
Chronology of the Onondaga Nation’s Land Rights Action
and the court decisions affecting its fate 

                                         1974
U.S. Supreme Court decides that the 
Oneida Nation’s claim for lands which 
were lost through a violation of the 
Trade and Intercourse Act should be 
heard in federal court. 

                              1980 –1994
Cayuga Nation files a claim for the 
return of 64,000 acres of land (1980). 
The Federal government intervenes in 
the Cayuga case (1992). U.S. District 
Court Judge Neal McCurn rules that 
the Cayugas had a valid claim to their 
ancestral land. (1994)

                                         1982
The Ancient Indian Land Claims 
Settlement Act seeks to resolve land 
claims by validating all prior land trans-
fers and allowing Indian nations to sue 
only for monetary damages. The bill 
dies in Congress.

                                2000-2001
After negotiations break down, the 
Cayuga claim becomes first to go to 
trial in federal court.  In February, a 
jury awarded the Cayugas $36.9 million 
dollars for their land and loss of use of 
that land.  On October 2, 2001, Judge 
Neal McCurn announced his decision 
to add $211 million in interest to the 
jury award, for a total of $247 million.

March 11                          2005
Onondaga Nation files historic Land 
Rights Action in federal court seeking 
recognition of its aboriginal title over 
some 4,000 square miles of land and 
calling for environmental cleanup in 
the territory.

Onondaga Nation Communication Office 315.492.1922 • www.onondaganation.org    

March 29                         2005
 US Supreme Court (Sherrill v. 
Oneida) rules that the Oneida Nation 
cannot reassert sovereignty over land 
bought within its Canandaigua Treaty 
recognized reservation.  The decision 
cited the “longstanding, distinctly 
non-Indian character of central New 
York and its inhabitants, the regulatory 
authority over the area constantly exer-
cised by the State and its counties and 
towns for 200 years, and the Oneidas’ 
long delay in seeking judicial relief,” as 
it invoked the legal concept of laches, 
that the Oneidas had waited too long, 
and any remedy would not be fair to 
locals.  But laches, as traditionally used 
in law, has requirements that must be 
met for it to be invoked, none of which 
were met.  This case set dangerous 
precedent.

June 28                             2005 
Second Circuit US Appeals Court 
reverses the Cayuga decision, nullifying 
the award of some $247 million to the 
Cayugas for loss of all of their lands, 
and completely dismisses their entire 
land claim, thereby leaving them with 
no currently recognized legal remedy 
and no land.   

August 1                           2005
Onondaga Nation files amended Land 
Rights Action responding to court 
decisions in Sherrill v. Oneida and an 
appeal of the Cayuga Land Claim.

Fall                                   2005  
New York files a motion to dismiss 
the entire Land Rights Action, based 
upon Sherrill and Cayuga. The State 
does not even to attempt to deny that it 
knowingly violated federal law, trea-
ties and the Constitution when it took 

Onondaga lands;  it merely claims that 
none of these historic harms matter 
and that the Onondagas “waited too 
long,” so “it would not  be fair” for 
them to bring the case now.

August                              2006
The Nation files 1000 pages in re-
sponse to NY’s motion to dismiss, 
which included Affidavits from 4 
renowned historians and hundreds of 
pages of primary historic documents.  
This reponse documented that the 
Land Rights Action has NOT been 
“disruptive,” and that the Onondagas 
immediately and repeatedly com-
plained of NY’s takings of their land, 
with multiple trips to Washington, DC 
to meet with Washington, Jefferson 
and others.

October 11                       2007 
Oral argument is heard in the federal 
court in Albany on the State’s motion 
to dismiss, and Judge Kahn reserves de-
cision.  The courtroom is packed with 
the Onondagas and their supporters.

August 9                           2010
2nd Circuit Court of Appeals dismisses 
the historic Oneida Nation land claim, 
based on the Sherrill and Cayuga 
rulings.  As the Supreme Court later 
(2011) refused to hear this case, this 
was the end of the Oneida land claim.  
It further formalized in law the new 
use of laches, despite the fact that it 
does not follow the normal legal rules 
of equity, and only applies to Indian 
Nations who attempt to enforce their 
treaty rights via land claims.

September 23                   2010
Judge Kahn rules that after the Oneida 
dismissal he has no alternative but to 
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dismiss the Onondaga Land Rights 
Action, though the state had not 
even denied having illegally taken 
the Onondaga lands. This dismissal 
essentially says that because so much 
time has passed since NY took the land 
and because so many Onondagas have 
been removed from the land, it would  
“not be fair” to rule that NY knowingly 
violated federal law, the Constitution 
and Treaties when it took the land.

October 16                       2010
Nation files the Notice of Appeal in 
the 2nd Circuit, to begin the appeal 
process. 

October 25                       2010
The Tadodaho and the Nation General 
Counsel Joe Heath address the Cen-
tral New York community at Syracuse 
Stage on the topic:  “Onondaga Land 
Rights: Progress for Mother Earth,”  
They proclaim that the struggle to heal 
the theft of the Nation’s lands will 
continue and that the Nation looks 
forward to continuing to work with its 
neighbors to heal the land,waters, air 
and the historic injustices inflicted on 
the Onondaga people.

February 28                      2012
The Onondaga Nation brings the wam-
pum belt commemorating the Treaty 
of Canandaigua and George Washing-
ton’s promises to protect their land to 
Washington, D.C. to announce the 
appeal of the Land Rights Action.

October 12                       2012
The Nation’s attorneys offer oral argu-
ments before a 3-judge panel of the US 
Court of Appeals for the 2nd Circuit. 
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October 19                       2012
The 3-judge panel of the US Court of 
Appeals for the 2nd Circuit rejects the 
Nation’s appeal, thereby affirming the 
September 2010 dismissal of the Land 
Rights Action by the US District Court 
for the Northern District of New York.

November 2                     2012
The Nation’s attorneys file a request 
for a re-hearing of the Oct 19, 2012 
Circuit’s Summary Order.

November 5                    2012
The Nation’s attorneys file a certiorari 
Petition asking the US Supreme Court 
to review the ruling by the US Court of 
Appeals for the 2nd Circuit.

December 19                    2012
The full 13-judge US Court of Appeals 
for the 2nd Circuit denies the Onon-
daga Nation’s request to re-hear the 
October 19th denial by a 3-judge panel 
of the same court.

October 15                       2013
The US Supreme Court denied the 
Onondaga Nation’s Petition for Cer-
tiorari review of the dismissal of the 
Nation’s Land Rights Action.

April 15                            2014 
Onondaga Nation files a petition with 
the Inter-American Commission on 
Human Rights. The Commission is 
part of the Organization of American 
States (OAS), a political, juridical, and 
social governmental forum comprised 
of all the states of the Americas, includ-
ing the United States.   



Sunday, March 20, 2005  THE POST-STANDARD
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