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Q&A with Dr Rosalie Balkin AO

Comité Maritime International (CMI) secretary-general

Do you recall what first attracted you to a career in law and was there any
previous family history in the profession?

| come from a long line of family medicos — no
lawyers — and was encouraged by my father to
become an anaesthetist. However, as | was not
at all attracted to medical practice, | decided

to follow the suggestion of another family
member — also a doctor who, however, had a
secret hankering to be a lawyer — to enroll for a
Bachelor of Arts degree at the University of

the Witwatersrand (Wits) in Johannesburg
(South Africa) majoring in law and English
literature — the latter a passion of mine. After
obtaining that degree, my pragmatic choice
was to pursue the law as a career and to leave
English literature as a relaxing pastime.

| have never regretted that choice. | was
particularly interested in public international law
— maritime law was not on offer at the university,
possibly because the nearest port was in
Durban (Natal) about 570 kilometres away. So
my legal career began as an academic lawyer,
specialising in public international law and torts,
which continued over the next 12 years — first at
Wits University and, after emigrating to Australia
in 1977, continuing at Melbourne and thereafter
at New South Wales (NSW) law schools before
joining the Australian Federal Government
Public Service. Dr Rosalie Balkin AO

Are there one or two particularly interesting cases over the years of your
involvement you’d like to briefly reference — focusing on your personal
outtakes from those?

Unlike many (most?) MLAANZ members, | have not been a practicing maritime lawyer and so |
have not been involved in maritime law cases per se. Perhaps the most interesting High Court case
| was involved in during my time in the Department of the Federal Attorney-General (AG) was
Romeo v Conservation Commission of the Northern Territory [[1998] HCA 5] — a torts case which
explored the scope of the duty of care of a public authority having control and management of public
land. The appellant was a local teenager who had fallen 6.5 metres from a car park on the top of a
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cliff onto a beach below in suburban Darwin, suffering serious injuries causing high-level paraplegia.
The fall occurred late one evening while adversely affected by alcohol. She sued the Commission for
failing, inter alia, to give warning of the presence

of the cliff or to erect a fence or other barrier

at the c.:Iiff.’s edge. In r.uling 5-2 in'favour of the Hello from Dr Balkin (Video)
Commission and, while different judges put

forward different reasons, the High Court held

essentially that there was no breach of duty where

the danger was obvious and could be avoided by the exercise of reasonable care on her part. The
case was an important one for such public authorities given the recent changes in occupier’s liability
and given, especially, the vast areas of public land under their control — beaches, forests, parks etc. |
was especially pleased to be asked to assist the Northern Territory Solicitor-General in preparing the
argumentation although then employed in the Federal AG’s Office of International Law — torts being my
other particular legal interest.

If not covered above, what events/highlights during your career are you most
proud of and/or have provided the most satisfaction?

| have been most fortunate in having had a particularly-varied legal career, first as an academic lawyer
in several different continents and universities, thereafter as a governmental lawyer in the Office of

the Commonwealth Ombudsman and the Office of International Law which is part of the Federal AG’s
Department, followed by my position at the International Maritime Organization (IMO) in London as the
director of legal affairs and external relations and currently with the Comité Maritime International (CMI)
as its secretary-general. All of these have, in their own way, been a source of immense satisfaction.
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Brief Bio

As published by the IMO when presenting Dr Balkin with the International Maritime Prize
in November 2025

Academic Excellence

Dr Balkin began her legal career in academia and has held various positions in a number
of universities, including Wits University (South Africa), Melbourne and New South Wales
Universities (Australia) and Cambridge University (United Kingdom).

She has published extensively in public international law and international maritime law and
was academic co-ordinator of “The IMLI Treatise on Global Ocean Governance, Vol Ill: IMO
and Global Ocean Governance”, published by Oxford University Press in 2018. She is also the
co-author (with Prof JLR Davis) of “The Law of Torts”, now in its sixth edition.

