
A ctivists across the world today are standing up against 
oppression, offering their voices to inspire others to 
stand with them. Thousands of people are defending 
environmental and indigenous rights, challenging 

unjust corporate and government policies, prejudice and 
intolerance. However, these human and earth rights defenders 
are increasingly at risk and in many countries face not only 
torture and imprisonment but assassination.  

Front Line Defenders reports that 3500 defenders have been 
killed since 1998.  These attacks are tragically increasing.  Since 
the beginning of 2018, over 500 activists have been killed 
globally. The vast majority of these murders are never properly 
investigated.  This is not random violence, but an attempt to 
silence movements by silencing their leaders.  

The majority killed are fighting for environmental justice, and 
a significant number are LGBTQ activists and women. Certain 
countries are the most dangerous because peaceful activism 
faces violent reactions sanctioned by government policies and 
practices. These countries include Brazil, Colombia, Guatemala, 
Honduras, Mexico and the Philippines. 

The fight for human rights and our environment is global.  These 
defenders need our collective awareness and support. Human 
Rights Watch (hrw.org), Front Line Defenders (frontlinedefenders.
org) and Global Witness (globalwitness.org) are three of many 
organizations working to support these brave defenders.

This installation celebrates the contributions of these world 
changers and mourns their loss. We hold the hope that 
remembering their vision and accomplishments will spark 
awareness and action.  

ACTIVISTS ON THE FRONT LINES: 
Defenders Under Siege
“When human rights defenders are attacked,  

it is ultimately democracy that comes under threat.” 
– Michel Forst, United Nations Special Rapporteur, Stop the Killings

Seven fallen activists are featured in alcoves from left: Marielle Franco, Maxciel Pereira dos Santos, Hugo Albeiro George Perez, 
Berta Caceres, Samir Flores Soberanes, Su’ad al-Ali, and Elisa Badayos.  Their stories, their strength of conviction and tenacity, need 
to be remembered as we face the rise of authoritarianism and intolerance in our world. Please see the handout for biographies of these 
activists.



Biographies of the Activists 
Marielle Franco, Brazil
A politician and LGBTQ/human rights activist, Marielle Franco was shot in her car in March, 2018, after giving a speech in Rio de 
Janeiro. She was a vocal critic of police brutality, particularly army deployments to support police actions, and had served for two 
years in the city council. She fought against gender violence, for reproductive rights, and to support favela (slum) residents, as well 
as building positive visibility for lesbians in a homophobic society. She had planned to marry her partner, Monica Tereza Benicio 
in September 2019. Although before her death she had little visibility outside Rio de Janeiro, she has become a symbol for the 

resistance in Brazil and in LGBTQ communities across the world. Being black, maintaining strong ties to the favela where she was raised and being 
open about being in a same-sex relationship made Ms. Franco unique in Brazilian politics.

Maxciel Pereira dos Santos, Brazil
Indigenist Maxciel Pereira dos Santos was murdered execution-style before members of his family in the Amazon town of Tabat-
inga in September 2019. The union group representing indigenous workers, INA, cited evidence that his murder occurred in retal-
iation for Santos’ role in combating illegal invasions by hunters, loggers and gold miners in the Vale do Javari reservation, home to 
the world’s highest concentration of uncontacted indigenous tribes. Maxciel had spent more than 12 years working for FUNAI, the 
National Indian Foundation, which is a Brazilian government body that defends the interests of indigenous people. Santos was the 

chief of environmental services at the Vale do Javari reservation for over five years, and was the head of the local enforcement authority that patrolled 
the area to protect native tribes from violent groups of raiders that frequently attack tribes so their land can be taken for development.

Hugo Albeiro George Perez, Columbia
Activist for the rights of people affected by megaproject development, Hugo Albeiro George Perez was assassinated in a cafe 
by two armed men on motorcycles in May 2018. He was part of the Antioquia Ríos Vivos Movement (Movimiento Ríos Vivos 
Antioquia, MRVA), concerned over flooding and avalanches in the farms and ranches in the path of heavy rains blocked by the 
Hidroituango hydroelectric project. The population in the Hidroituango area have experienced forced evictions, which resulted in 
losses for more than 500 families in the area. Perez had just participated in a protest march calling attention to the uncompensated 

economic and community losses and ongoing environmental devastation from the damming of the Cauca River. He fought for reimbursement and 
safety for his community whose livelihood and safety have been deeply impacted. 

Samir Flores Soberanes, Mexico
Journalist and environmental activist Samir Flores Soberanes was assassinated at his home near Mexico City in February 2019, 
after receiving death threats related to his work to prevent a controversial thermal-electric plant and pipeline. He was a human 
rights defender from the organization Frente de los Pueblos en Defensa de la Tierra y el Agua (Front of Peoples in Defense of the 
Earth and Water), a grassroots collective dedicated to protecting the environment and territory in the states of Morelos, Puebla 
and Tlaxcala (Central-East, Mexico). He also worked with the children’s environmental education, and was part of the Committee 

of Parents of the school in the center of Amilcingo. His movement partners praised him for being cheerful, brave, tireless, supportive, committed and 
clear in his ideas, “an example of struggle for all of us.”

Berta Caceres, Honduras
An environmental activist and indigenous leader, Berta Caceres was murdered in her home by armed intruders in 2016. Several 
of those arrested have been linked to Honduran US trained military elites. A Goldman Environmental Prize winner (2015), she 
co-founded and coordinated the Council of Popular and Indigenous Organizations of Honduras (COPINH). She led campaigns 
on a variety of issues, including protesting illegal logging, plantation owner inequities, and the presence of US military bases on 
Lenca land. She supported feminism, LGBT rights, as well as wider social and indigenous issues. Before her death, she was leading 

an effort to prevent construction of the DESA-backed Agua Zarca hydroelectric dam and project. After her murder, major international investors in 
that project, the Netherlands Development Finance Co. (FMO) and FinnFund, announced they would suspend funding for the Agua Zarca project. 

Su’ad al-Ali, Iraq
The president of al-Weed al-Alaiami, an Iraqi human rights organisation focused on the rights of women and children, Al-Ali was 
assassinated in her car by a masked gunman in September 2018. She was 46 and a mother of four. Al-Ali led and organized pro-
tests in Basra and several other Iraqi cities, where demonstrators called for remedies to rising unemployment, demanding more 
jobs and better public services, and calling for an end to corruption. She called for “the revival of childhood,” and increasing wom-
en’s free participation in civil and economic life.

Elisa Badayos, Phillippines
Regional coordinator of the human rights group Karapatn, Elisa Badayos was gunned down along with two other activists in 
November 2017. She was returning from interviewing farmers harassed by land appropriators, an investigation into killings, harass-
ment and other human rights violations in the Negros Oriental Province. In the Phillippines, fact finding and other humanitarian 
missions are forbidden without permission from the governor, municipal government, and municipal police. Her husband, a labor 
leader abducted in 1990 by the military, has not returned, and her daughter, kidnapped in 2012, was ultimately recovered from 

illegal military detention.  She organized urban poor communities in Cebu and worked with Desaparacidos, an organization of families of the disap-
peared, and persisted despite harassment and threats from the military and the police, calling for government account-
ability and making sure the truth of atrocities and oppression was documented.
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The fight for human rights and our environment is global.  These defenders need our collective awareness and support. Human Rights Watch 
(hrw.org), Front Line Defenders (frontlinedefenders.org) and Global Witness (globalwitness.org) are three of many organizations working to 
support these brave defenders.
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