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Aysén loses its voice

Radio silenced, police crack down as battle for hearts and
minds rages in Aysén
22 March 2012

Fourteen leaders of the protest movement in the remote Patagonian area of Aysén, including its
spokesman Iván Fuentes, are due to meet the Chilean interior minister, Rodrigo Hinzpeter, in
Santiago today to seek a solution to the unrest that has shaken the region for the past two
months.

Reporters without Borders hopes the talks will ensure that basic constitutional freedoms, including
the right to inform and be informed, are preserved.

“The problem will not be solved by the use of tear gas,” the president of the Senate, Camilo
Escalona, told the media.

The head of the carabineros militarized police, Gustavo González, has publicly admitted to members
of parliament, that the harsh crackdown by his men in the region has been excessive.

Reporters Without Borders is in no doubt that the problem will get worse if attempts to block
access to information in the region are repeated.

“Cutting Aysén off from the rest of the country is the best way to lose control of events and to
ensure the region descends into chaos and violence,” it said. “The flow of information is the best
insurance in such circumstances.”

The dispute in Aysén has earned support in other parts of the country and there, too, the safety
of those who work in news and information is more than ever at risk.

As well as violent clashes two days ago, communications and network connections have been cut
off on a regular basis. The website of the regional station Radio Santa Maria has suffered major
disruptions and its mirror and streaming sites, created to get around this, were inaccessible for
part of the day yesterday.

According to our sources, the station’s Internet service provider is believed to have admitted
cutting the connection while some officials have accused the station of inciting people in the area
to demonstrate. Is it a crime for Radio Santa María to have informed its listeners that a fresh
contingent of carabineros has been sent to Aysén?

The harsh crackdown resulted in the arrest of 20 people in Coyhaique, including cameraman Victor
Hugo Gómez, who works for the Radio Santa Maria affiliate Canal 3. He was released the next
day.
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Will 2012 be as bad as last year for Chileans working in the media, particularly news photographers
and cameramen, as well as journalists and bloggers close to protest movements? The fear is well-
founded and has been highlighted once again as support for the protest movement in the poor
southern region of Aysén has spread, and students have once again gone on the march.

The negative trend apparent in Chile, which has fallen from 33rd to 80th out of 179 countries in
the latest world press freedom index compiled by Reporters Without Borders, is unfortunately set
to continue in view of the reported attacks on journalists.

“At issue once again are the abuses by the security forces, especially the carabinero militarized
police,” the press freedom organization said.

“Detentions, although short in duration, are often accompanied by the destruction of equipment,
amounting to censorship. Such incidents have led to the cancellation of an attempt by some
journalists to hold talks with the carabineros’ command on preventive measures.

“Precise instructions must be given to the security forces, and made available publicly, and video
journalists must be given a guarantee that they will be compensated for any equipment seized or
destroyed.”

Ricardo Uribe, a cameraman with the Colombian news station NTN 24, was detained on March 15
in Santiago during a demonstration by students in the Parque Bustamante which was violently
dispersed by carabineros.

Witnesses said the students made no attempt to hide their faces, did not build barricades or take
violent action. The journalist was detained on the grounds of impeding the actions of the security
forces and was kept in a carabineros’ bus, preventing him from covering the disturbances in a
normal manner.

Several attacks on journalists were reported during demonstrations in Santiago in support of
protests in the Aysén region. Since the start of the year, résidents in Aysén have been expressing
their dissatisfaction at the region’s economic isolation, high fuel prices, low minimum salaries and
lack of health and medical infrastructure.

The first of these was on 24 February when Félix Madariaga, a journalist with the Corporation of
Promotion and Defense of the People’s Rights (COPEDU), was detained by carabineros, who
assaulted him and refused to attend to his injuries.

He was forced to seek medical attention by himself and, while he was being treated, he was
questioned by carabineros who failed to ensure that a colleague or lawyer was present as required
by law.

Also in Santiago, Jason Suder, an American reporter for the English-language newspaper Santiago
Times, was arrested as he was photographing the interrogation of a young demonstrator, and was
taken to a police barracks in the city centre.

His status as an international journalist granted him no protection from the carabineros’ brutality,
as he recounts in an article in the Huffington Post.

Two more cases of injurious assault were reported in the capital during demonstrations on 7 and 8
March – those of Jorge Zúñiga San Martin, a photographer with the magazine Punto Final, and a
freelance colleague Cristián González.

In Aysén itself, the regional radio station Radio Santa María reported that one of its journalists,
Rodrigo Labarca, was assaulted by a carabinero on 13 March, but fortunately suffered no serious
injuries.

Reporters Without Borders is also concerned about the consequences for the free flow of
information of the application in Aysén of the State Security Law, enacted under the 1973-1990



dictatorship and unchanged since, and of the 1984 anti-terrorism law, used in the recent past
against Chilean and foreign journalists in the southern region of Araucania.


