibility.
And so today, while the massacres may have stopped, thirteen years
of peace have not brought with them the change many had hoped for.
The Mayas still feel discriminated against, exploited and marginalised,
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the social gap between them and the Spanish-speaking population
unbridgeable. Deep divisions hewn within Mayan communities during
the conflict also persist, the result of a policy of forceful recruitment of
‘civil patrollers’ to execute – often with extreme violence - the state’s
anti-insurgency strategy within their own communities. While these
patrols were disbanded by the peace accords, in many cases their power
structures still exist, with former members occupying key positions in
community governance and development bodies and often threatening
those who pose a threat to their interests.
Participation in the civil patrols was forced, and not all conscripts were
willing to participate in their heinous crimes. Many remain traumatised
by what they had to do and consider themselves victims rather than perpetrators. Such feelings receive short shrift, however, as the continued
power of some patrollers and the preference with which the state has
treated them (ex-patrollers are seen as an important part of the electorate) reinforce a black-and-white perception of the past. The fact that the
patrollers were compensated for their services before victims received
reparations for their suffering has led to further polarisation within
Mayan communities, making this crucial problem much more difficult
to address.
A deep reluctance to address the crimes committed against the country’s indigenous people and the underlying reasons for why they came
to pass stands in the way of progress. Only a handful of war crimes
committed have ever been prosecuted. Instead, their perpetrators have
found and exploited shared interests with today’s clandestine groups
and political and economic elites. They have protected their positions
and evaded scrutiny by infiltrating government and state institutions.
They are also widely believed responsible for unprecedented levels
of peace-time violent crime and rampant organised crime, as well as

repeated attacks on human rights defenders, witnesses, judges, prosecutors and political leaders who call for an end to their impunity.
In today’s Guatemala, often described as a “fragile state”, there is
impunity instead of accountability. Intimidation instead of apologies.
Obfuscation instead of truth. But the latter seems to be the single area
where the victims of past crimes have actually managed to make a difference on their own. For they have nevertheless told their stories – to
the Catholic Church, to the United Nations Historical Commission, and
finally to each other. Stories carved in stone.
In many communities hit by the violence, people have raised monuments to honour victims. Large crosses overlook the valleys, bearing
marble plaques professionally engraved with the names of lost ones.
But they have also turned houses into shrines and painted roughly
hewn stones with scenes of violence. Their childlike naivety and bright
colours make the horrors they illustrate all the more vivid: men and
women marching to their deaths on a mountain path, accompanied by
soldiers pointing guns at them; helicopters bombing villages; twodimensional bodies lying at awkward angles in pools of blood. Sometimes, the faces of perpetrators are drawn next to such illustrations,
lest they too be forgotten.
“Many of the children orphaned at the time now have children themselves,” I was told by a woman who watched her fellow villagers being
burned alive during a military action in 1982. She had helped bury their
bodies under the floor of the house where they were killed and turn it
into a shrine, with the story of the crime drawn on the wall. “This chapel
should ensure that the memory is not extinguished, that we don’t forget…So that we can tell our children what we experienced here.”

The role of memorials in helping people and societies come to terms
with their past has been much debated. The people in the stories told
here show that remembering cannot be a substitute for justice. But until
justice is done in Guatemala, its stones can keep memory alive.

“Victims and perpetrators still live together in this town”

