
Breaking the Silence
 

2020 Year in Review

c/o Tatamagouche Centre · 259 Loop Route 6, RR#3 · Tatamagouche, Nova Scotia · B0K 1V0
Phone: 902-657-2231 · Fax: 902-657-3445 





Contents

About us 4

Coordinator reflections  5-8

Guatemala: a brief year in review 9-10

Partner updates 11-16

Committee updates 17-22

BTS Annual Gathering 23

2020 Topacio Award 24

Cooperant program 25-28

Coalitions 29-30

Thank you 31



Who we are?
Maritimes-Guatemala Breaking the Silence Network (BTS) is a grassroots network 
situated in Canada’s Maritimes provinces, the ancestral and unceded territories of 
the Mi’kmaq, Wolastoq and Passamaquoddy peoples. The network is composed of 
local committees and people in the Maritimes, as well as individuals across the coun-
try. 

What do we do?
BTS has been organizing since 1988 to support the efforts of Guatemalans struggling 
for political, social, and economic justice. Today, BTS accompanies Guatemalan part-
ner organizations and communities engaged in:
• Defense of Territory (e.g.: food sovereignty, land access, free, prior and informed 

consent with respect to Canadian mining and other extractive projects)  
• Truth, Justice and Impunity (e.g.: transitional justice, gender justice, culturally 

relevant education)
• Human Security (e.g.: basic human rights, opposition to militarization and crimi-

nalization)

This commitment to solidarity is expressed through:
• an ongoing presence in Guatemala 
• advocacy (eg.: urgent actions, coalitions)
• organizing delegations to Guatemala and raising awareness within our own com-

munities including speaking tours by community leaders from Guatemala
• human rights and community development cooperants 
• keeping the BTS network informed of issues of concern to our partners
• supporting and amplifying our partners’ work 

Statement of Philosophy
Injustice is the result of structural inequalities both within and between countries, 
and BTS is committed to supporting structural transformation both in Guatemala 
and in Canada. Moreover, we recognize the interconnectedness of these two con-
texts. 

We strive to engage in solidarity with and build bridges between the Original Peo-
ples’ (Pueblos Originarios) organizations and communities with whom we work in 
Guatemala, and the Indigenous communities in whose territories we are situated 
in the Maritimes. We recognize the ongoing impacts of colonization on Indigenous 
communities in both these contexts.

Our work is guided by a commitment to equity and opposing systemic oppression, 
as well as building long-term relationships based on solidarity and mutuality. We 
respond to partner needs and as such, we respond jointly with our organizational 
partners in Guatemala. Our relationships are built on friendship, sharing, and dia-
logue as we work, learn, unlearn, and grow together.
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Coordinator Reflections

Message from BTS Maritimes 
Coordinator: 
Dear members, 

This past year has been one of adapting. In the midst of the global 
pandemic, that’s what we as BTS did, with the support of many 
members in the network. 

With the onset of the global pandemic in March 2020, we as the 
Cooperant Committee worked quickly to bring volunteers and 
staff back to Canada. Our work in the Maritimes also shifted, with 

the cancellation of all in-person events, including local committee meetings, the speaking tour, as well as 
postponement of the BTS Annual Gathering. Our meetings moved online and we held physically distanced 
events once it was safe to do so. 

In 2020, we created an updated mission statement, with discussions and feedback from each of the local 
committees and members at large. We also held a physically distanced visioning session in Tatamagouche 
with representatives from the network, where we looked towards the next 3-5 years in our work. These 
processes were reaffirming of our current values and direction. 

From October 24-25th, we held our first physically distanced Annual Gathering in Tatamagouche. As al-
ways, the event was an important opportunity for network members to connect with each other and with 
BTS’ work, and to come away feeling energized to continue to engage in solidarity with Guatemala. 

Throughout 2020, there was an increased sense of urgency due to COVID-19 and its impacts on our 
Guatemalan partners, in the midst of ongoing human rights concerns. Through ongoing advocacy, com-
munications and fundraising, we’ve worked to keep pace with and respond to the challenges exacerbated 
by COVID-19. Thanks to the generosity of BTS members and supporters, we raised over $26,000 in emer-
gency funds for our partners in Guatemala!

2020 has highlighted the resiliency of the BTS network, including members, staff and our partners in Gua-
temala. Thanks to everyone for each grain of sand that you contributed this year to our collective work. 

Stacey Gomez
BTS Maritimes Coordinator 
BTSMaritimesCoordinator@gmail.com
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Message from BTS Lead Cooperant / 
Incoming Guatemala Coordinator: 
 “Esta lucha se lleva como agua entre las manos
se escapa, se filtra, se agota.
Y así, insurrecta, cura la sed.
~ Gabriela Miranda (Si vuelves y no estamos…., 2020)

In the sea of surprises that made 2020 a memorable year, the re-
silience of the BTS Network and of partners in Guatemala were the 
main highlight and source of strength that carried my work for-
ward in a committed and impactful way.  The year was marked by 
constant surprises that allowed for great learning and the exercis-
ing of flexibility, from staff transitions, to a global pandemic, and 
the ongoing sociopolitical twists and turns in Guatemala. Through-
out the journey there were members of the network and partners 
providing guidance and support.  This year was truly humbling in 

recognizing that the work of staff is really only made possible by every little and big effort put forward 
from the folks across the Maritimes, Canada, and partners and friends in Guatemala and elsewhere.  

The seeds planted in 2019 by the Cooperant Committee flourished into a successful accompaniment 
experience for 4 of our partners through the amazing work of our 3 cooperants.  Supported by all BTS 
staff through various trainings and ongoing support, the many contributions by cooperants in Guatemala 
continue to be felt even months after their premature evacuation due to the pandemic.  The Cooperant 
Program, aided by the incredible work of the Cooperant Committee continued to shift and grow through-
out the year and will catapult us into a re-contextualized virtual accompaniment program in 2021.  It 
has been an enormously joyous experience to have worked with everyone involved in this program and I 
continue learning from and being inspired by this component of my work.

Stepping into the Guatemala Interim Coordination role during the first 7 months of the pandemic proved 
challenging given the context.  The difficulties of these months were uplifted throughout the many proj-
ects and initiatives tackled working alongside other staff, and the regular meetings held with commit-
tees, partners, and our friend coalitions.  Despite the chaotic times, it was quite motivating to be working 
alongside so many talented and dedicated people who stepped up to various urgent actions, solidarity 
fundraising campaigns, problem-solving support, and more.  It has been a joy getting to know people 
through the computer screen but still feel quite connected and have a good sense of familiarity with mem-
bers across the network.

Looking into 2021, I am comforted by the feeling that despite what lies ahead I am surrounded by such 
strong and resilient communities of solidarity.  As Gabriela Miranda so beautifully describes in her poem, 
the struggle can often get away from us, depleting us, however it is this very resistance, of being in com-
munity in this struggle, that can appease our thirst for justice.

Thank you so very kindly to everyone at BTS and all of our friends and partners for such a joyous and 
humbling year of solidarity.

Este Chep
BTS Lead Cooperant / Incoming Guatemala Coordinator 
btscooperant@gmail.com



2020 Year In Review Page 7

Message from Outgoing BTS Guatemala 
Coordinator: 
As my colleagues I am sure have said in their reflections, 2020 
was a very challenging year. I had planned to take a leave from 
my position as BTS Guatemala Coordinator in August 2019, 
so the beginning of the year was spent accompanying crimi-
nalization cases, facilitating a delegation on the impacts of the 
Escobal mine, training Este and Maria on the various aspects of 
the work that they were to take on in my absence, and tying up 
loose ends with partners. 

