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The year 2018 marks the 40th anniver-
sary of the entry into force of the Ame-
rican Convention on Human Rights. 

This treaty is one of the fundamental pillars 
of the Inter-American Human Rights System, 
a system that aims to protect the fundamental 
rights of all the inhabitants of the region. This 
allows us to affirm that the origin, the rationa-
le for being and essence of this system are the 
victims of human rights violations. Each me-
chanism of the system works to improve their 
situation, functions to protect their rights and 
exists to guarantee that justice is done and to 
avoid new violations.

Today, the Inter-American Court of Human 
Rights is proud to work towards consolida-
ting the “system of personal liberty and so-
cial justice”, as introduced in the Preamble 
to the Convention and recognizes that there 
is still a long way to go in our Latin America, 
a region that still faces major challenges in 
relation to human rights.

During these four decades, the Court has 
brought attention to and protected persons 
and groups in situations of vulnerability 
that have historically been neglected. The 
Court has established standards of particu-
lar relevance for the protection of the rights 
of children and adolescents; the rights of 
women’s; the rights of elderly persons; the 
rights of indigenous people and tribes; the 
rights of  people with disabilities; the rights 

FOREWORD



8 9

of Afro-descendants and the rights of LGBTI people. There is 
also comprehensive Inter-American jurisprudence in favor of 
migrants, refugee, asylum seekers, persons deprived of their li-
berty, forcibly displaced people, human rights defenders, jour-
nalists and people in poverty.

The efforts of this Tribunal to improve the Inter-American Sys-
tem are reflected not only in the content of its judgments, but 
also in its institutional setting. The subsequent amendments to 
the Rules of Procedure of the Inter-American Court reflect how 
the role of the alleged victims has evolved and are part of a 
constant search to guarantee access to justice in the Inter-Ame-
rican System. Today, they are one of the protagonist in the pro-
cess and can actively participate throughout the various instan-
ces. In addition, inovations, such as the Inter-American Public 
Defender and the Legal Assistance Fund for Victims guarantee 
that every person in need has adequate legal advice and the ne-
cessary resources to prepare their case before the Court.

Contributions from civil society, academics and different voices 
who call for the rights of every inhabitant of the region have su-
pported the work of the Court throughout its struggle to protect 
human rights. It should be emphasized that the Court has not 
remained indiferent to the transcendental changes that occurred 
in the societies of this continent and around the world. In accor-
dance with its mission to interpret the Convention in light of the 
historical context, the judgments of the Court have extended the 
protection of the Inter-American System, reinforcing the need 
to avoid damage to the environment and establishing the direct 
justiciability of Inter-American social rights, among other re-
cent measures.

On the occasion of its 40th anniversary, the Court presents the 
“40th anniversary of the entry into force of the American Con-
vention on Human Rights and of the creation of the Inter-Ame-

rican Court of Human Rights: Facts and Figures” that was ela-
borated with the support of  the “Regional International Law 
and Access to Justice in Latin America – DIRAJus” Program 
of the German cooperation (GIZ). This concise but detailed pu-
blication aims to raise awareness, through a selection of data 
and figures, on both the instrumental und institutional evolu-
tion of the Inter-American Court in its performance of its func-
tions. For that purpose, the publication offers a brief history of 
the Inter-American Human Rights System, a description of the 
most memorable dates and relevant statistics that best illustrate 
the activities of the Court, demonstrating its unceasing effort to 
strengthen its management. In adiction some decisions of the 
Court (contentious cases as well as advisory opinions) that are 
considered emblematic for their diversity, reach and transcen-
dence of jurisprudential contributions to regional justice are 
outlined.

On behalf of the Court, we hope that this compilation of facts 
and figures will encourage the reader to learn more about the 
work that the Court has carried out throughout its 40 years of 
existence to serve people of the Americans in the search for jus-
tice. Furthermore, we hope that this document will also be of 
interest to all those people from other regions who would like 
to have a general insight into the work of the Court within the 
Inter-American System, its jurisprudence, transcendence and 
contribution to the development of Human Rights.