The Seven Monuments of Rabinal
“Here, people whose families were massacred live together with the
people responsible - on one side the victims and on the other the perpetrators, who do not want to be reminded either of their crimes or of the
theft of land and homes,” explains Jesus Tecu. “They fiercely resist any
initiative of the victims to seek justice.”
Jesus was eleven years old when the local civil patrol attacked his village
of Rio Negro, forcing the women and children into the hills and killing
them there. These days, in the centre of the hot, dusty regional capital
Rabinal, only a small plaque commemorates the area’s armed conflict
dead - the majority of the town’s residents thought a monument would
be “a symbol of revenge.”
The families, friends and neighbours of Rabinal’s massacred people
decided therefore to erect their own monuments in the cemetery on
the town’s outskirts, including one commemorating the 177 victims
of Rio Negro. “The day after we unveiled it, former members of the civil
patrol destroyed it,” Jesus recalls. “The following day, we put up a larger
monument, one that could not be torn down, and we included drawings
of the violence and inscribed the names of the perpetrators.”
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In twelve years of peace, only three investigations relating to Guatemala’s armed conflict massacres have resulted in conviction, and even
then, only of low-ranking perpetrators as opposed to those with command responsibility. Instigated by Jesus Tecu’s campaigning, one
of those was for the Rio Negro massacre, when five civil patrol members
were found guilty of the murder of 26 of the 177 villagers killed.
Tecu is founder of ADIVIMA, an organisation that helps victims’ relatives in their legal struggles for justice and reparation. “Many prefer to
keep silent and not testify about the crimes of the regime. Out of fear,
but also because they believe that, whether you testify or not, justice will
never be done.”
“Sometimes I also feel death will come before justice, but even if this is
true, it is important to testify and to tell the truth.”

So that we can tell our children

The Chapel of Plan de Sanchez
The path soldiers climbed to get to the village of Plan de Sanchez in
July 1982 is drawn on the wall. Next to it, helicopters are depicted dropping bombs and soldiers shooting at villagers huddled together in front
of the very house now bearing these paintings.
Faustina Cojom Manuel was among the survivors who created this
monument. “Some people were tortured and executed, young women were
singled out and raped, and finally everyone who was still alive was locked
up in the house, doused in petrol and burned alive,” she recalls. “The next
morning, I found my mother among the dead. I recognised her only by her
clothing. And all the others, children of five and ten years…”
Their names, 184 in total, are etched in the wall above the main drawing.
“Two days after the massacre, we buried all the bodies we could find and
the house became a sacred place,” she says. “The entire village insisted
that the bodies remain at the place where they were killed. For them, the
chapel is a vessel, holding the memory of the village, so that we can tell
our children what we experienced here.”
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“Many of the orphaned children now have children themselves. They didn’t
see what happened here. This chapel should ensure that the memory is not
extinguished, that we will not forget…!”
In November 2004, the Inter-American Court for Human Rights found
the Guatemalan state guilty of mass murder in Plan de Sanchez. It is the
only community to which the government was forced to pay reparations
and offer its apologies.

“We fight for the dignity of our people”

The Cross of Nimla Xacoc
In front of the stone cross overlooking Nimla Xacoc, the village elders
light candles for the victims of the violence in their region. Every month,
they climb the hill to hold a ceremony for their loved ones, greeting the
four winds, kissing the ground for forgiveness and pronouncing the
names of the deceased.
Among them is Santiago Chen, who describes how he helped build the
cross after it came to one of the elders in a dream. “They considered this
a supernatural sign from the disappeared who were not buried according
to Mayan rituals.”
The 916 victims listed on two marble plaques at the foot of the cross
were among some 20,000 people from 28 villages in the province of
Alta Verapaz forced to live for five years in the wilderness, constantly
on the run from the Guatemalan army. “Many lives were lost, not only
the 35 people executed at the foot of the hill. Many others died of illness
and hunger during the years they lived in the hills. We were treated and
killed not as people, but as though we were animals,” Santiago says. The
memory still makes him angry. “Our dignity was destroyed. In Mayan
culture, life is holy. Their bodies were returned to the ground but their
souls live on.”
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For Santiago, now 45, the cross is a testimony. “In thirteen years of peace,
we have never seen any representative of the government. Had we not built
the cross, our history would have remained unknown. Now it stands here
in stone! And our community is stronger. The monument was a first step
to show that our people also have rights.”