When the coronavirus hit Guatemala, I was in the middle of 
translating for a delegation with the Public Service Alliance of 
Canada (PSAC). After getting folks safely home, the borders and 

airports in Guatemala were closed. I had to travel by land into Mexico in order to get back to Canada in 
time to start fishing. I am deeply grateful for all BTS’s support in getting my back to Canada in a timely 
manner, despite the many travel challenges that ensued. 

I returned to work with BTS in mid November, however, still in Canada. It was a difficult decision to 
remain in Canada, despite all of the important ongoings in Guatemala, with the constitutional crisis, the 
backlog of legal cases, and mining companies taking advantage of the pandemic to further their agendas. 
However, it seems that for the time, it has made the most sense to remain in Halifax and support our part-
ners from here.

In December, I advised the BTS Coordinating Committee and the wider BTS Network of my resignation 
effective April 2020. The decision was difficult to come to, as I truly love this work, but I know it is the 
right thing to do at this moment in my life. I wish to express my deep commitment to BTS and our part-
ners regardless of my role within the organization and plan to continue to support the work as a volun-
teer. I thank you for all of the support you have given me, and all the encouragement to become who I am 
through this work. I am deeply grateful for your commitment to BTS and our Guatemalan partners, and I 
look forward to seeing you when we can all gather safely once again. 

Lisa Rankin
Outgoing BTS Guatemala Coordinator 
BTScoordinator@gmail.com 
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Message from BTS Consultant (Mining Re-
sistance):
It has taken me a lot of time to write down my reflections about my 
experience working with Breaking the Silence, as for me and the entire 
world 2020 has been such a challenge. In 2019, I had an unpleasant 
working experience with another international organization, however 
when I was invited to work with Breaking the Silence, I was very ex-
cited to learn from this new experience other ways of accompanying in 
solidarity with communities in defense of territory. For years I had the 
opportunity to work with Lisa Rankin and learn about the efforts that 
the BTS network makes to accompany communities in Guatemala. 

2020 began with accompaniment at the local court in Jutiapa where 
there was a hearing against land defenders from Jutiapa. In the days 

when many people were still resting after the holiday season, we as BTS accompanied the legal team of 
the Xinka Parliament and a group of criminalized community members. However, the good news was that 
in the hearing everyone was absolved, and this was a very happy moment. In February 2020, I helped fa-
cilitate a delegation with BTS, which was another new experience, and an opportunity to learn about BTS’ 
work connecting Canadians with the struggles of people in Guatemala. 

In the first half of March 2020, the first case of COVID-19 was officially announced. Days later, the restric-
tions for the Guatemalan population were put in place, and with it came the challenges to continue to 
accompany partners. That was when we started long-distance accompaniment through calls and virtual 
meetings. We have all had to learn this new way of communication and accompaniment, but we were 
always keeping an eye on the situation in the region of Santa Rosa, Jalapa and Jutiapa, where we contin-
ued to support those that needed it in the communities. In the context of the pandemic, numerous letters 
of solidarity were written with the Xinka people to demand the respect for the human rights of the Xinka, 
the right to consultation and self-determination from the Guatemalan state and Pan American Silver. In 
October, the Ministry of Energy and Mines and the Xinka Parliament came to an agreement about the be-
ginning of the pre-consultation phase on the Escobal mining project. 

2020 has definitely been a challenge for everyone, but it has been an honour to be part of Breaking the 
Silence. Even though the social, political, and economic panorama in Guatemala is very complex for 2021, 
the efforts by our comrades, communities and the people in Guatemala to continue the struggle for a 
country with equality and justice will continue. I hope that Breaking the Silence will continue to accompa-
ny the collective struggles of communities. I thank everyone in Breaking the Silence for their support and 
commitment, and I am sure in the path of solidarity and dreams we will meet each other again.

Hugs in solidarity,

Maria Reyes
BTS Consultant (Mining Resistance)
mreyes.bts@gmail.com
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Guatemala: A Brief Year in Review

Every year usually starts with the promise of new 
beginnings and opportunities for hopeful resolutions 
for the year ahead.  The early Presidential inaugura-
tion of Giammattei started 2020 with an exciting “out 
with the old, in with the new (old)” type of attitude.  
Most were glad to see Jimmy Morales out of office, 
and though some were still in shock from how the 
entire 2020 presidency was (corruptly) fought and 
won, there was, as always a sense of hope that things 
could be ok or at least would be somewhat better.  
Although suspicions of the new president’s alignment 
with the traditionally dominant actors in Guatemala 
were evident early on, not many would have guessed 
the extent of how this alignment would impact Guate-
malan society in the context to come.

Two months into Giammattei’s presidency Guatemala 
was among the quickest and most drastic responders 
to the World Health Organization’s call for measures 
against COVID-19.  Within a matter of hours, Guate-
mala came to complete halt with the shutting down 
of airports, and the near closing of the economy 
permitting only some loopholes for large scale busi-
nesses and sweatshop manufacturing.  In the weeks 
that followed, heavy mobility restrictions affected 
tens of thousands of farmers and blue-collar work-
ers.  The early aftermaths of the pandemic filled the capital city with dozens of people waving white flags 
anywhere they could be seen.  It was a sign of desperation for many who were yet again destitute of the 
little they had in a vulnerable economy built by the poor but not for them.  

Within the first 100 days into COVID-19, nearly halfway through the year, communities played a major 
role in supporting themselves and others to meet basic needs.  While the Guatemalan government in-
debted countless generations into the future through emergency loans meant for the rich, the majority of 
working class Guatemalans struggled to make ends meet. Before the majority of the population in need 
received any form of the miniscule subsidies promised them, the government announced that they were 
on their own and that it was up to them if they contracted COVID-19 and died or survived.  Guatemalans 
were thus flung back into a new (old) normality of having no government support, accountability or 
justice.  As the highest and most powerful government and judicial entities played a tug of war with the 
goal of eroding the last shreds of an independent court system, the powerful Coordinating Committee of 
Agricultural, Commercial, Industrial, and Financial Associations (CACIF) enjoyed even more control of 
the economy.  Small, independent businesses, artists, non-profits, and many others struggled to reinvent 
themselves in an economy skewed towards the elite.  Giammatei’s alignment was cemented in the lack 
of urgency towards the basic needs of the most vulnerable, and the complacency towards opening the 
economy, taking out loans, and paving the way in favour of agro-industry and mining.
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As Guatemalans settled into a COVID-19 
normality that exacerbated the precarity of 
their everyday lives, increased violent crimes 
due to desperate poverty and despicable 
patriarchy, the rain saturated the soils across 
the country and set the stage for a gloomy 
hurricane season.  Struggling to make ends 
meet and persevere despite the context, back 
to back hurricanes in November were only 
overshadowed by the insulting attempt by 
Congress to pass a budget for 2021 that not 
only cut social spending for the most margin-
alized but at the same time put more money 
into their already unnecessarily full pockets.  
This shameless act outraged many and led 
to mass mobilizing across the country in 
late November.  As a result, some gains were 
made, and yet so much more still remains to 
be done.  

