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When Human Rights Higher Education and Development 
Cooperation Intersect: The Outreach Work of the Global Campus 
of Human Rights in Timor-Leste

Adriano Remiddi

Human Rights Higher Education (hrhe) is a fairly new academ-
ic discipline, undergoing a process of fast consolidation globally 
over the past decade. It is broadly defined by the United Nations as 

“all education taking place at the post-secondary level in universities or oth-
er establishments approved by the State authorities, including institutions 
for the training and certification of professionals such as teachers, social 
workers, medical and legal personnel.”1 Hrhe builds upon the same scopes 
and innovation of human rights education, including the tripartite vision of 
education about, through and for human rights, with the aims to engender 
understanding of human rights, to include them into the learning process 
itself, as well as to empower beneficiaries to apply them and demand their 
rights. To grasp the current global standing and potential of hrhe, however, 
it is important to cast a glance over the development milestones of human 
rights education in general. 

In this regard, the first hint of an emerging discussion around its rel-
evance can be traced back to a high-level preparatory dialogue for the draft-
ing of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948, when Columbia 
University scholar I. L. Kandel presented his reflections about the need for 
what he called “education for freedom,’’ not instrumental to indoctrina-
tions by nationalist policy, or any form of racial separatism and superiority.2 
Subsequently, the issue of human rights education was raised more structur-
ally in the context of unesco’s Associated Schools Program in 1953, aimed 
at promoting the initial action for human rights education in formal educa-
tion. The broader human rights education sector involving both formal and 
informal learning set-ups, especially in primary and secondary education, 
started spreading from the late seventies, typically in the most advanced 
Western educational systems. At the time, thanks to the advocacy work 
of non-governmental organizations (ngos) and the international human 
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rights movements, the United Nations (UN) and the regional human rights 
institutions started including human rights concepts, norms and values 
within mainstream education systems,3 formalizing the first request in 1974, 
as part of the ‘’Recommendation concerning Education for International 
Understanding, Cooperation and Peace, and Education Relating to Human 
Rights and Fundamental Freedoms.’’ Subsequently, the 1978 ‘’International 
Congress on the Teaching of Human Rights’’ discussed for the first time the 
introduction of human rights education as a distinct subject into official 
school curriculums. 

The adoption of the Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1989 gave 
a strong boost to human rights education, as it obliged signatory states-par-
ties to address the need for human rights education by developing programs 
focused on child rights, resulting in several States proactively taking initia-
tives in this direction. The crucial passage for the international legitimation 
of human rights education, however, was the UN-backed World Conference 
on Human Rights in 1993, and the consequent approval of the UN Decade 
for Human Rights Education (1995-2004). This successfully paved the way 
for the inclusion of human rights education into official school curriculums, 
as a joint effort made possible by the cooperation of state and non-state par-
ties, including educational institutions, ngos, and experts from civil society.

In higher education, this novel discipline started developing in the early 
nineties, and was especially promoted by North American and Western 
European academic and non-academic forums, following the consistent 
support accorded to political and social studies and its sub-disciplines in 
the wake of the fall of the Iron Curtain (a similar trajectory in the field of 
Area Studies). This is also the moment when hrhe started entering univer-
sity curriculums and stopped being categorized solely as a subject of vo-
cational training led by the non-governmental organization (ngo) sector. 
The decisive step was taken in 2005 with the adoption of the multi-year 
‘’World Programme for Human Rights Education (wphre).’’4 The wphre’s 
aim was to set common standards and methodology for the development of 
human rights education at every level of learning, establishing international 
guidelines involving governments, international cooperation organizations, 
educators, and civil society. In its second phase (2010 to 2014), it specifically 
addressed hrhe, focusing on developing standards and guidelines for teach-
ers and higher education institutions.5
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This period was marked by the parallel blossoming of hrhe in the 
Asia-Pacific, where successful initiatives were being gradually established 
and consolidated with the emergence of associations like the Southeast 
Asian Human Rights Studies Network (seahrn), the genesis of which is 
described by Michael Hayes in the 9th volume of this publication.6 This posi-
tive evolution of hrhe in the regional context, often supported by national 
authorities and international cooperation entities, as well as specialized hu-
man rights education non-governmental actors, can be also contextualized 
in the framework of the asean (Association of Southeast Asian Nations) 
consolidation, including its asean Human Rights Declaration (2012). The 
Declaration directly mentions the importance of education for human 
rights under the economic social and cultural rights section, with Article 
31.3 asserting that “Education shall strengthen the respect for human rights 
and fundamental freedoms in asean Member States”, reinforced by Article 
39 ambitiously stating that “asean Member States share a common interest 
in and commitment to the promotion and protection of human rights and 
fundamental freedoms which shall be achieved through, inter alia, coopera-
tion with one another as well as with relevant national, regional and inter-
national institutions/organisations, in accordance with the asean Charter.”

