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QUESTION OF ENFORCED OR INVOLUNTARY DISAPPEARANCES 

1. I t i s common i n t e r n a t i o n a l knowledge t h a t Gua tema la was t h e f i r s t c o u n t r y 
i n L a t i n A m e r i c a i n w h i c h t h e inhuman p r a c t i c e o f e n f o r c e d o r i n v o l u n t a r y 
d i s a p p e a r a n c e s a p p e a r e d and t h a t i t i s t h e c o u n t r y i n w h i c h t h e h i g h e s t number 
o f c a s e s i n p r o p o r t i o n t o t he p o p u l a t i o n have been r e c o r d e d i n r e c e n t 
d e c a d e s . A c c o r d i n g t o f i g u r e s g i v e n i n t he r e p o r t w h i c h t h e W o r k i n g Group on 
E n f o r c e d o r I n v o l u n t a r y D i s a p p e a r a n c e s s u b m i t t e d t o the C o m m i s s i o n on Human 
R i g h t s a t i t s f o r t y - s e v e n t h s e s s i o n , Gua tema la has t he t h i r d h i g h e s t number o f 
c a s e s o f e n f o r c e d d i s a p p e a r a n c e s i n t he w o r l d . I n t h a t r e p o r t , t h e W o r k i n g 
Group i n d i c a t e s t h a t 2 , 9 7 2 c a s e s a r e o u t s t a n d i n g , a l t h o u g h i t s h o u l d be b o r n e 
i n mind t h a t t h i s f i g u r e h a r d l y r e f l e c t s t he r e a l number o f d i s a p p e a r a n c e s 
b e c a u s e t he g r e a t m a j o r i t y o f c a s e s a r e n o t r e p o r t e d t h r o u g h f e a r o f 
r e p r i s a l s , as the W o r k i n g Group p o i n t e d o u t a f t e r i t s v i s i t t o Gua tema la 
i n 1 9 8 7 . 

2 . Gua tema lan s o c i e t y c o n t i n u e s t o s u f f e r f r om the phenomenon o f e n f o r c e d o r 
i n v o l u n t a r y d i s a p p e a r a n c e s . Between 1 J a n u a r y and 31 May 1 9 9 1 , 36 c a s e s were 
documented? the p e r p e t r a t o r s c o n t i n u e t o be " u n i d e n t i f i e d , h e a v i l y armed 
men" - i n o t h e r w o r d s , members o f t he c l a n d e s t i n e a p p a r a t u s o f r e p r e s s i o n . 

3 . Among t h e s e c a s e s a t t e n t i o n s h o u l d be drawn t o t h a t o f 
S a n t o s T o j R e i n o s o , a member o f t h e R u n u j e l Junam C o u n c i l o f E t h n i c 
C o m m u n i t i e s ( C E R J ) , w h i c h o c c u r r e d on 26 May 1991 i n t he Depar tmen t o f 
E l O u i c h é , and t h a t o f t he s o c i a l w o r k e r Enma E l i z a b e t h Pérez de C o j u l ú n , a 
p r o f e s s o r a t t he u n i v e r s i t y C e n t r e o f the West (CUNOC), w h i c h o c c u r r e d as she 
was t r a v e l l i n g be tween E s c u i n t l a and O u e z a l t e n a n g o on 29 May 1 9 9 1 . 

4 . The more t h a n 40 ,000 c a s e s o f e n f o r c e d o r i n v o l u n t a r y d i s a p p e a r a n c e s t h a t 
have o c c u r r e d i n G u a t e m a l a , as e s t i m a t e d by t h e c o u n t r y ' s human r i g h t s 
o r g a n i z a t i o n s , have rema ined t o t a l l y u n p u n i s h e d ; t h i s i s p e r h a p s t h e most 
i m p o r t a n t f a c t o r mak ing f o r d i s a p p e a r a n c e s , as t h e W o r k i n g Group on E n f o r c e d 
o r I n v o l u n t a r y D i s a p p e a r a n c e s c o r r e c t l y i n d i c a t e d i n i t s a b o v e - m e n t i o n e d 
r e p o r t . 