The most powerful lessons of this year are 
truly those that are manifested through the 
incredible abundance of grassroots solidarity.  It is the farmers that have fed their families, communi-
ties, nations, and many many more across borders.  It is the grandmothers and the compañeras that have 
shared their medicinal plants and recipes to keep everyone healthy.  It is the students that have continued 
to learn, and rebel, and demand a justice that is rightfully theirs.  It is the compañeras y compañeros that 
despite the scarcity they are pushed and forced into, continue to defend the rivers, mountains, forests 
and ecosystems that nourish us all.  As we move ahead into another year, we do so again full of hopes and 
promises for new beginnings and opportunities for justice and solidarity.  
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Partner Updates

Highland Committee of Small Farmers (CCDA)

Our friends at the CCDA have continued to 
strengthen their bases throughout 2020 despite 
the mounting challenges faced in the context 
of the pandemic as well as the increased 
criminalization of community leaders and land 
defenders.  They have continued to engage in 
various levels of organizing, from grassroots to 
institutional and government focused proposals.  
At the national level, the CCDA launched a 
counterproposal for the government’s emergency 
plan which focuses on reactivating small scale, 
family-based agroecological practices.  They 
also reinforced their work on the School Meal 
Reform, aimed at increasing government 
subsidies to national school meal programs. 
The CCDA  worked with various institutions 
including the San Carlos University (USAC) and 
opposed the closure of the Secretariat of Peace, 

and the Secretariat of Agricultural Affairs, both terminated by Giammetti under the pretext of budget 
adjustments.  At the community level many of their efforts continued to go into supporting farmers and 
providing food subsidies to families in need as 
well as supporting the planting of family food 
gardens.

The work of the CCDA continues to face 
challenges due to the government’s lack of 
commitment to the needs of communities, 
particularly the high disregard for local, small 
scale farmers.  The mounting criminalization 
in 2020 was a persistent challenge for the 
CCDA, with ongoing forced displacements of 
communities despite the pandemic, and several 
confrontations with large-scale  landowners, 
private security, and state agents that left 
compañeros and compañeras dead, injured, 
and in more cases under threat.  The power of 
community organizing and resilience is made 
evident by the gracious ways in which our 
partners at CCDA have continued to navigate 
the bleak landscape of 2020.  We continue to 
hold their work in high regard and stand in 
continuous solidarity with them into 2021.

Photo: On February 12, 2020, BTS Guatemala staff 
accompanied the CCDA to visit the community of La 
Esperanza, Santa Rosa, along with member of Congress, 
Aldo Davila. Since December 2017, the community has 
been evicted from their land twice.

Photo: CCDA Press Conference on August 13, 2020, 
calling for the immediate distribution of Congressional 
funds for small family farming (Credit: CCDA)
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Mesoamerican Institute for Permaculture (IMAP)
The main focus of IMAP over the last year has 
continued to be strengthening networks of 
support for small scale farmers in an effort to 
advance food sovereignty and protect biodi-
versity.  The pandemic had a critical impact 
on farmers who faced an even harder time 
finding markets for their locally produced 
products.  Shut out of international and na-
tional markets, farmers continue to face many 
challenges to sustain the agriculture of local, 
native products because they simply cannot 
compete with the subsidies farmers get in 
the North, or with the exploitative industrial 
production of large scale plantations.  The 
relevance of IMAP’s work came into focus 
during the pandemic when food scarcity and a 
broken economy affected millions.  IMAP’s im-
mediate plan of response included providing 

dozens of vulnerable families in Solola with emergency food rations and with many varieties of organic 
seeds so that families could produce some of their own foods.  

IMAP also increased their support of local farmers, subsidizing the cost of amaranth so that farmers could 
make an income, and so that the amaranth could be sold and donated to local communities as a form of 
a super nutritious drink to help combat malnutrition.  IMAP’s super atol went to local clinics, hospitals, 
schools, and also other community organizations across the highlands.  By creating a market for lo-
cal farmers, IMAP invested in keeping afloat the local economy so that people could continue to sustain 
themselves and their families.  To this end, they opened up a small store in downtown San Lucas Tolimán 
which serves as an alternative option to cheap, imported, chemically-filled foods that drain local commu-
nities and sustain multinational companies.  

As a small, independent, locally run organization, IMAP as many other similar organizations are facing 
critical economic challenges in the current context.  The pandemic has resulted in a near complete halt to 
IMAP’s education center where the workshops and volunteer programs were held, eroding the majority 
of the organizations funding.  Despite this, they continue to work and organize in support of local farm-
ers and the preservation of native, organic and heirloom seeds.  Heading into 2021, IMAP will continue to 
strengthen relations with grassroots networks and organizations, continue to shift some of their educa-
tional programs online, and do everything they can to disperse seeds to communities in need.

Rabinal Legal Clinic (the Bufete)
2020 brought another year of progress in the case for the 36 Maya Achí women survivors of sexual vio-
lence against six former civil patrollers. 

In particular, the year began with meaningful momentum in January when Francisco Cuxúm Alvarado was 
deported from the United States after previously being a fugitive from justice. 2020 was the first time a 
newly assigned judge heard the case, after the previous judge had been recused for prejudice. The new 

Photo: Production of organic compost at IMAP in October 
2020 (Credit: IMAP)
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judge affirmed that Alvarado would remain in preventive detention. 
Momentum in the case was temporarily lost due to COVID-19 which 
gripped Guatemala in March, delaying set hearings and closing court-
rooms across the country. 

Nine years have already elapsed since testimony was first collected 
in this case and 35 years since the crimes were committed. Further 
delays and complications associated with COVID-19, which dispropor-
tionately affects the elderly, run the risk of leaving the case hanging 
in impunity. Thankfully before the end of the year the Bufete’s court 
date was rescheduled. They found success in the evidentiary stage of 
Alvarado’s case. This meant that they were able to set the first trial 
date for the 36 Maya Achí Women. 

The emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic has affected the pursuit 
of justice for crimes committed during the Internal Armed Conflict in 
Guatemala (from 1960 to 1996) because many survivors and wit-
nesses pursuing justice are now elders who are vulnerable to COVID-19. Judges can deny pre-recorded 
testimony from key witnesses and survivors which affects the strength of cases in court. Because the pur-
suit of justice is a long and arduous process through the judicial system to begin with, the growing delays 
associated with COVID-19 have increased the risk that a case remains in impunity.

Lastly, in 2020 the current Guatemalan government closed three institutional peace bodies who were 
designed to fulfill the 1996 Peace Accords and has replaced them with one new Presidential Commission, 
(COPADEH). The closure of these democratic institutions endangers the pursuit of justice, placing at risk 
evidence of state violence and demonstrating the government’s neglect for justice in a tangible way.

In the face of these challenges, the Bufete continues to pressure the Attorney General and the judicial sys-
tem to seek justice for the survivors of the Internal Armed Conflict and to pursue cases against not only 
the material authors of the crimes but also the intellectual authors as well. 

New Hope Foundation (FNE)
The FNE’s new school year began in early 2020, con-
tinuing their mission to incorporate traditional and his-
torical memory into their curriculum for all levels. The 
FNW also continued to work with primary schools in 
the rural communities surrounding Rabinal, including 
Río Negro, to implement a project aimed at strengthen-
ing bilingual numeracy and literacy in Achi and Span-
ish. 

