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Characterizing the current form of govern-
ment in Venezuela is complex and contentious. We will start by 

asserting the prevalence of a democracy with increasingly authoritarian 

traits. From the formal point of view, Venezuelan democracy is a classic sys-

tem of the division of public powers that enjoy full autonomy and exercise 

the necessary institutional checks and balances. In practice, the Executive 

Branch directs institutional action and the rest of the powers revolve around 

it and prop up National Executive decisions and even whims. 

Democracy with authoritarian traits has reigned for decades. It is not an is-

sue of President Chavez’s government. Although accentuated with him, tho-

se who preceded him never guaranteed a complete democracy. The persis-

tence of authoritarian traits has multiple expressions. One of them is the use 

of repression against political dissidence and social discontent. Before 1999, 

the country was scene to bloody repressive actions against groups which 

held positions critical of the government. Political prisoners filled many of 

Venezuela’s prison cells.  Hundreds of Venezuelan men and women were 

killed during the protest demanding rights and calling for more democracy. 

During the events known as the caracazo in 1989, more than 700 people 

were killed due to the country’s lack of a democratic law enforcement po-

licy. Currently more than 2,500 people are on trial for exercising their right 

to demand rights; the nearly 50 political prisoners are one of the results of 

governing with the same authoritarian traits as in the past.

Venezuela was undergoing a profound crisis of its political system when Pre-

sident Chavez came to power. He is the result of this crisis. His rise was a 

consequence of the desire for change demanded by the majority who were 

fed up with corruption, ineffective public management, and unequal distri-

bution of wealth, as well as the low level of credibility in political parties 

and a strong mistrust in State institutions. The rise to power of a new poli-

tical elite headed by Hugo Chavez raised enormous expectations and hopes  

for economic, political and social change. This new elite had a large number  

of people with leftist ideas who had made their political careers by  

questioning previous governments’ authoritarianism and demanding  

democracy as a form of government. 

continued on page 3
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Rights & Democracy’s  
John Humphrey Award
Rights & Democracy presents the John Humphrey Award 

each year to an organization or individual from any country or region 

of the world, for exceptional achievement in the promotion of human 

rights and democratic development. The Award consists of a grant of 

$30,000, as well as a speaking tour of Canadian cities to help raise public 

awareness of the recipient’s work in the field of democratic develop-

ment or human rights. It is named in honour of the Canadian John Peters 

Humphrey, a human rights law professor who prepared the first draft of 

the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The winner is selected by an 

international jury composed of five members of Rights & Democracy’s 

Board of Directors. For further details, please visit www.dd-rd.ca.

Previous Winners

2009 – LA’ONF: Iraqi Non-Violence Network (Iraq)

2008 – Zimbabwe Lawyers for Human Rights (Zimbabwe)

2007 – Akbar Ganji (Iran)

2006 – Su Su Nway (Burma)

2005 – 	Yan Christian Warinussy (West Papua)

2004 – Godeliève Mukasarasi (Rwanda)

2003 – 	Kimy Pernía Domicó (Colombia) and Angélica Mendoza de 		

	 Ascarza (Peru)

2002 – 	Ayesha Imam (Nigeria)

2001 – 	Sima Samar (Afghanistan)

2000 – Reverend Timothy Njoya (Kenya)

1999 – 	Cynthia Maung and Min Ko Naing (Burma)

1998 – 	Palden Gyatso (Tibet)

1997 – 	Father Javier Giraldo (Colombia)

1996 – 	Sultana Kamal (Bangladesh)

1995 – 	Bishop Carlos F. X. Belo (East Timor)

1994 – 	Campaign for Democracy (Nigeria) and Egyptian Organization 		

	 for Human Rights (Egypt)

1993 – 	La Plate-forme des organismes haïtiens de défense des  

	 droits humains (Haïti)

1992 – 	Instituto de Defensa Legal (Peru)

Message from  
the President

The existence of a democratic society with all that that entails— from 
the separation of public powers to the possibility for all citizens to par-
ticipate in the political process, and of course the implementation of 
freedom of expression and association— is the guarantee of a society 
where the human rights of all are respected. 

