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Since its inception in 2000, the Castan Centre for Human Rights Law has developed a reputation not only 
as one of the world’s leading academic human rights centres, but also as a pioneer in the university sector. 
The Centre’s mission is to leverage its world-class academic knowledge to create positive change in the 
human rights space. As this report shows, the Centre’s innovative approach to public engagement and passion 
for human rights are helping to redefine how an academic institution can influence public policy outcomes. 

Our growing role in public debate was highlighted by research 
from Monash University’s media monitors showing that almost 
650 media stories quoted or mentioned the Castan Centre and 
its staff in 2015. These publications were estimated to have been 
read, viewed or listened to as many as 800 million times around 
the world. We made contributions to major global stories such 
as the Syrian crisis, the death penalty and UN human rights 
deliberations in dozens of major international publications. 

We continued to use our website together with our blog and 
social media accounts to amplify our messages on human rights 
and to provide resources which will educate people for years to 
come. In 2015, our work was viewed over 5.8 million times across 
these platforms.  

In November, we reported on Australia’s appearance before 
the UN Human Rights Council in Geneva. Our commentary was 
reported in 265 media pieces around the world which were viewed 
by up to 98 million people. At the same time, our live reporting 
on Twitter and our up-to-the-minute blog pieces were seen by 
hundreds of thousands more. Our social media work attracted the 
attention of journalists and guided them to stories that would have 
otherwise gone unreported.
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Our vibrant public events program featured 11 public lectures, roundtables and conferences in 2015 attended by an average 
of 206 people per event. We canvassed vital topics including business and human rights, racist policing, humanitarian crises, 
foreign fighters and killer robots. 

We don’t just put on events for attendees – we live tweet them, and post videos of the events on YouTube, where each event had 
an average of 854 views in 2015. Our most spectacular success last year was our conference, when we ‘trended’ number two in 
Australia throughout the day on Twitter, reaching over a million people in the process. This ‘halo effect’ helps to create a stronger 
public discussion about human rights while bringing diverse groups of people together. 

EVENTS
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1.  A member of the audience participates 

in a lively Q&A session during the 2015 
Human Rights Conference.

2.  The conversation continues 
between sessions at the 2015 
Human Rights Conference. 



Policy Impact – Case Study
Expungement of historic gay sex convictions

When the Victorian Government passed a law 
in September 2015, allowing men convicted of 
consensual homosexual sex to apply to have their 
conviction expunged, it was the culmination of 
three years’ work by the LGBTI community that 
was kick-started by Castan Centre Deputy Director 
Paula Gerber writing about the issue in 2012.

Until December 1980, consensual gay sex was a 
crime in Victoria, and many men received criminal 
records as a result. Their convictions were a barrier 
to employment and volunteering opportunities, a 
psychological burden and an unwarranted stain 
on their reputation.

By bringing attention to this issue, Paula kick 
started a conversation which brought together 
a number of organisations coordinated by the 
Human Rights Law Centre to agitate for the overdue 
righting of an historical wrong. When the amending 
bill was first brought into Parliament in late 2014, 
Labor MP Martin Foley acknowledged Paula’s role, 
stating that her work “articulated many of the 
principles we are giving form to here today”.

In 2016, the Castan Centre continues to 
encourage the states and territories that have not 
yet addressed this issue to pass similar legislation. 

Over the past two years, we have doubled the number of 
submissions to parliamentary inquiries and increased dialogue 
with governments around the country, leading to genuine change.

We collaborate closely with other community organisations to 
improve human rights because important change is easier to achieve 
in coalition. As academic experts, we bring a unique set of skills to all 
of our collaborative work.

In 2015, we combined with other groups to successfully 
recommend that Victorian law be changed to enable all donor-
conceived individuals to access the same information about 
their donors. We similarly contributed to the successful effort to 
legalise adoption by same-sex couples in Victoria. We initiated the 
successful campaign to expunge the criminal convictions of men 
who were found guilty of having consensual homosexual sex before 
its decriminalisation in Victoria, a law that is now being considered 
by a number of state and territory governments nation-wide 
(see case study right). 