Immediately following the school’s return from the an-
nual commemoration in Río Negro in March, Guatemala 
announced it would be entering a period of lockdown 
to discourage the spread of COVID-19. The staff at the 
Foundation were suddenly faced with several barriers 
to the support and education of students without being able to physically hold classes.

Photo: Graduating class of the New Hope Foun-
dation, 2020. Credit: New Hope Foundation 
School
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The first challenge was to overcome the effects of the 
pandemic on families. The pandemic and interruption 
in the economy have impacted families, making it dif-
ficult for students and parents to continue prioritizing 
education. Secondly, many of the students attending 
the school come from rural areas, making distanced-
education through the internet or regular meetings a 
challenge. 

Despite distanced education, the flexibility and perse-
verance of the students and staff at FNE ensured that 
students were successful in completing their agri-
cultural projects from home during the fall. Teachers 
created paper guides and accompanied students in 
the learning process through regular visits. As a result, 
students met their objectives, including building and 
planning experiential agricultural projects which were 
symbiotic, productive, and employed the theory they 
had learned earlier that year. 

The staff at the FNE has spent the year anticipating and confronting challenges associated with rural and 
culturally-centered education in Guatemala. They continue to work with families to best support students, 
especially as they develop an improved hybrid education scheme. 

Communities in resistance to mining

Resistance to the Escobal Mine with the Xinka Parliament and 
CODIDENA
In Xinka Territory, the Xinka Parliament and 
CODIDENA (Diocesan Committee in Defense of 
Life) have experienced a challenging year, with the 
global  pandemic compounding pre-existing concerns 
surrounding the Escobal mine and complicating the 
usual functioning of the encampments in Casillas and 
Mataquescuintla. Canadian-owned mining company 
Pan American Silver spent 2020 blatantly disregarding 
the Constitutional Court’s 2017 suspension, as they 
carried out activities (such as construction and hiring 
of personnel) that are unauthorized by the suspension. 
Despite these challenges, the Xinka Parliament and 
CODIDENA continue to provide essential support 
to the anti-mining resistance. In December, the 
Xinka Parliament issued a formal complaint to the 
government, asking them to take action to ensure Pan 
American Silver is following the rules. 

Photo: Kelvin Jimenez, Xinka Parliament lawyer, 
at a pre-consulta meeting with MEM in October 
(Credit: Xinka Parliament)

Photo: Students and teacher from the FNE, 
Oswaldo, explain the significance of the tradi-
tional Rabinal Achí dance before its presentation. 
(Credit: Laura Robinson)
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After a stagnated process left idle by the Guatemalan 
government, the Ministry of Energy and Mines (MEM) 
has jump-started the Escobal Mine consultation 
process. The Xinka Parliament, members of the 
community, and CODIDENA met with the Ministry 
of Energy and Mines twice in December to discuss 
guidelines for the process. The meetings had a few 
notable positive outcomes such as allowing all 59 
Xinka community representatives to participate, 
and acknowledging Xinka institutions, cosmovision 
and decision-making process. However, these 
were quickly outweighed by Pan American Silver’s 
continued execution of prohibited activities, and 
the criminalization, threats and violence faced by 
individuals opposing the mine. 

In addition to their work around the Escobal mine, the Xinka Parliament mobilized early on in the 
pandemic to ensure communities had access to masks and sanitizer, and also distributed basic foodstuffs 
to families impacted economically by the pandemic. Members of the Xinka Parliament have made regular 
trips to Guatemala City throughout the pandemic to participate in country-wide manifestations and to 
make public statements on injustices they are seeing in the country.  

In addition to their work accompanying and supporting the anti-mining resistance, CODIDENA also has 
their youth-led water-monitoring project throughout the year. They are hoping to access more advanced 
equipment in order to generate more exhaustive data. They have also expanded their monitoring to 
include water catchment systems in 12 communities, which will help them track how much water 
is going into the Rio Esclavos, and to follow annual trends. Finally, they have recently supported the 
creation of 54 organic family gardens throughout the region, which have allowed many families to access 
healthy food, a growing concern in many communities due to the economic impacts of COVID-19 and 
environmental impacts from the November hurricanes.  

Resistance to the Fenix Nickel Mine in El Estor, Izabal
2020 marked an important year in the struggle for justice for the assasination of Adolfo Ich Chaman and 
injury to German Chub by the security of Hudbay Minerals’ Fenix Nickel Mine on September 27, 2009. 
After over 11 long years, Mynor Padilla pled guilty to charges in a retrial in Puerto Barrios. The first trial 
took place from 2014-2017 but was marred by the judge’s corruption and discrimination against the 
plaintiffs. Padilla was sentenced to two years and four months for the crimes, which were commuted to a 
fine paid to the court. 

This decision could have very real ramifications for the ongoing cases against Hubday Minerals in On-
tario, for these attacks and the sexual violence committed against 11 women in 2008 by mine security. 
Hudbay will now have to rely on a defense that they were not negligent in their management of the 
project. However, court documents gained from the company itself show the company was very aware of 
what was happening at the project. 

The women from Lote 8 also involved in the legal case also had a big win in the case against Hudbay 

Photo: Youth Leadership Workshop led by CO-
DIDENA and Xinka Parliament (Credit: Xinka 
Parliament)



Page 16 Breaking the Silence 

Minerals. In January 2020, the Supreme 
Court of Canada confirmed they can pres-
ent new evidence. Moreover, that they are 
able to sue Hudbay Minerals (at the time, 
Skye Resources) not only for the sexual 
violence committed by mine security, but 
also the police and military who were act-
ing on orders by the company during the 
evictions when the sexual violence occured. 
This is especially important as it is unlikely 
that the Guatemalan military and police 
will be held accountable for these crimes. 
An appeal of this decision was rejected by 
an Ontario Superior Court on September 
30, 2020. 

However, for folks in El Estor, this year was 
also extremely difficult. Despite a 2019 
decision by the Guatemalan Constitutional 
Court to suspend the Fenix Nickel Mine 
(now owned by Russian company, the Soloway Group), the project has continued in operation. This has 
led to continued threats against those demanding a consultation of the Q’eqchi people affected by the 
project, in particular the Fish Harvesters Guild. The son-in-law of one of the plaintiffs in the case for con-
sultation, Edin Arnoldo Choc Zacul, was killed in November. The assasination is thought to be linked to the 
work of his father in law, Tomas Che. 

In addition, the hurricanes Iota and Eta had a devastating impact in the region. The women from Lote 8, 
along with German and Angelica, lost their crops. BTS supported a fundraising campaign for those af-
fected.

Finally, Elena Choc Quib, one of the amazing plaintiffs in the case against Hudbay Minerals passed away 
due to cancer. Elena always brought humour and energy to this extremely difficult process. While she did 
not live to see justice in this case, we need to carry on this work in her name, and in the name of all those 
who have died before they saw justice. 

Photo: Lisa Rankin with plaintiffs in the case against Hud-
bay minerals. 
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Committee Updates

BTS Antigonish Committee 
By Amberlee, Coralie, Karen & Janette

BTS Antigonish members count their blessings for living in this corner of Mi’kma’ki, where COVID-19 case 
numbers have been low. Still, some of our regular activities, such as selling brewed coffee at events and 
hosting films and speakers, could not happen. Nonetheless, we pulled off a number of activities, and have 
come away with significant learnings.

