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Abelino 
Chub Caal 
Abelino Chub Caal is a Guatemalan Maya Q’eqchi 
human rights defender (HRD). He is a 34 year old 
university-educated bilingual teacher who has been 
a strong advocate in his Q’eqchi community for 
local development, sustainable agriculture, and the 
preservation of indigenous land. His fluency in Spanish 
is key, as many Mayans do not speak the language of 
government.
The issue of land rights in Guatemala stems from its 
36 years internal conflict. Indigenous communities 
regularly face the prospect of violent forced evictions 
from their ancestral homelands due to land grabs by big 
agribusinesses and large multi-national corporations. 
Abelino’s work with Trócaire partner the Guillermo 
Toriello Foundation (FGT) since 2007 has focused on 
streamlining the Peace Accords (1996) that were created 
after the Guatemalan Civil War, which was largely 
caused by land conflicts between corrupt members of 
the military and Indigenous people. 
The agreement promised to address extreme inequality 
and lack of land for indigenous communities and 
received support from the U.S., European governments, 
and the World Bank. Together with FGT he was also 
dedicated to advocating for dignified housing for all, local 
development, environmentally sustainable agriculture 
and the preservation of the memory of the armed 
conflict in Guatemala.

Abelino and FGT have fought hard because the 
Guatemalan government is allowing foreign corporations 
to take over and roll out large-scale plantations at the 
expense of Indigenous communities.
As part of his human rights work, Abelino Chub Caal 
accompanies 29 communities in Sierra de las Minas, 
Izabal, whose land, environmental and cultural rights 
are threatened by mining interests, particularly the 
operations of the Compañía Guatemalteca de Níquel 
(CGN). Moreover, ranchers, despite a ruling in favour of the 
communities’ land rights from the Constitutional Court.
Because of his work, Abelino found himself caught in the 
corruption of the justice system and was jailed for more 
than two years on baseless charges.

This is how he described himself on a letter written from 
prison: 

Guatemalan Maya Q’eqchi 
Human Rights Defender (HRD)

Abelino, who is embraced by another defender and ancestral 
authority Rigoberto Juarez, has just been sentenced to freedom.
Photo ©Johanna Pérez/ISMUGUA

On February 4, 2017, Abelino was arrested and detained 
with no explanation. He was charged for encouraging 
the indigenous community of Plan Grande to burn their 
land in retaliation against palm oil, banana and mining 
companies. While Abelino has mediated conflicts 
between agribusiness and indigenous communities, 
there was no substantiated evidence that justified his 
arbitrary detention. 
A company called CXI had bought land from a military 
commissioner and failed to inform the families who 
have been farming this land for generations. They were 
soon convicted without an investigation on their right to 
the land. In frustration, the families set fire to the land, 
and the company blamed Abelino, even though he was 
hundreds of miles away attending a Trócaire workshop 
and had nothing to do with the families’ decision. 
Having been wrongfully imprisoned and in pre-trial 

“I’m Abelino Chub Caal. I’m the son 
of a humble Maya Q’Echi peasant 

family. I am imprisoned for pleading 
for justice and defending my 

peasant brothers and sisters. My 
deprivation of liberty is a sign of the 
inability of the State authorities to 

resolve the social conflict”
Abelino Chub Caal,18th of June 2017
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Rebeca Lane (rapper from Guatemala known worldwide for her 
lyrics in favor of women’s rights and human rights) supporting 
the Free Abelino campaign. Text:”Abelino is innocent, Freedom for 
Abelino” Photo ©Rebeca Lane

“When I was first detained by 
the police, they told me I was 

being detained because I am an 
indigenous leader, and many who 

speak up for indigenous rights 
here have been treated the same 
way. It is clear that my case is a 
criminalisation of the struggle 
for land rights. We have been 

humiliated by companies and by 
the powerful”.