The steadily growing international recognition of the discipline was 
mirrored by an expansion in terms of scope and approaches. Despite be-
ing initially relegated to the realm of Law schools and faculties, utilizing 
a predominantly legalistic approach to the subject, hrhe progressively ex-
panded, also geographically and including the Global South, as an eclectic 
global and multi-disciplinary field of studies. This dynamic was clearly also 
prompted by the new waves of decolonization and democratization, cre-
ating more suitable socio-political conditions to satisfy the demand for it. 
This was crucially the case during the transition of post-socialist European 
countries in the nineties or, more recently, the transformations following the 
Arab springs in the mena (Middle East and North Africa) region. In these 
contexts, hrhe became increasingly relevant not only for future lawyers or 
State administrators, but also to a wide range of students/citizens/profes-
sionals such as sociologists, political scientists, psychologists, journalists, 
social entrepreneurs, medical doctors, civil engineers and architects, oper-
ating in these countries both as active members of civil society and dealing 
with relevant international and domestic organizations. 
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At the same time, human rights education remains a highly ideologi-
cal discipline, especially when it comes to the education of the future lead-
ers and elites, as in academia and at the postgraduate level. This is why in 
emerging, fragile or contested young democratic States, free and critical 
hrhe may assume contentious connotations, by questioning governments 
or promoting values and visions that might clash with the established elites, 
their agendas and cultures of power. In fact, human rights education is not 
a value-neutral discipline and “might generate a critical stance towards au-
thority and power, and its emphasis on advocacy can make it an uncomfort-
able bedfellow for the standard curriculum of schools, not to mention the 
generally conservative climate.”7 This makes hrhe a field of studies like no 
other, which may encounter resistance from central or local institutions in 
its genesis and evolution. Furthermore, it can be argued that, given its multi-
disciplinary and practice-oriented nature (or ambition), it is probably one of 
the most, if not the most, disputed academic subjects, potentially exposed 
to manifold pressures even beyond the official institutions.

Equally, it is also true that in certain circumstances, such as contexts 
that witnessed recent successful struggles against oppression, or in post-
conflict or post-colonial regions and countries, in areas that emerged from 
dictatorship or from other forms of violent domination, a strong societal 
commitment to human rights and democratization can emerge. As F. 
Tibbitts and W. Ferneker explain, in such societies the newly attained free-
dom makes the8 

demands for human rights education more powerful precisely 
because people have experienced the consequences of denial 
of human rights and human dignity. Two contrasting examples 
of post-conflict societies in which we have observed a stronger 
commitment to human rights education than in some neigh-
bouring jurisdictions are Iraqi Kurdistan and Northern Ireland. 

More recently, this has been the case in Timor-Leste, the focus of this 
paper. 

Overall, despite the inherent peculiarities of hrhe, the current devel-
opments in this field of studies and research reveal impressive progress in 
terms of its international recognition and legitimation at the very highest 
levels, building on the development of human rights education over a rela-
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tively short period of time. This is an outcome and a privilege that can be 
hardly imagined for other narrow academic specializations, which has in-
deed elevated hrhe beyond its academic purpose.

