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YUROK TRIBAL COURT HISTORY
By Jeanne Marie Hendrix, Tribal Chief Court Clerk
The CFR Court of Indian Offenses and the Yurok Tribal Court-Klamath, California

In 1978 the Federal Government, in response to requests from various agencies and enactment of the Magnuson Act by Congress, instituted a Code of Federal Regulations-CFR Court in Klamath, California to regulate Indian Fishing on the Klamath River.  The court reviewed fishing cases forwarded from the Bureau of Indian Affairs law enforcement officers monitoring Indian Fishing on the Klamath River.  

In addition to the Judge, a Court Prosecutor, Defense Counsel and court clerical staff was provided.  The CFR Court operated under CFR 25 Part 11, limited to special fishing offenses and BIA auspices until the year 1993, when the Yurok Tribe, after formal organization, took over the contract for the CFR Court and disposition of the fishing cases forwarded to that court.  
In 1994 and forward the Yurok Tribal Court has heard mostly fishing cases, as one of the first ordinances enacted was the Yurok Tribe Fishing Ordinance.  Subsequent to the first cases filed, Civil (contract and money damages) cases have been heard as well as, Waste Management, Water Quality, Enrollment Ordinance Appeals, Worker’s Compensation cases, Election Ordinance Appeals, property disputes, allotment disputes and guardianship cases.

The court was still under the jurisdiction of CFR 25 until the adoption of a formal Yurok Tribe Court Ordinance in 1996 and the institution of the Yurok Tribe Fishing Ordinance in 1996.  At that time, measures were taken to cease operation of the Court under CFR 25 and transfer jurisdiction to the Yurok Tribe under it’s Constitution and ordinances.

In April of 2007, the Yurok Tribal Council appointed Yurok Tribal Member Abby Abinanti to be the Chief Justice of the Yurok Tribal Court.  Judge Abinanti, the Yurok Tribal Council and the Tribal Attorney’s Office have been developing new codes for the Yurok Tribe.  To date the Yurok Tribe Children’s Code, the Domestic Violence Ordinance, the Judicial Ordinance and the Protection Orders Ordinance have been adopted.  In addition the Yurok Tribal Rules of Court and Procedure have been updated and adopted, including a Civil Fee schedule.

The Yurok Tribal Court continues to add to its list of cases to be heard and in the past couple of years, it’s civil caseload has more than doubled.  In the near future, the court seeks to handle Foster Care Placements for Yurok Tribal Members.  

The Yurok Tribal Court provides a valuable tool, enabling long standing disputes to resolved in a neutral atmosphere with competent legal review and disposition.

In additional to the Trial Court level, the Yurok Tribal Court has it’s own Supreme Court Appellate Panel with Presiding Chief Justice Christine Williams, Associate Appellate Justice Leo Canez and Nell Jessup Newton, Associate Appellate Justice.

The Yurok Tribal Court is active in pursuing funds to promote health and wellness among the Yurok and other tribal communities.  The Yurok Tribal Court is a member of the Northern California Inter-Tribal Courts Coalition with three other Tribes, the Karuk Tribe, the Hoopa Tribe and the Smith River Rancheria.  This organization seeks to promote programs to heal and foster wellness in our tribal communities through their individual court systems.  

The Yurok Tribal Court is one of the longest running Tribal Court in California.  
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