Abelino Chub Caal

detention for over two years (813 days), Abelino’s trial 
lasted less than five days. On 26 April 2019, the High 
Risk Court A of Guatemala fully absolved Abelino from 
charges of aggravated usurpation/land grabbing, arson 
and illicit association and he was declared free of any 
charge.
Abelino’s case is unfortunately not uncommon in 
Guatemala. Many large corporations seeking to produce 
palm oil for food and biofuels have found their way inside 
the justice system, corrupting local officials to push 
Indigenous peoples off their generational land. Abelino’s 
detention is part of a wider campaign to target human-
rights defenders, who refuse offers of bribery to halt 
their defence of indigenous communities.
Abelino was imprisoned to prevent him from carrying 
out his human rights activities. Moreover, such criminal 
proceedings launched by a private company, was also a 
way of sending a message to other HRDs and Q’eqchi 
communities to stop them from doing their work and 
claiming their rights. There is always the fear of being 
charged with serious criminal offences (such as acts of 
terrorism, usurpation of land) that require mandatory 
pre-trial detention, enabling long periods in detention 
even with a lack of evidence.
But that didn’t stop Abelino nor the Q’eqchi people. 
Despite the two years in predetention, together with the 
fact that Abelino could not provide for his family during 
that time, the psychosocial impact on him and his family 
of such a situation, the potential risks he faces now 
coming out of prison, he is determined to continue the 
plight of indigenous people to gain land access.
Abelino’s case has huge impact on the struggle of human 
rights defenders and land inequality. His release without 
charges sets a precedent for other HRDs nationally 
and internationally, and highlights the criminalisation, 
stigmatisation and harassment that HRDs face, 
particularly those working on land and environmental 
issues. Moreover, it highlights the misuse of criminal 
proceedings against HRDs.
There was one particular expert witness testimony that 
contributed to his release, which is a study about the 
irregularities around the land title deed in Plan Grande. 
As part of the sentence, the court ordered the Public 
Ministry to investigate the irregularities in obtaining 
the public deeds that were part of the documentary 
evidence. Again, this will set a precedent for Q’eqchi 
and other indigenous communities that have been 
dispossessed of their land and whose ancestral rights 
have been denied and/or abused.

“I especially want to highlight the dispossession of land 
happening all over this country”said Abelino to a Trócaire 
delegation that recently visited him in prison. 

The campaign for his release received support from a 
number of international bodies and figures, including 
Victoria Tauli-Corpuz, the  United Nations Special 
Rapporteur on the rights of indigenous peoples.  At the 
same time profiling internationally the plight of Q’eqchi 
communities against big corporations and land inequality. 
This case, among many others, highlight the need for a 
binding treaty on business and human rights to end the 
culture of impunity for corporate human rights violations 
and to make it the law to respect human rights globally, as 
voluntary approaches aren’t working.

Also check:

Trócaire video: vimeo.com/326364865

Trócaire article: trocaire.org/news/land-rights-defender-finally-

walks-free-guatemala

Jorge Campo
GHR Programme Officer

Trócaire Guatemala
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DIPECHO XI 
project

The regional project (Honduras - Guatemala) brings 
together the efforts of Trócaire and Action Against 

Hunger to develop public-private partnerships for disaster 
risk management, with the objective of contributing 
to the replication and expansion of processes for 
private sector integration and collaboration between 
governments, civil society and the business sector in 
disaster risk management and humanitarian response 
in Honduras, Guatemala and other Central American 
countries. The main goal is to create a framework for the 
implementation of these processes based on the tools, 
methodologies, and good practices developed by both 
organizations under the DIPECHO IX and X Action Plans. 
Trócaire in Honduras was responsible for implementing 
this initiative by following up on the work carried out in 
San Pedro Sula and extending the experience to a new 
working area in the departments of Choluteca and Valle 
in the cities of San Lorenzo and Choluteca. The project 
was developed by strengthening COPECO’s institutional 
capacities to promote and lead these processes, and 
raising awareness and strengthening the capacity of 
private companies to integrate DRM into their business 
plans and practices with a social focus. This implied 
the construction of links between the different levels 
- local, regional and national - with the three actors: 
Government, Companies and Civil Society.
The intervention focused on replicating the model 
implemented with the maquiladora sector in the Sula 
Valley with the agro-industrial sector and companies 
from other sectors in the southern region of the country, 
together with implementing actions to consolidate and 
guarantee the sustainability of the alliances already 
generated in the Sula Valley. The participation in actions 
planned by CEPREDENAC at the Central American level 
and the links with this entity and others such as UNISDR, 
ARISE for the dissemination of tools, methodologies 
and good practices, will facilitate the replication and 
extension of the models developed in both countries in 
other countries of the region.