Judge Eduardo Ferrer Mac-Gregor Poisot 
President of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights
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FOREWORD

The idea of human rights is based on the fundamental com-
mitment of States to “the inherent dignity of all members of 
the human family” as the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights proclaims. Adopted by the General Assembly of the United 
Nations in 1948, the UN Declaration is a milestone in the history 
of human rights. For 70 years now, it sets a common standard of 
achievements and duties for all peoples and all nations. The Uni-
versal Declaration has given rise to a range of other international 
and regional agreements, such as the International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights and the American Convention on Hu-
man Rights. 

Working towards a world in which all people can exercise their 
fundamental rights is an important imperative, also in the fra-
mework of the Sustainable Development Goals. Regional human 
rights treaties and instruments are contributing towards the aim of 
access to justice. These treaties and their protection mechanisms 
have contributed to important changes in the laws of many coun-
tries. They are also becoming particularly important for the work 
of judges, prosecutors and lawyers, who may have to apply them 
in the exercise of their professional duties.

Protecting and strengthening human rights plays also an important 
role for Germany in its development policy. Human rights are uni-
versal. That is why we are committed, together with our partner 
countries in the Americas, to protecting people from violations 
of their rights and basic freedoms. Through our regional project 
“Regional International Law and Access to Justice – DIRAJus” 
the German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and De-
velopment (BMZ) supports the efforts of regional human rights 
bodies in the Americas. 

It is therefore our pleasure and honor to contribute to the publica-
tion of this booklet, intended to celebrate the 40th anniversary of 
the entry into force of the American Convention on Human Rights 
and to increase knowledge about this Convention.

Dr. Christiane Bögemann-Hagedorn
Director Latin America

  German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ )               
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The American Convention on Human Rights (ACHR), also known as the 
“Pact of San José, Costa Rica” is an international treaty adopted within the 
Organization of American States (OAS). The Convention was adopted at 
the Inter-American Specialized Conference on Human Rights in 1969 and 
entered into force in 1978. This year (2018), the American Convention is 
celebrating its 40th anniversary since it entered into force. 

The origins of the Convention, can be traced back numerous years. At 
the end of World War II, the American nations assembled in Mexico and 
decided that a declaration on human rights should be drafted, which would 
lay the foundations for a convention. In 1948, the American Declaration of 
the Rights and Duties of Man was adopted. It represents the first general 
instrument in the field of human rights, as it was adopted months before 
the Universal Declaration. The same year, the Charter of the Organization 
of American States was approved, which establishes said organization.

Full respect for human rights appears in several sections of the OAS Char-
ter, which establishes the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights  
as the principal organ of the OAS for the protection and promotion of 
human rights. The Commission is based in Washington, D.C. (USA) It 
is composed of seven independent experts who are elected for four year 
terms by the OAS General Assembly and can be re-elected once. Further-
more, it is supported by a Secretariat, headed by a Executive Secretary 
General.

In 1967, a draft American Convention on Human Rights was submitted 
to the member states of the OAS. The final text of the Convention was 
adopted at the Inter‐American Specialized Conference on Human Rights, 
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which took place in San José, Costa Rica, in 1969. The Convention came 
into force after instrument of ratification was deposited on July 18, 1978.

The Convention’s importance does not only lie in the scope of the funda-
mental rights that it protects, but also in the institutional system of protec-
tion it establishes to examine alleged violations and to ensure that States 
parties to the American Convention on Human Rights comply with their 
obligations under the Convention. The Convention established the crea-
tion of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights. On September 3, 1979
the Court officially began to carry out its duties. At present, 23 members 
states of the OAS have ratified the ACHR and 20 States have accepted the 
Court’s contentious jurisdiction.

Under the American Convention, the Court exercises (a) contentious func-
tions, (b) advisory functions, and (c) is empowered to order provisional 
measures. Its contentious function also includes the monitoring of com-
pliance with its judgments. The Court is composed of seven judges elected 
for a term of six years by the States parties to the ACHR. The judges may 
only be re-elected once. The judges of the Court elect their President and 
Vice-President. The Court is based in San José, Costa Rica. The judges 
are supported in the exercise of their functions by the Court’s Secretariat, 
which is headed by a Secretary.

