


EarthRights is a nongovernmental, nonprofit organization that combines the power of 
law and the power of people in defense of human rights and the environment, which we 
define as “earth rights.” We specialize in fact-finding, legal actions against perpetrators of 
earth rights abuses, training grassroots and community leaders, and advocacy campaigns. 
Through these strategies, EarthRights seeks to end earth rights abuses, to provide real 
solutions for real people, and to promote and protect human rights and the environment in 
the communities where we work.
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1996 1999 20011995
Ka Hsaw Wa, Katie Redford, 

and Tyler Giannini launch 
EarthRights in �ailand with 

a $35,000 grant from the 
Echoing Green Foundation to 
harness the power of law and 

the power of people in support 
of human rights and the 

environment. 

EarthRights publishes 
its �rst report, Total 

Denial, which is 
later made into the 

documentary �lm of 
the same name.

EarthRights School is 
established to train human 
rights and land defenders 
from Myanmar (Burma). 

Our �rst U.S. o�ce opens. 
Ka Hsaw Wa wins the 

Goldman Environmental 
Prize, honoring grassroots 

environmental activists.

Aiming to strengthen the 
knowledge and capacity of 

indigenous leaders confronting 
extractive projects in their 
communities, EarthRights 

launches the “Amazon School 
for Human Rights and the 
Environment” program in 

Quito, Ecuador, in partnership 
with the Center for Economic 

and Social Rights.
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CELEBRATING 25 YEARS OF SUCCESS



2006 20092005

Photo by Chalefun Ditphudee

EarthRights wins a 
major victory with 

the settlement of Doe 
v. Unocal, the case 

that started it all. Ka 
Hsaw Wa is named 
Executive Director. 

Another training 
program, the 
EarthRights 

Mekong School, 
is established 

in Chiang Mai, 
�ailand.

�e Mekong Legal Advocacy 
Institute and the Mekong 

Legal Network are launched. 
�e lawsuit Wiwa v. Royal 
Dutch Shell forces Shell to 
settle immediately before 
trial. Nigerian Plainti�s 

represented by EarthRights 
are awarded $15.5 million. 

2015 2017 2019

2011
EarthRights establishes its 

Amazon o�ce in Lima, Peru. 
EarthRights partners with 

the Mae Tao clinic to establish 
the “Health and Earth Rights 
Training Center” in �ailand.

EarthRights and �ve Indigenous 
Achuar communities from the 

Peruvian Amazon secure a major legal 
victory when Occidental Petroleum 

Corp agrees to settle a suit regarding 
the company’s environmental harms.
EarthRights convenes the �rst Latin 
American Indigenous Legal Defense 
Seminar, where defenders from the 

region learn legal tools for defending 
their land and environment.

�e Mitharsuu Center 
for Leadership and 

Justice opens in Chiang 
Mai, �ailand. 

�e U.S. Supreme Court rules 
that the International Finance 

Corporation is not immune 
from liability in U.S courts, 
delivering a victory for our 

clients in the case Jam vs. IFC. 
Katie Redford steps down as 
Director to join the Equation 
Campaign but continues to 

serve in an advisory capacity. 

2020
EarthRights publishes its 

Strategic Plan for 2020-2024, 
articulating our vision of the 

world we aim to forge and our 
strategy for achieving it. 

ANNUAL REPORT 2019







LOOKING AHEAD
As we reflect on our 25 years of impact, we are 
also looking ahead. We’re using strategies we’ve 
developed through our experience working with 
frontline communities around the world in order 
to continue serving them and to ensure that the 
worst impacts of climate change are averted, 
earth rights defenders everywhere are able to 
effectively carry out their work, and corporations 
are held accountable for the harms they impose 
on communities and the environment. 

EarthRights combines the power of law with 
the power of people through local-to-global 
collaboration and networks. We believe in the 

agency of community leaders and activists, that 
the law can be a tool for justice rather than 
repression, and that public opinion can
drive positive social change. Corporate actors 
carry vast power in most parts of the world, but 
through collaboration, we can shift power to the 
people. 

Here is how we will achieve that vision over the 
next five years. 