Commonality of Driving Principles 

As we saw in the guidelines of the wphre and looking at few examples, 
the final responsibility to incorporate and develop hrhe rests with national 
government institutions, such as relevant ministries or agencies, and gov-
ernmental bodies including Parliamentary committees and working groups. 
However, such ambitious and long-term work must be planned and opera-
tionalized in cooperation with an array of crucial actors ranging from the lo-
cal civil society (universities, associations, unions, ngos) to the international 
human rights community, both at the governmental and non-governmental 
levels. In fact, in its ongoing global affirmation and expansion, the success-
ful coordination and implementation of hrhe policies and actions are in-
creasingly propelled through manifold governmental, non-governmental 
and regional organizations and institutions, as well as through specialized 
associations and networks in the field of governance, development, aid and 
education. The wphre describes how the role of such multilateral and in-
clusive international cooperation is instrumental for the strengthening of 
national capacities for hrhe and training. Under this inclusive vision, the 
interplay among these spheres should aim to:9

(a) Support governments in the elaboration, implementa-
tion and monitoring of the national strategy.

(b) Provide support to other national actors involved, in 
particular national and local non-governmental organizations, 
professional associations, higher education institutions, national 
human rights institutions, and other civil society organizations.

(c) Facilitate information sharing at all levels by identifying, 
collecting, and disseminating information on good practice.

(d) Support existing networks of human rights education 
and training actors and promote the creation of new ones at all 
levels;

(e) Support effective human rights training, in particular for 
educators and trainers, and the development of related materials 
based on good practice.
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In this context, universities and university-based networks or associa-
tions play an increasingly important role in the protection and furthering 
of human rights. According to Tibbitts,10 not only they are “protagonist in 
terms of academic formation and human rights education for students, as 
places of interdisciplinary research and academic think-tanks, as well as in 
the field of policy advice,” they also “hold responsibility as societal and inter-
national agent called to give different institutional answers to the challenges 
posed by human rights, through the outcomes of their educational and re-
search work that includes the creation of dedicated to human rights chairs, 
the establishing of human rights institutes and interdisciplinary research 
centres or departments, as well as inaugurating specific human rights stud-
ies.” Consequently, human rights studies and research in higher education 
does not simply constitute another academic field, as this sector is witness-
ing an intensified engagement that ascribes and legitimizes universities as 
pillars of the international human rights architecture.11

The coordination among academic institutions or networks and interna-
tional cooperation entities dealing with hrhe generally moves from shared 
values and goals which can fruitfully allow for one sector to be operationally 
instrumental to the other and vice-versa. Formal education in human rights 
contributes to shaping the construction for a moral, rights-based equitable 
society, “promoting legal literacy, but also fosters dialogue, critical analysis, 
and active choices about applying human rights values in daily life.”12 In so 
doing, its ultimate role and impact exceeds the sole sphere of formal learn-
ing since, as Tibbitts states ‘’human rights education has become an essen-
tial part of the international human rights movement, complementing the 
immediate goals of protecting victims and promoting international treaties, 
with education about human rights for the prevention of abuses and the 
realisation of the good society.”

An intersection of these values and goals can be clearly inferred be-
tween the academic actors dealing with human rights education and the 
main international and development cooperation organizations’ policies 
and instruments that support it. The European Union (EU) external policy 
and its human rights support programs constitute a telling example in this 
regard. Nowadays the leading entity in development cooperation with in-
vestments reaching 74.4 billion euros as of 2018,13 the EU’s vision of its role 
in enhancing human rights as part of its international cooperation is main-
streamed in its external actions’ documents, for instance:14
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The EU continued to mainstream its right-based approach 
to promoting human rights, democracy and the rule of law, 
through development cooperation. In this way the EU, together 
with its Member States, delivers on its commitment to integrate 
all human rights – civil and political, as well as economic, so-
cial and cultural rights – into development cooperation. The 
EU commitment to the rights-based approach is renewed, and 
reinforced by the new European Consensus on Development, 
adopted in June 2017, integrating human rights, democracy in 
development cooperation.’’

The fundamental role and responsibility of human rights promotion by 
entities like the EU is acknowledged by leading human rights scholars, such 
as University of Vienna professor and former UN Special Rapporteur on 
Torture Manfred Nowak: 15

human rights, the rule of law, tolerance, and solidarity with the 
marginalized and poor groups are the most important values 
written down in the Treaty of the EU. The EU has an obliga-
tion posed in its internal policies, so within the member states 
of the EU, but also in its external policies, in its trade policies to 
other countries, as in its development policies, to always live up 
to these major values. The EU is the best one that can start in its 
own policies to educate children in these values, but of course 
also to use its development cooperation in order to spread these 
messages of human rights and democracy around the world, 
and also assist other countries in their educational policies in 
the field of human rights.

