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Indigenous Peoples’ Access to Justice 
40 years after the Fourth Russell Tribunal on the Rights of the Indians of the Americas 

From 24 to 30 November 1980 The Fourth Russell Tribunal on the Rights of the Indians of the
Americas (FRT) was held in Rotterdam, The Netherlands. The members of the jury and other bodies
came together in order to consider alleged violations of the rights of the Indians of the Americas.
Out  of  45  cases  submitted  to  the  Tribunal,  fourteen  were  accepted  for  presentation  through
witnesses, experts and documentation. The FRT was visited by 200 journalists from around the
world and achieved wide international media coverage. The report of this Tribunal was presented to
a representative of the Secretary General of the United Nations, the UN Human Rights Commission
and several other institutions. The FRT has thus been a catalyst in the developments towards the
creation of the Working Group on the Rights of Indigenous Populations by the United Nations in
1982. 

The Netherlands Centre for Indigenous Peoples (NCIV) is the successor of the Working Group
Indian Project that organized the FRT and is the holder of the copyright of the microfiche archive. 

In order to link the FRT archive with current discussions on Indigenous Peoples’ access to justice
there will be a need to update the cases presented and find out if justice was achieved in these cases,
and if so, how? Or, if not, why not? The suggested framework for this investigation, outcomes and
recommendations  will  be  developed  within  three  integrated  topics:  truth,  memory  and
accountability. 

On the occasion of the 40th anniversary of the FRT in November 2020, NCIV co-hosted three
webinars. Webinar 1: The Tribunal Revisited 40 years later. Webinar 2: Human Rights Violations
and the encounter of different world views. Webinar 3: The need for access to justice for Indigenous
Peoples. Young Indigenous activists, frontline defenders from North, Central and South America,
many of whom participate in the Permanent Forum, shared their  concerns,  reflected on current
challenges and access to justice of Indigenous Peoples. Specific attention was given to Indigenous
philosophies and wisdom, vital in times of climate change and societal disruptions. Archival footage
was presented. 

We are suggesting a follow up to the recommendations made in 1980, to governments, international
agencies and religious groups. This initiative sought to engage participants from the cases presented
at the FRT with human rights experts and legal advisors, in a discussion on the violations of rights,
within  the  context  of  the  current  situation  of  the  human  rights  and  fundamental  freedoms  of
Indigenous Peoples, access to and implementation of justice. 

Invited guests, original participants in the 1980 Tribunal included Chief Oren Lyons (Onondaga
Elder), Jose Barreiro (Taino Nation), Nilo Cayuqueo (Mapuche), Serv Wiemers (The Netherlands),
Bill Means, Phyllis Young (Lakota) and her daughter Tipiziwin, Sharon Venne (Cree), as well as
Paloma Bonfil  Sanchez  (Mexico),  daughter  of  jury  member  Guillermo Bonfil  Batalla;  Tsitsina
Xavante (daughter of President of the Jury, Mario Juruna (Xavante); Daiara (Figueroa) Tukano,
daughter of Alvaro Tukano (on video) and Stefano Varese, the only living member of the original
jury. Other invited guests, not part of the 1980 delegation included Joshua Cooper, Tony Simpson
(Bertrand Russell Peace Foundation), Winona LaDuke, Sarah James, (Neetsa’ii Gwich’in elder),
Nick Tilsen, Amb.Juan Leon Alvarado, K’iche Maya (Guatemala) and Francisco Calí Tzay (Maya
Kaqchikel) Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. 



The  webinars  progressed  thematically  over  the  three  sessions  with  statements  regarding  long-
standing concerns from Indigenous Peoples that they lack standing to bring complaints relating to
loss of sovereignty and self-determination under international law or to enforce treaties between
Indigenous Peoples and States, for example as States before the International Court of Justice and
other competent bodies, including regional and international bodies. 

The initiative to revisit the FRT was taken in 2011 by Natalie Drache, Producer, Dialogue Between
Nations, who called for “anyone who may have participated directly in the 1980 FRT or has access
to issues presented on behalf of their nation at that Tribunal.” Leo van der Vlist, Director, NCIV
responded to this call and together we have taken this idea further. 

The uniqueness of this project is the number of evidence-based cases which NCIV and partners are
proposing to re-introduce into the human rights justice-seeking process. We welcome your interest
and your participation. 

Respectfully submitted, 

Leo van der Vlist, Director, NCIV 
Natalie Drache, Coordinator Special Projects, NCIV 
Producer, Dialogue Between Nations 