We will demand legal accountability 
from fossil fuel companies and 
governments for the climate-related 
damage they have imposed on frontline 
communities. This will include supporting 
these communities in their efforts to 

resist climate-damaging fossil fuel 
projects, large hydroelectric dams, and 
agribusiness operations that contribute 
to deforestation and loss of community 
lands. To do this, we will train community 
leaders and activists on the impacts of 

climate change, and help them defend 
their rights against resource extraction 
related to green technologies through 
strategic legal interventions and 
campaigns, and by forming coalitions 
among allied organizations.  

Continuing the vision articulated in our 
2018 publication Fighting Back: A Global 
Protection Strategy for Earth Rights 
Defenders, we will implement a “protect, 
prevent, reveal, redress” strategy to 
support earth rights defenders on the 
front lines of resistance to fossil fuels. 

This will include providing legal defense 
to earth rights defenders who have been 
criminalized, physically attacked, abused, 
or otherwise prevented from working 
to defend communities, land, and the 
environment. 

We will also work with defenders to build 
their capacity to resist extractive projects 
by providing space for them to learn, 
strategize, and collaborate through our 
EarthRights Global School and alumni 
networks. The Mitharsuu Center for 
Leadership and Justice in Chiang Mai 

PUSH FOR CLIMATE JUSTICE AND ACCOUNTABILITY 
FOR FRONTLINE COMMUNITIES

DEFEND EARTH RIGHTS DEFENDERS
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will continue to serve as a hub for many 
of these activities. We will also expand 
our EarthRights Global School program 
into more regions around the globe 
and increase our focus on supporting 
women earth rights defenders, including 
those who participate in the EarthRights 

School, Seminario, and Mekong Legal 
Advocacy Institute. 

Finally, we will proactively address the 
root causes of attacks on defenders such 
as corruption, irresponsible land and 
fossil fuel development, and repression 

from security forces, and work to 
strengthen national and global laws 
and policies regarding the protection of 
defenders and civic space, among other 
strategies. 

We will continue to take on strategic 
litigation in the United States and in 
other countries to achieve broader 
influence in the global corporate human 
rights accountability movement. Our
litigation targets will include 
corporations, governments, and 

international financial institutions. We 
will continue to use mechanisms such 
as the Foreign Legal Assistance Statute 
to assist public interest lawyers in other 
countries in obtaining information which 
may be useful for their proceedings 
against a corporation. We will campaign 

at the national and global levels 
to promote laws and policies that 
strengthen corporate accountability 
for human rights by expanding access 
to courts and remedies for victims of 
corporate human rights violations. This 
includes renewing efforts to promote 

DEMAND CORPORATE ACCOUNTABILITY
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In February of 2019, the U.S. Supreme 
Court ruled in favor of our clients in 
the case Jam vs. International Finance 
Corporation (IFC), declaring that 
international institutions like the IFC are 
not absolutely immune from lawsuits 
in U.S. courts. This was a major victory 
for EarthRights and our clients and an 
important step towards holding the IFC 
accountable for the negative impacts of 
projects that it funds. 

We launched our Cancel Corporate Abuse 
campaign in October to hold corporations 
like Chiquita Brands International 
accountable for human rights abuses. We 
will continue to work with allies to urge the 
U.S. Congress to introduce legislation to 
that end. 

We also secured a key victory for our clients 
in Colorado—Boulder County, San Miguel 
County, and the City of Boulder—when 
a federal judge ruled that their lawsuit 
against Exxon and Suncor for damages 
imposed by fossil fuels should be allowed 
to move forward in state court.

EarthRights joined with allies from major 
U.S.-based climate justice organizations 
through Fire Drill Fridays and the Stop 
the Money Pipeline coalition to demand 
corporate accountability for the climate 
crisis. 

EarthRights continued its partnership 
with the Protect the Protest coalition 
to provide legal and campaign support 
on cases designed to protect free speech 

2019 HIGHLIGHTS
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The climate crisis presents one of 
the greatest global threats to human 
rights the world has ever faced. In 
2019, EarthRights continued to serve 
as a leading voice in the fight to hold 
corporations accountable for damages 
imposed by fossil fuels, in supporting 
frontline communities resisting fossil 
fuel projects, and in calling on leaders 
around the world to safely transition to 
renewable energy sources.  