The main achievements during the development of the 
project are based on the successful implementation of 
the work methodologies for the integration of the private 
sector in the GDR, where the technical team of the project 
in coordination with COPECO, and the Chamber of 
Commerce of Choluteca and the Granjas Marinas Group 
made an outstanding work of implementation of the 
experience training 9 companies. The Group organized 
in each company, the Labour Centre Emergency 
Committee (CODECEL), preparing its contingency plans 
with a social approach and even putting into practice 
its knowledge through the development of emergency 
simulation and the competence of brigades of all the 
companies linked to the process.
The opportunity was also given to create a CODECEL 
at the San Lorenzo Hospital, being the only one of its 
kind in the country who also participated in emergency 
drills and had the opportunity to apply its knowledge 
in a real situation, caused by heavy rains in the project 
implementation area.
Beyond the strengthening of capacities, the Granjas 
Marinas Group decided to take as its own the initiative 

Increasing Resilience 
in Central America through 
Tripartite Alliances for Disaster Risk 
Management

“We have increased our 
knowledge and, as Hospital 

employees, we are honored to be 
able to provide safer care.”

Marta Bonilla, Hospital San Lorenzo

Marta Bonilla (nurse at San Lorenzo Hospital, Valle) tells Montserrat 
Julve Rodríguez (ECHO Managua) about the exceptional changes 
in her work, due to the Hospital’s participation in the project. 
Photo ©Giulia Vuillermoz/Trócaire
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Work team during the visit of Montserrat Julve Rodríguez for the closing of Project DIPECHO XI, San Lorenzo, Valle, November 2018. 
Photo ©Giulia Vuillermoz/Trócaire

and motivate - in coordination with the Chamber of 
Commerce and COPECO - other companies in the area 
to carry out the process of organizing and strengthening 
its structure in terms of GDR. Likewise, the companies 
coordinated with COPECO to support strengthening 
processes in educational centres in the area, using their 
own resources for this purpose. Six schools received 
trainings, facilitated by the staff of the companies in 
direct coordination with COPECO´s.
The project also had a community strengthening 
approach, developing training processes in order to 
improve disaster resilience conditions in the prioritized 
communities, linking the companies in this process.
Within the framework of the project, an important 
advocacy process on risk management was developed, 
raising awareness on the Sendai’s framework of 
action and on the commitments that the Country has 
made regarding it. A study was also prepared on the 
investment in risk management that has been made in 
the southern zone in recent years. The capacities of civil 
society actors and the private sector were strengthened 
in the area of advocacy, through trainings on the subject, 
thanks to the advocacy school, offered and implemented 
by one of our partners. Another important contribution 
of this project has been the work promoted in the 
Sula valley area, with the creation of a regional risk 
management strategy that includes the development 
of response protocols for all municipalities in the Valley. 
This initiative was managed with the network of CODEM 
and the network of municipalities with the support and 
management of COPECO and with the participation of 
related sectors in the GDR of the region. This regional 
instrument is the first regional model that has been 

implemented in the country.  During the development 
of the project, exchange processes were carried out 
between institutions and companies from Honduras and 
Guatemala that helped to motivate and get to know the 
experiences of both Countries within the framework of 
the project. This facilitated communication between the 
different actors as well as the implementation of new 
work initiatives on GDR.

