
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

When human rights 
meets science  

Shanta Martin 
Course graduated from: LLB, BSc majoring in 
pharmacology and law 

Year of Graduation: 1999 

Job: Partner, International and Group Claims, 
Leigh Day London  

Career: Solicitor at Mallesons Stephen Jaques 
International; Mining Ombudsman at Oxfam 
Australia; Head of Business and Human Rights 
at Amnesty International’s International 
Secretariat London 

Reflection: “Science is just the beginning.” 

“I work with some brilliant 
lawyers, including some with 

scientific training.” 

As a schoolgirl Shanta Martin loved maths and 

chemistry but knew she wanted to be a lawyer.  

A science-law double degree seemed the ideal way to 

follow her twin passions, with majors in pharmacology 

and toxicology providing a good foundation for a 

lawyer interested in specialising in either forensics or 

IP (intellectual property) law. 

She loved the prac sessions at Monash. A particularly 

memorable one involved testing the effects of alcohol 

on motor skills. Half the class had to drink enough to 

exceed the .05 blood alcohol reading, and perform 

motor skills tests – aside from being a popular prac 

session, it proved a good learning experience on how 

to plan an experiment. 

Refining her options 

Martin eventually decided she didn’t want the 

extensive lab work that expertise in forensic studies 

would entail. So she knocked back a coveted honours 

year assignment: a toxicology placement at the 

Victorian Institute of Forensic Medicine, then trying to 

devise a test for the presence of THC (cannabis) in the 

body. In the meantime, work experience with barristers 

and law firms helped her decide that IP wasn't for her.  

Instead, she decided on human rights law, an interest 

that she had as a volunteer with Amnesty and Red 

Cross. Her masters in law, with a thesis on corporate 

accountability for human rights, was a key qualification.  

But over the years the importance of her science 

degree has become increasingly apparent. 

Fighting for human rights 

Appointed Oxfam’s Mining Ombudsman in 2005, 

Martin worked with communities who claimed their 

health had been affected by mining operations in the 

Philippines, Papua New Guinea and elsewhere. 

She worked with environmental and health experts to 

assess how health complaints might possibly be 

related to substances such as arsenic and cadmium in 

rivers in the mines. 

Martin has also worked for local NGOs in Latin 

America, and with Amnesty International in London. 

Having now worked on business and human rights for 

over 10 years, she has recently been appointed 

partner at the leading human rights law firm Leigh Day 

in London.  

Martin’s cases include High Court actions on behalf of 

villagers shot at a mine site in Tanzania, and claims by 

gold miners suffering the incurable lung disease silicosis 

which they contracted as a result of inhaling silica dust 

while working in South Africa’s underground gold mines. 

In September 2013, the team made world headlines 

after winning the first financial settlement for silicosis in 

South Africa, from Anglo America South Africa.   

“I work with some brilliant lawyers, including some with 

scientific training. There is a particular discipline of 

thought that you get with those who bring a science 

background to the practice of law. Trying to exclude 

questionable areas and asking if we can actually 

conclude that one thing is caused by another – that 

process of logical reasoning is central to both law and 

science.” 
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