Dr Balkin served twice on the Board of Governors of the World Maritime University (WMU) and
currently serves as ethics officer to the WMU president, offering advice on ethical matters and
settlement of disputes.

IMO Role

Dr Balkin was the first woman appointed the director of Legal Affairs and External Relations
Division at IMO (1998-2013) and later the first female assistant secretary-general (2011-2013).

During her tenure at IMO, Dr Balkin oversaw several landmark diplomatic conferences that led to
the adoption of new international conventions on maritime safety, pollution liability, wreck removal,
and passenger protection.

Notable conventions adopted while she was in the role include:

* 2001 International Convention on Civil Liability for Bunker Oil Pollution Damage
» 2002 Athens Convention on the Carriage of Passengers and their Luggage at Sea

* 2003 Supplementary Fund Protocol which established the International Oil Pollution
Compensation Supplementary Fund

* 2005 Protocol to the Convention for the Suppression of Unlawful Acts against the Safety
of Maritime Navigation

« 2005 Protocol to the Protocol of 1988 for the Suppression of Unlawful Acts against the
Safety of Fixed Platforms Located on the Continental Shelf

» 2007 Nairobi International Convention on the Removal of Wrecks

* 2010 International Convention on Liability and Compensation for Damage in Connection
with the Carriage of Hazardous and Noxious Substances by Sea

Furthermore, as legal adviser to the IOPC Funds since 2014, she was instrumental in preparing
the resolutions for dissolving the 1971 IOPC Fund, which was replaced by the 1992 Fund,
strengthening the global compensation regime.

Bio continues overleaf ...
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Bio continued from previous page ...

Commitment to Australia’s Maritime Sector

In Australia, Dr Balkin has served in senior roles across the public service, including as

primary legal adviser to the Commonwealth Ombudsman and later as assistant secretary in

the Attorney-General’s Department’s Office of International Law. During this time, she led the
Australian delegation to the IMO Legal Committee meetings and was elected its vice-chair in 1993.

From 2018 to 2021, she served on the Board of AMSA, emphasising her long-standing
commitment to the maritime sector. In 2018, she was appointed an Officer of the Order of
Australia, one of the nation’s highest civilian honours, for her distinguished service to maritime
law, global shipping standards and legal education.

Support for Seafarers

Dr Balkin is a founding member of the Advisory Group of Seafarers’ Rights International, which
advocates for fair treatment and legal protection of seafarers.

As an academic at the University of NSW (UNSW) in 1980, one particular highlight was the
introduction of courses on refugee law and the humanitarian laws of war, which to my knowledge had
not previously been part of the curriculum at any other Australian university. | understand that these
courses are still part of the UNSW Law School curriculum.

At the Commonwealth Ombudsman’s Office where | was the sole legal advisor, a career highlight
was my participation in the formulation of policy regarding the scope and extent of the Ombudsman’s
jurisdiction. The Office at the time was still in its relative infancy which provided ample scope for

such development — one example being the extent of the Ombudsman’s jurisdiction when receiving

a complaint of maladministration on the part of the Australian Broadcasting Commission (ABC),
specifically whether the Ombudsman could intervene in the ABC’s decision to go to air on a particular
subject. The formula adopted was to enquire whether this was solely a programming decision or
whether it crossed a line potentially adversely affecting an individual’s rights.

At the IMO, it was a matter of particular satisfaction to oversee the successful development by

the Legal Committee and subsequent adoption by the Organization of several new or amended
international conventions and other instruments of less than treaty status. These included and
extended the international liability and compensation regime for different types of environmental
pollution damage at sea caused by international commercial shipping, and extending beyond oil
pollution to wreck removal and the carriage of passengers and their luggage by sea, as well as the
International Hazardous and Noxious Substances (HNS) Convention, which is, alas, still awaiting
sufficient ratifications to enter into force. Other instruments such as guidelines protecting the
hitherto-overlooked rights of seafarers, although developed as non-legally-binding instruments, were
nevertheless equally important given that, without seafarers, international seagoing commerce would
grind to a halt. Working closely with various IMO member states over many months and even more
drafts — although more often than not hard going due to diverse views and national laws and policies —
led to an immense sense of satisfaction when these instruments entered into force or were adopted by
the IMO governing bodies.

