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Why so much repression and violence in Guatemala, one asks, related to mining companies, narco-
trafficking, hydro-electric dam projects, African palm production for ‘green’ energy?  Well, read this 
article by Aryeh Neier: “Guatemala’s Shameful Repudiation of Justice” 
 

“If countries were ranked by lawlessness, Guatemala would score near the top. The country is 
ridden by crime and corruption and has one of the highest murder rates in the world. While many 
of its neighbors in Latin America have poor human rights records, Guatemala is the only country 
in the Western Hemisphere where it would be appropriate to use the word genocide to describe 
what has occurred there since World War II.” 

 
Guatemala’s repudiation of justice is not only “shameful”, but predictable and systemic.  The 
undemocratic regime is led by former General Otto Perez Molina who, himself, should be on trial for 
being an intellectual author of the genocides and other State war crimes in the 1980s and 90s in 
Guatemala. 
 
What is also shameful, predictable and systemic is how other governments, companies, investors, the 
World Bank and IADB maintain profitable business and political relations with the Guatemalan regime.  
The impunity of the regime and dominant economic sectors is enabled by their business and political 
relations with the “international community.” 
 
See Below: To support indigenous, grassroots organizations in Guatemala, working for human rights and 
justice and for profound societal reform 
 
******* 
 
Guatemala’s Shameful Repudiation of Justice 
By Aryeh Neier, February 10, 2014 
http://www.nybooks.com/blogs/nyrblog/2014/feb/10/guatemala-shameful-repudiation-justice/?insrc=hpss 
 
If countries were ranked by lawlessness, Guatemala would score near the top. The country is ridden by 
crime and corruption and has one of the highest murder rates in the world. While many of its neighbors in 
Latin America have poor human rights records, Guatemala is the only country in the Western Hemisphere 
where it would be appropriate to use the word genocide to describe what has occurred there since World 
War II. 
 
Until recently, prosecutions and convictions for murder were infrequent. In a handful of cases, people 
who had committed human rights abuses against prominent persons were prosecuted successfully, but 
those responsible for the genocidal violence directed against the country’s Mayan Indian population in the 
early 1980s have never been brought to trial. 
 
The Genocide Trial 
All that began to change following the appointment of Claudia Paz y Paz as Guatemala’s attorney general 
in December 2010. In addition to tackling corruption and organized crime related to drug trafficking, and 
sharply increasing the conviction rate in murder trials, Paz y Paz launched a number of cases against those 
who had committed political violence—including, most notably, General Efraín Ríos Montt, who was 
president of Guatemala when the worst violence took place. 
 



But now Guatemala’s Constitutional Court has ruled that Claudia Paz y Paz must step down in May, 
seven months before her four-year term is scheduled to be completed in December—a move that seems 
aimed at derailing her courageous effort to return the country to the rule of law. 
 
Paz y Paz, now forty-six years old, is a lawyer with a background in criminal law and human rights work, 
including service with the human rights office of the Catholic Archdiocese of Guatemala City. It was with 
this background that she set out as Attorney General to rectify some of the worst abuses of Guatemala’s 
past, spearheading the prosecution of Ríos Montt, who was the country’s president from March 1982 to 
August 1983, for genocide and crimes against humanity. 
 
The trial was historic for including extensive testimony by members of the Ixil, an ethnic group that 
suffered the most grievous violence and that were apparently targeted on the basis of their ethnicity. Ríos 
Montt was convicted on May 10, 2013. But ten days later, that verdict, and a portion of the trial leading to 
it, were annulled on procedural grounds by the Constitutional Court. 
 
The eighty-seven-year-old Ríos Montt is supposed to be retried in 2015, though whether that trial will 
take place is far from certain. 
 
Ousting Of The Attorney General 
Now the same court has ruled that Claudia Paz y Paz must step down in May, ostensibly on technical 
grounds, because the court had disqualified another lawyer who assumed the post of Attorney General in 
May 2010, prior to the appointment of Paz y Paz. The court seems to imply that Paz y Paz was only 
filling in for the unexpired portion of her predecessor’s term. 
 
The Court’s two-and-a-half page decision does not explain why it chose to ignore Article 251 of the 
Gautemalan Constitution, which states that only the president can remove the attorney general: “The 
General Prosecutor of the Nation serves four years in the exercise of his functions and shall have the same 
privileges and immunities as the judges of the Supreme Court of Justice. The President of the Republic 
shall be able to remove him for a duly established justified cause.” 
 
Though Paz y Paz has said she will seek to have the court reverse its decision, it is hard to see how this is 
possible. 
 