Lost dreams

The Guerrilla Monument in Nebaj
A busy path runs along the edge of the cemetery in Nebaj. Farmers pass
by on their way home, children cycle along. At almost every grave, flowers and burnt-out candles testify to regular visits by bereaved families.
But there are no traces of visitors at the big, red-painted tombstone
rising above the field.
“This is the monument to the guerrilleros,” Francisco Velazquez explains.
Here lie 24 of his comrades, killed during the armed conflict. Those who
survived raised this stone, decorated it with pictures of old battles, and
carved their friends’ names into a marble plaque, with Hasta la Victoria
Siempre [trans. Ever onward until victory] at the very top.
Now, it looks abandoned. “Nobody does anything with it. So many names
are missing… It would mean recognition for us if at least they were added
to the others.”
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The guerrillas fought against the social injustice, discrimination and
exploitation that was rife throughout the countryside. “The villages
asked us to help defend them against the army and there was a sentiment of hope.” The regime responded at the beginning of the 1980s
with its “Scorched Earth” campaign, a counter-insurgency strategy of
unprecedented terror that sought to quash all support, real and imagined, for the guerrilla by annihilating village after village, along with
their people and farmlands. “The guerrilla was unable to protect the
population and eventually lost the war.”
While it was able to evolve into a legitimate political party and negotiate
peace accords, the weakness of the defeated guerrilla has made it reluctant to honour those who died for its cause. “We built this monument
to honour the people who fought and died for our dream. But now it just
stands here, forgotten by all. That hurts. It should have been the former
leaders of the guerrilla who built this monument or at least adopted it.
But they have long forgotten us …”

We have to keep the memory alive

The Pillars of the Cathedral
April 24, 1998 was a day of hope for Ruth de Valle. The Catholic Church
presented the results of its investigation into the crimes committed
during the armed conflict, and unveiled a monument carrying the names
of 4,600 victims of massacres, disappearances and torture, among them
her brother. “For me, it was very important to see his name in stone. It was
recognition that he was a victim of the war.”
“The survivors always stressed that we had to keep the memory of this
alive, and that it must never happen again,” Ruth explains. “This is how
we came to the idea of building a monument to commemorate all the
victims, in a place accessible to everybody.”
Two days after the report was made public, its coordinator, Bishop Gerardi, was assassinated. No more commemorations were held at the pillars of the cathedral gate. With time, they became dilapidated, stained
and damaged, and covered with posters and dirt.
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Del Valle doesn’t think politics alone are to blame. Most of the victims
listed lived in communities far away from the capital, and what happens here is of little significance to their families. “This was our first
national monument. But the feeling of belonging to one nation hardly
exists in Guatemala.”
“They helped me deal with my own personal history, but now, when
I enter the cathedral, I don’t even turn my head to look at the pillars.
And I don’t get the impression that anybody does. They have left them
to die.”

Homicide, Misc.

The Police Archives
There is paper everywhere in these windowless rooms, mouldy and illegible, packed in files fastened with ropes and elastic bands, and piled up
against the walls. On one file, somebody has hastily written Homicidios
Varios. [Trans. Homicide, Misc.]
The archives of the Guatemalan police were discovered accidentally in
2005, in the vicinity of the national police headquarters. The prosecutor’s office had always denied their existence. “In total we have eight
kilometres of paper here, 80 million documents from a period of more
than a hundred years,” explains Alberto Fuentes,head of Infrastructure,
logistics and security for the archives. “From lost driving licenses to
murder cases.”
Fuentes spends his days extracting pieces of evidence from these papers.
He is building cases against the country’s police and military officials for
crimes committed against civilians and political opponents during the
armed conflict. “We focus on 1975 to 1985, the most violent period.”
“The army never issued direct orders for arrests and executions of people
without trial, so we have to collect all pieces of evidence, link documents
with each other and in this way build a court case.” So far, he has gathered evidence for eighty-six cases.
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“The fact that the archives survived and were left lying around almost
in public view speaks volumes about the self-confidence of the country’s
police and military leaders,” says Fuentes. “They thought they could
afford to neglect the archives. The archives were the monument to
their impunity.”
“Now, everything is different,” he believes. “The discovery of the archives
is a milestone in the struggle to preserve the history of this country and
important in the search for truth. This must become a symbol in the fight
against impunity.”
He hopes the archives will be put in order, cleaned and conserved, and
then, made open to the public. As a monument, how else? Testimony
to the dark times in Guatemalan history, delivered in the voice of the
perpetrators themselves.
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