Other highlights of my career include my participation in a Compulsory Conciliation Commission
consisting of a panel of five jurists, two of whom were chosen by the Governments of Timor Leste
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and Australia respectively, established pursuant to the United Nations Law of the Sea Convention
(UNCLOS) with the objective of settling the maritime boundaries between the two states. These
boundaries had been the source of intense friction between Australia and its northern neighbour ever
since the establishment of an independent Timor Leste. The Commission, the first (and to date the
only) one of its kind, was able to succeed where negotiations between the two states and numerous
cases before the International Tribunal of the Law of the Sea (ITLOS) had failed to resolve the matter.
As a result, Timor Leste has been able proudly to proclaim that it is now a fully sovereign state and
relations between the two countries have substantially been improved.

Have there been one or two colleagues over the years who have held particular
place in heart?

| will always be grateful to the late Emeritus Professor Harold Luntz who interviewed me for a position
at Melbourne University Law School whilst on a visit to Johannesburg to see his parents, and for his
ongoing support once | arrived there some months later. This was my first position in Australia, which
opened the door to my obtaining an immigration visa. | also have a soft spot for Ronald Sackville,
then dean of the UNSW Faculty of Law, who took the trouble to canvass the views of a young,
new-in-position lecturer as to whether the Faculty’s curriculum might be expanded — then
recommending them to the committee responsible for such matters — resulting in the introduction

of courses on refugee and humanitarian laws (see above Q3). In the international maritime law
sphere, | was fortunate to be mentored by the late Thomas Mensah who, among his many roles

was the first president of ITLOS and the first director of legal affairs and external relations at the IMO.
His unstinting support and friendship will always be treasured by me.

-
B
.
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Have there been any difficult moments in your career that you might care to
also reference?

| would imagine that many of us have experienced setbacks in the course of our professional

careers and in my case this has been no different — positions not successful in obtaining, promotions
seemed overlooked for. However galling at the time they occur, in retrospect, however, | have

found that these difficult moments more often than not turn out to be for the better. One personal
example being when | was not appointed to the Red Cross chair in international humanitarian law at
Melbourne University Law School, but which left me able to accept the post of director, legal affairs
and external relations at the IMO just a short time later — and, for me, a much more fulfilling career in
international maritime law. | have also experienced other difficult moments of a somewhat different and
more awkward nature, including reports made by me to the president of the World Maritime University,
following investigations in my capacity as ethics officer into complaints of harassment.

Do you have any particular personal mantras or processes you swear by?

| have no particular personal mantras and the only set processes | swear by are to do my work tasks in
the most thorough way | can. High personal and professional standards are very important to me.

Any advice for up-and-coming maritime lawyers?

On many occasions when | visited the International Maritime Law Institute (IMLI) in Malta on behalf

of the IMO, | was asked by several of the students — many of whom on completing the course
subsequently went on to hold important maritime-related positions in their home countries — how to
become the IMO legal advisor. My advice was to study hard, obtain as many legal qualifications as
possible and apply for whatever practical experience they were interested in and which was on offer

— there are so many fields available in the maritime sector, whether as an academic, governmental

or international maritime lawyer. If their goal was ultimately to work in an international governmental
organisation such as the IMO, or equivalent non-governmental organisation, in many instances these
organisations value practical experience in the state governmental sector and might accordingly favour
a young applicant with such experience. My advice to up-and-coming maritime lawyers today remains
the same. There is no substitute for legal academic qualifications coupled with practical experience in
the field. And the good thing, in my own experience, is that each academic qualification and each work
placement often leads to another interesting opening.
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What have you personally most enjoyed/valued about membership
to MLAANZ?