Genocide Deniers Make Good Business Partners 
The ruling to limit Paz y Paz’s term as Attorney General sends a clear signal. During the trial of Ríos 
Montt, it became clear that there were entrenched forces in Guatemala that strenuously opposed 
acknowledgment that what took place in the early 1980s constituted genocide and, therefore, opposed 
conviction of Ríos Montt for that crime. 
 
That opposition had been pressed by CACIF, Guatemala’s leading business organization, in an intense 
public campaign that preceded the annulment of Ríos Montt’s conviction. The decision to remove Paz y 
Paz shows that these forces have prevailed. 
 
Those concerned that Guatemala would suffer embarrassment if former government officials were 
prosecuted for crimes against humanity apparently did not recognize that other countries that have come 
to terms with their past—most notable Germany, where thousands of Nazi war criminals were prosecuted 
in the country’s own courts following the international trials at Nuremberg—have thereby gained in 
stature. 
 
Another source of hostility to the Attorney General has been her vigor in prosecuting corruption. These 
investigations have antagonized many government officials. 



 
Her supporters in Guatemala are mainly members of the country’s beleaguered human rights community 
and members of the country’s large but politically marginalized indigenous population, who have 
applauded her prosecution of crimes in which they were the primary victims. 
 
President Otto Perez Molina, a former military leader whose own role in the country’s political violence 
three decades ago is obscure, did not seem to take a stand for or against Paz y Paz. At times the President 
and the Attorney General have collaborated and at other times they have been on opposing sides. 
 
Admirers of Paz y Paz had thought the crucial test would come somewhat later in the year, when the 
question would be whether she would be reappointed for another four-year term. In Guatemala, the 
Attorney General is appointed by the President from among six candidates designated by a nominating 
commission. The nominating commission includes the deans of the country’s law schools, and in an 
indication of how politically significant this process has become, a number of new law schools—with 
limited educational programs—have been created recently. That way, their “deans” can expect to take 
part in nominating candidates. 
 
Among the Attorney General’s accomplishments are her successful prosecutions and convictions of a 
number of military who were at lower levels than Ríos Montt, for crimes against humanity in 
Guatemala’s thirty-six-year civil war. (The war officially ended with a 1996 peace agreement.) Those 
convictions suggested that Guatemala was following the lead of other Latin American countries, 
including Argentina, Chile, Peru, and Uruguay, where the perpetrators of such crimes are being brought 
to justice. 
 
Had she been allowed to finish her term, Paz y Paz could have consummated these achievements by 
preparing a renewed prosecution of the former dictator who was responsible for the highest level of 
violence in the western hemisphere since World War II. 
 
By making it impossible for the Attorney General to prepare that case, the Constitutional Court has halted 
Guatemala’s progress on that path. Its legally questionable decision helps to deny Guatemala a historic 
opportunity to undue its reputation for lawlessness. 
 
******* 
 
Tax-Deductible Donations (Canada & U.S.) 
To support indigenous, grassroots organizations working for justice and human rights in Guatemala, make check 
payable to "Rights Action" and mail to: 
United States: Box 50887, Washington DC, 20091-0887 
Canada: (Box 552) 351 Queen St. E, Toronto ON, M5A-1T8 
Credit-Card Donations (Canada & U.S.): http://www.rightsaction.org/tax-deductible-donations 
Be a monthly donor (Canada & U.S.) 
To donate stock: info@rightsaction.org 
 
Say No To “Business As Usual” 
The U.S. and Canadian governments, and North American companies and investors (including public pension funds 
like Social Security and the Canada Pension Plan) maintain profitable economic and military relations with the 
Guatemalan and Honduran elites, turning a blind eye to repression, violence and impunity that are the norm in both 
countries. 
 
Send copies of this information, and your own letters, to your own elected politicians (MPs, Congresspersons, 
Senators), to your media, and to your own pension and investment funds, asking why our governments, companies 
and investment firms do nothing about repression and violence, and environmental and health harms associated with 



North American businesses, while benefiting from these economic relations with the Guatemalan and Honduran 
political, military and economic elites. 
 
Contact: 

• Member Of Parliament: 
http://www2.parl.gc.ca/Parlinfo/Compilations/HouseOfCommons/MemberByPostalCode.aspx?Menu=HO
C 

• Congress: http://www.house.gov/ to get info for your member of Congress, and call:  202-224-3121 
• Senate: http://www.senate.gov/ to get contact for your Senator, and call: 202-224-3121 

 
******* 
• Comments / Questions: info@rightsaction.org 
• Get on/off our listserv: www.rightsaction.org  
• Follow us on facebook: www.facebook.com/RightsAction.org 
******* 
Please re-post and re-publish this information 
 
 


