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1.
Amici Curiae Media Legal Defence Initiative (MLDI) and Robert F. Kennedy Human Rights
2
(RFKHR) seek to contribute to the analysis of the Court on the right to social protest in light of
international law standards, and the need for enhanced protection for journalists in Colombia
who cover protests. This brief seeks to assist the Supreme Court of Justice and present
information on the following matters: i) the right to social protest, ii) the positive and negative
obligations of the State in this regard, as well as the iii) requirements established in international
law for the restriction of rights; iv) applicable standards in relation to the use of force by security
forces during social protests; v) the situation of journalists covering protests in Colombia and their
right to enhanced protection in the performance of their work; vi) the special duty to protect
journalists by covering protests or demonstrations against harassment and attacks, and vii) the
strictest scrutiny to which interference with the right of journalists to cover protests should be
subject to.
3

2.
The tutela (protection) action referred to in this amicus curiae brief seeks to protect
fundamental rights under the Colombian Constitution and under international human rights
instruments that are affected by the systematic police practices implemented and executed
against social protest in Colombia, which the plaintiffs summarize in the following patterns of
1
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conduct: 1) the stigmatization of protest and of protesters by government officials and the
National Police; 2) the systematic, arbitrary and unjustified dissolution of peaceful protests
without any disrupting event; 3) the use of potentially lethal weapons by the Mobile
Ant-Disturbance Squadron (ESMAD for its Spanish acronym) and the National Police to disperse
crowds of protesters, some of which have caused death or serious damage to personal integrity;
4) the use of potentially lethal weapons such as tear gas and other irritating gases or chemical
agents to prevent protesters from attending en masse; 5) the indiscriminate use of the transfer for
protection (article 155 of the National Police Code) and the transfer for police proceedings (article
157 of the National Police Code) in order to detain and intimidate protestors and impede protest,
and 6) the excessive use of the force and indiscriminate use of the transfer for protection and the
transfer for a police proceeding specifically directed against journalists who attend
demonstrations or protests in their professional capacity with the aim of informing citizens.
The Role of Social Protest and the Scope of Permissible Restrictions under International Law
3.
Social protest plays an important role in the exercise of the human rights of citizens and in
the preservation of democracy. Through protests, people can “express their political opinions,
engage in literary and artistic pursuits and other cultural, economic and social activities, engage
in religious observances or other beliefs, form and join trade unions and cooperatives, and elect
4
leaders to represent their interests and hold them accountable.” It also demonstrates the
relationship between political rights and the freedoms of expression, assembly, and association
5
and that these rights, taken together, make democratic order possible. The protests "play a
vibrant role in mobilizing the population and formulating grievances and aspirations, facilitating
6
the celebration of events and, importantly, influencing States’ public policy."
4.
Protests are "forms of expression" that have a "common purpose." As such, they are
comprehensively protected by interconnected rights to freedom of expression and freedom of
7
peaceful assembly. They are also protected by the rights to freedom of association, the right to
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political participation, and serve as "an essential mechanism for guaranteeing economic, social,
9
cultural and environmental rights."
5.
There is a general presumption in favor of exercising the right to protest for the
10
imperative social interest that it has, and, accordingly, States have the positive obligations to
“guarantee and facilitate the exercise of human rights at stake during demonstrations and
protests, and to implement measures and mechanisms to ensure that those rights can be
11
exercised in practice, rather than hindered." These obligations apply “particularly where
12
individuals may espouse minority or dissenting religious or political beliefs," and to minors,
indigenous peoples, persons with disabilities, persons belonging to minority groups and other
13
groups that are at risk.
6.
States also have a negative obligation to refrain from interfering with the right to social
protest. Although the scope of the rights to freedom of peaceful assembly and association 14
integral to the right to social protest - are not absolute, freedom in their exercise should be the
15
rule and restriction their exception. 27.
In order for the restrictions to be permissible they
must pass the following three-part test: they must (i) be prescribed in conformity with the law, (2)
pursue a legitimate objective and (3) be necessary in a democratic society; which also means that
the restriction "must be proportionate and closely tailored to the accomplishment of the
16
legitimate governmental objective necessitating it."
7. The systematic, arbitrary and unjustified dissolution of protests via the use of force violates
international human rights law. While recourse to law enforcement can be an important element
8
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to guarantee the right to protest and protect the integrity of protesters, it may also constitute an
impermissible restriction and a source of violations of the law when it pursues objectives other
17
than protecting the peaceful demonstration and the use of force is abused. For the use of force
to be justified, it must be characterized by exceptionality - that is, it must satisfy the principles of i)
18
legality, ii) absolute necessity and iii) proportionality.
8.
Similarly, in the context of demonstrations, the use of detention should only serve a
protective function "by allowing law enforcement officers to remove people who behave in a
19
violent way." The deprivation of liberty during a demonstration "has the immediate effect of
preventing the detainee from exercising his or her right to protest and generates an inhibitory
20
effect regarding participation in public demonstrations."
The Specific Context of Journalists who Cover Protests in Colombia
9.
The harassment of journalists in the present case is emblematic of the situation of
journalists covering demonstrations in Colombia, which is labelled “one of the Western
Hemisphere’s most dangerous countries” -- and is ranked 129th out of 180 countries in its press
21
freedom index. The Foundation for Press Freedom (FLIP) has recorded attacks to journalists
during the coverage of protests in Colombia, noting that during the protests occurring in the 40
day long national strike in November 2019 which triggered the present tutela, 66 journalists
where attacked; 35 of these attacks were allegedly perpetrated by the security forces. This is a
significant increase when compared to data from 2018 (six attacks by security forces against
22
journalists) and 2017 (44 journalists were attacked during protests, 33 of them by security
23
forces).
24