In Colorado, we moved forward in our 
case brought by Boulder County, San 
Miguel County, and the City of Boulder 
against Exxon and Suncor to hold 
them accountable for climate damages. 
In April, EarthRights General Counsel 
Marco Simons appeared on a panel 

hosted by the Union of Concerned 
Scientists and the University of Colorado 
to highlight the urgent need for climate 
litigation to protect communities from 
paying for harms imposed by fossil fuel 
activity. In September of 2019, a federal 
judge delivered a victory to EarthRights 
and our clients, ruling that the case 
should be allowed to proceed in state 
court, rather than federal court.

Also in September, our Amazon staff 
participated in the Inter-American 
Commission on Human Rights’ (IACHR) 
173rd Period of Sessions in Washington, 
D.C. There, EarthRights staff participated 
in a panel discussion on Indigenous 
people and rural communities, where 
we presented findings from our report 

Climate Change and the Rights of 
Women, Indigenous Peoples and Rural 
Communities in the Americas, which 
was carried out as part of our coalition 
work with civil society organizations 
in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Bolivia, 
Colombia, and other Latin American 
countries. 

In November, we supported efforts 
by Senator Ed Markey (D-Mass.) 
to introduce legislation that would 
allow the U.S. Government to impose 
sanctions on companies and individuals 
who recklessly worsen the climate crisis. 

In Myanmar, we continued to support 
partners and communities affected 
by the Tigyit coal power plant. We 

2019 PROGRAM UPDATES
CLIMATE JUSTICE AND ACCOUNTABILITY
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provided civil society organizations 
in the region with a legal brief on 
the plant’s breaches of Myanmar 
law and potential remedies for 
those problems. Our partner in 
the area, the Myanmar Alliance for 
Transparency and Accountability, is 
using this information to educate 
government stakeholders and 
community leaders about this 
persistent problem. 

Along the Salween River, EarthRights’ 

awareness-raising and leadership-
building activities have contributed to 
a growing youth climate movement 
that is standing up for the rights 
of communities against extractive 
projects. In February, we launched a 
report detailing the transboundary 
effects of the Honsga Coal project 
on communities in the nearby Nan 
province in Thailand. 

In the United States, EarthRights 
joined allies and activists for the 

FireDrill Friday rallies, hosted by 
Jane Fonda and Greenpeace USA. 
Katie Redford appeared alongside 
other luminaries within the climate 
justice movement to deliver a rousing 
speech on the importance of climate 
litigation as a tool for addressing the 
climate crisis. Several EarthRights 
staff members, including Katie and 
Ka Hsaw Wa, participated in civil 
disobedience actions associated with 
the rallies.

Around the world, corporations 
are gaining rights--at the expense 
of frontline and Indigenous 
communities. Companies in 
the natural resource sectors 
are frequently connected to 
human rights abuses and attacks 
against earth rights defenders. 
EarthRights is working to hold 
corporations, governments, and 
financial institutions accountable for 
respecting the rights of communities 
in the areas in which we work. 

In March, the U.S. Court of Appeals 
for the Third Circuit revived our 
client Máxima Acuña Atalaya de 
Chaupe and her family’s case against 
the U.S.-based Newmont Mining 

Company. The family of subsistence 
farmers sued Newmont in the United 
States for abuse at the hands of 
the company’s security forces. The 
lower court had dismissed the case, 
saying it should be heard in Peru. The 
Appeals Court vacated that decision, 
ordering the judge to take another 
look; EarthRights continues to seek 
legal remedies to protect Máxima and 
her family against Newmont’s abusive 
practices.

Filmmaker Claudia Sparrow’s 
documentary, Maxima, about Máxima 
and her family, won the audience 
award for a feature film at the 2019 
Hot Docs film festival in Toronto. 
EarthRights also held a screening of 

the movie for allies and supporters in 
Washington, D.C. in October. 

To further call attention to corporate 
human rights abuses in Peru, 
EarthRights released Contracts 
Between Peru’s National Police 
and Extractive Companies: An 
analysis of the relationships that 
allow the violation of human rights 
and break the principles of the 
rule of law in February. The report 
analyzes 138 agreements between 
the police and extractive industries in 
Peru and the human rights violations 
that these contracts often impose on 
communities.

