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This document was produced through the collaboration of members 
of the Permanent Peoples’ Tribunal (PPT) Steering Group (London 
Hearing).

It was drafted by Don Flynn and Professor Leah Bassel (University of 
Roehampton) and reviewed by other members of the PPT Steering 
Group (London Hearing); Professor Bridget Anderson (University 
of Bristol), Jury Chair of the London 2018 PPT; Jille Belisario, 
Transnational Migrant Platform Europe (TMP-E) and Brid Brennan, 
Transnational Institute (TNI).

The document draws on two main sources:
‘Draft concept note: a People’s Tribunal on Irregularisation and 
Violations of the Rights of Migrant and Refugee People – 30 June 2021’ 
by Don Flynn

Findings from ‘Listening for Change’, Leverhulme Research 
Fellowship funded by the Leverhulme Trust (RF-2020-432\8), Principal 
Investigator: Leah Bassel (University of Roehampton).  
Thanks to the Leverhulme Trust for supporting this research and for the 
funding to produce this briefing paper.
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Banner of London Tribunal: Credit Ricardo Santos and Jille Belisario 
Transnational Migrant Platform Europe (TMP-E) 

The cover of the ‘How the Hostile Environment Creates Sites Without 
Rights’ Booklet:  Credit Jille Belisario – Transnational Migrant Platform 
Europe (TMP-E) 
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design: Credit Sujata Aurora

For further information please contact:
Don Flynn: don.flynn85@gmail.com
Leah Bassel: Leah.bassel@roehampton.ac.uk
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This briefing paper outlines key elements for organising a People’s 
Tribunal. It focuses on migrants’ rights but can be applied to other 
areas.

It is not a checklist, that is ready for implementation. Instead, the 
document is intended to help those interested in organising a People’s 
Tribunal explore its potential and identify preparation needed to make it 
a success, as well as to invite comments, questions and input.

The main focus of the document is the actual process of the People’s 
Tribunal and its benefits for everyone campaigning for migrants’ rights, 
not the analysis of the problem, the causes of and or the solution for 
migrants’ rights which should be the outcome of the Tribunal.
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People’s Tribunals have focused on a wide range of issues and can be 
formal processes or less formal processes.

The Permanent Peoples’ Tribunal (PPT) is an example of a more 
formal process.1 In 2018 as part of a series of Permanent Peoples’ 
Tribunals a steering group was convened in the UK to organise the UK 
hearing of the session on violations of the rights of migrants. It received 
written evidence from around 40 organisations, which included migrant 
campaigns and support groups, human rights organisations and trade 
unions. 

A public hearing session was held in London over the weekend 3rd 
and 4th November 2018 which was attended by over 100 people. 
This tribunal found the UK government, the EU and its member states 
guilty of violating the human rights of migrant and refugee peoples with 
impunity through its policies, resulting in the verdict that the Hostile 
Environment in the United Kingdom and across Europe facilitates and 
perpetuates racism and cruelty, a ‘type of violence by design’ (link here) 
or ‘The Jury Deliberation’ and other documents relevant to the hearing 
(link here).

Other people’s tribunals have focused on migrants’ rights in the 
UK using a less formal process. The Status Now Network, which 
brings together around 130 migrant and refugee support groups in 
the UK is a campaign aimed at achieving secure residence rights for 
all people currently living with precarious statuses, and has targeted 
‘irregularisation by design’ as the theme for its tribunal project. A 
growing number of migrant and refugee people are placed outside 
secure legal status in the UK and trapped in a protracted state of 
precarity. Yet, systemic nature of ‘irregularisation’ has eluded much 
public scrutiny or robust analysis, despite its severe human rights 
violation experienced by UK’s marginalised communities. 

People’s Tribunals on Migrants’ Rights in the UK

3

The PPT has its own specific structure.  It is convened on the basis of the 
Declaration of the Rights of People (Algiers 1976); it also strongly upholds
the raft of UN Human Rights Conventions and instruments.  It was established 
as a Permanent body in Bologna in 1979 in response to the demand to have a 
Permanent forum/Tribunal where the peoples could bring their case and be
heard. 
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https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ef1ea802f151722ebb7bb43/t/5efa0362195b1f4a833b97f2/1593443176894/PPT-London-Deliberation_FINAL.pdf
https://www.migranttribunal.org/london-hearing-documents-1


The People’s Tribunal (PT) approach to promoting public discussion 
about human rights issues has been used since the 1960s. Early 
examples of PTs are the one convened by Bertrand Russell and J-P 
Sartre which examined US war crimes in Vietnam and, in the 1970s, 
into the crimes of military dictatorships in Latin America.