The EU is clearly not the only actor promulgating this set of values and 
scopes that drive the diffusion of human rights education internationally. 
They are shared and propelled also by other key agents, such as regional 
organizations like the Organization for Security and Cooperation in 
Europe (osce) or, as already mentioned, by the asean in the Asia-Pacific. 
Furthermore, the process is driven by the UN system (in particular unesco), 
as well as by single States through their specialized agencies (notably Sweden 
and Norway). Major contributions must also be attributed to the main non-
governmental development and human rights organizations such as Oxfam 
and Amnesty International, among others. 
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As will be seen later, the identified intersections and commonality of 
values among development cooperation and educational institutions facili-
tate the coordination of these two sectors in terms of hrhe development 
and open a space for further deepening of their relationship. Another in-
teresting parallel poses itself in this regard – as hrhe is a relatively recent 
expanding field and in the process of defining standards and models, the 
same can be said about the development cooperation sector. The latter can 
be seen as an agent of international relations still in its infancy, facing an 
ever stronger need of definition, especially in a reshaped globalized and 
post-colonial world, witnessing a new multipolar order and the emergence 
of Global South actors. In fact, it is mostly in the early 2000s that a com-
prehensive and inclusive debate gained momentum around the need to sys-
tematize the operational values of this sector, culminating with the ‘’Global 
Partnership for Effective Development Cooperation’’ initiative established 
in Busan, South Korea in 2011. This key forum set the main internation-
al standards and the “principles of effective aid and good development to 
which all development actors should subscribe,”16 asserting the fundamental 
drivers of development, above all human rights and democratic ownership 
of development plans. The Partnership helps the major actors of interna-
tional cooperation such as the EU to deliver on the principles set out in 
the Treaties, i.e., indivisibility of human rights, democracy, the rule of law, 
respect for human dignity and equality.17

Among this ever evolving constellation of local and international ac-
tors cooperating for the promotion and development of hrhe, specialized 
educational organizations have emerged with blended backgrounds and ex-
pertise bridging the realms of classic formal higher education (universities), 
national or international governmental organizations and bodies, as well as 
practitioners (ngos or civil society organizations [csos]). Incorporating the 
perspectives and experiences of the latter has been indispensable to the ad-
vent of the mentioned new hybrid entities, due to the fact that their work 
is marked by a high degree of responsiveness to quickly evolving challenges 
on the field. The Global Campus of Human Rights (GC), an academic net-
work in action, constitutes itself an example of such a growing hybridity 
in the approach to hrhe. Its experience demonstrates that, if well devised 
and implemented, the union of these new innovative hrhe professional ac-
tors with development cooperation instruments can guarantee flexible and 
need-oriented methods in the field. By bringing the values of co-ownership 
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of the process - both at local and regional levels, and ensuring horizontality 
in the partnering relations, such methodology positions universities as key 
agents in steering policy change in support of hrhe. 
 
The Growth of the Global Campus of Human Rights 

The Global Campus of Human Rights is the largest global network of uni-
versities specialized in human rights (GC) education and research, espe-
cially at the post-graduate level. The GC is currently organized as a net-
work of networks, comprising about one hundred universities all over 
the world, grouped in seven regional hubs, which are the home to seven 
Master’s Programs, as the organization’s main field of activity, located in 
Venice for Europe (headquarters), in Sarajevo/Bologna for South East 
Europe, in Yerevan for the Caucasus, in Pretoria for Africa, in Buenos Aires 
for Latin America and the Caribbean, in Beirut for the Arab world and in 
Bangkok for Asia-Pacific. From its inception, the GC has been supported 
and funded by the European Union, and is today a priority action of its 
International Cooperation and Development (devco) policy, under the 
European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights (eidhr), togeth-

Structure of the Global Campus’ networks and regional hubs.
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er with the two key international human rights institutions — the United 
Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (ohchr), and 
the International Criminal Court (icc).