For over twenty years, the winner of the 2010 John Humphrey Award, 
PROVEA (El Programa Venezolano de Educación-Acción en Derechos 
Humanos or Venezuelan Program for Education and Action in Human 
Rights) has actively defended and promoted human rights as an integral 
part of a democratic society. Through its constant efforts to educate 
Venezuelans about the human rights situation in their country, to pro-
tect human rights, and to help victims of violations in their dealings 
with the courts, in conditions that are often hostile and even danger-
ous, PROVEA creates opportunities for discussion and open debate on 
the implementation of democracy and respect for human rights in the 
public sphere. 

Last September I went to Caracas where I had the opportunity to meet 
members of PROVEA. The five days that I spent there helped me to 
better understand the historical, political and social life of Venezuela. 
The political situation in Venezuela is extremely polarized, which has 
implications for all institutions and all political decisions. But in recent 
years, a new trend seems to be emerging slowly in political circles. 
Several political figures, who for many years have supported the gov-
ernment in place, now want greater openness. 

I had the opportunity to speak at length with Mr. Marino Alvarado, 
Executive Director of PROVEA, who helped to paint a picture of the 
political situation in the context of the September 26 elections, when 
citizens were asked to renew all seats in the National Assembly. Sig-
nificantly, in a parliament dominated almost 100% by a single party, the 
elections marked the return of the opposition in the National Assembly, 
which could present a possible opening for dialogue. Mr. Alvarado and 
I also talked about recent practices of harassment and criminalization 
by the government towards civil society organizations. Moreover, a few 
days before my visit, over 100 NGOs and human rights defenders had 
collaborated in a joint statement denouncing such practices, and calling 
for the right to participation and the right to receive international aid. 
  
This short trip also allowed me to better understand the reality of a 
complex country where many of the promised results and changes have 
been slow, because even though poverty has declined significantly, 
violence and crime are increasing, political institutions seem weak and 
civil society is kept out of decision-making bodies. 

I agree with Mr. Alvarado’s argument in his article “Venezuela: A De-
mocracy with Authoritarian Traits” that Venezuela is now facing a turn-
ing point in its history: it can either move forward towards a better 
functioning democracy or consolidate the authoritarian aspects of its 
current regime. It is within this context that we must see the importance 
of PROVEA’s hard work to promote the inclusive nature of democracy 
and the interdependence of human rights. 

Just as we begin a realignment of our programming towards democratic 
development, to better fulfill the two aspects of the mission entrusted 
to us by Parliament, Rights & Democracy is pleased to recognize the 
outstanding accomplishments of PROVEA, which works to create a 
democratic, just and participatory society in order to guarantee Venezu-
elans full respect of their human rights. 

Gérard Latulippe
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They took the proposal much further. They added 

the concepts of democracy and citizen participation and proposed a diffe-

rent model of democracy, one that creates space for the participation of 

the poor majority who always had been excluded from public affairs. This 

democracy would coexist with a strong institutionalism and alongside am-

ple consultation mechanisms and participation in the country’s fundamental 

decision making. The political project, which won  votes and popular sup-

port, was presented in this manner.

If democracy in Venezuela today is evaluated from a classical liberal pers-

pective, we are going to encounter virtues and defects. Examples of virtues 

include having established a series of consultation and public management 

oversight mechanisms including the possibility of revoking the mandate of 

elected officials, even the President of the Republic, through popular vote. 

The promotion and design of forms of community and social organization 

which incorporate millions of people to participate in political life is ano-

ther, as is the support and visibility given to millions of poor people who 

have been excluded for centuries and the encouragement for them to be 

agents of change and transformation. Attempting to make structural econo-

mic and social changes via traditional democratic methods, using the vote 

as an instrument of struggle and partially respecting the existing legal norms 

are others.

