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How Accurate is the Reporting on Disappearances?

The American Embassy has claimed, and U.S. policy has been
prefaced on, the assumption that “things are getting better in
Guatemala.® The results of this study ehow that Embassy -
analysis of trends has been essentially accurate. It tracked
30% of the incidents and about 42% of all individuals
eventually reported missing or kidnapped. No other group
-catalogued as many cases as Embassy Guatemala, or as correctly
ronitored basic trends as revealed in this study (including the
1984 increase in disappearances). This study supports .the
Embassy's contention that the situation improved im 1985 and
continues to get better. : :

pvaluation of Primary Reporting Sources: There are only three
important external, and one important internal, primary sources
for data on human rights abuses in Guatemala: The American
Embassy, Guatemala, the Mutual Support Group (GAM), the
Guatemalan Human Rights Commission, and Amnesty International.
The other sources cited in this report appear either to have

receiveé most of their information from these primary groups or

to have relied strictly on one source, such as the Guatemalan
newspapers. Their reports are sporadic and limited to a few
cases that generally lack details such as names, locations and
dates of incidents.

The I rtance of Press Accounts: Guatemalan news media
accounts have been the major source of incident reporting for
several groups, including the Embassy and the British Interest
Section of the Swiss Embassy. However, our study shows that
the Guatemalan press has reported only some 54% of known
victims since December 1980; that no one reporting agency has
recorded all press accounts; and that most press reports were
not recorded by more than one agency. The fact that -different
groups which rely on the press for disappearance -accounts more
often than not did not report the same cases indicates either
different criteria for case inclusion or, more likely, failure
to report many.cases. Tor example, the Americas Watch cases
cited in this study were based on Guatemalan press accounts 4dn
1983. Although these contributions caused the total number of
incident reports attributable to press sources to ‘have climbed
to 68 percent in_1983 from the 54% average, many of the
offerings were not reported by the Embassy nor by the British.
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American Embassy, Guatemala: The Embassy's Political Section
has produced a monthly report on political violence and human
rights in Guatemala since late 1977. Case data from these
reports and other monthly data compiled by the Embassy's
Regional Security Office (RSO) monthly reports has been used in
this study. The RSO reports, based on newspaper materials
provided each month by the Political Section, include cases
which do not appear at first blush to ‘have & political motive.
The political section's monthly human rights reports only ‘"
recorded cases which appeared to be politicdlly-inspired human
rights violations. Since 1983 the Political Section has begun
to keep clippings on cases without apparent political .
connection, for informational purposes. This has led to an
increase in the overall reporting of abductions by the .mission.

Embassy reports have been developed with information -
“taken from official GOG bulletins, independent news reports
and guerrilla communigques as reported by PBIS (Foreign
Broadcast Information Service)," but, as noted above, the main
source been has the Guatemalan press. At times the Embassy has
been privy to other sources of information on kidnappings, but
such gata have not been factored into the monthly unclassified
human rights reports since that might compromise reporting
sources. Through time Embassy reports have become more
specific and accurate, with fewer victims described as
*unknown.* -

The Embassy has not usually listed as an abduction a case
jn which a victim was abducted and soon killed. These
incidents have been listed as political murders (other
organizations also follow this practice, e.g., the GHRC). Por
purposes of this study, such cases have been included, if more
than a few hours appear to have passed from the abduction to
the killing. ’

No reporting agency has shown & complete picture of the
phenomenon of disappearances in Guatemala. However, -the U.S.
Embassy has the most consistent and accurate reporting record,
citing the largest number of cases of any source {1346 .
incidents and 2693 victims). The Embassy registered about 42%
of the kidnappings listed in this study versus 17% and 18% for

the next two major sources, Amnesty International and the
GHRC. " ’

e 23

Since 1982, the Embassy has been registering @ ,1'4§%%a§w
progressively smaller share of the disappearance cases: :fronm:
61t -in 1983, to 37¢ the next year, and 31% in 1985. This
reflects the entry of other groups into the reporting field.
It also suggests that those with information about cases are

not informing the local press, but rather foreign advocacy
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groups —- including some linked to the guerrillas such as the

GHRC — who through international publicity attempt to secure
the freedom of the victims or to focus outside pressure to stop
the practice of kidnapping. .