Why a People’s Tribunal? 

The COVID-19 pandemic triggered an existential crisis to lives of 
migrant and refugee people who were already in a precarious position 
with insecure immigration status, made worse as the virus ripped
across communities. Many saw their livelihood and sources of support 
cut off as the economy was hit by lockdowns. They were exposed 
as ‘essential workers’ to coronavirus infection. Seeking adequate 
workplace protection was beyond reach or accessing medical care for 
some who feared that such an action might encourage their employers 
or NHS to report them to immigration authorities, leading to detention 
and deportation. 

This in turn renewed migrant communities’ desire to bring the topic of 
regularisation, traditionally seen as a taboo by professional NGOs, back 
on the political agenda, both in the UK and the rest of the world through 
a people’s tribunal. 
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Banner from the London Permanent Peoples’ Tribunal London
Hearing ‘Hostile Environment on Trial’ 3-4 November 2018



An international secretariat 2 ‘The Permanent Peoples’ Tribunal’ 
promoting the use of PTs as a means to challenge human rights abuse
in Rome, Italy and has convened 48 sessions over the years, with 
the most recent dealing with the issues of violations of the rights with 
impunity of migrant and refugee people.3 

The People’s Tribunal is a democratic and community-driven process, 
designed to scrutinise evidence of often hidden human rights abuses. 
It is a process, or a point in an overall process, where people are 
mobilised. The Permanent Peoples’ Tribunal approach particularly 
emphasises the opportunity for communities to show protagonism, 
as actors for their rights. They hold a major activity/Tribunal Hearing, 
receive a Judgement, and continue afterwards in their mobilisation and 
struggle for their rights.

It involves the following steps:

A group of people with public standing and good judgement
is appointed as a jury. 

An indictment of a practice which violates the human rights
of specific groups of people is produced.

There is an open call for evidence from the affected communities 
and other interested parties, which demonstrates the instances 
and the nature of such violations. 
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For more on the work of the secretariat of the Permanent Peoples’ Tribunal
please click here

The 45th Session of the PPT on Violations of the Rights of Migrants involved 
tribunal sessions that took place in five countries: Belgium, France, Germany,
Italy, Spain and the UK (the London 2018 hearing discussed in the previous 
section). The last of these took place in Berlin in November 2020. For further
details click here. The work continues under the auspices of the Working Group
of the PPT which has been involved in the organisation of the European Social 
Forum on Migration, which took place virtually between 15-26 March 2021. This 
work is reported here.
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http://permanentpeoplestribunal.org/?lang=en.
http://permanentpeoplestribunal.org/45-session-on-the-violation-of-human-rights-of-migrants-and-refugee-people-2017-2018/?lang=en
https://transnationalmigrantplatform.net/european-social-forum-migration-march-15th-26th/


Generally in the UK, struggles for the rights of migrant people are 
undertaken by a large number of separate organisations and projects, 
pursuing objectives that are specific to particular migrant groups or 
dealing with particular issues, e.g. either focusing on asylum or other 
forms of migration. 

There is an inevitable tendency towards the silo-isation of activity in 
these circumstances and sometimes outright competition between 
groups as they vie for the attention of audiences and funders. As a 
result, messages about the broad character of the migration control 
system and its impact on migrant lives tends to become fragmented 
and the possibility of achieving significant change is arguably reduced.  

More generally, migrants’ struggles are often separated from and 
opposed to citizens’ struggles for justice.

What can it potentially achieve?

6

The jury reviews the evidence submitted and invites some 
witnesses to give oral evidence at a public hearing to elaborate 
their points. 

At the public hearing that lasts for several days (usually over a 
weekend, 2-3 days) the jury hears directly from the witnesses
and asks them questions.  

The jury produces an interim ruling at the end of the public 
hearing, with a commitment to providing a more detailed 
deliberation on the evidence.  