The current Inter‐American System of Human Rights is made up of two 
bodies: The Inter-American Commission on Human Rights and the In-
ter-American Court of Human Rights. Each organ of the Inter-American 
System has different functions and mandates. The Commission is a qua-
si-judicial organ, while the Court is an eminently judicial organ. The Co-
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mission has a broader and more general function of disseminating and 
promoting human rights, as well as reporting violations or analyzing the 
general human rights situation in the region or in a specific country.

For a case to be considered by the Court, it must first be submitted by the 
Inter-American Commission or a State. This means that there is no direct 
access for victims to the proceedings at the Inter-American Court. The vic-
tims must first file a petition before the Commission which may then issue 
a Merits Report with recommendations. If these recommendations are not 
followed by the State, the case can be submitted to the Court. 

During the past 40 years, the Court has delivered many important judg-
ments. Its rulings are binding on the States that have accepted its jurisdic-
tion and have required governments to amend their legislation and admi-
nistrative practices in many fields. The issues that the Court has considered 
in its judgments include, among others, the right to life, torture, enforced 
disappearances, the death penalty, due process guarantees and judicial pro-
tection, consular protection, freedom of thought and expression and their 
protection vis a vis others rights, access to information, the rights of the 
child and the family, women’s rights, and political rights. Recently, the 
Court has considered new issues, such as the principle of non-discrimina-
tion in relation to sexual orientation, in vitro fertilization, modern slavery 
and human trafficking, and the rights of indigenous peoples, including 
their rights to prior consultation, among many others. Through the Court’s 
case law, the American Convention on Human Rights has become a dyna-
mic instrument that adresses new social challenges and fosters the rule of 
law and democracy in the Americas.

The Court monitors respect for the human rights of more than 550 million 
people who live in the 20 States parties to the ACHR that currently have 
accepted its jurisdiction.

KEY DATES IN 40 YEARS 
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May 2, 1948
Adoption of the American Declaration of the Rights and Duties of Man by 
the Ninth International Conference of American States, a milestone that 
marks the birth of the Inter-American System of Human Rights. It cons-
titutes the first international human rights instrument of a general nature.

August 12 to 18, 1959
Creation of the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) 
by resolution of the Fifth Meeting of Consultation of Ministers of Foreign 
Affairs in Santiago de Chile. In this way, the Inter-American Commission 
on Human Rights was the only organ of the Inter-American System res-
ponsible for the promotion and protection of human rights. 

November 22, 1969
Adoption of the American Convention on Human Rights, also known as 
“Pact of San José, Costa Rica”. The Convention  represents a fundamental 
pillar of the Inter-American System, as it gave rise to the Inter-American 
Court of Human Rights. 

July 18, 1978
Entry into force of the American Convention on Human Rights “Pact of 
San José, Costa Rica”.

May 22, 1979
Election of the first judges of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights 
by the State Parties during the Seventh Special Session of the OAS Gene-
ral Assembly.

June 29 and 30, 1979 
First meeting of the newly elected judges at OAS headquarters in Washin-
gton, D.C. At that meeting, the first President and Vice-President of the 
Court were elected, namely Rodolfo Piza Escalante and Máximo Cisneros 
Sánchez. 

September 3, 1979
The inauguration of the Court was held in San José, Costa Rica. At the 
Sixth Special Session of the OAS General Assembly in November 1978, 
the States parties to the Convention decided to accept the Costa Rican Go-
vernment’s formal offer to establish the Court’s headquarters in its country.

September 3 to 14, 1979
First Regular Session of the Court. 

October 20 to 30, 1979
The Statute of the Court was adopted at the Ninth Regular Session of the 
OAS General Assembly.

June 16 to 18, 1980
First Special Session of the Court.

July 30 to August 9, 1980
During its Third Regular Session, the Court adopted its Rules of Proce- 
dure.