Except for the 1982-1983 period, the Embassy's annual
human rights reports to Congress have correctly reflected the
overall kidnapping trends shown by our study {in that period, .
we reported a decline in kidnappings, while the data suggest -
there was an increase). For example, the Embassy has averred
that reports of abduction and disappearance dropped from 1984
to 1985. Other primary reporting agencies also reported sharp
declines in abductions that year. For that year we reported a
s0% drop in disappearances; all agencies together reported a
55% decrease from 1985 to 1984 (738 cases to 1644). Even 1985
reporting from tie GERC, the harshest critic of Glatemala,
corroborated Embassy trend analysis. In 1985 this Mexico-based
insurgent front tallied only 47% of the number of cases it had
reported in 1984.

The GAM: “The Mutual Support Groug': GAM represents relatives
of some 700 misSsing persons who believe their relatives were
*forcibly detained and disappeared.” GAM lists contain the
names of 613 individuals who allegedly disappeared through May

1985, or about 10 percent of total individuals recorded in this
study.

Most GAM relatives were abducted before its founding in
May/June 1984. From that date to the publication in June 1985
of its list of disappeared relatives, the GAM registered only
70 additional cases of “disappeared® relatives — egquivalent to
only 6% of the 1125 total victims tallied in our study during
this period and only 11% of the total names in GAM case files,
In addition to confirming a drop in overall disappearance cases
since its founding, this relatively low GAM figure may mean
that fewer relatives of the disappeared joined the group,
perhaps out of fear -— two GAM members were killed in this . |
period — or because of:the GAM'S increasing political :

OoRe T ;o .
- e ‘: . . N

Although GAM's leaders say it is comprised of-relatives of
those %ho were fllegally detained -and never reappeared,.a GAM
gpokespersdon<told an Embassy officer that the group. had i ey
accepted 4s members séme. persons whose rélatives #id ‘not seem
to fit the criterions iShe explained that ‘GAM had reldcfantly
accepted families of crew members of a cargo-ship, the “DIANA
D" which disappeared on the high seas in 1984 with no evidence
of abduction, or indication that the ship's disappearance fit
GAM's definition of "detained /disappeared.® GAM claims not to
know the whereabouts of their relatives. However, other
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organizations have reported the deaths of some GAM relatives.
For example, Diego Calel Lares, listed as missing by GAM, was
reported by the Guatemalan Human Rights Commission as having
been killed. '

GAM'$ 1ist of disappeared includes double reporting of
some cases, with spelling and date variations, so that the
number of disappeared represented by the 724 names appears to
be about 613 individuals. For example, GAM listed a victinm of
January 5, 1982 as both “Jose Ines Rabinal Chon® or *Cham®* and
as "Jose Reginal Chan®. st

Guatenmalan Human Rights Commission: GERC ronthly reports wvere
the source of the second highest number of cases in this study,
1027 incidents, some with multiple victims. The GHRC generally
blames government security forces -—— never the insurgents or
common criminals -- for the disappearances of those it lists in
its monthly compendium of human rights violations. Like the
Embassy, it distinguishes disappeared, i.e, whereabouts unknown
at time of report, from cases where an abduction preceded the
known death or the reappearance of a victim, reporting both
separately. We have included all GHRC cases that meet our
definition of kidnapping. GHRC reports treat *forced"
movements of people into the “"Poles of Developnment® -
resettlement projects as abductions. We excluded these cases.

Only 27 per cent of GHRC-reported cases, some with
multiple victims, appeared in the Guatemalan press. The
organization apparently deigned to report accounts locally,
choosing instead to publicize cases abroad to increase
international pressure on the government to stop kidnapping
insvrgents. Although the GHRC does not reveal its sources, as
far as we know, within Guatemala there are no overt information
collecting or reporting networks, nor any international human
rights monitoring groups. Thus, it seems that the GHRC obtains
its case information from insurgeant groups or from individual
priests with information on abuses in their jurisdiction.