Highlights:
• we continued to meet every second month 

(except for our traditional hiatus for 
Summer) either in person or via zoom or 
a combo.

• Coralie organized online coffee sales in 
the midst of the Spring lockdown, with 
pick-up on her porch!

• regular coffee sales to loyal individual 
customers and supporters continued 
throughout the year.

• Janette collaborated with traditional 
Kaqchikel weaver-artist and BTS friend 
Yamina Mazat Morales on an art project 
for Antigonight, with partial proceeds to 
BTS.

• In the Winter and Fall, Janette and Cor-
alie mentored StFX University Service Learn-
ing students (3 in each term) who promoted 
awareness of Fair Trade and the challenges 
faced by, and successes of, farmers with 
the Highlands Committee of Small Farmers 
(CCDA), and sold coffee. The Winter 2020 
students did squeeze in one coffee tasting, at 
a hockey game days before the shut-down of 
campus!
• Karen, Coralie and Janette sold crafts at 
the Antigonish Market in December.
• we helped spread the word about BTS’ 
special COVID-19 and hurricane relief for 
partners.
• we made our annual contribution for one 
scholarship to the Fundacion Nueva Esper-
anza.

Photo: The Antigonight Art After Dark Festival in Septem-
ber included a project called “Tejiendo Illusiones,” featur-
ing the art and traditional weaving practice of Yamina 
Mazat Morales (Credit: Janette Fecteau)

Photo: StFX Service Learning students Nickolas Hughes, 
Autumn Dwyer, and Alexandra Eriksson at a coffee tast-
ing they organised outside a hockey game on campus on 
March 5, 2020 (Credit: Janette Fecteau)
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• Janette and Coralie participated in the “Rights for People, 
Rules for Business” petition rally organised by the Canadian 
Network on Corporate Accountability in October. The petition 
called on the Canadian government to empower the Canadian 
Ombudsperson for Responsible Enterprise (CORE) and enact 
mandatory human rights due diligence legislation.

• we wrote letters to our provincial and federal governments 
in support of Mi’kmaw fishers’ right to “moderate livelihood” 
harvest and sale of lobsters and condemning the racist violence 
against native fishers that occurred on the South Shore in the 
Fall

Lessons from a Remarkable Year
• “Zooming in” to meetings with partners, organised by Interim 

Guatemala Coordinator Este Chep and BTS Maritimes 
Coordinator Stacey Gomez over the Summer, were 
informative and relationship-enhancing. We found the Zoom 
sessions were and will continue to be a great opportunity 
to witness, support and celebrate the work of our partners 
in Guatemala. We also felt these discussions created an 
equitable space for partners to communicate and share their 

work. Without visiting communities as guests, 
we might mitigate deep assumptions around 
North American colonialism and White 
supremacy that, even inadvertently, could be 
disrupting or editorializing localized projects.
• We appreciated the opportunity to reflect 
on BTS’ mission, facilitated by Stacey and 
Este in July, as well as a meeting we had as a 
committee in October, to reflect on what this 
pandemic year has taught us, and about our 
own capacities and our ability to stay engaged 
with BTS’s work.
• As we look forward to 2021, we want 
to continue to make connections between 
human rights and land defense work in 
Guatemala, and efforts to promote less 
destructive and exploitative industrial paths 
in the Maritimes. We salute the amazing work 
of our partners, and commit to continuing our 
solidarity!

Photo: Antigonish BTS at the Antigonish Farmers’ Market 
December 18th, alongside sister organization A Partner-
ship in Caring, an Antigonish-based Rwanda solidarity 
organisation (Credit: Karen Fish)

Photo: Coralie Cameron signing the 
CNCA petition for a video shared at 
the petition rally in October 2020 (still 
from video by Janette Fecteau)
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BTS Fredericton Committee

In Fall 2020, committee members Dirk and Joan dutifully attended the annual Annual Gathering in 
Tatamagouche. The local committee also participated in a session to provide feedback on BTS’ updated 
mission statement. 

On Feb. 25, 2021, the BTS’ Fredericton Committee met over Google Meets with BTS Maritimes 
Coordinator Stacey Gomez and Laura Robinson, a BTS Cooperant who is based near Saint John, NB. 
Sophie, Joan, Dirk and Jenn attended the meeting. After hearing updates, the group brainstormed ideas of 
how to fundraise during the pandemic to support both BTS and our community partners in Guatemala. 

The committee’s yearly popcorn fundraiser has been curtailed by online festivals! Possible avenues for 
fundraising are an online auction with items donated by allies. The group also suggested collaborating 
with existing online series Fredericton’s Tertulias and/or the Seeds for Change organization, since in 
person speaking tours haven’t been possible. There was a lot of laughter as everyone was happy to 
reconnect!

Photo: BTS Fredericton Committee meeting on February 21, 2021



Page 20 Breaking the Silence 

BTS Halifax Committee
Despite the global pandemic, the BTS Halifax 
committee continued organizing and stand-
ing in solidarity with Guatemalans throughout 
2020. After local committee member Indigo 
Christ returned home from her human rights 
cooperant placement in March, we met with 
her to learn about her experience and about 
the Xinka people’s resistance to the Canadian-
owned Escobal Mine. 

The Forum Farmer’s Market coffee project, 
spearheaded by Susanne Litke, remained ac-
tive throughout the year after adjusting to CO-
VID-19 limitations. When the Forum Farmer’s 
market closed in mid-March, stalling regular 
coffee sales, Susanne shifted to offering online 
ordering and delivery of BTS coffee and other 
JustUs goodies. Despite setbacks, the coffee 

project experienced a phenomenal year 
and raised $4310.88 for the network! 
The local committee is so grateful for 
Susanne and all the volunteers who do-
nated their time and energy throughout 
2020: Beth, Linda, Carole, Yvette, Mary, 
Stephanie, and Lisa. Thank you so, so 
much!

The BTS Halifax Committee is looking 
forward to continuing the coffee project, 
taking on new initiatives,  and standing 
in solidarity with our Guatemalan part-
ners in the new year. 

Photo: BTS Halifax Committee meeting with Indigo 
Christ sharing about her experience as a cooperant, 
March 2020

Photo: BTS Halifax member Linda Scherzinger sells coffee at 
the Forum Farmers’ Market (Credit:Stacey Gomez)
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BTS North Shore Committee
The BTS North Shore Committee did not meet for the first part of 2020. Further we were disappointed 
that the Tatamagouche school/ community project orientation and return visit to the New Hope 
Foundation, planned for August 2020, could not go ahead, as we had valued the visit of a teacher and two 
students in 2019. However, Anne and Paul Martin,  Kathryn Anderson and Wilf Bean were able to visit the 
New Hope School and re-connect with 2017 and 2019 visitors in February. They were also able to visit 
the Mesoamerican Permaculture Institute (IMAP) with BTS Interim Guatemala Coordinator Este Chep, 
and found their visionary permaculture work inspiring. However, we were able to continue to support 
three bursaries for young women to continue their studies at the New Hope Foundation. 

In May, we had a Zoom call with Colchester/Cumberland MP Lenore Zann to gain her support for the 
campaign and e-petition to ensure that the Canadian Ombudsperson for Responsible Enterprise be given 
powers to compel documents and testimony from corporations under investigation for human rights 
abuses and environmental damage. She gave her support at that time, and is actively continuing her 
support.