Among its defects is a form of government that concentrates power in the 

National Executive and converts the rest of public powers in its agents. The 

progressive restriction of democratic freedom reduces spaces for dissidence 

and progressively increases the risks for anyone who dares to think diffe-

rently from the political elite which governs and  for those who organize to 

demand their rights. The manner of exercising politics aimed at imposing so-

cialism for the 21st century rather than convincing the majority of its positive 

aspects is another flaw. The Constitution is permanently violated; a legal 

framework which legalizes, but does not legitimize, a new State structure is 

being imposed. The growing militarization in society entails a vertical logic 

and obedience which weakens plurality and conscientious objection. And 

like the governments of the past, it uses political repression to placate social 

discontent and dissident voices.

An objective analysis of democracy in Venezuela, however, obliges us to 

incorporate a significant component which can be highlighted and verified if 

studied from a perspective that moves beyond the traditional liberal view. 

In a sense, Venezuelan democracy has been strengthened over the past de-

cade. If we evaluate democracy based on considering the larger number of 

people participating in the enjoyment of the country’s wealth and as bene-

ficiaries of the democratization of this wealth, then today’s democracy is 

more solid than in the past. The 35% reduction of poverty over the past ten 

years is undoubtedly a democratic element. The fact that today millions live 

in better conditions, not the best, but better than years ago, undoubtedly 

is another democratic factor. In countries with high levels of poverty and 

inequality and with deeply rooted social exclusion, democracy cannot only 

be evaluated from the perspective of voting, institutionalism and political 

plurality. It is important to incorporate factors like the enjoyment and bene-

fit in the country’s wealth, the level of social inclusion and the participation 

of population sectors who were never seen as social subjects but rather as 

objects of study and targets for public policy.

Including all the analytical components, we insist that Venezuela today lives 

at a crossroads. It can either move forward towards more democracy or it 

can consolidate authoritarian traits. With the start of the second presiden-

tial period, which began in 2006, it appeared that authoritarianism would 

prevail over democracy. Democracy still prevails. Yet there is a dangerous 

evolution of authoritarian traits that are expressed in the progressive res-

triction of democratic freedoms, attempts to weaken the society’s plural 

character, a growing concentration of power which in practice dilutes the 

rest of public powers, and an effort to want to prioritize social issues at the 

cost of sacrificing civil and political rights.

The current struggle focuses on championing the interdependency of rights 

and the comprehensive essence of democracy. This includes continuing to 

demand more social justice with increased freedom, less poverty with more 

ample political plurality and greater inclusion without any sort of discrimi-

nation. The challenge is how to hinder the consolidation of authoritarian 

traits and avoid backtracking on progress made in favour of social inclusion 

and the democratization of wealth. The hope for a true democracy where 

freedom and social justice prevail continues.

continued from page 1

Venezuela: Democracy with 
Authoritarian Traits

Voters line up outside one of Venezuela’s largest 
polling stations in Merida



Venezuela

Colombia

Brazil

Guyana

Venezuela

Colombie

Brésil

Guyana

P. 4   Libertas  |  VOLUME 20 NUMBER 1

Official Name:	 Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela 

Capital:	 Caracas 

Independence:	 July 5, 1811 (from Spain)

President:	 Hugo Chávez Frías (3rd term)

Next Elections:	 December 2012

Population:	 28.61 million (UN, 2009) 

Currency:	 1 CAN$ = 4.29 Venezuelan Bolivares 

Main Exports: 	 Oil, bauxite and aluminum, steel,  

	 chemicals, agricultural products 

GNI per capita: 	 US $9,230 (World Bank, 2008)

Internet Use: 	 25% (June 2008)

Gender Gap Index: 	 64th out of 134 countries

Seats in Parliament Held  
by Women: 	 17.5% (UN, 2010)

Human Development Index: 	 75th out of 169 countries (2010)

Freedom of Press Indicator: 	 133 out of 178 countries (2010)

Political Context
Venezuela’s reputation as one of the more stable democracies in Latin 

America came to an end in 1989 after 700 people were reportedly killed 

during riots in Caracas to protest an economic austerity program launched 

by then-President Carlos Andres Perez. Venezuelans were frustrated by tra-

ditional political parties, income disparities, and economic difficulties. In 

February 1992, Lieutenant Colonel Hugo Chávez led a group of army officers 

in an unsuccessful coup attempt and was imprisoned until 1994. A second 

unsuccessful coup attempt by Chávez supporters followed in November 1992 

and a year later Congress impeached Perez on corruption charges. 

