In conversation with
Jennifer Robinson
Her pro bono work spans multiple jurisdictions, she has high profile clients
and has attracted pro bono awards. While in lockdown in Australia, I catch up
– virtually – with International Human Rights Barrister, Jennifer Robinson
Jennifer Robinson is no ordinary lawyer. She’s also no
ordinary Australian. Jennifer, or Jen, grew up in Berry,
a small country town in New South Wales as the
oldest of four kids (she’s now the oldest of six).
She studied law at the Australian National University
in Canberra, winning the university medal, which
led to her being awarded the prestigious Rhodes
scholarship to study at Oxford. Since then she’s been
unstoppable, becoming an award-winning human
rights lawyer, changing many lives and sacrificing
many hours to work pro bono in the public interest.
I love the fact that our conversation takes place while
she walks on a South Coast beach near Berry. During
lockdown she’s back in the comfort of the place she
grew up, albeit Skyping in to hearings in the High
Court in London at odd hours. Even three months
ago, we could not have dreamt that was possible.
Jen’s pro bono work is prolific. As a student at ANU
she spent a year in West Papua, where she became
deeply involved in the case of Benny Wenda, a
liberation leader and then political prisoner, who was
wrongfully charged with inciting violence and arson.
Jen has continued to work pro bono for the West
Papuan liberation movement – for some 15 years –

particularly around the right to self-determination. Late
2019 Jen was awarded the International Pro Bono
Barrister of the Year Award. “Wenda came with me to
the Awards ceremony. It was really amazing for the Lord
Chief Justice of England and Wales to be talking about
my work in West Papua. It’s such a lovely
recognition of my work, but more importantly Benny
and for his cause,” she says. In the US Elle© Magazine in
January 2020, Wenda is quoted as saying, “There are
many lawyers [in West Papua], but they feel Indonesia
[is too] powerful…But she constantly stands up for the
rights of people; she’s really a courageous woman.”

“As a free speech advocate,
this was one of the most
shocking and brazen attacks
on journalism that we’ve seen.”
But of course Jen’s 2019 award recognised her pro bono
work on a variety of human rights cases, including the
high profile Khashoggi case. Jen was engaged by the
UN Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or
arbitrary executions, Agnes Callamard, to advise on
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“My time at Oxford was
very much dominated by
the pro bono work I was
doing – as my academic
supervisor will say!”
awaiting an extradition hearing to the US. He is
accused of conspiring to hack into the US military
databases to acquire sensitive secret information,
which was published on the Wikileaks website.

Jen acting for Vanuatu pro bono in the ICJ advisory opinion proceedings on the Chagos Islands

public international law questions around jurisdiction and
immunity in connection with the brutal murder of journalist Jamal Khashoggi in the Saudi Arabian consulate in
Istanbul. Jen considers that Callamard is doing a remarkable job, engaging in important proactive work with her
mandate. She says, “I felt committed to assisting [Agnes]
with the good work she’s doing. As a free speech advocate,
this was one of the most shocking and brazen attacks on
journalism that we’ve seen.”
In 2019 Jen also secured the release of dual AustralianEgyptian national Hazem Hamouda from an overcrowded
prison in Cairo after being held without charge for 433 days.
Hamouda was detained after arriving at Cairo International
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Airport to join his children for a family holiday. The
dual-national was falsely accused of sympathising with
the Muslim Brotherhood by allegedly spreading false
news on social media. His children, however, maintained
that their father had no association with the banned
organisation. She worked for the family pro bono to
secure his release and get him home to Australia.
But of course Jen is perhaps best known for her work
acting for Julian Assange, founder of Wikileaks. Assange
came to international attention in 2010 when Wikileaks
published a series of leaks provided by US army intelligence analyst, Chelsea Manning. Assange is currently
being held without bail in Belmarsh Prison, England,

Jen has worked in Assange’s legal team since 2010,
until recently pro bono. A legal defence fund now
fundraises to assist with Assange’s legal team fees to
help take on the might of the US Government. Jen
says, “The risk to Julian’s health is incredibly serious
right now. He’s being held on remand at the request
of the Trump administration in relation to an indictment which is an outrage against the 1st Amendment and in relation to publications for which he was
nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize and won the
Walkley Award for the most outstanding contribution to journalism.” Jen is particularly concerned
about the risk to Assange’s health if he contracts
COVID-19 in prison. She says, “He is being held in a
prison in which there have already been a number
of deaths as a result of COVID-19, when he has
a pre-existing lung condition as a result of the
inordinate amount of time he has spent in isolation
over the past 10 years. As such, he is very susceptible
to COVID-19 and if he were to contract it we’re
concerned about what would happen to him.
That’s the injustice of this situation.”
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“The risk to Julian’s health is
incredibly serious right now.
He’s being held on remand
at the request of the Trump
administration in relation to
an indictment which is an
outrage against the 1st
Amendment…”
Despite the application made by his legal team at
the end of March, the judge refused Assange bail on
the grounds that the government was taking
sufficient measures to protect against COVID-19
spreading in prisons. Now we know there have been
a number of deaths. Jen speaks about the frustrations of being unable to visit him because of the
lockdown, and notes that it’s even a risk for him to
take video conference calls with his legal team
because he needs to be removed from his cell, held
in communal waiting rooms and then in a
video-conferencing room to speak to his lawyers
which may not have been sanitised and has had
other prisoners in it. She says, “It’s almost impossible
for him to self-isolate and still communicate with us his legal team.”
At the time I spoke to Jen, the judge was still insisting
that the hearing proceed on 18 May, although it has
since been postponed till late 2020. Jen stressed that
if the hearing is pushed off – which has now happened – this also raises fundamental questions about
his bail situation. She says, “He shouldn’t be held in
prison when he’s not a flight risk. He ought to be
allowed to be released on bail with bail conditions
that would allow him to be with his family, to be
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protected from the risk of COVID-19, and allow us
sufficient time with him to properly prepare his defence.”
I asked Jen about working at Doughty Street Chambers,
home to the likes of fellow Australian Geoffrey Robertson
QC, good friend Amal Clooney, and Keir Starmer QC, now
leader of the British Labour Party. Jen says, “They are a
remarkable bunch of barristers committed to progressive values and to using the law as a tool for social justice.”
For Jen, Doughty Street Chambers was a natural home.
She tells me that Geoffrey Robertson has been a mentor
of hers for many years. Jen worked with him while a
student at Oxford, then as an instructing solicitor, and
now as fellow counsel in chambers. They still do casework
together. “Both he and Helena (Helen Kennedy QC who
founded Doughty Street Chambers) have been mentors
to me and I feel so fortunate to be part of a chambers