July 30, 1980
The Inter-American Court and the Government of Costa Rica signed an 
agreement which created the Inter-American Institute of Human Rights, 
dedicated to teaching, research and the promotion of human rights.

September 10, 1981
The Government of Costa Rica and the Court signed a Headquarters 
Agreement, which makes provision for the immunities and privileges of 
the Court, its judges, its staff and those persons who appear before it.
 
September 24, 1982
The Court issues its first advisory opinion regarding “Other treaties” sub-
ject to the consultative jurisdiction of the Court.

KEY DATES IN 40 YEARS
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July 29, 1988
The Court issued a landmark judgment on the merits of its first conten-
tious case, Velásquez Rodríguez v. Honduras, in which for the first time 
an international court established the constituent elements of forced disa-
ppearances, eight years before the entry into force of the Inter-American 
Convention on the Forced Disappearance of Persons.

May 9 to 13, 2005
The Court held a session outside its headquarters, for the first time. The 
session took place in Asunción, Paraguay, during the 28th Special Session 
of the Court. The sessions held outside of the Court’s headquarters are a 
very important mechanism for the people of each country to directly ob-
serve the Court´s work. 

January 1, 2010
Entry into force of the new Rules of Procedure of the Court, which were 
adopted during the 85th Ordinary Session of the Court, which toke place 
from November 16 to 28, 2009. Among the principal reforms, the new Ru-
les of Procedure strengthened the ability for alleged victims to participate 
in the process. The alleged victim became the direct guard of its interests 
in their case channeled through their legal representative. Furthermore, the 
principles of adversarial proceedings, the equality of arms and the balance 
of power between parties were strengthened. In this respect, two new me-
chanisms were introduced to facilitate access to the Inter-American justice 
system for victims, and to guarantee that those who lack sufficient econo-
mic means or do not have a legal representative can bring their case before 
the Inter-American Court: the Legal Assistance Fund for Victims and the 
Inter-American Public Defender. With the aim of giving effect to the figure 
of the Inter-American Public Defender, a Memorandum of Understanding, 
signed by the Court with the Inter-American Association of Public Defen-
ders (AIDEF), entered into force the same day.

June 1, 2010
Entry into force of the Rules for the Operation of the Victims’ Legal As-
sistance Fund.

April 21, 2012
A delegation of judges of the Court conducted a an official inspection of 
the place were the facts of a contentious case submitted to its jurisdiction, 

The delegation of the Court was accompanied by representatives of the 
Commission and of the State during their visit to Sarayaku village.

January 2015
A Unit within the Court’s Secretariat came into operation, dedicated ex-
clusively to monitor compliance with its judgments in order to adequately
accompany the States and the representatives of the victims in the process 
of complying with the Court´s judgements, as well as the due implementa-
tion of the ordered reparations.

March 24, 2015
Beginning of the digitization of the Court´s internal and external com-
munications: introduction of the digital file and the electronic transfer of 
documents.

June 19, 2015
The Court released a series of ‘‘cuadernillos de jurisprudencia’’. These 
are a number of publications which aim to disseminate the international 
standards of the Inter-American Court concerning diverse topics, such as 
women’s rights, enforced disappearances and indigenous rights, among 
others. The goal is to facilitate the study, analysis and dissemination of the 
jurisprudence of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights. Electronic 
versions of these publications can be found on the website of the Court.

August 28, 2015 
In Honduras, the Court held for the first time hearings to monitor the im-
plematation of its judgments on the territory of the same State which had 
been the declared responsible.

February 9, 2016
For the first time, an Opening Ceremony of the Inter-American judicial 
year took place with broad attendance. In addition, an international semi-
nar, titled ‘’San José: the capital of human rights’’, was held, which coun-
ted on the participation of international and national judges, high national 
authorities, experts, lawyers, students, among others.

February 2016
The Digesto was launched at the website of the Inter-American Court. The 
Digesto compiles, from a normative perspective, all the pronouncements
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of the Court that constitute an international standard, thereby creating a 
kind of “Detailed Convention”. The Digesto contains all the relevant legal 
pronouncements of the IACourtHR regarding a particular article of the 
Convention, classified by thematically related legal concepts, starting with 
the most abstract pronouncements moving towards the most concrete ones.