In December 1998, Hugo Chávez was elected president, promising broad re-

form, constitutional change, and a crackdown on corruption. Hugo Chávez 

was re-elected in July 2000 and again in December 2006 with 63% of the vote. 

He is working to implement his vision of “21st Century Socialism” in Venezu-

ela and has pursued populist policies to help the poor with programmes 

that include free healthcare, subsidized food and land reforms. He has been 

criticized for leading Venezuela towards a Cuban-style authoritarian govern-

ment with increasing state intervention in business. He asked the National 

Assembly to grant him special constitutional powers via an “enabling law” 

and used this authority to nationalize the telecommunications and electric-

ity sectors, to finalize a majority government share in many oil projects, and 

to end term limits for all elected officials, paving the way for his re-election 

in 2012. He has survived a coup, protests, strikes and a referendum on his 

rule and is both loved and loathed among a divided electorate. 

Venezuela At-a-Glance
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International  

Human Rights Treaties
Signature Ratification

International Covenant on 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
24 June 1969 10 May 1978

International Covenant on Civil and 

Political Rights (ICCPR)
24 June 1969 10 May 1978

Optional Protocol to the ICCPR 15 Nov. 1976 10 May 1978

Second Optional Protocol to the 

ICCPR, aimed at abolition of the 

death penalty

7 June 1990 22 Feb. 1993

International Convention on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Racial 

Discrimination

21 April 1967 10 Oct. 1967

Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Discrimination against 

Women 

17 July 1980 2 May 1983

Optional Protocol to the Convention 

on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination against Women

17 March 

2000
13 May 2002

Convention against Torture and 

Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading 

Treatment or Punishment

15 Feb. 1985 29 July 1991

Convention on the Rights of the 

Child
26 Jan. 1990 13 Sept. 1990

Freedom of Association and 

Protection of the Right to Organize 

Convention

20 Sept 1982

American Convention on  

Human Rights
22 Nov. 1969 23 June 1977

Venezuela

Colombia

Brazil

Guyana

Venezuela

Colombie

Brésil

Guyana

Canada-Venezuela Relations
The Government of 
Canada maintains 
a dialogue with the 

government of President 

Chavez, particularly on issues 

of democratic governance and 

economic and social develop-

ment. 

The reforms being brought in 

by President Chavez as part 

of the “Bolivarian Revolution” 

have markedly intensified 

since his re-election in Decem-

ber 2006. Canada is monitoring the process closely and paying particular 

attention to the impact these reforms may have on standards of democ-

racy and human rights that have been endorsed by all OAS Member States, 

particularly in the Inter-American Democratic Charter. It is also Canadian 

policy to support civil society and foster its contribution to the demo-

cratic process in many countries around the world. Thus, Canada contin-

ues to support civil society organizations that are working in the areas of 

democracy and human rights in Venezuela.

Venezuela is Canada’s fourth largest trading partner in Latin America and 

the Caribbean (excluding Mexico). Bilateral merchandise trade totalled 

$2.6 billion in 2008. Merchandise exports reached $890.1 million in 2008 

making Venezuela Canada’s 2nd largest export market in the region. Main 

exports to Venezuela included cereals, paper and paperboard, motor ve-

hicles, machinery, mineral ores and vegetables. Imports from Venezuela 

totalled $1.4 billion and included mineral fuel and oils, fertilizers, inor-

ganic and organic chemicals, rubber.