The jury delivers their final deliberation. 
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The PT has potential to achieve the following objectives:

Visibility

Voice and 
power

Building 
Solidarity

Power ‘from 
below’

Speaking 
across 
groups

It brings much needed visibility and profile to a large-
scale human rights violation, and puts this topic on the 
political agenda.

It creates a platform that enables diverse groups, 
particularly those who are traditionally excluded from 
public debate, to engage with and into dialogue with one 
another. It encourages them to give a public account 
of their knowledge and experience and have them 
recognised as truth.

It provides an opportunity to identify points of difference 
and to find a path across them.  A powerful account of 
the mechanisms and the impact of rights violations can 
emerge, which can point the way to mutual collaboration 
in finding common solutions and to exert more pressure 
on government and other actors for change. 

Rather than a legally enforceable verdict, a people’s 
tribunal can create the momentum and solidarity to act 
on its findings and enact the judgement ‘from below’ (e.g. 
see Çubukçu on the World Tribunal on Iraq (2018: 82).

Powerful moments of previous tribunals occurred when 
non-migrant voices – e.g. from trade unions, anti-
austerity campaigners, disabled people’s movements – 
were raised alongside migrant testimony.  This required 
mobilising networks and trust so different groups were 
willing to share their experiences. These moments 
created empathy and solidarity across groups and 
created stronger possible interventions into mainstream 
political debate by showing that the injustices shown up 
by the tribunal are not ‘just about migrants’ but intersect 
with other lives. Migration matters for all of us.



The People’s Tribunal is a substantial piece of work, that can take 10 
to 12 months to complete. The following list gives an idea of what is 
generally required 4, but there are still many outstanding questions 
about how to implement them or who is going to be responsible. 

What does organising a People’s Tribunal involve?

An efficient secretariat (drawn from the convening organisations) 
which is committed to seeing the project consistently through 
from the beginning to the end.5 The secretariat needs to act as 
the central co-ordination point that oversees and facilitates the 
entire operation of the People’s Tribunal. The secretariat will be 
responsible for:

The footnotes in this section indicate where the more formal PPT process
requires other steps.

If opting for the PPT approach: this would be a joint undertaking. The “affected 
community or sector” – in this case communities of migrant and refugee
peoples and organisations in solidarity – make a Signed-On appeal to the
PPT to convene the PPT Session. 
 
This will take up the longest period of time of the whole project. It means putting
the appeal for evidence around a broad network. However, more hands-on
outreach and engagement activities are likely to be necessary if this period is 
utilised to bring more attention to the issues. Follow-up work will be needed to 
discuss the issues with potential witnesses to answer their queries and give 
assurance as to the integrity of the project.

4

5

1.

Securing financial resources and managing the budget 

Providing administrative support; 

Managing the evidence collection process 6; 

Appointing, liaising with and supporting the jury;

Carrying out internal and external communications work in 
line with the agreed communications strategy; 

Organising engagement and outreach activities in line with 
the agreed strategy

6
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The indictment document which includes a succinct statement 
which sets out the propositions that the PT examines.7 For an 
example of an indictment please click here.

The jury who considers the evidence. This would be between 6 to 
12 people whose views on the issues will be considered credible. 
There is no requirement that they be neutral in the sense they 
do not hold strong opinions on the matter, but they should have 
reputations for solid judgment based on facts.8

A careful thought process is needed to appoint the jury. This will 
reflect also considerations around representation and ‘neutrality’ 
of the Tribunal, discussed in ‘Considerations & Challenges’ below. 
The Jury is an opportunity to feed tribunal hearings into wider 
networks – a journalist might be useful for example, or a trade 
unionist. Think about post-tribunal and how the jury can help you 
with that.

The appointment of the Chair(s) needs to be considered carefully 
in advance to ensure the nature of the role is clear and workload is 
manageable. 

Co-chairing can help widen representation of a range of talents 
and experiences and alleviate the workload attached to the role.

It is important to establish in advance whether there is an aim of 
consensus among jury members and, if not what mechanisms 
will be in place for debate among jurors.  For example, jurors 
may all agree on the need to campaign for regularisation but 
differ significantly in how this should be achieved.  It is useful to 
have meetings before the hearings among jury members to learn 
tension points, to know points of disagreement and to consider 
what space will be provided for points of difference e.g. can the 
verdict reflect that 3 were in favour, 3 against and 2 abstain…?

