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CARACAS: Miriam Gamarra, a 39-year-old
bank employee living in a tough part of Caracas,
remembers feeling an ache in her chest when she
heard the gunshots in the distance as she was
heading to work. “Lord, please take care of my
son,” she murmured to herself. But her prayers
were in vain. Her 21-year-old son Luis Ariza was
killed that May night by a special Venezuelan
police force that has sown fear in the capital’s
slums.  Gamarra is not alone in her heartache.
Ariza is one of hundreds of residents who have
been killed by the Special Action Forces (FAES)
in what their loved ones and advocacy groups
have told AFP were “executions”. These accu-
sations have made it all the way to the UN High
Commissioner for Human Rights, former Chilean
president Michelle Bachelet.

After meeting with relatives of victims in June
in Caracas, Bachelet called for the disbanding of
the FAES, an elite unit created in 2017 by
Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro to “fight
crime”. Since 2018, the non-governmental
human rights group Cofavic has recorded 831
“executions” carried out by FAES members,
based on information from relatives and its own
observations on the ground.

On May 13, the FAES entered the home that
Ariza shared with his wife and two children, his

family says. As his wife and children were block-
aded in the house, agents took him away. He was
unarmed, relatives say. Ariza’s wife says when
she was finally able to leave her home, she found
his dead body in the street. 

But the FAES tells an entirely different story.
In an internal report obtained by AFP, the special
forces say the young man was in the street car-
rying a weapon when an agent ordered him to
stop and he failed to comply. Ariza then fired
shots at a police station, which triggered a furi-
ous gun battle with officers in which he was fa-
tally wounded. The FAES says Ariza was
suspected of involvement in a homicide, but the
internal report also says he was not the subject
of an arrest warrant, nor was his weapon flagged
in any way.

Two years earlier, he had spent three months
in preventive detention in connection with anti-
Maduro protests. It was roughly the same time
that Maduro decided to create the FAES. The
special forces were tasked with “protecting the
people from crime and terrorist gangs” that
Maduro said were linked to the opposition. It
was not long before complaints and accusations
of FAES wrongdoing began to pour in.

Bachelet, non-governmental organizations
and relatives of the dead say the special forces

are acting beyond the law, primarily in poor
urban areas. They stand accused of shooting
young men at point-blank range, inventing gun
battles to cover their tracks, hiding autopsy re-
ports and preventing relatives from seeing any
official files. In a report published in July,
Bachelet said she suspected that the Venezuelan
authorities were using the FAES and other se-

curity forces “as an instrument to instill fear in
the population and to maintain social control”.

Carmen Arroyo’s only son Cristian Charris
was slain in Sept 2018. “Given that the govern-
ment knows it’s not popular in poor areas, it’s
sending these assassins to intimidate people and
make sure no one rises up to contest the viola-
tions of our rights,” she says. —AFP 
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FAES used to ‘instill fear, maintain social control’

CARACAS: A member of the Special Actions Forces (FAES) stands guard on the heights of the 70’s
neighborhood during a police operation on April 1, 2019. — AFP 

SANTIAGO: Demonstrations in Chile against
the government of President Sebastian Pinera
spread into Santiago’s wealthiest neighborhoods
Wednesday, tainting previously untouched en-
claves with violence amid the country’s deadly
protests. Hundreds of demonstrators marched
towards the Costanera Center, South America’s
largest shopping mall and a complex that in-
cludes the region’s tallest building - a symbol of
the economic expansion that has made Chile one
the region’s most stable countries.

A phalanx of riot police stopped the demon-
strators, firing water cannons and launching tear
gas to disperse the crowds that gathered at the
mall. The demonstrations then spilled into the
wealthy Providencia neighborhood, the hub of
Chile’s financial sector, where protesters lit fires,
battled with police, looted a pharmacy and at
least two banks, and damaged government
buildings. “We are living a level of violence and
destruction never seen before,” said Providencia
mayor Evelyn Matthei.

Social media messages also called for a rally
at the United Nations Economic Commission for
Latin America and the Caribbean, located in the
upmarket Vitacura district. “The time has come
to get to the east,” said one message, indicating
the upscale areas of the capital. “People are

rather sad and scared about how the country
can return to normalcy,” said Andrea Ortega, a
43-year-old lawyer who left her office early to
look after her children, fearing rioting in an area
hitherto unscathed by the violence.

Separately in Renca, a working-class neigh-
borhood in northern Santiago, a small crowd at-
tacked a police station leaving five officers
injured. And truckers and car drivers blocked
highways protesting the increase in road tolls.

Demonstrations in Chile, which have already
left 20 people dead, have been growing smaller
but more violent in recent days. At the same
time, complaints about excessive force by police
and soldiers have also been on the rise and in-
clude charges that police killed, tortured and
sexually assaulted civilians during the weeks of
protests. Prosecutors say five of the 20 deaths
recorded in the protests against high living costs
were suspected to have been at the hands of se-
curity forces. —AFP 
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SANTIAGO: Demonstrators clash with riot police
during a protest against the government’s eco-
nomic policies in the surroundings of La Moneda
presidential palace on Thursday. — AFP 

SAN SALVADOR: An international team of
forensic experts on Wednesday exhumed the
remains of 11 people killed by soldiers during
the infamous El Mozote massacre in El Sal-
vador’s 1980-1992 civil war. The new find will
be part of a case against soldiers of the Atlacatl
Battalion who carried out the December 1981
massacre that killed - according to official fig-
ures - 986 people, including 558 children, on
suspicion of aiding leftist guerillas.

The bones are being dug up in a remote
cemetery in the rural village of Yancolo, some
170 km northeast of the capital San Salvador.
The national prosecutor’s office confirmed on
Twitter that “crimes that took place during the
armed conflict” were being investigated. The
forensic team believes the find includes the re-
mains of five children, one of them a three day-
old infant, killed when soldiers tossed a hand
grenade inside a nearby cave where people
were hiding.

“Twenty people were inside the cave, 12 died
instantly in the explosion and eight managed to
survive,” said an attorney for Wilfredo Medrano,
one of the survivors. The blast survivors re-
turned to the cave in February 1994 to retrieve
the bones and bury them in a mass grave in Yan-
colo, a representative of the prosecutor’s office

on site told AFP. Since the bones are mixed up
in the mass grave, experts need take them to a
laboratory to determine “the cause and manner
of death,” said Silvana Turner, an Argentine
forensic anthropologist working with the team.

In 2012, the Inter-American Court of Human
Rights blamed the Salvadoran government for
the Mozote massacre and ordered reparations.
Four years later, El Salvador’s Supreme Court
ruled that a blanket amnesty for people ac-
cused of war crimes during the conflict was
unconstitutional. Two of the battalion’s senior
officers died during the war, but charges were
brought against 18 soldiers accused of being
involved in the massacre. Since then, two have
died, but another was added to the case. More
than 75,000 people were killed or went miss-
ing during El Salvador’s civil war, which ended
in Jan 1992. —AFP 
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CACAOPERA, El Salvador: Human remains are
seen as a team of international forensics experts
work on their exhumation at Yancolo hamlet on
Tuesday. — AFP 