The current composition of the network is, however, the result of a 
nearly twenty-five years of tradition and expansion of its membership. 
The genesis of the network represented today by the GC can be traced 
back to the early 1990s and the European Inter-University Centre for 
Human Rights and Democratization (eiuc), a center of excellence, joining 
European Union-based universities in cooperating for the establishment of 
the European Master’s Programme in Human Rights and Democratization 
(ema). Under the guidance of eminent human rights scholars, Professor 
Antonio Papisca of the University of Padua among others, this association 
of universities grew rapidly in the post-authoritarian contexts of Central and 
Eastern Europe and South Africa, strongly supporting the initial impetus for 
the idea that human rights education could be integrated on a national scale, 
and within curriculums at all levels, including universities. 

At the end of the nineties, visionary high-ranking EU officials such as 
Daniela Napoli, encouraged the dissemination of the ideals of the recent-
ly created Programme to other world regions. The African Programme in 
Human Rights and Democratisation (hrda), created in 2000 under the lead 
of Christof Heyns and Frans Viljon, established itself as an unparalleled net-
work for the promotion of postgraduate human rights education in all the 
sub-regions of Africa in a matter of a few years, for which it was award-
ed the unesco Prize for Human Rights Education in 2006. The European 
Regional Master’s Programme in Democracy and Human Rights in South 
East Europe (erma) – also created in the year 2000, under the initiative of 
Zdravko Grebo and Stefano Bianchini – strongly contributing to the devel-
opment and legitimation of hrhe in the war-torn post-socialist countries 
of the post-Yugoslav and Balkan region, with the setting up of a double de-
gree based in Bosnia and Herzegovina, coordinated by the Universities of 
Sarajevo and Bologna.18 

The Latin America and the Caribbean, the Caucasus, and the Asia-
Pacific Programmes – established as of 2010 – have built upon the es-
tablished model and the many lessons learned from the experience of 
the development of the first regional Programmes. The Latin American 
Programme (latma), based at the University of San Martin’s (unsam) in 
Buenos Aires is centered on the main themes of the region, including indig-
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enous land rights, post-conflict situations, inequality and citizen security. 
The Asia-Pacific Programme (apma), coordinated by Mahidol University 
in Bangkok, is projected on the Southeast Asian and Pacific perspective of 
human rights and democratization. The Caucasus Programme (CES), based 
at the University of Yerevan, focuses on challenges facing democracy, con-
flict, political stability, and human rights protection in the complex Eastern 
Partnership region. Finally, the development of the Arab World Programme 
(2014-2015), on the other hand, took a unique and innovative turn, given 
that its preparation was nurtured at ema’s base in Venice together with the 
support of Ca’ Foscari University, to be then successfully housed and coordi-
nated by the University of Saint Joseph in Beirut, in partnership with Birzeit 
University (Palestine), the International University of Rabat (Morocco), and 
the University of Carthage (Tunisia).19

The Global Campus of Human Rights Assembly in session at the University of Pretoria, December 2018.

These seven Programmes were (and in most cases still are) the only 
postgraduate degrees in human rights in their respective regions. They of-
fer specialized education, research and networking, operating in line with 
common principles of transversal and inter-disciplinary focus, experiential 
learning and networking, albeit with distinctive regional imprint, which is 
perhaps the most important lesson learned and the innovation in the de-
velopment of the network. The GC, from 2018 the newly evolved legal and 
organizational iteration of the former eiuc, has greatly exceeded the initial 
EU mandate of realizing ‘’a vision of a trans-European, interdisciplinary hu-
man rights education that would be built on the common knowledge and 
potential of professors and experts from the member universities, European 
institutions and civil society, enriched by field experience.’’20 In fact, the GC 
nowadays incorporates the mission to develop hrhe both in the Global 
North and South through its joint activities including e-learning, high-lev-
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el professional training, arts and human rights and capacity building. Its 
cross-regional and cross-thematic, interdisciplinary, and practice-oriented 
approach aims at stimulating multi-regional understanding and compara-
tivism and fostering an increased legitimation of hrhe as an independent 
academic field. According to its current mission statement, the actions and 
the strategic plan of the GC are ‘’based on the dissemination of universal 
values - including human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, the rule of 
law and respect for human rights - which are also core principles guiding the 
EU as a global player. Indeed, in our strategic plan we will work consistently 
with EU and UN policies.’’21