2.

3.

If opting for the PPT approach: The Indictment is also important as that 
becomes a focus for gathering of evidence; preparation of testimonies etc. If
the government or other entity is indicted and accused for violations of human
rights or crimes against humanity, they are invited to make their defense.
When the judgement is finalised, it is also presented to the ‘accused’.

If opting for the PPT approach: it has its own authoritative bench of Jurors,
though on specific Hearings it convenes also other jurors.

7

8
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http://permanentpeoplestribunal.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/Indictment_final.docx.pdf


There are also workload questions to address. The role of juries 
varies, ranging from more to less interventionist models.  

Under a more interventionist model, juries will have oversight of 
the following areas:

Agreeing the terms of the indictment

Agreeing the call for evidence

Reviewing the evidence as it comes in and advising the 
secretariat on areas where more and better evidence is 
needed.

Advising the secretary on people to be invited to elaborate 
on their evidence at the public hearing.

Consider evidence at the public hearing.

Review all the evidence and provide a written determination. 
This could be either primarily the role of the activist core of 
the jury or a more modest portion if everyone on the jury is 
able to do a share.

Under a less interventionist model, these tasks could be the 
responsibility of the organising group, who select the jury. The 
jury’s role can then be to consider evidence at the tribunal and 
provide a written determination.

The public hearing of the evidence. The secretariat will need to 
develop a programme and procedure for the hearing and oversee 
its logistics. It also needs to appoint a spokesperson (e.g. drawn 
from the organising group) who will present the indictment to the 
jury and will then examine witnesses on the basis of the evidence 
they have provided. It is usually wise to plan for two days for such 
a hearing.

Presentation of the jury’s deliberation on the evidence. 

4.

5.
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a.

b.

c.

d.

e.

f.

g.

h.

Financial resources to cover the following costs:6.

Hire of building for the public hearing

Accommodation and travel expenses for jury members and 
witnesses

Design cost for publicity material, documents, web hosting 
costs etc

Compensating volunteers for travelling to make contacts 
with potential participating groups

Technical support costs on the day

Organise an evening to celebrate with the witnesses, people 
who have travelled long distances, volunteers, etc.

What else?

Jury members and appointed secretariat members who 
are formally responsible for carrying out required duties: 
expenses covered, if possible financially compensated 

Most importantly, for the People’s Tribunal to have a real impact beyond 
the public hearing, it needs to be embedded in a much larger and 
longer-term advocacy strategy of all the supporters. Such strategy 
must go beyond the mere questions of how the Tribunal’s work is 
communicated: its aim must be about influencing and creating change. 

The opportunity to work alongside other groups in collaborative 
projects, especially in an area often characterised by competition, is 
valuable. This is a means to redress and reconfigure relationships 
through listening to diverse perspectives on issues of shared concern 
and to challenge dominant rights agendas.
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Key considerations include:

Considerations & Challenges

How neutral do you want the tribunal to be? Do you aim 
to mimic state institutions? E.g. with someone standing 
in to act as the ‘accused’? is the actual participation of 
the indicted parties desired? Will this be represented 
symbolically e.g. with an empty chair?

Different tribunals arrange the room/space in ways that send 
a message about these objectives e.g. the empty chair.  
These strategies are sometimes adopted to address the 
criticism that peoples’ tribunals are unauthorised and ignore 
due process, leading always to a predetermined verdict.

The format should be chosen carefully to maximise its effect 
according to what the tribunal is trying to achieve.

What do you want out of the Tribunal? What are the specific 
aims and objectives?

Are there any risks? 

How do you reach outside the ‘usual suspects’?

How can the Tribunal space be made safe for different 
groups?

Decision-making: who leads and defines the process? What 
is the nature of migrant leadership and which groups are 
represented? 

Who are the target audiences?

The form of people’s tribunals is infinitely adaptable and many 
methodologies are possible when answering these questions.

The answers to these questions determine the legitimacy and credibility 
of the tribunal: which people are represented in the people’s tribunal 
and by whom. This in turn influences the way the Tribunal is set up
and run.  
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Sometimes a more explicit strategy of ‘partisan legitimacy’ 
is used instead of professed neutrality (Çubukçu 2018). As 
Arundhati Roy claimed of the World Tribunal on Iraq ‘this 
tribunal is the defense. It is an act of resistance in itself’ 
(Çubukçu 2018: 31).

