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EVENEZUELA: @HUVAN RI GHTS ECLI PSED
BY RI SING I NSTABI LI TY AND VI O ENCE

Human rights are comng increasingly under fire in Venezuel a, where
security forces have reacted to civil disorder with viol ence and nurder
Amesty International said today.

"Venezuel a has enjoyed a fairly good reputation for human rights in

the past," said the human rights organi zati on, "because of decades of
relative stability and civilian governnments. But it can no | onger hide

behi nd an increasingly tarnished reputation - events of the last four years
or so have shown that human rights have been well and truly eclipsed in
Venezuel a.

"Torture and ill-treatnent are now reported to us all the tine, the
| egal systemis riddled with shortcom ngs and, nore worrying still,
whenever there is political tension |eading to disturbances within the
country, the security forces open fire. They seemto be killing with
conplete inmpunity, knowing they will face no serious consequences for the
bl ood on their hands."

The nunber of killings has increased dramatically during periods of
mass protests or organized threats to the governnent, but nunbered anong
the dead are many uninvol ved in any opposition. Amesty International is
currently carrying out a massive international canpai gn against politica
killings, and anong the cases highlighted by the organization is that of a
21-year-ol d Venezuel an nedi cal student, shot dead on his university canpus.

Luis Enrique Landa Diaz was cel ebrating the nedical school's 17th
anni versary one afternoon in Septenber 1992, when nenbers of the Nationa
Quard began patrolling the area. Sone of the students argued with the
guards, who began firing tear-gas and bullets at the defencel ess students -
Lui s Landa was shot in the head and died instantly.

When his father spoke to the media about his son's death, he received
threats. Later he was shot at and wounded, |ater still a passing car rained

bullets on his home. A though an official investigation into the killing



was | aunched, the case is still languishing in the judicial systemand no-
one has been brought to justice.

And the killings are still going on - in Septenber of this year
Amesty International called on its menbers to act urgently on behalf of a
uni versity enpl oyee in Venezuel a, shot dead during a student denonstration
and two students arrested and feared tortured after the same event.

Students have been particularly singled out for torture in Venezuel a,
along with other political and grass-roots activists, but no-one is
conpletely safe fromtorture and ill-treatnment. Even children and di sabl ed
peopl e have been targeted - in January 1993 a three-year-old boy was
det ai ned and beaten when his father was arrested, and in July this year a
group of blind people staging a peaceful denonstrati on were beaten and shot
at with rubber pellets, leaving at |least six with serious injuries.

Torture is widespread, and sonetimes results in death. All too often
it is used agai nst the poorest or nmost vul nerable sectors of society,
typically, to intimdate and extract confessions fromcrimnal suspects.

Met hods are sinple but sophisticated, designed to cause maxi num pai n and

| eave minimumtraces - blows to the ears, near-asphyxiation in plastic bags
filled with irritants such as anmmonia, near-drowning in toilet bow s and

el ectric shocks, for exanple.

And the torturers continue to go about their ghastly busi ness because
nothing truly effective is done to stop them Inpunity is al nost
i nevitable, prisoners can be held for up to eight days before going before
a judge and police routinely flout constitutional safeguards and hol d
prisoners incomuni cado, cut off fromlawers and relatives who mght help
t hem

"The whol e judicial systemis badly flawed," said Amesty
International. "All of these problens nmake it easy for torture to continue
and give prisoners little recourse to the |aw.

"There are al so | aws which keep people | ocked into the crimna
system - |aws which allow repeated adm ni strative detention, without charge
or trial, for up to five years at a tine, sinply because of a past crimna
record. W know of one man who has spent nore than 10 years behind bars,
tortured after every one of his six arrests - and all for one offence.”

Ammesty International has put forward a |ist of nore than 70 separate
recomendati ons, ainmed at significantly inproving respect for human rights

in the country. "El ections are due to take place in Venezuel a i n Decenber



this year,"” said Amesty International. "W hope all candidates wll
support our recomendati ons and act on them™
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