5 . I n t he c a s e o f Gua tema la we must d raw a t t e n t i o n t o the e x i s t e n c e o f the 
c l a n d e s t i n e a p p a r a t u s o f r e p r e s s i o n , w h i c h works t h r o u g h " u n i d e n t i f i e d men" as 
one o f the b e s t ways o f m a i n t a i n i n g and g u a r a n t e e i n g i m p u n i t y i n t h e s e c r i m e s 
a g a i n s t h u m a n i t y . The c l a n d e s t i n e a p p a r a t u s o f r e p r e s s i o n , a c c o r d i n g t o t h e 
c o n c l u s i o n s t h a t we can draw f r o m numerous a c c o u n t s r e c e i v e d and s t o r e d i n t h e 
a r c h i v e s o f t h e Gua tema lan Commiss ion on Human R i g h t s (CDHG), w h i c h i s a 
member o f ou r o r g a n i z a t i o n , o p e r a t e s under t h e d i r e c t c o n t r o l o f t he c o u n t r y ' s 
armed f o r c e s , w h i c h a l o n e c a n have t h e c r i m i n a l i n t e n t , t he m a t e r i a l and human 
r e s o u r c e s and t h e i n d i s p e n s a b l e p r o t e c t i o n o f t he S t a t e a p p a r a t u s needed t o 
c a r r y o u t the d i s a p p e a r a n c e p r o c e s s , i n w h i c h v i c t i m s a r e a r r e s t e d w i t h o u t a 
w a r r a n t , t a k e n away and h e l d i n c l a n d e s t i n e p r i s o n s , s u b j e c t e d t o c r u e l , 
inhuman and d e g r a d i n g t r e a t m e n t and p u n i s h m e n t and t h e n , a l m o s t a l w a y s , 
e x t r a j u d i c i a l l y e x e c u t e d . 

6 . A f u r t h e r p r o o f o f t he e x i s t e n c e o f t h i s c l a n d e s t i n e a p p a r a t u s i s t he 
c a s e o f M r s . L i l i a n C r i s t i n a A r e n a l T a r a n o de S a n d o v a l , who was t e m p o r a r i l y 
d e t a i n e d s h o r t l y a f t e r a r r i v i n g f rom C h i m a l t e n a n q o , where she l i v e s , by two 
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u n i d e n t i f i e d men and a woman i n a v e h i c l e w i t h t i n t e d windows i n t h e C o l o n i a 
T i k a l , G u a t e m a l a C i t y . The unknown p e r s o n s took h e r t o a d w e l l i n g on t he 
o u t s k i r t s o f t h e c i t y and i n t e r r o g a t e d h e r f o r s e v e r a l h o u r s on t h e s u b j e c t o f 
a p e r s o n named M a r i o . When she i n s i s t e d t h a t she d i d no t know h i m , t he 
unknown p e r s o n s s a i d t h e y had made a m i s t a k e and t ook her away i n t he same 
v e h i c l e , l e a v i n g h e r a t k i l o m e t e r 29 on t h e P a n - A m e r i c a n H i g h w a y , i n t he 
a d m i n i s t r a t i v e a r e a o f San L u c a s S a c a t e o é q u e z . Her c a s e i s one o f t h e few i n 
w h i c h t h e v i c t i m managed t o e s c a p e a l i v e . 

7 . The e x i s t e n c e o f t h i s c l a n d e s t i n e a p p a r a t u s o f r e p r e s s i o n , a t e rm w h i c h 
we P r e f e r t o " d e a t h s q u a d s " b e c a u s e t he l a t t e r a r e n o t members o f t he 
a p p a r a t u s and o p e r a t e under a name o r ac ronym s p e c i a l l y a d o p t e d a t a 
p a r t i c u l a r t i m e , i s an "open s e c r e t " i n G u a t e m a l a , a l t h o u g h u n t i l v e r y 
r e c e n t l y o n l y a few o r g a n s o f the p r e s s had r e f e r r e d t o i t . 

8 . The a b s e n c e o f any j u d i c i a l i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f the p e r s o n s r e s p o n s i b l e f o r 
the d i s a p p e a r a n c e s i s an o b s t a c l e t o any i n v e s t i g a t i o n : a l t h o u g h c a s e s a r e 
b r o u g h t b e f o r e t he c o u r t s , t h e y a r e a l m o s t a l w a y s d i s m i s s e d b e c a u s e t h e r e i s 
no one t o a c c u s e . R e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r t h i s l i e s w i t h t h e Government 
P r o c u r a t o r ' s O f f i c e , w h i c h does n o t i n i t i a t e e x h a u s t i v e i n v e s t i g a t i o n s , and 
w i t h t he j u d g e s t h e m s e l v e s , who, g e n e r a l l y o u t o f f e a r , do n o t r e q u i r e t h e 
P r o c u r a t o r ' s O f f i c e t o e n f o r c e the l a w . A l l t h i s h e l p s t o p e r p e t u a t e t he 
i m p u n i t y . 