that has such a rich history of doing incredible human
rights litigation. I am continually learning and proud to
be part of a chambers that’s committed to public
defence work.” For Jen, joining Doughty Street was part
of her commitment to access to justice.
I ask Jen about how her time at Oxford influenced her
career and commitment to public interest work. Jen
tells me about her involvement in the University’s Oxford
Pro Bono Publico group, a postgraduate student group
providing research assistance to academics and pro
bono lawyers on cases around the world, including
Guantanamo cases. “Oxford Pro Bono Publico is a
great resource for pro bono lawyers but it also gave
me a great network and insight into the kind of work
going on around the world.” The group won the
Attorney-General’s award the year Jen was the Chair.
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“More journalists attended [a recent] hearing
by Skype because they didn’t have to leave
their desks. It raises questions about open
justice and the ability of journalists to report
on court proceedings.”
Jen pictured
with the Vanuatu
representative at
the ICJ (first time
Vanuatu had ever
appeared) before
Jen addressed
the court

think there are exciting possibilities about using more
technology in courts, including saving so much time and
cost. A lot of courts have not previously been set up with
the right technology. COVID-19 is forcing them to do so.”

Jen says with a laugh, “My time at Oxford was very
much dominated by the pro bono work I was doing –
as my academic supervisor will say!” It was also
punctuated by doing work with Geoffrey Robertson.
“Geoff is a remarkable lawyer, and a wonderful writer
and orator. I learnt a lot, both on his casework and
helping him to prepare for speeches and TV
interviews. He’s been a very big influence on my legal
practice and career,” she says. Overall, Jen credits
Oxford with enriching her perspective on the world.
Jen says enthusiastically, “The rigour of the education
has made me a much better lawyer.”

Jen advises Amber Heard, who is being sued for defamation by former husband, Johnny Depp, in the US and is a
witness in proceedings in the UK against a newspaper
which reported her allegations of domestic abuse. “More
journalists attended [a recent] hearing by Skype because
they didn’t have to leave their desks. It raises questions
about open justice and the ability of journalists to report
on court proceedings,” Jen says. We agree that in the
context where news services like the Australian Associated Press (AAP) are going under, it’s interesting to think
about how remote hearings might improve journalists’
ability to keep an eye on the courts. “We rely on [the
media] to play the watch dog role. If the media does not
have the resources to turn up to court, it’s difficult for
them to play that role.”

Jen and I circle back to our current pandemic
lockdown and discuss its impact on the justice system
and how it’s forcing courts to modernise and use
technology that it may have previously resisted. She
talks about Skyping in to the High Court in London,
noting that her practice hasn’t been limited by being
at home in Australia. She says, “It’s a much more
efficient use of time – rather than having to go to
court for a simple application, I can dial or Skype in. I

As if all of the above is not enough, Jen notes her previous
work setting up a global human rights fellowship for the
Bertha Foundation. The Foundation supports lawyers,
activists and storytellers who are working to protect
human rights and support social and economic justice.
Jen’s work involved her establishing fellowships for young
lawyers from marginalised communities to get solid
human rights experience to serve the communities from
which they came. Jen also sits on the board of the Grata
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Fund which, like the Australian Pro Bono Centre, is
based in the Law Faculty of the University of NSW.
Founded by Isabelle Reinecke, Grata supports
people to access the courts to protect and advance
rights and freedoms. It helps to remove the financial
barriers to bringing cases to court and to support the
integration of litigation with strategic movement-driven campaigns. Jen is very proud of that work,
noting “the [Grata] fund helps to generate and
cultivate public interest strategic litigation in
Australia and is doing some very important work.
I’m delighted to be part of it.”

L-R Geoffrey Robertson QC, Jen Robinson,
Edward Fitzgerald QC and Helena Kennedy QC

As we end our call I can hear the birds chirping on
the beach in the background and I know Jen is
grateful to be able to continue her important work
from her family home on the South Coast. Jen is a
force. But despite her rising to great heights for the
incredible work she does protecting the rights and
freedoms of many across the world, she’s an instantly relatable, warm Australian with a wonderful sense
of fun. It was a great pleasure catching up with her. ■
Gabriela Christian-Hare
CEO, Australian Pro Bono Centre
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