
Pursuing justice for 40 years

In February 1980, more than 80,000 (as mentioned in CEH Casos Ilustrativos familia 
Bautista Escobar) migrant farmworkers from sugarcane plantations located on the 
Guatemalan South Coast carried out the largest strikes in the country's history, 
demanding better living conditions and a considerable increase (from $1.12 USD to 
$5 USD) in their daily wages. This historic event is best known as “La Gran Huelga 
Cañera” (The Great Sugarcane Strike), which began in Santa Lucía Cotzumalguapa, 
in the heart of the sugar industry of Guatemala, and lasted all but 15 days. Although 
the Government agreed (the landowners opposed) a raise in the wages to $3.20 USD 
per day, the backlash faced in the following weeks, was marked by strong repression 
and constant violence: targeting community leaders, farmworkers who lead the 
strike, and religious missionaries who had supported the farmworkers’ demands. 
Targeted victims began appearing dead on the streets, with over 100 forced 
disappearances among predominant community members. The trade union 
movements and social groups in the area were virtually and practically dismantled 
and, until this day, remain disarticulated, mainly in fear of possible reprisals by the 
Army and local land owners. 
 

Almost 40 years later, victims’ families, after decades of persecution, intimidation and 
fear, decided to break their silence. Together, these Guatemalan families filed a joint-
demand, against the Guatemalan Government, at the Inter-American Court of Human 
Rights, revealing for the first time, on an international scale, the crimes that were 
committed against their loved ones and the severe damage that survivors and relatives 
in the years following the strike. The demandants are now focused on: finally finding 
the remains missing victims, to give them a proper burial; achieve that those 
responsible for this tragedy face justice, and, live to see the day when other 
farmworkers can demand better work conditions and labor rights, without violent 
consequences. 

Santa Lucía Cotzumalguapa is  
located in Escuintla, a 
department on the Southern 
Guatemalan Coast.

on the southern Guatemalan coast



Guatemala is the world’s fourth largest sugar exporter. The main plantations 
and sugar mills are located on the country’s South Coast and belong to a 
small economic elite that offers substandard wages to thousands of migrant 
farmworkers, the majority are indigenous of Mayan descent, who work long 
hour shifts under direct sun, with little to no protection against the 
elements. Currently, the minimum official farm-wage stands at $12 USD a 
day, even-though, in practice, it is often much lower since local Governments 
seldom verify employers compliance. Still, the official farm-wage is 
insufficient for farmworkers to feed, clothe and look after the well-being of 
their families, made-up on average by five members or more.  

When the 1980’s Sugarcane Strike occurred, the Guatemala’s Internal armed 
conflict was in full swing. The Army and the land owners leveraged the 
possibility of a“ Communist Threat” to justify a quelling of farmworkers and 
religious leaders, even-though famine and violence were already 
commonplace. In years prior to the strike, living conditions of rural 
farmworkers in the country had deteriorated profoundly, forcing thousands 
of indigenous people temporarily migrate from their original communities to 
the South Coast, in search as temporary jobs as cane cutters. It is in this 
context, the farmworkers found two possibilities to organize and fight for 
their rights: the first was through the local Catholic Church’s grass-roots 
communities; and the second, through the Committee of Peasant Unity 
(CUC, by its initials in Spanish).

20 years before the Strike, during the 1960s, a group of priests and 
missionaries from the Immaculate Heart of Mary, most of Belgian and Dutch 
origin, arrived at the Guatemalan South Coast. They were immediately 
surprised by the conditions, both poverty and neglect stricken, in which 
people in the area found themselves. They began visiting farmworkers and 
their families, both while they were working the sugarcane plantations and 
in their communities; forming small Biblical dialog groups called Family of 
God. 

According to the Commission for Historical Clarification in Guatemala, the 
trade union movements that grew on the South Coast between 1974 and 
1980 developed in part because of the sensitization done by the 
missionaries, and the emergence of the Family of God groups.  

As a consequence, the Committee of Peasant Unity, CUC, emerged in 1978 
-composed mainly by catechists, members of Family of God and other 
members of Catholic Church, from the northwestern highlands and the 
South Coast of the country. The first demands for increased wages and 
improved living conditions for the farmworkers in the sugarcane plantations 
emerged from early CUC meetings. Farmworkers then began to organize 
the Great Sugarcane Strike, scheduled to take place during the yearly 
harvest, that is, at the most crucial point of sugar production. 

