The UNHCR Regional Representative in Washington

1775 K Street NW
Suite 300
Washington, DC 20006
February 10, 2011
Re:  Life and Death situation for Afro-Colombian Wilder Peña Cortes, #A 79-417-378

Dear ,


We the undersigned persons that include organizations, activists, individuals who follow the human rights of Afro-Colombians in Colombia write to you today to ask for your immediate intervention in the case of Wilder Peña Cortes. Mr. Cortes is a 31 year old Afrodescendant male originally from Jamundi, Department of Valle del Cauca, Colombia who applied who came to the U.S. to seek asylum in 2001. . 


Mr. Peña was forced to flee his home after his life was threatened following a massacre of ten persons and the assassination of three members of his family and several of his friends at the hands of illegal armed groups spanning the period of 2000-2001. Mr. Peña was specifically target by illegal armed groups due to his military service and experience. Rather than follow the commands of these groups, considered terrorists by the U.S. State Department, and due to a well founded fear for his life Mr. Peña came to the U.S. Once in DC, both Mr. Peña’s father and uncle were violently killed at the hands of illegal armed groups. Unfortunately, due to poor legal representation he was denied asylum. Two appeals, made by the same lawyer, were made to these negative decisions that were also denied. 

Filled with fear aced with limited options and a pending deportation and in a desperate act to not be sent back to a country where he could potentially be killed, Mr. Peña fled to Canada. While crossing the border he was detained by officials sent to a detention center in New York. He is currently being held at an immigration detention facility in Batavia, NY. We have learned that he is scheduled to be deported back to Colombia on February 28th, 2011. 

Those of us signing this letter follow the conflict and human rights situation in Colombia very closely. As such, we are very concerned about Mr. Peña’s deportation. As UNHCR is very well aware due to its extensive program in this country, Colombia contains one of the highest number of internally displaced persons with almost 5 million persons displaced, a phenomena that disproportionately affects Afrocolombians. Despite the incoming Colombian Administration’s more favorable rhetoric on human rights, the internal armed conflict remains robust in Colombia and an estimated 6,000 or more regrouped paramilitaries continue to operate throughout the country. The rate of assassinations, intimidation and threats against afrodescendants and victims of the internal armed conflict remains high. If Mr. Peña is deported at this time, the likelihood of his history of persecution and time spent away from the country raising suspicion and reprisal from illegal armed groups on both sides is high. The area where he comes from remains a hot zone in the conflict and his residing in other parts of Colombia due to his history is not likely to give him much protection. 


Sadly, as the 14th and U mural dedicated to Afro-Colombians displaced by the violence indicates, Washington, DC is becoming an increasing receptor site for Afro-Colombians fleeing violence, repression, displacement and harm from Colombia’s internal armed conflict and drug war. Despite the major obstacles that exist for Colombians of all races but particularly those of African descent to get asylum, Afro-Colombians continue to flee to DC with the hopes of being able to live in peace without fear of being harmed or killed. During his time in DC, Mr. Peña fell in love with a fellow Afro-Colombian who also fled such violence and fathered a son. His son, a DC resident, named Femy aged one year.

We kindly ask that UNHCR uses its good offices possible to intervene in this case so that Mr. Peña is allowed into Canada or any other country so that he can seek asylum and safety in another country. We understand that this is a difficult case but for the sake of Mr. Peña’s safety and the negative effect this situation will have on his family including his one year old son we ask that you please take steps to see if this situation can be resolved favorably. 

For further information and details on this case, please feel free to contact Gimena Sanchez, gsanchez@wola.org at 202-489-1702. 


We thank you in advance for your consideration.

Sincerely,
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