Amnesty International: Amnesty International receives data on
EBEuctiona from reporting sources in varjous countries. It

also uses data from mewspapers, but most Guatemalan cases
reported by Amnesty have not appeared in ‘the local press. - It
is probable that other groups channel accounts t0 Amnesty a5
well, and four organizations used in our study nay be important
Amnesty sources: In cases reported in 1983 through 1585, over
33% of Amnesty-reported incidents were also common to the GHRC;
an additional 9% of the cases reported by Amnesty were also
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reported@ by the GAM; and another 7% by either Lord Avebury's
British Parliamentary Group Or the Inter-American Buman Rights
commigssion. In all, about 50 percent of the missing persons
cases reported by Ammesty in the three-year period (1983-198S) -
were common to at least one other of these four organizations,
while most cases (75%) in that time period were single source.
The unusually high degree of commonality of cases reported by
these groups, and the fact that many of their accounts were.not
publicly reported in the press, suggest that they share
accounts.

Amnesty and the Guatemalan ‘Human Rights Commission treat
disappearances similarly -- both define the problem as
exclusively the fault of the security forces. An Amnesty
publication states that *a 'disappearance' occurs whenever
there are reasonable grounds to believe that a person (the
victim) has been taken into custody by the authorities or their
agents...® This definition fails to take into account
kidnappings by leftist extremist and insurgent groups. Neither
Amnesty, the GERC or the GAM have ever cited a case of a
kidnapping perpetrated by other than the security forces, even
though there is evidence that the insurgents have resorted to
kidnapping in the past.

pata in Amnesty's ®*Urgent Action® reports is not always

accurate, but this is acknowledged. The case of Jorge Mario
Alberto Giron Sandoval, reported kidnapped on May 3, 1985, is
an example of this inaccuracy.. In a report of July 12, 1885,
Amnesty claimed that Giron had been released by his abductors
on May 27, 1985. However, Giron's mother subsequently told an
Embassy political officer that despite the Amnesty report, the
whereabouts of her son were still unknown.

Evaluation of Seconda Sources: Asylum applications appear to
be a good source of prxmary;xnformation on kidnappings not
found otherwise. Many kidnapping cases -only come to l1ight when
applicants for political asylum in the U.S. mention the names
of missing persons in their applications. Only a token number

of these cases were entered into this report, but those checked
weré found to not have been otherwise reported.

Other organizations cited in this study did not contribute
muoch new information on kidnappings. The U.K. Interest Section
reports are a chronology of articles from the Guatemalan press.
The WOLA, NISGUA and Americas Watch contributions are also
restricted to newspaper accounts. Americas Watch bills its
offering as *a listing of violent incidents reported in
Guatemala‘s major press over a receant four month period,

_evidence of the extraordinary intensity of the violence being

reported, and of the manner in which it is reported.* 1In its
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eGuatemala: A Nation Of Prisoners,* Americas Watch includes
such misplaced incidents as the September 18, 1982 report of
the death of Rene Perez Lopez in Cantel, Guezaltenango, after
being struck by lightning, and the November 4 “arrest of 38
persons for breaking the law.*

OXFAM cases are primarily generaliged accounts of unnamed

.victims. Its publication offers a chronology of political

violence based on interviews with North Americans who -were in
Guatemala, from Guatemalan and foreign newspapers, and *from
human rights and religious organizations, and special
investigative reports of the U.S. Congress, Amnesty
International and Inter-American Commission on Human Rights.®
OXFAM presented only three cases not recorded elsewhere.