Sadly, | have never become a registered member of MLAANZ due to the fact that, when [ joined IMO
as its legal advisor, | was of the view that it would be better for me — in the interests of impartiality — to
remain independent of any other maritime organisations and, since my retirement from IMO, | did not
join subsequently. This has led, on occasion, to some confusion within the CMI especially when lists
of members and their country/national maritime law association affiliations were drawn up or revised.
| suspect that the CMI has me listed as an Australian/MLAANZ member. | have, however, had a good
working relationship with some MLAANZ members, beginning with Stuart Hetherington who was

CMI president when | assumed office as CMI secretary-general in 2017. The very first task he
entrusted to me was arranging to hold a CMI assembly meeting in the hallowed halls of the IMO —

he had decided to hold the meeting in London and | insisted that the most appropriate venue was
IMO headquarters on the Thames Embankment. The task turned out to be more complicated than |
had originally anticipated because the meeting was subsequently teamed up with a lecture on marine
autonomous surface ships (MASS), which was at the time an emerging subject and attracted a

great deal of interest among the CMI membership — and, as a result, the meeting hall booked for the
event was far too small. Fortunately, | knew the chair of another IMO meeting also being held on the
same day who was happy to exchange his much-more-commodious meeting room with me. So my
reputation with CMI happily remained intact!

Would you also like to include a brief mention of your family and your
non-work activities?

I am very proud of the accomplishments of my husband of 43 years, Emeritus Professor Donald Greig,
whom some in MLAANZ may know of as a distinguished public international lawyer with a particular
interest in the law of treaties, on which he has extensively published (in addition to his textbooks on
public international law and the law of contracts). He has had, alas, no involvement in international
maritime law but has always strongly supported my career in the field. Don’s younger daughter is
currently a deputy-secretary at the Department of Defence. Most of my own family have also emigrated
from South Africa, as so many people felt compelled to do during the invidious apartheid regime. While
a few family members have settled here in Australia — a wonderful choice — most have emigrated to
Israel, the United States or the United Kingdom, so we are pretty spread out across the Globe.

As for my leisure activities, Don’s older daughter once remarked that work was my hobby. | would
tend to agree with that, although | do enjoy reading, especially historical and other novels as well
as biographies and other works of non-fiction, as well as listening to classical music and pottering in
the garden.

What are your plans now and for the future?

| am due to stand down as the CMI secretary-general at the close of the upcoming Rio colloquium in
May this year, when | will have served nine years in that capacity. | will, however, continue to be an
advisor to the International Oil Pollution (IOPC) Funds in London, as well as the ethics officer at the
World Maritime University (WMU). Other than that, | am open to offers!

Anything else to add?

When | began my legal studies in South Africa, this was against the advice of many in the field in view
of my plans to emigrate upon completion of them — the main argument being was that | would be
required to requalify as my South African qualifications might not be recognised. In the event, this did
not prove to be an obstacle, either to being employed as a lecturer at any Australian, United Kingdom
or Canadian law schools. In Australia, it seems that, although not able to practice law at that time, |
was sufficiently qualified to teach law to budding practitioners!
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At the request of the then Federal Ombudsman, Professor Jack Richardson, whose Office | joined in
1983, | did undertake further studies through Macquarie University in order to be admitted to practice
— it seems that | was the sole Government legal advisor not admitted to practice, which attracted union
objection. Obtaining those qualifications had the added (and unexpected) benefit of subsequently
opening the door to an invitation to join the Federal AG’s Department, which proved to be the
beginning of my interest in and future career as an international maritime lawyer, as one of my earliest
responsibilities was to attend biannual meetings of the IMO in London and the Australian Maritime
Safety Authority (AMSA) became my main client. This, in turn, led to my becoming vice-chair of

the IMO Legal Committee and thereafter to joining IMO as director, Legal Affairs and External
Relations Division.

Dr Rosalie Balkin AO
Secretary-general

CMI

+612 481 717 329
rosaliebalkin1@gamail.com
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