Source: Government of Canada Website

Updated January 2010

Links Worth Browsing!@
The Inter-American Commission on Human Rights Report on Democracy 

and Human Rights in Venezuela (2009) 

http://cidh.org/countryrep/Venezuela2009eng/VE09.TOC.eng.htm

Amnesty International Annual Report 2010, State of the World’s Human 

Rights, Venezuela page 

http://thereport.amnesty.org/sites/default/files/AIR2010_AZ_

EN.pdf#page=298

Human Rights Watch, A Decade Under Chávez: Political Intolerance and 

Lost Opportunities for Advancing Human Rights in Venezuela 

http://www.hrw.org/en/reports/2008/09/18/decade-under-ch-vez

Hands off Venezuela/Société Bolivarienne du Québec 

http://www.sbqc.org/sbqhov2/

Venezuela: International  
Human Rights Treaties
The Venezuelan government has legal obligations under several interna-

tional and regional human rights treaties, including the International Cov-

enant on Civil and Political Rights and the American Convention on Human 

Rights, to respect the rights to life, security of the person, and freedom of 

association, expression and assembly.
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The following interview was conducted by Lauren Ravon of Rights & Democ-

racy in October 2010.

What is COFAVIC’s mandate? 
The Committee of Family Members of the Victims of the events that occurred 

in February and March 1989 (COFAVIC) is a non-governmental organization 

dedicated to human rights protection and promotion.  COFAVIC emerged 21 

years ago as an initiative by the victims, who in their pain united together to 

denounce and demand justice. Over time and with new human rights chal-

lenges, COFAVIC has grown and extended its aid to other 

victims in other cases. It is the founders’ commitment to 

avoid a repetition of events like those of 1989.

What work does COFAVIC do in support of human 
rights?
Access to justice and impunity continues to be an issue 

of concern for victims’ organizations and society in gen-

eral. In Venezuela, eight out of ten cases of human rights 

violations do not reach the trial stage. COFAVIC tackles 

this problem through research, awareness-raising, train-

ing and the creation of spaces for discussion between 

civil society organizations, police officials and State in-

stitutions with competence in human rights. COFAVIC 

has conducted various studies and publications on hu-

man rights violations which compile life stories, victims’ coping strategies 

and analyze the efficiency of the protection measures agreed upon at the 

domestic and international levels. Its conclusions on how impunity oper-

ates in cases of extrajudicial executions serve as a starting point for pro-

posing guidelines for public policies and legislation to reduce violence and 

impunity in cases of the lack of citizen safety.

What characterizes the human rights movement in Venezuela? 
What are its concerns?
Over the past decade, COFAVIC could note a moderate growth of human 

rights groups in Venezuela, with increased impact and strength of victims’ 

groups. However, those that exist are still insufficient. They are faintly rec-

ognized and at times are threatened, criminalized, harassed and attacked 

for the role that they fulfill in society. There is also very limited participation 

of youth, academics and professionals.

What are the difficulties faced by human rights activists in  
Venezuela?
In Venezuela, important difficulties of access to justice exist and the sys-

tem’s effectiveness is very low. Furthermore, there are repeated acts of ha-

rassment, threats and attacks against victims, family members and witness-

es who appear in judicial trials. The Venezuelan victims’ protection system 

is very weak and the network of assistance services, both at the public and 

non-governmental levels is very limited, particularly in the country’s inte-

rior. The Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, in its report Democ-

racy and Human Rights in Venezuela, highlighted its concern for the multiple 

governmental obstructions faced by organizations. There are restrictions for 

their participation in public affairs due to the origin of their financing and 

members or their organizational form. According to COFAVIC monitoring in 

this area, thirty-two human rights advocates (mostly women) have reported 

serious cases of threats and harassment; of these, an important number of 

cases are not even judicially investigated.

In your opinion, what are the main problems re-
lated to women’s human rights in Venezuela? What 
are the progress and setbacks in the field of wom-
en’s rights in recent years?
According to COFAVIC data, women make up 74% of those 

who have reported human rights violations. Female vic-

tims or family members of victims of human rights viola-

tions are generally more active in the search for justice 

than men. In this context, women face additional bar-

riers to present their petitions or to defend themselves 

within the judicial apparatus, which contributes to the 

growth of impunity. In this sense, working specifically 

with women is key. It is women who engage in investiga-

tive actions and pressure the competent bodies. They are the ones who pro-

mote alternative struggles based in their communities and organizations. 

