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In 1982, some 400 Mayan-Achi people from the isolated Mayan-Achi village of Rio Negro (municipality of Rabinal, department of Baja Verapaz, Guatemala) were selectively assassinated or killed in a series of massacres committed by the Guatemala army and paramilitaries, as a means to forcibly displace the community to make way for the Chixoy hydro-electric dam project, funded and overseen by the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) and the World Bank (WB).  Dozens of other Mayan-Achi villages along the river basin were also forcibly displaced, without due consultation or compensation.

Led by massacre survivors from Rio Negro, a coalition has been working since the late 1990s to get compensation and reparations from the Guatemalan government, WB, IDB, and from the major investor countries in the two "development" banks (USA, Britain, Germany, Japan, France, Brazil, Argentina, Mexico and Venezuela) for the extensive loss of life, community, land, livelihood and property.

POWER: LOCAL-TO-GLOBAL UNDERSTANDING
Many factors - historical, global-to-local, economic, political and military - combined and overlapped to result in the massacres, forced displacement, destruction and robbery in Rio Negro associated with this worst-case-scenario "development" project.

To fully understand the loss and suffering of the Chixoy dam affected communities, one would have to go back 500 years, understanding the impact of European imperialism on the indigenous peoples of the America, resulting in centuries of enslavement, exploitation and repression.  One of the best books to document this history is Open Veins of Latin America by Eduardo Galeano.

The more immediate context of the Chixoy dam/ Rio Negro massacres began in 1954 when the US government orchestrated and helped carry out the overthrown of the only democratic government in Guatemala's history.  Since that time, Guatemala has been ruled by a series of regimes: some military, some with the façade of democracy, but always with the oligarchy and military running the country, maintaining beneficial economic, political and military relationships with numerous governments and global companies, banks and "development" institutions.

Except for the 1944-1954 period of burgeoning democracy, power in Guatemala has never come through democratic processes with the population of the country.  Real power comes from the economic, military and political relations that the powerful sectors maintain with foreign governments and a host of global actors. 

Exploitation, discrimination and repression have never been "national" issues; they have been, certainly since the arrival of the Europeans forward, local-to-global issues, and must be dealt with accordingly.

"DEVELOPMENT" & LA VIOLENCIA
During the worst years of repression in Guatemala in the 1970s and 1980s, referred to as la violencia [the violence], the WB and the IDB decided to fund the construction of the Chixoy hydroelectric dam in Rabinal.  All important decisions of the two global banks are taken by the countries that control them.  The banks are agents for the countries that control their executive committees; they implement "development" policies and projects of the principal investor countries.

The projected flood basin of the Chixoy dam was inhabited by isolated Mayan Achi communities that had lived there since before the European invasions.

In the 70s, leading up to the actual dam construction, there was no process of consultation and negotiation with the local populations.  The people of Rio Negro - and dozens of communities along the river -- were told they would have to resettle.  This was a classic case of a big-business project imposed from the top down.

When local inhabitants opposed the imposition of this business enterprise and forced relocation, the repression began.  Due to the strong opposition of the village of Rio Negro, over 400 community members were selectively assassinated or killed in a series of four massacres.  For the survivors, February 13, March 13, May 14 and September 14 of 1982 are days of massacres, destruction and infamy that will never be forgotten.

Knowing what happened to the community of Rio Negro, the other communities "agreed" to be relocated.  After the massacres and the filling of the Chixoy dam basin, both the WB and the IDB gave further loans to the military regimes of Guatemala to complete the project.

SUMMARY: WORST CASE SCENARIO
The Chixoy dam project is an on going 'worst-case-scenario'.  It was a business enterprise imposed on isolated Mayan-Achi communities.  The global banks (financed and controlled by European and European-descendant nations) spear-headed the investment and project in partnership with a regime trained, armed and financed by the United States, that, as concluded by the United Nations "Truth Commission", carried out genocide against its own population.

Furthermore, financially and technically the project was a failure.  Originally to cost $270,000,000, some estimate the final cost to be over $1 billion.  There are on-going energy production problems.  Sedimentation is building in the river basin.  Some estimate that the "life of the dam" may end within 20 years, shorter than initial predictions.  In 1991, 45% of Guatemala's foreign debt was derived from the Chixoy dam project and in 1995, 51% of the national electric company's revenues were used to service the foreign debt.

VICTIMS - SURVIVORS - PROTAGONISTS
It wasn't until the mid-1990s, that levels of repression in Guatemala decreased to a point that some Rio Negro survivors began to denounce the crimes of the past and seek justice and reparations for the loss of life and property.  In Rabinal, Rio Negro survivors formed their own human rights organization - eventually called ADIVIMA (Association for the Integral Development of the Victims of 'the Violence' in Las Verapaces, Maya-Achi) -- to exhume the mass grave that contained the remains of 177 Rio Negro women and children massacred on March 13, 1982.