April 20 to 22, 2017
The Court, the Judicial Integrity Group and the Ibero-American Commis-
sion on Judicial Ethics held an international conference on “Judicial Ethics 
and the Fight against Corruption: Judicial Independence, Judicial Respon-
sibility and the Role of Specialized Organizations under objective 16 of 
the 2030 Agenda”.

November 13 to 24, 2017
During the Court’s 120th Regular Session, the judges Eduardo Ferrer  
Mac-Gregor Poisot and Eduardo Vio Grossi were elected President and 
Vice-President, respectively, for the period 2018-2019. Their mandate 
started on January 1, 2018.

December 4 to 5, 2017
The Inter-American Commission on Human Rights and the Court held the 
First Forum of the Inter-American Human Rights System at the headqua-
ters of the Commission in Washington, D.C.

PRESIDENTS OF THE COURT 
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Eduardo Ferrer Mac-Gregor Poisot

Roberto de Figueiredo Caldas
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Thomas Buergenthal

Pedro Nikken

Carlos Roberto Reina 
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2018-2019
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2004-2007
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1990-1993

PERIOD
2016-2017

PERIOD
1999-2003

PERIOD
1989-1990

PERIOD
2014-2015

PERIOD
1997-1999

PERIOD
1987-1989

PERIOD
2010-2013

PERIOD
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PERIOD
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PRESIDENTS OF THE COURT
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CURRENT COMPOSITION OF THE COURT

Official photograph june 20181

1In front from left to right: Judge Humberto Antonio Sierra Porto; Judge Eduardo Vio Grossi, Vice-President;      
Judge Eduardo Ferrer Mac-Gregor Poisot, President; Judge Elizabeth Odio Benito. Behind from left to right: 
Judge Eugenio Raúl Zaffaroni and Judge Patricio Pazmiño Freire.

Eduardo Ferrer Mac-Gregor Poisot 
President

Eduardo Vio Grossi 
Vice-President

Humberto Sierra Porto
Judge 

Elizabeth Odio Benito
Judge 

Eugenio Raúl Zaffaroni
Judge 

Patricio Pazmiño Freire
Judge 
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Submission of contentious cases 
to the IACourtHR (1979-2017)

Source: Consultation of the IACourtHR’s Annual Reports until 2017.

GRAPHIC 1

Judgments by State (1979-2017)

Source: Review of Contentious Cases on the website of the Inter-American Court until 02/2018. The 
number of judgments does not necessarily correspond to the number of contentious cases. In the same 
case, the Inter-American Court can issue different types of judgments (preliminary objections, merits, 
reparations and interpretation of judgments).

GRAPHIC 2
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Forms of reparation of the IACourtHR Non-pecuniary measures of reparation 
ordered by the Court (1979-2017)2

2The Court has ordered reparations in a total of 219 contentious cases until 2017. In each judgment, 
the Court orders multiple measures of reparation.

GRAPHIC 3

1-Restitution measures: restoration, as far as possible, of the situation 
prior to the violation (e.g. reinstatement of the freedom of illegally detained 
persons, reinstatement of prior employment, return of displaced or exiled 
persons, render ineffective internal decisions, elimination of judicial and/ 
or administrative records, return or restitution of property, and restitution, 
demarcation, and allocation of title of indigenous communal property).

2-Rehabilitation measures: provide victims with medical, psychological 
and/or psychiatric care.

3-Measures of satisfaction: acts or works of public scope or impact orien-
ted to the commemoration of the victims or the facts of the case, the recog-
nition of their dignity and the consolation of their relatives (e.g. determining 
the whereabouts of disappeared persons, identification and delivery of their 
remains, public act of acknowledgment of international responsibility, pu-
blication and dissemination of the judgment of the Inter-American Court, 
monuments, plaques or public spaces commemorating the victims or facts, 
awarding victims with scholarships or vocational training, granting housing 
for victims, and community development plans).