In September and October we met in-person at Tatamagouche Centre, with BTS Maritimes Coordinator 
Stacey Gomez and Lead Cooperant / Incoming Guatemala Coordinator Este present with us in October. It 
was great to re-connect in person, even with masking and distancing. We are thankful to Tatamagouche 
Centre for hosting us.  We feel supported by Centre staff, at a challenging time for Tatamagouche Centre. 
In September, we committed enthusiastically to supporting Este Chep with meals, if they should come to 
Tatamagouche to quarantine. That offer is still open, since Este was not able to travel to the Maritimes 
from Guatemala in 2020. We also committed to working on craft sales, and were able to sell about $1000 
in crafts at two craft sales at the Tatamagouche Farmers’ Market in November and December, and one in 
River John, also in December. 

We look forward to meeting regularly in 2021, including a visit by Stacey and Outgoing Guatemala 
Coordinator Lisa Rankin in February to update us on the reality in Guatemala and an in-person meeting, 
also in February, with Lenore to express our dismay and seek her ongoing support regarding the Canadian 
Ombudsperson for Responsible Enterprise.

Photo: North Shore Committee meeting with MP Lenore Zann in May 2020
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BTS PEI Committee
The Prince Edward Island Committee had a quiet year as we didn’t host any events with visiting speakers 
from Guatemala. Leo Cheverie was able to attend the Annual Gathering and Ryan McCrae attended a 
Community Council meeting on our behalf. 

However, we have organized 
and taken actions on the 
following issues:
• The work of the Canadian 

Network on Corporate 
Accountability (CNCA) and 
its efforts to strengthen the 
powers of the Canadian 
Ombudsperson for 
Responsible Enterprise 
(CORE) office. We are in 
the process of sending a 
letter to Trade Minister Ng 
regarding the government’s 
refusal to give the 
ombudsperson the powers 
it needs to do meaningful 
work.

• The urgent action calling 
on Guatemala’s president 
to veto the Amendments to 
the NGO Law.

• Endorsing the Migrant Rights Network campaign for full & permanent immigration status for migrant 
workers on the request of the PEI Action Team for Migrant Workers Rights at the Cooper Institute. 

• Active participation in the campaign to convince Canada to support the proposal at the WTO backed 
by over 100 developing and least developed countries to waive monopoly rights on COVID-19 related 
drugs, treatments and technology. Canada is opposing the proposal along with a handful of rich, 
developed countries.

In November, we welcomed Jennifer LeBlanc from Summerside to our committee. Jennifer is the new 
representative of CUPE’s National Global Justice Committee and is a great addition to our group. We 
also had a wonderful zoom gathering with both BTS Maritimes Coordinator Stacey Gomez and BTS Lead 
Cooperant Este Chep in which Este gave us a very graphic and moving description of the awful political 
conditions in Guatemala.

We have perhaps not been as active in past years, but the friendships, the mutual understanding of 
one another’s busy schedules, and our awe and appreciation of the great work of our BTS coordinators 
continues.  

Photo: BTS PEI Committee meeting in November 2020
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BTS 2020 Annual Gathering

The 2020 BTS Annual Gathering took place in 
Tatamagouche, Nova Scotia on October 24-
25th. During the gathering, we put in place 
strong COVID-19 protocols, including having 
participants wear masks and maintain physical 
distance throughout the event. 

As always, the Annual Gathering was an impor-
tant opportunity for network members to con-
nect with each other and with BTS’ work, and 
to come away feeling energized to continue to 
engage in solidarity with Guatemala. This year 
came with an increased sense of urgency due to 
COVID-19 and its impacts on our Guatemalan 
partners, in the midst of ongoing human rights 
concerns.

Emy Gomez, General Coordinator of the Xinka Parliament, joined us virtually to provide an update on the 
ongoing struggle for free, prior and informed consent around the Escobal mine, owned by Canadian com-
pany Pan American Silver. Emy shared that the Guatemalan government had recently agreed to have their 
59 elected representatives participate in the consultation process, signalling a step in the right direction. 

During the Annual Gathering, we took the oppor-
tunity to send a message of solidarity to the Xinka 
Parliament, to highlight international support for 
their work. 

Another highlight of BTS’ 2020 Annual Gathering 
was the debut of a performance piece created by 
Andrea Currie, a Sauteaux Métis woman from Man-
itoba who is actively involved in Indigenous rights 
and social change here in Mi’kmaki. The piece, 
inspired by Andrea’s participation in the 2019 BTS 
Guatemala delegation, connects Indigenous strug-

gles in Guatemala and Mi’kma’ki. Given the heightened violence and threats against Mi’kmaq communities 
exercising their treaty right to fish, this piece resonated with many members. 

At this year’s Annual Gathering, we also organized a reflection session focused on connecting personal 
and political struggles within the context of COVID-19. The session was facilitated by skilled adult educa-
tor, poet and Tatamagouche Centre director Nanci Lee. Importantly, the session provided a space for net-
work members to share how they have been coping during COVID-19 and to reconnect with each other, 
challenging the isolation so prevalent during the pandemic. 

We sincerely thank Inter Pares for their contribution towards the 2020 Annual Gathering. 
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The Topacio Reynoso Pacheco Award 
recognizes and supports youth fighting to 
protect the environment and their ter-
ritories through the use of art and other 
creative forms of resistance.  In 2020 we 
worked alongside Topacio’s family, com-
munity members of the Peaceful Resis-
tance, previous award recipients, and 
several community organizations to pro-
mote the 5th annual call for applicants.  
We received an overwhelming number 
of applications from 8 departments 

across Guatemala reflecting the struggles youth face as a result of extractivist industries, megaprojects, 
the criminalization of land defenders, government corruption, and various forms of structural violence 
and attacks on people, and Indigenous ancestral cultures. We were reminded from all the amazing work 
demonstrated through each application that youth are taking action and that as a result, there is hope that 
Guatemala will flourish.  

The recipients of the award in 2020 were Colectivo Juventud Empoderada 
Organizada (Empowered Organized Youth Collective), a group that has been 
organizing for the past eight years and has been using theatre of the op-
pressed and rap to confront the Tres Rios hydroelectric dam project in their 
territory, as well as the ensuing criminalization of land defenders in their 
community.  Through the accompaniment and interviews of political pris-
oners, the collective performed an original play to advocate for the release 
of criminalized land and water defenders. They work to build youth capac-
ity to defend their territory and serve as community leaders by facilitating 
workshops with youth and Indigenous authorities. These workshops employ art to develop leadership 
skills and build strong networks of youth inspired to create change.  They are based in San Pablo, San 
Marcos.

An honorary mention was made to the Movimiento de Jovenes Mayas AJPU 
(AJPU Mayan Youth Movement) group who works on the defense of water 
and their territory against the mega collector project, which threatens to 
channel water from Lake Atitlan to the sugarcane plantations along Guate-
mala’s pacific coast. 

Our annual work on this award is made possible with the support of Bows 
and Arrows Coffee, MiningWatch Canada, the Mining Injustice Solidarity 
Network, the United Steelworkers, and the Justice, Mission and Outreach 
Committee of the Maritime Conference of the United Church. 