EarthRights continued to build the 

CORPORATE ACCOUNTABILITY
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to serve as a hub on security and risk 
management, acting as a resource 
for a broad network of defenders in 
the Mekong region. We conducted 
trainings focused on risk management 
and assessment, security planning, and 
holistic approaches to security. 
To ensure our staff, students, alumni, and 
partners are well-equipped to respond to 
these emerging and intensifying security 
challenges, EarthRights provided ongoing 
support by developing risk assessment 
and travel requirements for medium and 
high-risk campaigns through an inclusive 
and collaborative process.

In 2019, our Mitharsuu Center for 
Leadership and Justice continued to 
serve as a safe space for staff, defenders, 
alumni, and partners to share and learn 
and support each other. Security training 
is a standard part of the EarthRights 
School curriculum to help students 
prepare for potential risks during their 
residency and field practicum, as well 
is in their community activism after 
graduation. EarthRights provided 
consistent risk-assessment support to 
program and project teams to ensure 
that their on-the-ground interventions 
are implemented in a manner that 
ensures the digital and physical security 

of staff and communities. 
In addition to our climate work at the 
Inter American Commission on Human 
Rights 173rd Period of Sessions in 
September, EarthRights’ Amazon team 
participated in a series of sessions on 
threats against earth rights defenders. 
In conjunction with these meetings, we 
released the report Misuse of Criminal 
Justice Systems to Retaliate Against 
Environmental Defenders, written in 
coordination with organizations such as 
Amnesty International, Centro Mexicano 
de Derecho Ambiental from México, 
Alianza Territorial Mapuche from Chile, 
Centro por la Justicia y el Derecho 
Ambiental from Argentina, among others. 
EarthRights also supported Milton 
Sánchez, a criminalized defender from 
Peru who was featured in the report, 
during his preparation and speech in the 
IACHR Sessions. 

EarthRights also supported Peru’s 
Wampis Nation in their continued 
efforts to oppose Geopark’s attempts 
to extract oil and gas in the Peruvian 
Amazon. In 2018, the Wampis Nation 
became the first Indiginous group to 
be accepted as an interested third-
party in the process of approving an 
Environmental Impact Study for the 

project. In 2019, the Wampis challenged 
the assessment and presented several 
observations on the study, which halted 
the project. In July of 2020, the Wampis 
declared victory as Geopark announced 
plans to withdraw from the area.

In the United States, EarthRights led 
coalition efforts to advocate for policy 
reforms to strengthen government 
protections for human rights and land 
defenders facing abusive SLAPP lawsuits 
as part of our work in the Protect 
the Protest coalition. We successfully 
defended Krystal Two Bulls, an Oglala 
Lakota/Northern Cheyenne woman 
who served as a media liaison for the 
campaign against the Dakota Access 
Pipeline at Standing Rock. In February, 
a federal judge dismissed racketeering 
charges brought against Two Bulls by 
pipeline company Energy Transfer. 
Energy Transfer re-filed claims in North 
Dakota state court but has yet to move 
forward in this case. 

The topic of SLAPP lawsuits also 
garnered international attention in 
November when the HBO series Last 
Week Tonight with John Oliver covered 
the trend of corporations attempting to 
silence dissent through abusive lawsuits. 

PAGE: 17

ANNUAL REPORT 2019





TRAINING AND LEGAL NETWORKS 

For more than two decades, EarthRights 
has trained local communities, lawyers, 
and civil society leaders who work 
to defend human rights and the 
environment. We offer courses and 
workshops on community organizing, 
campaigning, advocacy, and legal issues 
through our EarthRights School, the 
Mekong Legal Network, the Mekong 
Legal Advocacy Institute, and the 
Amazon Indigenous Seminar. 

EarthRights convened a week-long 
Global Learning Exchange at the 
Mitharsuu Center for Leadership and 
Justice. Participants included alumni and 
representatives from leading schools, 
training centers, and programs around 
the world, including countries such 
as India, South Africa, Mexico, Brazil, 
Myanmar, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia 
and the United States. Participants 
shared resources and identified 
future opportunities for learning and 
collaboration. 