THE WORK OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH

“People used to gather on a plot of land... there they held their meetings and 
workshops. Over time, I also began to participate in a Family of God group, the one 
where my mother was most integrated in... I remember that the topics discussed in this 
spaces included the poverty and injustices that farmworkers faced in the sugarcane 
plantations, although everyone maintained a positive attitude; the issues discusses 
where based on the Holy Bible teachings, and where contextualized with elements from 

our daily life”. 
 
Manuela de Jesús Aguilar, sister of José Luis Alberto and José del Pilar, both victims 
of forced disappearance in the 1980

THE SOUTH COAST SUGAR INDUSTRY



On February 18th 1980, midst fields crammed with sugar 
canes, ready for harvest, the voices of the farmworker 
leaders began to be heard throughout the land: "We must 
go on strike, my friends, this is the only way we will 
achieve better wages!”. Pablo Bautista, a 29-year-old cane 
cutter, gave a speech in which he encouraged his fellow 
workers to join the peaceful strike, poised at ending the 
misery that suffocated their livelihood. Thousands of 
farmworkers raised their machetes to the sunny sky, as a 
sign of support, and, with this action, the strike began in 
full. 

After fifteen days of a total halt in operations, in a mix of 
fear, tension and negotiations, a wage increase of $3.20 
USD a day was brokered, despite the fact that the 
farmworkers had originally asked for $5 USD. The 
farmworkers and the missionaries celebrated this 
achievement, in the hopes that it would improve their 
living conditions.  

However, the joy was short-lived. A few days later, the 
Army and the land owners began to persecute and target 
leaders of theCUC, the missionaries who accompanied the 
strike and any farmworkers who participated in the Family 
of God. Writing them off as “communists”, the 
perpetrators assassinated and force disappeared 
whomever they saw fit. 

THE STRUGGLE FOR LABOUR RIGHTS

“Pablo and other farmers began to organize 

other locals and invited them to join in. The 

people were afraid at first, but after the 

community leaders began to speak-up on the 

situation, why the strike was so important, 

everything changed. The people were not 

ignorant of the facts [the poor work conditions 

and low wages], but they felt more empowered 

after having somebody there, willing to speak 

on their behalf. The men where the ones that 

stayed the longest... We, as women, supported 

by bringing food directly to them, specially at 

times during the strike when they couldn’t not 

move from their designated spot, lest the 

machine-cutters would continue to plow and 

the strike would be in vain”  

 

Testimony of one of Pablo's sisters, who also 
supported the farmworkers.



One of the first victims was the Belgian priest 
Walter Voordeckers, charged with the parish of 
Santa Lucía Cotzumalguapa. Voordeckers had 
supported the farmworkers during the strike and, 
as a consequence, was brutally murdered on May 
12th 1980, in broad daylight, while passing through 
the town center. The shear impotence of this event 
shocked the entire community. Voordeckers was 
loved by his parish and was recognized for this 
constant sol idar i ty of the pl ight of the 
farmworkers. He often received death threats due 
to the content in his homilies and sermons, in 
which he denounced the injustices and abuses 
committed against rural sugarcane workers. 

On May 1st 1980, Father Conrado de la Cruz, parish 
priest of Tiquisate, was kidnapped in Guatemala 
City after participating in an International Labor 
Day demonstration. Catechist Herlindo Cifuentes 
Castillo was also forced into a van and never heard 
from again. Sergio Berten was abducted Jan 19 
1982. Subsequently, dozens of farmworkers from 
Santa Lucía Cotzumalgupa and neighboring 
municipalities, who had participated in the strike, 
began to disappear. Those responsible were death 
squads, hired by land owners and who operated in 
the area with the complicity of the Army and 
national police.

THE REPRESSIVE ROLE OF THE 
STATE AND LAND OWNERS

“From the moment she left us it was very hard. We had to survive, facing a lot of horrible things. I remember us, five little 

siblings, coming together and crying, we couldn't make sense of what happened to our family and couldn’t find an 

explanation for our suffering”. 

 
Alicia remembers with pain the moment her mother was kidnapped because her father had been a member of the 
CUC, and the hard times she faced along with her younger siblings.

Repression reached the relatives of the victims, 
many persecuted to the point of exile from their 
communities, several women suffering sexual 
violence and domestic exploitation, as result. 
Orphaned children were left in the care of 
secondary family members, growing up in  
extreme poverty and forced into child-labor or 
begging, for their own survivable. 

