July 22, 2020
Mr. Paulo Abrão
Executive-Secretary
Inter-American Commission on Human Rights
Washington D.C.
Re: Request for Hearing on Structural Racism and Police Violence in the United States at the 177th
Period of Sessions (September 27 to October 6, 2020)
Dear Secretary Abrão,
Pursuant to articles 61, 62 and 66 of the Regulations of the Inter-American Commission
on Human Rights (“IACHR” or the “Commission”), the undersigned organizations respectfully
request a hearing during the 177th Period of Sessions (September 27 to October 6, 2020) to address
structural racism and police violence in the United States and specifically the urgent issue of
accountability, redress, and reparations for the extrajudicial killings of Black Americans by State
agents in the country.
The Proposed Hearing
As the Commission has documented on numerous occasions,1 police acts of violence,
including extrajudicial killings of Black Americans by law enforcement officers in the United
States, are routinely met with impunity. The IACHR has identified multiple interrelated factors
that contribute to the prevailing culture of impunity, including the lack of independent
investigation mechanisms to hold law enforcement officers accountable for police-involved
deaths; the existence of multiple legal and practical obstacles in criminal, civil and administrative
accountability mechanisms for State agents who commit extrajudicial killings; and the structural
racism of policing institutions.2
In November 2018, the IACHR completed its thematic report on how policing as practiced
in the United States violates the core human rights of Black communities.3 The groundbreaking
report recommended urgent reforms to address the historical and structural roots of police violence
that disproportionately harm Black communities, as well as other communities of color.
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Since the IACHR Report on Police Use of Force was published, however, little has
changed in the practices and policies of the United States. The extrajudicial killings of Black
people by police continue with alarming regularity, and with a persistent lack of accountability.
The May 25, 2020 killing of George Floyd, an unarmed Black man, by a police officer who knelt
on his neck for eight minutes and 46 seconds until he died, was captured on video.4 This horrific
event sparked massive protests across the United States and around the world, repudiating it and
countless similar killings by police. The protests in the United States – which have been met with
extraordinary brutality and violence by State agents – continue to this day. In response, the
Commission stated its “strongest condemnation for the murder of George Floyd at the hands of
police, the systemic violence against Afro-Americans, and the impunity and disproportionate use
of police force against protesters in the United States.”5
This proposed hearing intends to provide the Commission with updated information about
the continuing pattern of extrajudicial killings of Black people committed by police in the United
States. It also proposes to situate current demands from civil society and impacted communities
within the IACHR’s recommendations in its Report on Police Use of Force. The presenters hope
to assist the Commission in continuing to monitor and address systemic racism and policing in the
United States. In this crucial moment of mobilization and focused debate on structural racism and
police violence in the United States, the Commission can play a critical role in ensuring that
policymakers and civil society alike are equipped with a clear understanding of the State’s
international human rights obligations when considering the institutional reforms and reparations
required to meaningfully address the United States’ history of impunity for extrajudicial killings
of Black Americans.
Continued Relevance for the IACHR
Although the Commission and other international human rights bodies6 have called on the
United States to address the crisis of structural racism and state violence against Black
communities, little has changed in the policies and practices of local, state and federal authorities.
Since the Commission’s last report on police use of force in the United States, at least 1,500
Americans have been killed by police in shooting deaths alone.7 In the wake of these persistent
killings, civil society demands have coalesced around three calls to action: (1) ending impunity for
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state violence against Black Americans, (2) ensuring reparations for current and past human rights
violations committed against Black communities, and (3) reallocating public funds from the police
to reinvest in Black communities.8
Ongoing impunity for extrajudicial killings. In its 2018 report, the Commission identified
barriers to effective accountability for police killings, “including bias among grand juries and
prosecutors, lack of independent investigations and prosecutions, lack of federal resources and will
to investigate and prosecute, and procedural and evidentiary barriers to beginning and successfully
completing legal proceedings to obtain remedies.”9 Accordingly, IACHR called on the United
States to “take effective action to correct and eliminate” structural inequalities which hinder access
to justice for Black communities in cases of police violence.10 To date, the United States has made
little progress on the Commission’s recommendations. Rather, the situation has worsened. The
administration of President Donald Trump has effectively dismantled mechanisms for federal
police oversight and rescinded limits placed on the militarization of police forces implemented
following the 2014 killing of Michael Brown.11
Protests demanding accountability, which the Commission recognized “show[] a vibrant
civil society supportive of non-discrimination in the United States, [have been] branded by the
United States government as ‘terrorist’ and ‘subversive’.”12 The lack of state and federal
independent investigations that meet international standards and continued impunity for the police
killings of many Black Americans, including Breonna Taylor, Elijah McClain, Clinton Allen and
others whose killings have not captured headlines,13 underscores the continued need to address the
multiple legal and practical barriers that prevent impartial and independent investigations of
excessive use of force against Black communities, as recommended by the Commission in 2018.