9 . A n o t h e r phenomenon c l o s e l y l i n k e d t o the p r a c t i c e o f e n f o r c e d o r 
i n v o l u n t a r y d i s a p p e a r a n c e s i s t he d i s c o v e r y o f c l a n d e s t i n e c e m e t e r i e s . A huge 
number o f t h e s e have been found i n t h e m u n i c i p a l i t i e s o f Z a c u a l p a , 
C h i c h i c a s t e n a n q o , J o y a b a j , San Andrés S a j c a b a j á and S a n t a C r u z d e l Q u i c h e , i n 
the d e p a r t m e n t s o f E l Q u i c h e and C h i m a l t e n a n g o . On 9 June 1991 t h e N a t i o n a l 
C o o r d i n a t i o n o f t h e Widows o f Gua tema la (CONAVIGUA) r e p o r t e d t he e x i s t e n c e o f 
a c l a n d e s t i n e c e m e t e r y i n t he c a n t o n o f C h u a n t a l á , C h i c h i c a s t e n a n g o , i n w h i c h 
t h e b o d i e s o f more t h a n 100 p e r s o n s who d i s a p p e a r e d i n t he e a r l y 1980s a r e 
s a i d t o be b u r i e d . 

1 0 . S i n c e i t s f o r m a t i o n s e v e n y e a r s a g o , t h e M u t u a l S u p p o r t Group (GAM) o f 
r e l a t i v e s o f m i s s i n g p e r s o n s has been s e e k i n g t he e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f a 
c o m m i s s i o n t o i n v e s t i g a t e t he w h e r e a b o u t s o f m i s s i n g p e r s o n s , i n May 1991 t he 
O f f i c e o f t h e Human R i q h t s A t t o r n e y s e t up s u c h a c o m m i s s i o n , b u t i t d i d no t 
want n a t i o n a l o r i n t e r n a t i o n a l n o n - g o v e r n m e n t a l o r q a n i z a t i o n s t o f o rm p a r t o f 
i t , as had been p r o p o s e d by GAM. 

1 1 . The e s t a b l i s h m e n t and e n t r y i n t o o p e r a t i o n o f t h i s c o m m i s s i o n i n t he fo rm 
r e q u e s t e d by t he m i s s i n g p e r s o n s ' r e l a t i v e s w i l l r e p r e s e n t p r o g r e s s t o w a r d s 
a s c e r t a i n i n g t he t r u t h and a d m i n i s t e r i n g j u s t i c e . In v i e w o f t he 
i n e f f e c t i v e n e s s o f t h e j u d i c i a l s y s t e m and t h e g r e a t need t o s h e d l i g h t on t h e 
f a t e o f t h o u s a n d s o f m i s s i n g p e r s o n s , i t i s o n l y r i g h t t h a t t h e M u t u a l S u p p o r t 
Group and o t h e r g r a s s - r o o t s and n a t i o n a l human r i g h t s o r g a n i z a t i o n s and 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l n o n - g o v e r n m e n t a l o r g a n i z a t i o n s s h o u l d be i n c l u d e d i n t he 
c o m m i s s i o n o f i n q u i r y , s o t h a t t h e y c a n c o n t r i b u t e t o t he e f f e c t i v e n e s s and 
i m p a r t i a l i t y o f t he i n v e s t i g a t i o n . 

1 2 . In v i e w o f t h e f o r e g o i n g , t h e I n t e r n a t i o n a l F e d e r a t i o n o f Human R i g h t s 
( I F H R ) , w h i c h has r e c e n t l y p u b l i s h e d a r e p o r t on t he human r i g h t s s i t u a t i o n i n 
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G u a t e m a l a a f t e r s e n d i n g a m i s s i o n t h e r e i n A p r i l , c o n s i d e r s i t n e c e s s a r y f o r 
t h e S u b - C o m m i s s i o n on P r e v e n t i o n o f D i s c r i m i n a t i o n and P r o t e c t i o n o f 
M i n o r i t i e s t o a d o p t a r e s o l u t i o n i n w h i c h i t e x p r e s s e s , i n t e r a l i a , i t s 
c o n c e r n a t t h e p e r s i s t e n c e o f t he p r a c t i c e o f e n f o r c e d o r i n v o l u n t a r y 
d i s a p p e a r a n c e s i n Gua tema la and t he a b s o l u t e i m p u n i t y w i t h w h i c h t h o s e 
r e s p o n s i b l e f o r t h e s e c r i m e s a g a i n s t h u m a n i t y a r e o p e r a t i n g . The j u d i c i a r y 
s h o u l d be c a l l e d upon t o i n i t i a t e and f o l l o w t h r o u g h i n v e s t i g a t i o n s i n t o c a s e s 
o f e n f o r c e d o r i n v o l u n t a r y d i s a p p e a r a n c e and o t h e r v i o l a t i o n s o f human r i g h t s 
under c i v i l i a n j u r i s d i c t i o n , r e g a r d l e s s o f whe the r t h o s e h e l d t o be 
r e s p o n s i b l e a r e members o f t h e armed f o r c e s . T h i s wou ld h e l p t o combat t h e 
i m p u n i t y t h a t i s d o i n g s o much harm t o Gua tema lan s o c i e t y . 