We look forward to continuing to recognize youth resistance in Guatemala as a way to honor the life and 
legacy of Topacio Reynoso Pacheco.

2020 Topacio Award
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BTS Cooperant Program

This year marked the exciting return of the Cooper-
ant Program in Guatemala.  In 2020, three cooper-
ants worked on the ground with our partners.  The 
fruits of everyone involved in the previous year’s 
process of recruitment, training, and preparation 
really paid off with the welcoming of such talented 
and committed new faces into the BTS family. 

Laura Robinson hailed from New Brunswick to join 
the efforts of the Rabinal Legal Clinic and the New 
Hope Foundation (FNE) as a Community Develop-
ment Cooperant in early January.  Laura had arrived 
in Guatemala in October 2019 to undertake inten-
sive spanish-language classes at the New Horizon 
Cooperative in Peten and the Proyecto Lingüístico 
in Quetzaltenango. Once in Rabinal, Laura’s support 
of our partners included aiding with research and 
communications regarding ongoing transitional justice cases, as well as providing support to staff at the 
FNE’s Institute. As a cooperant Laura had the opportunity to polish her spanish, attend court hearings in 
Guatemala city, and participate in the commemorations of the Rio Negro massacre in early March. 

In February, Indigo Christ and Lenora Yar-
kie arrived in Guatemala from Halifax and 
Edmonton respectively.  Their work as Hu-
man Rights Cooperants had them travelling 
throughout Xinka territory, spending their 
time visiting BTS partners as well as com-
munity members to document and convey 
community experiences of resistance and 
struggle against Canadian mining opera-
tions.  During their time in Guatemala, they 
had the opportunity to visit various com-
munities in Santa Rosa and Jalapa, spend 
time at peaceful resistance camps, and get 
an in-depth view of the dangerous realities 
facing communities standing in defense of 
their territory against mining.

Anticipating the troubling times ahead, a 
few days prior Guatemala’s sudden shut-down of its borders, BTS made the difficult decision to suspend 
its Cooperant Program in Guatemala effective immediately.  As all arrangements were being made to re-
turn the cooperants to Canada the country announced a full lockdown of airports.  Amidst the shocking 
disbelief and chaos that was being experienced on a global scale due to the onset of the pandemic, Laura, 
Indigo, and Lenora demonstrated remarkable abilities to quickly respond, organize, and remain strong 

Photo: BTS Cooperants Lenora Yarkie, Laura Robinson and 
Indigo Christ (from left) 
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despite the challenges and uncertainties of the times.  Returning to Canada after an arduous couple of 
weeks, all three of them remained fully committed to their work in Guatemala and went on to play inte-
gral roles in the urgent actions and solidarity fundraising campaigns that were launched in support of our 
partners. 

Also remarkable was the dedication of Cooperant Committee members who despite also navigating the 
turbulence of the pandemic in their respective corners of the world, stepped up to provide all the emer-
gency support and advice needed on the ground in regards to the cooperants.  The recruitment drive 
that had been launched in February for a new cohort of cooperants was put on pause.  As the extent and 
length of the pandemic was accepted, the Cooperant Program quickly shifted to a focus on virtual ac-
companiment based in Canada.  To this end, the Cooperant Committee continued to meet regularly and 
work towards a newly contextualized version of the Cooperant Program.  Laura, Indigo, and Lenora have 
continued to remain involved, taking bigger leadership roles and responsibilities within this committee as 
well as other areas of BTS’ work.

Through the adventures that we embarked on this year through the Cooperant Program, and all of the 
fruits that have come to be as a result of the program, we continue to be reminded of its centrality in our 
work.  Cooperants are a pivotal lifeblood of our network, and whether in Canada or in Guatemala, soli-
darity and accompaniment transcends physical borders. These are lessons we carry forward into 2021, 
backed by the experience of this year and all the amazing efforts of all of you who have supported this 
program.  

Reflection from BTS Cooper-
ant Laura Robinson:
During BTS’s cooperant training I remem-
ber being told that a cooperant would need 
to readily employ the ‘F word’. I remember 
sitting with the cooperant training team and 
other cooperants while Kathryn Anderson 
explained this important idea thinking ‘what 
have I gotten myself into?’ 

Most network members know that I had 
nothing to fear and that Kathryn was explain-
ing that solidarity and accompaniment work 
entails flexibility: knowing when to be flex-
ible in your plans, outlook, worldview, with 
others, and yourself. But anyone who knows 
me knows that these assurances did little to 
assuage my fears because I have never been a 
very flexible person. And as fate would have it, 2020 was a trial by fire for someone learning to be flexible. 

 In the most tumultuous moments of 2020, it was the strong foundation and flexibility of the BTS support 
network that ensured myself and the other cooperants not only returned home safely but were able to 
continue learning and benefiting from the Cooperant Program. I have learned so much from each mem-
ber I have met and I am grateful for the amount of patience and guidance I have been afforded while my 
understanding of myself, the world, and my place in it has been challenged. I am so thankful for each 

Photo: Laura speaking at the 2020 BTS Annual Gathering 
(Credit: Stacey Gomez)
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individual that makes up the strong fibres of this network, from members in the Maritimes, to members 
pulling threads across the country, and our Guatemalan partners extending Southwards.

I am very grateful to the Cooperant Committee for building and supporting the Cooperant Program which 
has enabled me to learn so much. Flexibility has been only one of my personal challenges for 2020, how-
ever, I am most grateful for this new flexibility to give more space to others and for the flexibility to view 
old ideas in new ways. Thank you to everyone who contributes to this beautiful and resilient fabric of 
solidarity we each weave with our individual threads, across space, between people, and through time.

Reflection from BTS 
Cooperant Lenora Yarkie:
While I have accompanied in the past 
in Guatemala, 1996 and 1998, this was 
my first visit to Eastern Guatemala.  The 
reason for this visit was to accompany 
the Xinka Parliament and communities 
in their dispute over the San Rafael las 
Flores silver mine. 

Residents of the areas around the mine 
had experienced violence, threats, inju-
ries and deaths as a result of their opposi-
tion to the mine. 

Working with BTS was new for me. I 
knew of their work in Guatemala over the 
years, especially in regards to justice and 
solidarity. Training was intensive in Guatemala City and much needed to begin to understand the realities 
facing the Xinka and communities in the area. 

Accompaniers work in pairs, and I was pleased to be paired with a young woman.  Our skills, experience, 
ages and knowledge of the area were complementary which worked well. Part of the week we lived with 
families, a very beneficial way to integrate and get to know people better and allow them to know us. 

Most memorable to me were the people we met, and the stories which they shared with strangers, asking 
that we tell their stories once we return to our communities...stories that often were painful for them, as 
they relived horrible moments, family breakup, violence, threats, and an upheaval in the lifestyle and divi-
sions in their communities since the arrival of the mine.

What I did was to be present, watch and listen, and honour them and their work. And I would recommend 
this to anyone.

The importance of working with BTS is having a stable, supportive network in Canada. When Covid-19 
became a reality, BTS was there to guide and assist us in getting home. 