They are the motor that gives life to judicial files, engage in the gathering 

of evidence and search for witnesses in spite of the harassment and threats 

which they tend to suffer. Furthermore, they are mothers, sisters, wives and 

daughters who also economically support their families and when faced 

with difficulties, assume responsibility for their protection and support.

What impact does the increase in the lack of safety have on women? 
How would you explain the increase in the lack of safety?
The situation of violence and lack of safety experienced in Venezuela se-

verely affect women. According to data from the National Institute of Wom-

en (INAMUJER), in the last 5 months of 2006, 48 women died from abuse 

by their partners. In Venezuela, around 100 gender-violence-related cases 

occur daily and in nearly 70% of the cases, women who fight against impu-

nity face harassment and threats. In this sense, the State reported to the 

Inter-American Human Rights Commission’s Rapporteurship on the Rights of 

Women that the majority of cases of violence against women do not reach 

the trial stage, thus revealing the level of impunity which exists.

For more information about COFAVIC, please visit their website at  

www.cofavic.org.ve

Interview with Liliana Ortega,  
Director of Venezuela’s  
COFAVIC

There are repeated 
acts of harassment, 
threats and attacks 

against victims, 
family members 

and witnesses who 
appear in judicial 

trials.

Women voting
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Freedom of Expression and Association in Venezuela
Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes freedom to hold opinions without interference  

and to seek, receive and impart information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers. 
Article 19, Universal Declaration of Human Rights

The 1999 Constitution of Venezuela includes over 

100 articles promoting and protecting human rights and citizen participation 

as the foundation of democratic coexistence and social peace. Many civil 

society associations have proliferated since 1999 and Venezuelans actively 

promote human rights and encourage popular participation. They make use 

of the right to protest; peaceful demonstrations are generally allowed with 

advance permission. They have lively public debates, where criticism and 

defense of the government are equally represented. 

However, Venezuela is under increasing scrutiny by the international com-

munity which is alarmed by many serious threats to human rights, particu-

larly freedom of expression and association. The government of Venezuela 

has targeted NGOs and journalists who oppose its views, using both restric-

tive laws and unwritten practices, such as extending the scope of the desa-

cato (disrespect) laws and closing many radio and television stations for “in-

citement”.  Many activists, trade unionists and journalists have been facing 

a hostile climate of intimidation and harassment. The Chavez government 

emphatically denies these allegations. 

In February 2010, the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) 

released a report, Democracy and Human Rights in Venezuela, which ex-

presses its concern that not all citizens are ensured full enjoyment of their 

basic human rights. Venezuela’s ombudsman criticized the report’s findings 

and said it makes unfair characterizations and undermines Venezuelan de-

mocracy. 

In its report, the IACHR documents violations of the fundamental rights to 

freedom of expression and freedom of association in Venezuela, saying that 

“Venezuela lacks the conditions necessary for human rights defenders and 

journalists to carry out their work freely.” The IACHR also notes a pattern 

of impunity in cases of violence, which particularly affects media workers, 

human rights defenders, trade unionists, participants in public demonstra-

tions, people held in custody, campesinos (small-scale subsistence farmers), 

indigenous peoples and women.

In the Commission’s opinion, it is the lack of independence and autonomy 

of the judiciary that has led Venezuela to persecute human rights defend-

ers and criminalize peaceful social protest. It fears that the space for pub-

lic debate is decreasing, as those who express their opinions are silenced 

through criminal charges. The IACHR and its Office of the Special Rapporteur 

for Freedom of Expression have called on Venezuela to avoid using direct or 

indirect means to silence critical opinions or allegations made against au-

thorities of the government, however disturbing or offensive these may be.  

The right to freedom of expression and association is guaranteed by the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the American Convention on Hu-

man Rights and the Constitution of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela. 

The IACHR has called on the Venezuelan government to ensure their citizens 

enjoy the right to freedom of expression, including the right to speak against 

the government, and to take the steps necessary to ensure an independent 

judiciary that is “committed to applying the provisions of the Venezuelan 

Constitution and international treaties to which Venezuela is party.”