The *B* coalition includes only a few cases not reported
elsewhere and seems to depend on other organizations,
especially the GaM, for case data. One of its few unique
cases, that of & *pPrancisco Cocon,® appears to be a misspelling
of a GANM-reported case, *pPrancisco Pocon.® The Guatemalan
Committee For Peace And Justice presented few specific cases
amd only five not reported elsewhere. The Inter-American Human
Rights Commission (IAHRC) says that it has done ‘independent
research, including a field study in Guatemala in May 1985.
However, of an IAHRC list of thirty names of disappeared
persons for whom writs of habeas corpus were presented to the
Guatemalan Supreme Court in 1985, all (one with a change of
Christian name) were also cited by the GHRC. It appears that
the GERC is an important information source for the IAHRC.

The British Parliamentarian group of Lord Averbury
warrants special mention. The group states that its report was
compiled following the mission to Guatemala by two group
leaders and was supplemented by testimonies taken by its
researchers. However, many of the names offered by the group,
when compared to other sources, appear to be transposed, or
otherwise modified, versions of names listed by others. We see
no evidence it did significant in-country research; Instead,
it seems to have often rereported, in 2 garbled manner, names
reported by other organizations. For example, a case Treported
by Lord Avebury &s Julio Velasquez appears to be the game &5
that reported in three other sources as Julio Vasquez de Jeon,
Yolanda Cardosa appears to be described by four wther sources
as Yolanda Rodriguez; -Alejandro FPernandez matches. Alejandro -
Hernandez; Victor Manuel Oitega Sanchez appears o be the same
individual as the GHRC'S Victor Manuel Ortega Perez, and i
*amparo Alvarado® coincides with Amparo Gonzalez. Santiago
Luis Aguilar appears to be the victim whom other sources call
santiago Lopez Aguilar; Marcelino Escobar Chavac is probably
*2* and "BE''s Raul Escobar Chavac; the IAHRC's Lazaro Bscalon
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becomes - *Lazari Ejcalcon,® and the accounts of cases reported
elsewhere by the surname ®Cheven® become *Citeven® following
the special Avebury treatment. The case of Hugo Rolando Moran
Rodriguez appears to be the same as that of Eugo Rolando Moran
Ramirez, despite different years for the kidnapping and the
different matronymic name. Lord Avebury's group did report the
names and cases of some alleged victims not published .
elsewhere, e.g., ten campesinos abducted at Finca Monte Cristo.
our conclusion is that the GERC and the GAM are feeders
for the IAHRC, for Amnesty International, and for ENFOPRENSA as
well. The *B® coalition also relied heavily on GAM for its
data. Generally the GAM, the °®B" group, the GHRC and the
British Parliamentarian Group report the same cases. The
*Guatemalan Committee For Peace And Justice® often appears
linked with the above groups and with Amnesty International.
OXPAM accounts also often appear with those of GAM and Amnesty
International. ’

The way cases are reported often reflects the reporting
agencies' political biases. Of the June 1981 disappearance of
Jesuit priest Luis Pellecer, Amnesty International said (1882
report) ®Pellecer was violently abducted ...in the capital on
June 9. Father Pellecer became one of the few Guatemalans to
be located after having 'disappeared.' Father Pellecer
*confessed® to having arranged his own ®self-kidnapping® in
order to break away from involvement from the guerrillas. Eis
statement accused the Roman Catholic church of actively
encouraging communist subversion throughout Central America...
Priends and associates who viewed the televised statment were
convinced that Father Pellecer appeared to be under severe
psychological stress and that his statement was totally out of
character.® Pax Christi (a "B® reporting source)} said Pellecer
was *kidnapped in the centre of Guatemala City. First of all,
many kidnappings like this one happen in broad daylight. They
are common knowledge....According to trustworthy witnesses, six
armed men drew near and ordered him to get out (of his car).
They then struck him on the head and carried him away
unconscious.* In the Rand account of the incident
v ...Pellecer..believed kidnapped, surfaced on September 30 and
was presented by the government for a press conference. He
claimed to have been a member of the EGP for 17 months and to
have arranged his own 'kidnapping' to ‘escape from his -
mistake.' Pellecer ‘denounced the Jésuits and other clergy for
spreading revolution through ‘*liberation theology' .and - .
Marxist-Leninism. Pellecer asserted that Church-sponsored nass
organizations served as a base of support for the guerrillas.®
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