In 1984, several women joined the Grupo de Apoyo 
Mutuo (Mutual Support Group in English), a 
national organization formed by relatives of 
victims of forced disappearance, who organized 
and demanded that the military-led Government 
reveal the whereabouts of those family members 
they had lost. Despite receiving threats and fearing 
for their lives, the women continued their search: 
hoping to raise awareness of missing loved ones 
and participating in mass demonstrations in 
Guatemala City. They took up the rally call: "They 
took them alive, we want them back alive”. This 
actions raised national and international awareness 
on the serious problem of politically-driven 
kidnappings as a mechanism of terror in 
Guatemala.



All the trade unions operating on the 
sugarcane plantations area were disbanded. 
Currently there is no social or trade union 
organization left fighting for the vindication 
of social and labor rights in Santa Lucía 
Cotzumalguapa.

CONSEQUENCES OF POLITICAL REPRESSION ON THE 
GUATEMALAN SOUTH COAST

A.

In Guatemala, from 1980 to date, the 
concentration of wealth and land has 
increased in favor of the families that own 
the sugarcane plantations and other 
predominant crops.

B.

Labor rights continue to be violated by land 
owners in the region, resulting in extremely 
precarious l iving conditions for the 
farmworkers, where malnutrition and 
disease are common. These factors push 
them to migrate to the United States, 
seeking a better life. 

C.

The children of the victims that suffered of 
forced disappearance, extra judic ia l 
execution, and other crimes against 
humanity, were deprived of their rights to a 
proper education, access to food, and were 
forced into child-labor in the area, from an 
early age.

D.

Surviving family members suffered severe 
psychological and social trauma; in some 
c a s e s b e i n g f o r c e d t o f l e e t h e i r 
communities: leaving their land, friends and 
relatives behind.

E.



After the Peace Treaties were signed in 1996, several of 
the victims' families began to return to their original 
communities on the South Coast. From there, they 
organized new supporters, hoping to rally survivors 
willing to speak-out on what they had collectively faced, 
and get back to searching for their missing relatives. 
Th is group were supported by c iv i l soc iety 
organizations such as Verdad y Vida and Solidaridad 
Holanda, and later by Impunity Watch.  

By 2014, the families of the victims formed the Memory, 
Dignification and Hope Association (AMDE for its initials 
in Spanish) with the purpose of honoring the memory of 
the martyrs of the Great Sugarcane Strike, as well as 
searching and demanding justice for those who were  
lost after the strike. With the support of civil society 
organizations, AMDE has been able to collect the 
testimonies of victims’ families in Santa Lucía, as well as 
the perspective of other key actors, completing a 
comprehensive overview of this repressive period in 
Guatemala’s Southern Coast. As a result of their work, 
three books were published (Por qué queríamos salir de 
tanta pobreza, Hasta ver la justicia y Lucha Campesina y 
Trabajo Pastoral en la Costa Sur de Guatemala) in 2011, 
2016 and 2017, respectively. 

On October 1st 2018, AMDE and the CUC filed an 
additional lawsuit at the Inter-American Commission on 
Human Rights against the State of Guatemala, exposing 
the forced disappearance and extrajudicial execution of 
more than 44 community and farmworker leaders, 
coordinated or sanctioned by state security forces. The 
lawsuit was filed with the legal support of Impunity 
Watch and is composed by more than 150 pages: 
detailing key facts, crimes that were committed, 
information on the victims, and the damages caused to 
the local families.   

Despite the fact that the Guatemala State has 
continuously denied requests on the whereabouts of 
those kidnapped, AMDE's families haven’t given up 
hope. Their search to give their loved ones a proper 
burial and demand that those responsible face justice, is 
present today as it was 40 years ago. With constant 
commitment and teamwork, the family members, along 
with their children and grandchildren, honor the 
memory of martyrs of the Great Strike and work 
towards improving the quality of life along the Southern 
Coast, specially for those migrant farmworkers who still 
work the sugar cane plantations.

A RAY OF HOPE

“We continue to fight against the current, we have to work 

harder to make people understand that we still need to 

make changes in our country”. 

 
AMDE member Berta Surec explains



Learn more about the case on 
this link.

A.

S e e t h e h e a r i n g f o r t h e 
presentation of the complaint 
before the Inter -Amer ican 
Commission on Human Rights on 
this link.

B.

Support the demand for justice 
by contacting us on this link.

C.

Support the demand for justice 
by donating through this link.

D.

HOW TO GET MORE INVOLVED 
IN THE CASE

https://www.facebook.com/Asociaci%C3%B3n-Memoria-Dignificaci%C3%B3n-y-esperanza-1832359783731980
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tZnoQukmN-4&index=20&list=PL5QlapyOGhXtxcMOpg35GCa2M7dJo_QVh&t=0s