Failure to provide effective reparations. The right to remedy for human rights violations
requires not just an end to impunity and guarantees of non-repetition but also effective reparations.
In the United States, the continued existence of qualified immunity for police misconduct presents
a barrier to victims of state violence and their families from obtaining reparations for the harm
they have suffered.14 Moreover, despite the Commission’s recommendation that the United States
“undertake studies with the goal of creating guidelines for the reparation of historic and structural
discrimination” and “provide appropriate reparation to those affected by the racially disparate
impact of federal, state, and local laws and policies,”15 to date little progress has been made to
compensate Black Americans for more than 200 years of enslavement and the systemic racism that
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has persisted since.16 Though a bill to establish a commission to study reparations was reintroduced in the House of Representatives in January 2019, it has yet to gain the necessary support
to pass.17 In the wake of George Floyd’s killing and the subsequent protests, civil society has now
renewed its call for a comprehensive national effort for reparations to those affected by historic
and systemic racism in the United States.18
The need for transformative divestment. Entwined with reparations for systemic racism is
the Black community’s call to divest from police departments and reinvest in communities of
color. This comes in response to continued and escalating police violence against Black
communities despite decades-long appeals for meaningful institutional reform to bring an end to
racial disparities in the criminal legal system and the excessive use of force by law enforcement.19
As recognized by the Commission in its 2018 report,20 the criminal legal system in the United
States is built on centuries of systemic racism.21 Transformative divestment is necessary to ensure
that State approaches to public safety do not perpetuate systems of harm and discrimination;
indeed, divestment from police is consistent with the Commission’s recommended reparations to
“transform the underlying situation of inequality” and structural discrimination faced by Black
Americans.22 In calling for divesting from the police, civil society is asking state and federal
lawmakers to move funds away from incarceration, corrections, and policing toward services that
are needed in Black communities, such as education, healthcare, and housing.23 These are essential
elements for community safety, combatting the effects of centuries of systemic racism, and
securing basic economic, social and cultural rights with equality and dignity.
The Inter-American System’s transformative reparations framework can provide an
important international human rights context to civil society’s demands for reparations and
divesting from the police. In the Cotton Field case, the Inter-American Court held that in the
context of structural discrimination “reparations must be designed to change this situation, so that
their effect is not only of restitution, but also of rectification. In this regard, reestablishment of the
same structural context of violence and discrimination is not acceptable.”24 Reparations systems
recommended by the Commission in other circumstances have expressly emphasized restitution,
rehabilitation and compensation, with the aim of improving the circumstances of affected
communities.25 The proposed hearing would give the Commission an opportunity to add its
comparative expertise and experience to the renewed conversations in the United States around
reparations and reinvesting in communities of color.
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Conclusion and Request
At this historic juncture, specific recommendations from the Commission regarding
accountability for extrajudicial killings committed by State agents, guarantees of non-repetition,
and transformative reparations will provide important international legal context to current efforts
at reform in the United States and build on the Commission’s hearing during its 173rd Period of
Sessions on reparations for slavery and other structural racial discrimination in the United States.
The applicants will present an updated analysis of the problem to complement and
further develop the analysis of the IACHR in its 2018 Report. In addition, concrete
recommendations will be presented on how the United States could develop effective
accountability and policy frameworks to meaningfully protect the human rights of Black
communities and other communities of color. The hearing will also provide an important and
unique opportunity for local, state, and federal government representatives with the authority to
implement structural changes to address the Commission and civil society directly, and to respond
to the recommendations made by the Commission in its 2018 Report. This will all be important
input for the continuing work of the Inter-American Commission as it monitors the human rights
situation in the United States, and as it continues to put a spotlight on the rights of Black individuals
and communities in the context of structural racism.
Based on the aforementioned, the undersigned organizations respectfully request a hearing
on “Structural Racism and Police Violence in the United States” for the 177th Period of Sessions,
which will take place from September 27 to October 6, 2020.

Respectfully,

American Civil Liberties Union
Center for Justice and Accountability
Mothers Against Police Brutality
US Human Rights Network
RFK Human Rights
Santa Clara University School of Law International Human Rights Clinic
Thurgood Marshall Civil Rights Center, Howard University School of Law
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