Our EarthRights School successfully 
integrated a digital learning management 
system using Google Classroom into its 
curriculum in order to support students 
in their homework, critical thinking, 
and English language skills. The system 
enables students to create electronic 
portfolios of their work in order for them 
to demonstrate what they have learned 
and accomplished through their training 
with EarthRights. 

The Mekong Legal Network celebrated 
10 years of success in 2019. We launched 
the network in 2009 with a generous 
grant from Echoing Green. The network 
has grown to 23 members, consisting 
of representatives and lawyers from 
legal organizations in Cambodia, China, 
Laos, Myanmar, Thailand, and Vietnam. 

Membership meetings are held twice a 
year for networking, building capacity on 
relevant laws and legal strategies, and 
developing collaborative projects. The 
year saw network members affirming 
their vision of strategic litigation and 
commitment  to public interest law, 
network engagement, and joint actions. 
In addition, a learning exchange for 
members from Laos took place in 
Loei province, Thailand, hosted by the 
Community Resource Centre. 

EarthRights launched the Myanmar 
Environmental Lawyers Network 
(MELN) in 2015.  In 2019 EarthRights 
hosted two MELN sessions with about 
30 lawyers from Myanmar. The first 
workshop focused on land rights, which 
directed input from MELN members 
to the land law reform process. MELN 
members and partners from civil society 
organizations met with members 
of Parliament and the Law Drafting 
Committee to advocate for legal reforms 
and transparency. The second session 
focused on an environmental law 
framework and scope for reform. The 
workshop also brought Bertha Justice 
Fellows from EarthRights’ Mekong, 
Amazon, and U.S. office together to 
share and learn about the law reform 
process. The session also highlighted the 
need for greater capacity-building for 
lawyers on environmental law. 

EarthRights also hosted 17 earth rights 
defenders from Colombia, Ecuador, 
Mexico, Guatemala, Peru and Bolivia for 
the fourth session of the Latin American 
Indigenous Legal Seminar in Lima, 
Peru. Over the course of three  work-
intensive days, EarthRights provided 
these defenders with campaigning and 
legal tools to support their communities.

EarthRights launched the Mekong 
Legal Advocacy Institute (MLAI) in 
2008 to provide a forum for lawyers 
and campaigners to address social and 
environmental issues in the region and to 
develop a better understanding of public 
interest legal advocacy strategies. Once 
a year, we convene an intensive, two-
week program for junior lawyers seeking 
to use the law and legal advocacy as a 
tool for human rights and environmental 
justice. In 2019, 17 lawyers and legal 
professionals from five countries in 
the Mekong region participated in the 
program. We now have almost 100 
alumnae lawyers throughout the region.
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BOARD OF DIRECTORS

LEADERSHIP COUNCIL

Aaron Eske (Co-Chair),  Senior Vice 
President, M&R Strategies

Shalini Nataraj (Co-Chair), Vice 
President, Ing Foundation

Stanley L. Corfman, MBA CPA 
(Treasurer), Chief Financial O�cer, 
Transitional Services for New York, Inc.

Jasper Teulings, General Counsel / 
Advocaat, Greenpeace International

Sarah Singh, Global Communities 
Director, Accountability Counsel

Gillian Caldwell,  Gillian Caldwell 
Consulting 

Laura Levine,  Attorney 

Neil Popović, Partner, Sheppard Mullin 
Righter & Hampton LLP

Martyn Day, Senior Partner, Leigh Day

Tyler Giannini, Co-founder of 
EarthRights, Clinical Professor of Law 
and the Clinical Director of HRP at 
Harvard Law School

Paul Ho�man, Partner, Schonbrun 
DeSimone Seplow Harris & Ho�man, 
LLP

Kerry Kennedy, President, Robert F. 
Kennedy Center for Justice and Human 
Rights

Scott McDonald, Partner, M&H Capital 
Partners

Kumi Naidoo, Secretary General, 
Amnesty International 

Kavita N. Ramdas, Director, Open 
Society Foundation’s Women’s Rights 
Program

Tom Van Dyck, Senior Vice President 
and Financial Advisor, Senior Consulting 
Group, RBC Wealth Management
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www.earthrights.org