We also combined with a number of experts to successfully 
recommend that a law protecting asylum seekers from being 
returned to danger not be weakened.

Our detailed submission to a review of the Victorian Charter 
led to a number of important recommendations in the final 
report. Those recommendations will greatly strengthen human 
rights protections, and, in 2016, a major goal is to get those 
recommendations passed into law.

In the course of the year, we also contributed to other important 
political debates, including death penalty abolition, decriminalisation 
of homosexual conduct in the Pacific, offshore detention of asylum 
seekers and the Federal Government’s ‘traditional rights and 
freedoms’ inquiry.

POLICY 

The Castan Centre regularly makes submissions t0 federal Parliamentary 
inquiries on human rights issues (photo: JJ Harrison, CC BY-SA 3.0)



EDUCATING THE HUMAN RIGHTS 
LEADERS OF TOMORROW
Each year, students tell us that they chose to study law at 
Monash University because of the Castan Centre and the 
opportunities it provides for students. 

But our impact on students expands beyond the classroom 
– we believe that we must nurture the next generation of 
human rights leaders.

Over the past decade, we have sent over 70 future leaders 
to global human rights organisations. In response to a recent 
survey of our past interns, 100 percent said that their internship 
positively influenced their career paths and gave them knowledge 
they still use today. All respondents are working in human 
rights, or in jobs with a human rights component, and 83 
percent continue to volunteer for human rights organisations. 
They are indeed becoming human rights leaders.

Students can also participate in our nation-wide human 
rights moot (mock legal proceeding) competition, complete  
an in-house internship, attend our many free public events 
and use our comprehensive online careers guide to grasp 
the opportunities that await them after graduation. 

INFLUENCING GLOBAL BUSINESS 
AND HUMAN RIGHTS
Our Human Rights Translated: a Business Reference Guide 
(2008) was the most widely used human rights and business 
handbook in the world. In 2015, we secured philanthropic 
funding to produce a second edition. 

The second edition of this plain English guide – produced in 
collaboration with the United Nations – will be available free of 
charge and distributed to businesses and governments around 
the world. The first edition played a vital role in improving 
business’ understanding of human rights globally.

The new resource will be launched at the annual UN Forum on 
Business and Human Rights in Geneva in November 2016, which 
will be attended by over 2000 participants from 130 countries. 
By launching the book at the world’s premier business and 
human rights gathering, we will ensure the greatest possible 
public impact. 

2015 Global Interns: Laura Wilson (left), Daisy-May Carty Cowling, Emily Fischer (centre), Katharine Brown (right), Joel Lazar (not pictured).
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HELP US TO ACHIEVE EVEN MORE
The Castan Centre raises 90% of its income from outside the University, thanks to support from a variety 
of individuals, foundations and corporate supporters, and revenue from events and consulting.

The great thing is that our University support enables every cent you donate to go to the Centre’s policy, public 
education and student programs; your money does not go towards overheads or the broader University. Your 
donation can have a truly transformative effect on human rights by supporting one of the most innovative and 
dynamic university centres in this country.  
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Laura Wilson
Indigenous Global Intern to the United Nations, supported by the Bennelong Foundation.

Laura Wilson (left) was only slightly optimistic when she applied for the Castan Centre 
Global Internship Program. 

“In the end, I just thought I’d have 
a crack and throw my hat in the ring”. 
But her optimism paid off. For three months in 2015, the 31 year-old Wiradjuri woman worked 
as the Indigenous Intern at the Australian Permanent Mission to the United Nations in Geneva, 
Switzerland. Suddenly, Wilson went from completing her Master of Laws to attending high-
level meetings in freezing Geneva, and then on to a promising career in Australia. Upon her 
return, Laura commenced her traineeship at the Fitzroy Legal Service while also serving as the 
Koori Independent Liaison Officer at Port Phillip Prison, Melbourne’s maximum security facility 
for male prisoners. 

Now a trainee at The Human Rights Law Centre, Laura says her time at the United Nations 
exposed her to international mechanisms and opportunities with far reaching effects. “I feel 
strongly about sharing knowledge, so I brought that information home and made sure I wasn’t 
the only beneficiary of this awesome opportunity”. 