Licza Zorto, Human Resources Manager of Granjas Marinas 
Company, shares her experience in the project with pride and 
tells the team how this initiative has changed her vision towards 
Tripartite Alliances. Photo ©Giulia Vuillermoz/Trócaire

“The project was a success!”
Licza Zorto, Granjas Marinas

Christian Zamora
DRR & Humanitarian Response Programme Officer

Trócaire Honduras
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cem-h 
Takes action
In November 2018 in Intibucá (an area with a high 
indigenous presence), the Project “Lencas rural and 
indigenous women fully exercising their right to live 
a life free of violence” was launched. It was financed 
by the European Union through the Local Call of the 
European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights 
(EIDHR) in Honduras, (CEM-H), as the main applicant, 
the Asociación Mujeres Defensoras de la Vida (AMDV) 
and Trócaire as co-applicants for the action.
Peasant and Lenca indigenous women attended the 
launching event from Intibucá, Lempira and Choluteca. 
They are representatives of the local networks of 
women who will be the main protagonists of the 
intervention. In addition, participating were rmembers 
of the municipality, the judiciary, health and education 
centres, other community leaders, representatives of 
CEM-H, AMDV, Suyapa Salinas, Cooperation Advisor 
of the European Union Delegation in Honduras, Mabel 
Hernández, Programme Manager of Trócaire and 
Gabriela Flores, Gender Officer of Trócaire.
The overall objective of the project is that vulnerable rural 
and indigenous Lencas women fully exercise their right 
to live a life free of violence. The specific objective is to 
contribute to the protection and defence of the human 
rights of women, girls and human rights defenders in 
Choluteca, Intibucá and Lempira through the promotion 
of an enabling environment free from discrimination and 
violence against women.
The director of CEM-H, Suyapa Martínez, expressed that 
the project responds to the critical situation of violence 
against women in the country, more than 5,000 violent 
deaths of women in 15 years (2003-2018), that is to say 
that on average every 22 hours a woman is murdered 
and around 2,300 cases of sexual violence are reported 
annually.
The target population of the project are mostly peasant 
women and indigenous Lencas: women in conditions 
of greater vulnerability due to their condition of being 
women.
The project aims to directly benefit or involve 614 target 
groups, of which 554 are women and 60 are men.
Some of the actions proposed by the project include: 
Political advocacy at the national and local levels to 
improve GBV services, social audits led by women’s 
networks on services related to access to justice, 
sensitization of justice officials and other community 

actors, and strengthening of local networks on security 
and protection of women human rights defenders.
For CEM-H, this is the first experience applying as a 
main partner of a European Union project, and considers 
the accompaniment of Trócaire for its institutional 
strengthening to be key. For Trócaire, it is also the first 
experience of accompaniment as co-applicant, and 
financial source of the 5% contribution of the project. 
This will surely provide enormous learning about our role 
in this type of call.

Empowering capabilities
of the partners for the 
leadership in local calls of the 
European Union in Honduras

“It is a priority to influence the 
judicialization and sentencing 
for the crime of femicide, since 

currently more than 90% of cases 
are in impunity.”

Mabel Herndandez, Trócaire

Arriba: Suyapa Salinas, Cooperation Advisor from European Union 
Delegation in Honduras.
Abajo: Representatives of the local women’s networks of Intibucá 
and Lempira. Photos ©Eliana Donaire/CEM-H

Gabriela Flores
Gender Programme Officer

Trócaire Honduras
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the remoc 
system

Improving access to justice
for the Lenca population 
of the department of La Paz

The situation of risk faced by the Human Rights Defenders 
of Peace obliges local organizations and companions 
to take measures to reduce their vulnerabilities and 
increase their capacities. Experience has shown us that 
when information on security incidents flows quickly, 
then it is possible to achieve greater protection and 
save human lives. Therefore, within the framework of 
the project “Improving access to justice for the Lenca 
population of the department of La Paz”, funded by the 
European Union through the Eurojusticia Programme, 
a registration system has been designed that allows 
immediate knowledge of security incidents towards 
human rights defenders, human rights violations in 
communities and violence against women.
In addition to registering the cases, the system generates 
alerts to the partner organizations of the project, in 
this case the Honduran Center for the Promotion of 
Community Development (CEHPRODEC), the Committee 
of Relatives of the Detained-Disappeared in Honduras 
(COFADEH) and the Center for Women’s Studies in 
Honduras (CEM-H). This way, they can implement the 
necessary security measures and protocols and follow 
up with the relevant justice authorities, according to each 
case. Finally, the system provides statistics classified by 
typology, time, and geographical location, among others, 
aimed at decision-making by grass-roots organizations in 
the department of La Paz.