4-Guarantees of non-repetition: measures aimed at preventing the recu-
rrence of human rights violation, such as those that occurred in the cases 
that were the subject of the Court’s consideration (e.g. modification of legal 
norms or practices of the States that are contrary to the Convention, issuance 
of legal norms or development of practices to protect and guarantee human 
rights, training in human rights for state officials, and awareness, education 
or disseminationof human rights to society).

5-Obligation to investigate, prosecute and, where appropriate, punish 
those responsible for human rights violations held in the cases.

6-Compensation for material and immaterial damage and reimburse-
ment of costs and expenses.

Source: Secretariat of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights.
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Approximate figures on the violation of 
articles of the Convention according to 
the Court’s jurisprudence (1979-2018)

Source: Review of the judgments on merits of the Inter-American Court from 1979 to June 2018. Ju-
risprudential concepts such as access to justice (Art. 8, 25, 1.1 ACHR) or forced disappearance (Art. 4, 
5, 7, 1.1 ACHR) were accounted for individually in each of the judgments analyzed.

IMAGE 1

Compensation and payments ordered 
by the Court (1979 -2017)3

Source: Secretariat of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights.

IMAGE 2

3The Legal Assistance Fund for Victims began operating in 2010.
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Types of resolutions of the Court
(1979-2018)

Source: Information from the website of the Inter-American Court until June 2018.

IMAGE 3
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Source: OAS website.

IMAGE 5

Regional instruments for the protection and 
promotion of human rights

IMAGE 6

Source: Information provided by the Secretariat of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights.

On January 11, 2017, the In-
ter-American Convention on 
the Protection of the Human 
Rights of Older Persons enters 
into force.

On November 11 2017, the 
Inter-American Convention 
against Racism, Racial Discri-
mination and Related Intole-
rance enters into force.

On September 11, 2001,
the Inter-American Democratic 
Charter is adopted

On May 2, 1948, the American 
Declaration of the Rights and 
Duties of Man is adopted.

On July 18, 1978, the American 
Convention on Human Rights 
(“Pact of San José, Costa Rica”) 
enters into force.

On February 28, 1987, the In-
ter-American Convention to 
Prevent and Punish Torture 
enters into force.

On August 28, 1991, the Protocol 
to the American Convention on 
Human Rights regarding the 
Abolition of the Death Penalty 
enters into force.  

On March 5, 1995, the In-
ter-American Convention to 
Prevent, Punish and Eradi-
cate Violence against Women 
(“Convention of Belém do 
Pará”) enters into force.

On March 28, 1996, 
the Inter-American Convention on 
Forced Disappearance of Persons 
enters into force.

On November 16, 1999, the Ad-
ditional Protocol to the Ame-
rican Convention on Human 
Rights in the area of ​​Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights 
(“Protocol of San Salvador”) 
enters into force.

On September 14, 2001, the In-
ter-American Convention for 
the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination against Per-
sons with Disabilities enters into 
force.
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TABLE 1

4Function by which the Court responds to consults requested by States Member or certain bodies of the OAS on 
the interpretation of the American Convention or other treaties concerning human rights protections. Additio-
nally, at the request of a Member State of the OAS, the Court may produce its opinion on the compatibility of 
internal norms with instruments of the Inter-American System.

Advisory Opinions (1982-2017)4
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EMBLEMATIC JUDGMENTS
AND ADVISORY OPINIONS 

PRONOUNCED BY THE COURT 
(1979-2017)
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at
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 C
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e 
O

A
S 

C
ha

rte
r a

nd
 A

rti
cl
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ra
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 D
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 c
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 c
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 b
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 c
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 c
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C
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 o
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l p
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 C
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 d
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 c
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) c
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 p
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re
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e 

pr
ot

ec
tio

n 
ag

ai
ns

t 
si

gn
ifi

ca
nt

 e
nv

iro
nm

en
ta

l 
da

m
ag

es
, (

iv
) g

ua
ra

nt
ee

 a
cc

es
s 

to
 in

fo
rm

at
io

n 
on

 
po

ss
ib

le
 im

pa
ct

s 
on

 th
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