Since that time, ADIVIMA has grown and is supporting exhumations, community rebuilding and human rights work throughout Rabinal.  Since 1994, Rights Action has been funding a range of community development projects implemented by ADIVIMA and surviving family and community members of the Chixoy dam massacres and forced displacements.

In 1996, Witness for Peace published "A People Dammed" that first made, for a North American audience, the links between the repression that the people of Rio Negro suffered and the construction of the dam.

In 2000, led by ADIVIMA, Rights Action, the International Rivers Network and the Reform the World Bank Campaign (Italy), initiated a campaign to get full compensation and reparations from the WB, IDB and Guatemalan government for the dam-affected coommunities.  In 2002, COHRE (Centre for Housing Rights and Evictions), along with two Canadian lawyers, joined the Campaign to articulate legal arguments to confront the impunity of the global actors.

SKELETON IN THE CLOSETS
The issue of the Rio Negro / Chixoy dam massacres is a skeleton in the closets of the WB and IDB.  In a series of meetings with WB and IDB officials, dating back to 1996, both banks have consistently denied (a) knowledge of the atrocities that occurred in the context of the project, and (b) responsibility for the suffering and loss of the forcibly displaced communities.  They are in denial mode about what happened, about what was their contributory role, and about their on-going responsibility.

HOW TO DEFINE SUCCESS
Seemingly, the Reparations Campaign has not much advanced.  Neither the WB nor the IDB (nor any of the major investor countries in the two banks) has accepted any responsibility for the massacres and repression against the Rio Negro community, let alone the losses and suffering of all the affected communities.  But any assessment of success in this campaign, must be made against the backdrop of various factors:

-       the degree of death, trauma and destruction that the people of Rio Negro and the Chixoy river basin are recovering from;
-       the legacy and impact of historic and on-going discrimination, poverty and repression; and
-       the degree of immunity from prosecution and general impunity that the WB and IDB enjoy.  The power and impunity of the global north and a host of global economic actors are at play here.

In this light, the Reparations Campaign has made significant advances.  The Campaign is local-to-global in nature, reflecting the fact that foreign governments and "development" banks were major players in this project.  The campaign is legal to political in tactic, given the nature of impunity of the global actors, and indeed of their well-crafted immunity from prosecution.  Ultimately, the campaign is political - trying to build a campaign with enough moral and people power to pressure and shame the banks into doing the right thing.

At the local level, after years of community re-organizing work led by ADIVIMA, the Coordinadora de Comunidades Afectadas por la Represa Chixoy was formed in 2002.  Uniting all the affected communities, the Coordinadora is working in collaboration with the NGOs mentioned above.  At all times there are multiple efforts going on .

-       the Coordinadora is finalizing a definitive report, detailing all of the loss and destruction, to serve as the basis of all demands for compensation and reparations
-       various groups have published comprehensive overview reports internationally
-       a petition was filed with the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights, a body of the Organization of American States
-       survivors have participated in international speaking tours and forums and numerous educational delegations have been taken to Guatemala to learn first hand about these issues.

THE CHIXOY NINE
The Coordinadora is at the center of these efforts.  On September 7th, 2004, one thousand campesinos arrived by bus, boat and on foot, and peacefully took control of the Chixoy hydro-electric dam.  Forty hours later, they withdrew from the site in a peaceful fashion, having signed an agreement with the government of Guatemala to establish (22 years later!) a Negotiation Table to assess the extent of loss of life, land and community, and the destruction of home, crops, animals and other property, and come up with a compensation and reparations proposal.

Within two weeks of this agreement, the government of Guatemala brought a series of criminal charges against the nine leaders of the Coordinadora, including the very serious charge of attempts against the security of the nation.

Instead of finally sitting down to negotiate with the survivors, the government and its partners are criminalizing political opposition (as they are doing in other cases across the country).  All 9 members of the Coordinadora have been detained and processed before a judge in Coban and are out on conditional release.  The charges against them are pending, and can be used at any time by the government to have them jailed for a long time.

No one should be under any pretention that the rule of law is fair in Guatemala.  It can be and is a tool of repression in the hands of the powerful sectors.  It is one more part of the battle that must be fought.

OJ K'ASLIK
Without question, there is huge institutional resistance from the WB and IDB, and particularly from the major investor countries, to admit any knowledge of or participation in any wrong-doing.  To do so in this case would open a flood-gate of demands and claims from WB and IDB-funded projects across the globe that have contributed to great harm and indeed loss of life.  At all costs, the WB, IDB and wealthy investor countries will work to protect their impunity and immunity from liability.

More international pressure is needed to ensure that the government and "development" banks negotiate in good faith with the dam-affected communities, and that they come up with an appropriate and comprehensive compensation development proposal.

The task is daunting.  Yet, the struggle of the surviving Chixoy dam victims must be seen as part and parcel with many struggles, across the planet, mostly in countries of the global south, of people and communities to have justice done for multiple and over-lapping injustices.
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