The system has a computer application designed to 
be used in smart phones, which allows users to report 
cases. To date, 15 members of the Lenca Independent 
Indigenous Movement of La Paz (MILPAH), the 25 
November Platform and the Nacional Centre of Land 
Workers (CNTC Regional La Paz) have been trained in 
its use and are scattered in 11 of the 19 municipalities 
of La Paz.

How does it work?

a) Start by identifying the case (a security incident, 
human rights violations, violence against women).

b) The trained human rights defender with access to 
the application records the general data of the case and 
submits it.

c) The counterpart receives the information and 
immediately verifies the case in order to make the 
decision on the action to be implemented (valid).

d) Depending on the seriousness of the incident, 
consideration is given to the possibility of reporting the 
incident to local judicial authorities, the application of 
measures to protect victims, and the generation of alerts 
at the national and international levels, among others.

e) Legal professionals are assigned to provide legal 
advice and follow-up to the complaint.
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f) The entire formal process is followed and a decision is 
expected from judicial officials.

g) If the resolution of the local justice operators is not 
satisfactory, or if the complaint is considered serious 
or of high threat where human lives are in danger, the 
international complaint is made and transferred to the 
international justice apparatus.
This whole process is documented and systematized in 
the web platform, where the general data of the incident, 
photographs and videos of the facts, documents of 
the judicial process and other relevant information are 
stored. This makes it possible to have centralized and 
updated information on each of the cases and access 
to it by each of the partner organizations of the project.

What has been achieved with the 
implementation of the REMOC 
system?

The system has been implemented for approximately 18 
months and 118 cases have been registered, of which 
40% are of violence against women and the rest of 
criminalization and persecution of defenders and abuse 
of authority. The municipalities with the highest number 
of cases are Santa Elena and Santa María.
Once analysed the results, strategies have been 
reoriented to strengthen the capacities of the 
organizations and leaderships present in these territories 
for the defense of human rights. Legal advisory and 
accompaniment actions have increased in the territory, 
reaching a total of 991 people (557 women and 434 
men) - including 6 collective cases of Lenca Indigenous 

Councils and Peasant Associative Enterprises of La Paz. 
Between 2017 and 2018, almost 100% of the goals 
programmed in the project were achieved. The security 
plans and protocols of the grassroots organizations in 
the area have also been reviewed and updated in order 
to provide greater protection for the integrity and life of 
their members.

Felipe Benitez, from MILPAH, explains to the Trócaire staff how 
the system works and why it is so important for his community. 
Santa María, La Paz Honduras. Photo ©Giulia Vuillermoz/Trócaire

Carlos Cuadra
General Coordinator Eurojusticia Project

Trócaire Honduras
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field 
diaries

The women of Montaña Florida, between the ages of 25 
and 55, from rural communities, are members of a self-
help group. They are young women and adults of peasant 
origin, living in conditions of poverty (in material terms), 
in a remote rural area. They have been participating in 
educational processes for approximately 2 years in a 
project implemented by one of Trócaire’s partners in 
Nicaragua in the area of GBV prevention and they define 
themselves as: 

Important, Fighting, Woman with desire to improve, 

Determined to get out of the dark nights, Loving, 

Entrepreneurial, Participatory, Transparent, Free, 

Solidary.