This means that, for example, instead of ‘jurors’ a ‘Panel of 
Advocates’ is appointed

Networking tools can be built into the process for information 
sharing and solidarity that outlive the tribunal itself 

What is the mission statement, or set of issues that you want 
the tribunal to examine?  How would this be represented? 
As a written document? A visual or aural representation?

How would you invite people to testify? What appeal 
would you make? How would you ‘call’ different people to 
participate? Who would you aim to include? E.g. ensuring 
diverse access needs are met, that different groups are 
represented and feel comfortable to speak

What would count as participation? In past people’s 
tribunals, this has involved spoken and written testimony, 
films etc.  What else could be possible?

Cultural events are embedded within some tribunals as 
acts of gathering, resilience and solidarity.  They express 
the ethos of the tribunal in ‘non-legal’ aesthetic forms that 
also move away from often Eurocentric and complex legal 
language and format.

How will the jury ‘deliberate’, or listen, to the evidence and 
respond? What logistical support and organisation might this 
require in advance? E.g. ensuring diverse access needs are 
met

How will this evidence and response be communicated
more widely?

Role of archiving and documentation: are these legal 
reference documents or will they serve as ‘mobilising 
documents’ (Çubukçu 2018)? See, for example, the
full report of the London 2018 PPT Hearing - here.

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ef1ea802f151722ebb7bb43/t/5efa2e65b1a32717f2371b29/1593454184057/PPT+WEB.pdf


1)

Jury Chair (JC)

Appendix - Job description and Process for PT Jury

The JC will be responsible for ensuring that the entire PT process has 
integrity in terms of:

the evidence to be considered
the examination of witnesses
the scrutiny given to the evidence on the part of the Jury.

2)
3)

They will direct the PT secretariat in terms of the call for evidence and 
the range of organisations and individuals to whom this is extended.

They will lead jury members in considering the written submissions 
received in the first call for evidence, identifying witnesses to be 
approached for further evidence, including oral evidence at the time of 
the public hearing. On the conclusion of the public hearing they will lead 
jury deliberations of the evidence and oversee the production of a jury 
deliberation on the evidence with respect to the indictment. They will be 
the lead spokesperson for the jury in relation to public statements as to 
the purpose of the PT, what it aims to achieve, and, on conclusion, what 
it has achieved.

Jury Members (JM) – of whom there shall be five in 
addition to the JC

JM will bring to the jury expertise and life experience in at least one 
area of the several areas which are set out in the indictment. They will 
be available to attend jury meetings as and when they are convened by 
the JC to consider:

1) the written evidence as it is received
identify witnesses for the public hearing
scrutinise the evidence after the public hearing
contribute to the drafting of the jury deliberation.

2)

They will be available when and if required by the JC to represent the 
views of the jury in public.   

3)
4)
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Further Resources

The form of people’s tribunals is infinitely adaptable and many 
methodologies are possible. This list is a reference to a few of many 
past experiences.

The London 2018 Permanent Peoples’ Tribunal ‘The Hostile 
Environment on Trial’:
https://www.migranttribunal.org/

PPT Steering Group (London Hearing) (2019). How the Hostile 
Environment Creates Sites Without Rights.  Evidence presented to the 
London Hearing of the Permanent Peoples’ Tribunal on the violations 
with impunity on the rights of migrants and refugees. London, PPT 
Steering Group.
https://www.migranttribunal.org/london-hearing-documents-1

The Permanent Peoples’ Tribunal Secretariat
http://permanentpeoplestribunal.org/?lang=en

The Permanent Peoples’ Tribunal 45th session on the violation of 
human rights of migrants and refugee people (2017-2020)
http://permanentpeoplestribunal.org/45-session-on-the-violation-of-
human-rights-of-migrants-and-refugee-people-2017-2018/?lang=en

Tools for Collective Action – Precarity: The People’s Tribunal
By The Precarious Workers Brigade
http://dismagazine.com/discussion/21416/tools-for-collective-action-
precarity-the-peoples-tribunal/

Transnational Migrant Platform Europe
https://transnationalmigrantplatform.net/
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https://transnationalmigrantplatform.net/
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