Photo: Educational & fundraising event in Edmonton, Albera, 
organized in support of Lenora Yarkie’s placement in Guate-
mala in February 2020
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Reflection from BTS Coop-
erant Indigo Christ:

On March 13th, 2020, I mentally marked 
my one-month accompaniment anniver-
sary as I shared galletas, swapped stories, 
and chatted about justicia with community 
members at the planton in Colis. After 
supper with my host family, we reviewed 
updates from the Escobal mine and settled 
in for the evening news. Guatemala report-
ed its first COVID-19 case and President 
Giammattei closed the country’s borders 
to Canadians, Americans, and Europeans. 
Ten days later, I was back home in the 
Maritimes. 

Although my time in Guatemala was cut 
short, my experience profoundly shifted 
and deepened my understanding of solidarity, accompaniment, and privilege. The Xinka Parliament 
opened my eyes to alternative forms of governance. Members of the planton gifted stories of their lived 
experiences on the front lines, and taught me about humility, community, and the power of holding space. 
Families who opened their homes to us showed me the importance of sharing space, food, laughter, and 
time. I participated in an anti-mining delegation, which helped me perceive parallels between the realities 
of land defense, extractivism, and Indigenous resistance in Canada and in Guatemala. My understanding 
evolved, and I began to peel back layers of cultural bias and learn how to show up in solidarity as an ac-
companier; an ongoing process that is seldom simple, comfortable, or complete. 

It’s been 10 months since returning to Nova Scotia, and I’m still in the process of integrating and applying 
the learning from my time as a Human Rights Cooperant. I am learning how to translate what I learned in 
Xinka territory to my life and my work here in Mi’kma’ki. I am currently participating in Canadian Roots 
Exchange’s Youth Reconciliation program, and I am so grateful for the opportunity to continue to work 
with BTS, to continue fostering relationships with our partners in Xinka territory, and to continue learn-
ing from Este, Lisa, Stacey, Laura, and all the members of this network. My personal experience taught me 
the importance (both for partners and for participants!) of programs like our Cooperant Program, and I 
am so excited to support its evolution into the future! 

Photo: Delegation in solidarity with the Xinka resistance, 
February 22-29, 2020
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BTS is a member of a number of coalitions, including the Americas Policy Group, the Canadian Network on 
Corporate Accountability (CNCA) and the Coalition Against Unjust Mining in Guatemala (CAMIGUA). Check 
out what we’ve been up to together this past year! 

Americas Policy Group (APG)

BTS is a member of the APG, a national 
network of Canadian civil society orga-
nizations working for human rights and 
social and environmental justice in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, with a his-
tory spanning over four decades of collab-
orative work. Membership includes over 
twenty-five international development 
and humanitarian NGOs, human rights 
organizations, labour unions, faith-based 
and solidarity groups, and research insti-
tutions. The APG includes two subgroups: 
the APG-Mesoamerica group and the APG 
Colombia group. 

In August 2020, the Americas Policy Group 
announced that it would separate from Cooperation Canada (formerly the Canadian Council for Interna-
tional Cooperation). To learn more, check out the piece “Falling off the Map: Whither Cooperation Canada’s 
Regional Working Groups?” by Kirsten Van Houten and Laura Macdonald here.

The APG continued to be a much needed space for joint analysis, collaboration and learning. This past year, 
a key focus was internal organizational work. APG members met virtually on May 25-26, 2020 and October 
5-6, 2020. During the meetings, APG members discussed and adopted new policies, heard updates from 
the region and strategized on joint actions.  

In 2020, the APG’s advocacy work included penning an open letter to express concern regarding the deci-
sion of the Secretary General of the Organization of American States (OAS), Luis Almagro, to not renew 
the mandate of the Executive Secretary of the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR), Dr. 
Paulo Abrão. Read the letter here.

Canadian Network on Corporate Accountability (CNCA)
The CNCA brings together 37 organizations from across Canada that advocate for Canadian policy and law 
reform to ensure Canadian corporations respect human rights and the environment throughout their glob-
al operations and supply chains. Currently, the CNCA’s two key areas of focus are: calling for independence 

Photo: Virtual APG meeting from October 5-6, 2020

Coalitions
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and investigatory powers for the Canadian Ombudsperson 
for Responsible Enterprise (CORE) and the enactment of a 
mandatory human rights due diligence (mHRDD) legisla-
tion. 

Following the election of a minority Liberal government 
in the fall of 2019, CNCA members met in Ottawa from 
January 21-22, 2020 in order to regroup, and discuss pri-
orities and plans for the year ahead. During the meeting, 
CNCA members participated in a theory of change exercise 
highlighting the root causes of the problems that members 
seek to address, as well as our assumptions in this work. 

As part of the May month of mining action, CNCA mem-
bers such as BTS highlighted the impacts of Canadian 
mining on our global partners, as well as their ongoing 
resistance. Members also called for the Canadian govern-
ment to empower the CORE and enact mHRDD legislation. 
Over 6,000 signatures were garnered on the Empower and 
Enact petition to the Canadian government. 

On October 28th, 2020, hundreds of people across the 
country participated in a virtual rally to submit the Em-
power and Enact petition online. In case you missed it, you 
can watch the video here. 

Coalition Against Unjust Mining in Guatemala (CAMIGUA)
BTS continued to participate in CAMIGUA in 2020 alongside other mining resistance and human rights 
organizations.  The coalition continued to share insights and analysis around the various mining projects 
operating in Guatemala, even despite the Constitutional Court (CC) rulings against mining operations.  
Projects in El Estor, San Rafael las Flores, San Pedro Ayampuc and Asunción Mita continued to create and 
exacerbate tensions for local communities, making the case for further vigilance and solidarity with com-
munities in resistance and under attack.  This year through its participating groups the coalition orga-
nized and supported various urgent actions in support of land defenders, and supported public forums 
and peer-to-peer analysis sharing with the aim of increasing knowledge on the impact of mining in Gua-
temala.  BTS is well placed and supported working and organizing alongside CAMIGUA. We will continue 
to be engaged with them into 2021 as the pre-consultation and consultation processes ordered by the CC 
begin to be undertaken.

Photo: Luis Fernando Garcia Monroy, a 
paralegal and community organizer for 
the Xinka Parliament, and Aleisar Arana, 
President of the Xinka Parliament, and BTS 
Guatemala Coordinator Lisa Rankin with a 
printed petition in solidarity with the Xinka 
resistance to the Escobal mine.



Thank you
We would like to thank everyone who support-
ed our work throughout the year, from partici-
pating in our various committees, donating and 
countless other ways! 

In addition, we would like to thank the follow-
ing institutional donors: 
• Canadian Union of Public Employees 
• Congregation of Notre Dame
• Just Us! Coffee Roasters
• Public Service Alliance of Canada 
• Sisters of Saint Martha of Antigonish
• Unifor
• United Church of Canada

Without their support, we would simply not be 
able to do the work that we do! 

BTS also extends a special thanks for the 
support of the Tatamagouche Centre, which is 
an accredited non-profit education, conference, 
and retreat centre that has been working for 
transformation of self and society since 1955. 
For more information, visit tatacentre.ca 



Stay in Touch

Follow us on social media: 

BTSGuateMaritimes
BTS_MG
btsmaritimesguatemala

Email Stacey Gomez 
(BTSMaritimesCoordinator@gmail.
com) to be added to be added to our 
email list. We have a Google Group 
listserve with regularl updates, as 
well as a monthly newsletter. 

Upcoming Events

BTS Annual Gathering
Tatamagouche, NS 
October 22-24, 2021

Visit us at: www.breakingthesilenceblog.com