10. The increased protection that is afforded to the press under international law should extend
to the wide range of actors who perform a journalistic function in collecting and disseminating
17
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information of public concern or interest. This includes but is not limited to everyone who
discharges the function of informing, educating and making the public aware of events of public
25
interest or that should be open to public scrutiny, which comprises those who enhance the
public’s access to news and facilitate the dissemination of information, such as bloggers and
26
popular users of social media. The public also has a right to receive such information and ideas.
27

11. Given the vital role performed by the media in collecting and disseminating information about
events of public concern, in particular its crucial role in providing information on the authorities’
handling of public demonstrations and the containment of disorder, the strictest scrutiny must be
applied to measures adopted against individuals performing this “public watchdog” function
28
during protests or demonstrations. In this context, the right to access information includes the
right “to record the law enforcement operation” and States should protect this right.
12.
In order for the press to perform its “public watchdog” role, it must not only be free to
impart information and ideas of public interest, but it must also be free to gather, collect and
assess such information and ideas. Therefore any measure that interferes with the newsgathering
activities of individuals carrying out a “public watchdog” role will inevitably interfere with the right
to freedom of expression. This role of journalists is particularly valuable in relation to protests or
demonstrations, even more so in circumstances where the authorities adopt measures in
response to such events. The guarantees of freedom of expression, according to the IACHR,
create a State duty to protect journalists and other media actors against violence and entails a
right not to be detained, harassed or attacked by law enforcement, as well as not to have their
29
materials retained, confiscated or destroyed or “limited in any manner in their rights as a result
30
of practicing their profession.”
Any measure imposed on an individual in relation to their
carrying out of a journalistic function at the scene of a demonstration or protest must be subject
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to “strict scrutiny,”
protests.

including the use of force and prosecution of journalists in the context of

13.
Fear and insecurity arising from physical attacks and harassment by security forces, or
threatened or potential criminal prosecution can have a “chilling effect” on journalists. This
“chilling effect” presents an interference not only with a journalist’s right to freedom of
expression, but also with the right of that journalist’s potential readership to freely receive the
information that would otherwise have been published. As a consequence, public debate is
impoverished, which is detrimental to society as a whole. Even short-term detention of members
of the media presents a form of harassment and intimidation and a very real and serious risk to
32
freedom of expression and the rights of the media and the wider public.
Conclusion
14. The amici curiae consider that the actions of the Colombian authorities regarding social
protests have unreasonably limited the right to protest, and the rights related to freedom of
expression, freedom of peaceful assembly, and the right to public participation under
international law. Given that the Colombian Constitution recognizes international law and, more
specifically, the conventions and treaties to which Colombia is a party, amici urge this
Honourable Court to carry out an exhaustive and systematic evaluation of the provisions
challenged before it, taking into account both the positive obligations of the State and the
conditions for legitimate restrictions under international law as previously discussed.
15. Amici request the Court to order the Colombian State to ensure, in any measure it adopts in
the context of social protests, the personal integrity of those who participate in them and / or are
in the place where they take place, as well as journalists; combat impunity for perpetrators of
human rights violations against protesters and journalists; and provide adequate training to the
security forces, prosecutors and the judicial system on their obligations under national and
international human rights law, and on the requirements to fully comply with those obligations.
Such training should also focus on areas of particular risk to journalists, such as protests and
public events, in accordance with international law standards. Finally, the Court should also clarify
that the monitoring by human rights organisations or journalists of persons detained during
demonstrations should be assessed under the same strict scrutiny process applied to
interferences to journalistic work mentioned in this submission.
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