When I see a situation of violence, I know I must give 
a word, and finally one of them said to summarize: 
WINNERS.

them had never talked about what they had experienced, 
those who had spoken were mocked, scorned, pointed 
out as the culprits, did not have access to justice.
The women say that it has changed their lives because:

“Before we didn’t know about laws and that we have 
rights, now we know that we are worth the same as 
the boys. Since a girl is born they say to her “she is a 
cook”, the parents say, “the women are made to be in 
the house”, they educate us making us believe that we 
are to serve and that we don’t have rights. That is wrong. 
I went through a lot of violence, I carried a burden for 
more than 30 years believing that I am the guilty one, 
now since I started the processes I value myself and I 
know that I am important”. 

“Before I thought that women should be at home cooking 
and washing, now I see things differently. Women have 
rights just like men, if I have to attend a meeting, I only 
tell my husband, it is my decision, it is a right that I have 
...There has been a change in my personal life and in my 
family. What I learn, I teach to my family, violence is no 
more allowed in our household”. 

“I came to the meetings, I felt that I wasn’t worth it, I 
felt thrown out, and I managed integrating. Sometimes 
I couldn’t sleep, I would be awake until midnight, telling 
myself “I’ll be the one to blame”. Since I was a child I 
experienced violence, one day I came to a meeting and 
I said “today it is the last day I’m going to be the person 
I was before” ... I was no longer the woman who cried, 
who was a coward. Now I’m a woman of courage: before 
I couldn’t speak, now I feel different. ...

Determined to come out
of the dark nights

“I have learned to value myself 
because we women live waiting 
for people in our house to value 

us, no, we have to learn
to value ourselves.”

“With my husband I always had 
to be aware that it was him first, 

now it’s ME first
and then the others.”

Women who have faced violence, since childhood, in 
the most dehumanizing forms, and not just once, but 
over and over again, from men close to them, from 
those who were supposed to love them and protect 
them. Therefore, they are determined to come out of 
the dark nights when bad memories, sufferings, the 
consequences of the damage done do not leave them 
or let them sleep.

Within the framework of the project, a self-help group 
has been developed since October 2017 in which 20 
adult and young women participate. In this group, 
women share their experiences, support each other, 
also reflect on concepts, and receive information on 
alternatives to heal duels, to self-care, self-recognize 
and take care of each other. The group is facilitated by 
a specialist psychologist with the support of a facilitator 
from the project team. Women are identified as requiring 
individualized attention because of the impact on their 
lives of the traumatic sequelae of violence. Many of 

In summary, among the changes women mentioned, 
participating in the self-help group, we can identify: 
knowing that I am worthwhile, that women are 
worthwhile, that I have rights, that I can go wherever I 
want, that I don’t have to ask for permission; that now I 
can speak up, even if before I didn’t, that I can break the 
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silence, I can help others and I can count on others. 
It is written in three lines and it is so much...
We will start working with two new groups soon and, 
since today is a training day, there is a new participant 
that will join one of them. She is young and comes 
because she has seen the changes in her mother, she 
talks about her sister who asks her husband’s permission 
to go anywhere and tells the other participants to help 
her help her sister to change…
Today’s topic is the way to follow to report when a parent 
is not financially responsible for their son or daughter. All 
this responsibility (and the others) falls on the mother. 
The participants asked to discuss this topic to be able 
to share what they learn with other women in their 
communities and to denounce situations like this one 
as paternal irresponsibility. They want to accompany 
them so that they follow the required legal process and 
make men responsible, at least financially, with their 
daughters and sons. That is why they asked for this topic 
and a lawyer has come to explain.
The coordinator of the project, who accompanies me 
during the monitoring visit, says that these moments, 
listening to these women talking about their changes, 
are something that oxygenates her... I thought to myself 
it is rather the oxygen itself, something that gives us life 
and energy in the dark days we live... that makes us still 
hopeful, “determined to come out of the dark nights” 
and to be victorious.

Set of cardboard boxes with the names of institutions on the route 
to denounce violence for paternal irresponsibility that was used in 
the workshop. Photo ©Teresa Martínez/Trócaire

Marielos Carías 
Programme Officer
Trócaire Nicaragua


