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TheMartín-Baró Initiative: Justice for Ignacio Martín-Baró

History about the Lawsuit and Recent Updates

Ignacio Martín-Baró was one of six Jesuit priests, who along with their housekeeper and her

daughter, were assassinated on November 16, 1989 in the José Simeon Cañas Jesuit University of

Central America (UCA) in San Salvador, El Salvador.1 The perpetrators were part of an elite military

unit, the Atlácatl Battalion, of the Salvadoran army, which was ordered to kill Father Ignacio

Ellacuría, rector of the UCA, and to leave no living witnesses behind.2 The Report of the UN Truth

Commission on El Salvador later stated that the priests were targeted for their “special concern for

those sectors of Salvadorian society who were poorest and most affected by the war,”3 which some

sectors of the military interpreted as being involved with the armed rebel guerrilla movement, the

Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front (FMLN). This criminal event was part of El Salvador’s

12-year civil war that cost hundreds of thousands of lives.

The prosecution of some involved in the massacre began on November 13, 2008 when the

Spanish Association for Human Rights and The Center for Justice & Accountability (CJA) filed

criminal charges in Spain against 19 former military personnel and the former President of El

Salvador, Alfredo Cristiani. Indictments were issued by the Spanish court against all of these

individuals. Colonel Inocente Montano, the only defendant who did not live in El Salvador, had

immigration fraud charges filed against him by the Department of Homeland Security in the U.S.,

where he was living. After being tried for immigration fraud, Montano was sentenced to 21 months in

3 “From Madness to Hope: the 12-year war in El Salvador: Report of the Commission on the
Truth for El Salvador.” Retrieved from:
https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/file/ElSalvador-Report.pdf.

2 Bernabeu, A. (2020). Fall 2020 Bay Area Latin America Forum. In Berkeley Center for Latin
American Studies. UC Regents. Retrieved from
https://clas.berkeley.edu/jesuits-massacre-trial-return-accountability-human-rights-violations.

1 This event has sometimes been referred to as the Jesuit Massacre, however since this term tends
to obscure the killings of their housekeeper and her teenage daughter who were murdered
alongside them, we will refer to it as the UCA murders here.
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prison in the U.S. Responding to the Spanish National Court’s extradition request, the U.S.

Department of Justice filed a complaint for Montano’s extradition to Spain when his release date was

approaching in April 2015. After he unsuccessfully challenged his detention with a habeas corpus

petition, Montano was extradited to Spain on November 29, 2017. The Spanish court had originally

ruled that Montano was eligible for extradition on February 5, 2016, and on that very day, the

Salvadoran national police arrested four defendants in the Spanish criminal trial. Since they had

been tried prior for the UCA murders in El Salvador, the court decided against extraditing these four

defendants to Spain. The court restored the status quo before the amnesty law, leading to Colonel

Guillermo Benavides being left in a Salvadoran prison and to three previously-acquitted soldiers

being freed. The General Amnesty Law for Consolidation of Peace of 1993 was declared

unconstitutional by the Constitutional Chambers of the Supreme Court of El Salvador on July 13,

2016; the law in question had protected other people associated with the massacre from criminal

charges. As of early 2017, Almudena Bernabeu–a former Center for Justice and Accountability (CJA)

Transitional Justice Director– retained the clients from the prosecution through her new firm

Guernica 37.

Following 30 years of impunity, the trial for the UCA murders finally commenced in June

2020 in a Spanish courtroom. Spanish co-counsel Ollé and Sesé Abogados and lawyers tied to the

Guernica Centre for International Justice are collectively serving as private prosecutors in this case.

The trial’s initiation is occurring in the wake of a January 2020 decision by the United States to

establish 13 individuals and their families as ineligible to enter the country because of their

involvement in the extrajudicial killings of the Jesuits and their two companions, among other

human rights abuses. By June 2020, only one defendant in the Spanish case–former Colonel

Inocente Montano–was still in custody, facing murder and state terrorism charges. Former

Lieutenant of the Salvadoran Army Yusshy René Mendoza Vallecillos (another former defendant) was
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set to appear virtually as a witness for the prosecution. Besides Montano, whose extradition by

Spain from the United States proceeded in 2017, the other defendants at this time were presumed to

have been living in El Salvador (the requests to the Salvadoran government for extradition to Spain

had not been fulfilled at the time). By September 11, 2020, the National Court of Spain decided that

Montano was guilty of “five counts of murder of a terrorist nature,” marking a culmination of

decades of work by many actors, including the international Jesuit community, eyewitnesses,

lawyers, and the victims’ families. This event also symbolizes a milestone for the legal notion of

“universal jurisdiction.” In their effort to stress the massacre’s historical/political context, the

prosecution team referred to documentary evidence, testimonies, and expert analysis. Beyond

offering historical context, declassified documents clearly showed the military’s culpability despite a

sprawling attempted coverup. Montano’s conviction entails a sentence of 133 years in prison, or 26

years and eight months for each of the victims addressed in the case.

In January 2022, the Supreme Court of El Salvador decided to reopen an investigation into

the UCA murders case; Attorney General Rodolfo Delgado had previously pushed to reopen said

case. This reopening occurred after a 2019 roadblock: a lower court had decided that an

investigation could proceed regarding the involvement of former President Alfredo Cristiani and a

group of military officers in the massacre, but this investigation was halted in 2019 when the officers

appealed the case to the country’s Supreme Court. As of January 2022, the former President Cristiani

continued to deny knowledge of, or involvement in, the assassination plan. This advancement was

somewhat counteracted by a November 2022 development, involving a Salvadoran court’s decision

to release Colonel Benavides from prison due to his recent completion of a third of his sentence and

his advanced age.
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