Did You Know?
This year’s John Humphrey Award laureate, PROVEA, was invited by 

the Organization of American States to participate in a meeting called, 

“Peace, Security and Cooperation in the Americas” at the 40th regular 

session of the OAS General Assembly, held in Lima, Peru, from June 

6-8, 2010.

Rights & Democracy and the  
Inter-American Human Rights System
Rights & Democracy has long supported the strengthening of regional 

human rights mechanisms, principally the inter-American human rights 

system of the Organization of American States (OAS), which comprises 

the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) and the Inter-

American Court of Human Rights (IACtHR). We have worked for more than 

a decade to ensure the system is strong, well-funded, and autonomous. 

We have increased civil society participation at the OAS and supported the 

development of jurisprudence on indigenous peoples’ rights. 

The inter-American system is essen-

tial to strengthening democracy in the 

Americas. Numerous resolutions of the 

IACHR and IACtHR have enabled the 

consolidation of democratic transitions 

from authoritarian regimes, in particu-

lar with regard to amnesty laws passed 

by military governments in an attempt 

to guarantee impunity for serious viola-

tions of human rights. In the Andean region, despite the polarization of 

the debate, the inter-American system has had a major influence on focus-

ing a human rights-based approach to democracy, such as highlighting the 

essential role of human rights defenders. 

Strengthening the inter-American system moves beyond the debate be-

tween left and right-wing, and helps promote the work of human rights 

defenders no matter the country or government in power.

International Worker’s Day
Caracas, May 1, 2010

Freedom of expression is 

a cornerstone upon which 

the very existence of a 

democratic society rests.

Inter-American Court  

of Human Rights
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2010 John Humphrey Award Laureate 

PROVEA
The Venezuelan Program for Education/ 
Action in Human Rights

The 2010 John 
H u m p h r e y 
Award winner, 

PROVEA, is one of Ven-

ezuela’s most respected, 

credible and effective 

human rights organiza-

tions. It has earned this 

reputation due to its 

balanced, apolitical ap-

proach and rigourous 

research methodolo-

gies. PROVEA works un-

der difficult political and economic conditions in a country where poli-

tics are highly polarized and human rights activists are often the targets 

of harsh criticism and intimidation for speaking out about human rights 

concerns. PROVEA plays a key role in informing Venezuelans and the 

international community about advances, concerns and vulnerabilities 

within their country. Through its daily work, PROVEA has achieved im-

portant successes in balancing the power differential in cases of human 

rights abuses by attracting media attention and, more broadly, in rais-

ing the profile of human rights and democracy issues so that they may 

be debated and discussed more freely within public spaces.

What Does PROVEA Do?
PROVEA defends and promotes human rights—particularly economic, 

social and cultural rights—as an integral component of a democratic so-

ciety. Based in Caracas, this NGO is independent and autonomous from 

political parties, economic groups, religious institutions, international 

organizations and government. It seeks to create a just and participa-

tive democratic society that guarantees Venezuelans enjoy full respect 

of their human rights. PROVEA’s efforts are dedicated to improving 

Venezuela’s human rights situation by preventing violations, strength-

ening the human rights movement, educating all spectrums of society, 

building alliances among civil society, and supporting victims of human 

rights violations. PROVEA is also involved in monitoring, documenting, 

researching and circulating information on the human rights situation 

in Venezuela; it publishes a highly respected annual report of the hu-

man rights situation in Venezuela, which is used as a primary reference 

tool both at the national and international levels. 

PROVEA also accompanies victims and potential victims in the defence 

of their rights through legal mechanisms as well as extra-judicial pro-

ceedings. It works with partners to identify possible sources of funding 

in order to cover costs associated with judicial proceedings related to 

the defence of victims of violations of human rights. 
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Follow Marino Alvarado on @marinoalvarado

How to Contact PROVEA

With a view to developing sustainable solutions, PROVEA also actively 

promotes public policy and legislation that favours greater protection 

for human rights. It offers opportunities for Venezuelans interested in 

the promotion of human rights to assist in spreading a human rights cul-

ture, provides internships and workshops for university students, and 

is currently developing a digital and physical library of human rights 

related books and documents.  