Developing HRHE at the National University of Timor-Leste

Within the framework of its regional and cross-regional outreach initiatives, 
in January 2019 the GC started operating in the Republic of Timor-Leste 
through a new EU-funded capacity-building project aimed at mainstreaming 
human rights education and research at the National University of Timor-
Leste (untl),22 a need that was strategically identified by the Delegation of 
the European Union in Dili. At the core of the project lies the establishment 
of a Human Rights Centre based at the Faculty of Social Sciences, but active 
throughout the whole University, to become a platform for the mainstream-
ing of human rights education. The Centre is also envisaged to prepare 
the full membership of untl within the Global Campus Asia-Pacific re-
gional hub, joining universities of neighboring and asean countries such as 
Mahidol University (Thailand), Ateneo de Manila University (Philippines), 
Kathmandu School of Law (Nepal), Universitas Gadjah Madah (Indonesia) 
and University of Colombo (Sri Lanka) in 2021/22.

Having emerged from decades of brutal occupation and a bloody con-
flict following the independence referendum in 1999, Timor-Leste is still fac-
ing evident challenges as a young post-conflict State with limited capacities. 
Educational institutions were targeted during the conflict, leading to the 
destruction of school infrastructures, facilities and resources, and result-
ing in severe disruptions to the education process and outcomes. Despite 
numerous efforts to improve the conditions in the higher education sector 
undertaken by Timor-Leste, with ample assistance received from external 
stakeholders, numerous problems remain evident in terms of infrastruc-
ture, resources, administrative and academic capacities, as well as quality 
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and equitable access to higher education. As a young democracy with a re-
markable track record of commitment to furthering human rights, which 
makes the country a widely recognized leading model of democratization in 
Southeast Asia, Timor-Leste was not yet independent when the UN Decade 
for Human Rights Education was launched in 1995. Despite that, recom-
mendations advocating for the development of human rights curriculums 
and resources were already clearly set by the post-conflict truth and recon-
ciliation commission (Timor-Leste Commission for Reception, Truth and 
Reconciliation [cavr]) in 2006, a milestone document that constitutes the 
basis of the GC local project: 23

The Ministry of Education in the Government of Timor-
Leste works with the post-cavr institution to utilise the Final 
Report and other Commission materials in the development 
of curricula and other educational resources related to human 
rights, reconciliation, history, law, gender studies and other rel-
evant disciplines.

Also thanks to the favorable socio-political preconditions encountered, 
the project has proven to be particularly successful from its early stages. After 
extensive reconstruction works, the inauguration ceremony of the premises 
of the new Centre took place in August 2019 as part of the official high-level 
State celebrations for the twentieth anniversary of the independence refer-
endum. The opening ceremony was attended by State and diplomatic del-

Project Theory of Change.
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egations and notable figures, the Minister of Higher Education, Science and 
Culture, and the Peace Nobel Laureate and former President Josè Ramos-
Horta who declared that “the Human Rights Centre is a great initiative, that 
will first reach out to our youth so that they will understand what are the 
fundamental human rights that come from our own Constitution and from 
the treaties we have ratified (...). This is like an insurance for the rule of law, 
democracy and freedom.’’24

Since the Centre’s inauguration, a new generation of future lecturers, 
researchers and managers is being forged through three structural ‘’Studies 
and Training Programmes’’ for which twenty-seven local professors, re-
nowned human rights defenders and young graduates were selected. These 
resource persons will be the protagonists of the mainstreaming of human 
rights courses within the University curriculum from 2021, contributing to 
a more just and equitable Timor-Leste. In the meantime, the Centre has also 
been growing as a lively hub for learning, discussing and engaging for most 
pressing local human rights causes, thanks to weekly public events involv-
ing hundreds of youngsters each semester, and thanks to several outreach 
activities linking to local csos, as well as all key national and international 
stakeholders, as for instance the Office of the Ombudsperson for Human 
Rights (Office of the Provedor for Human Rights and Justice [pdhJ]), the 
local network of human rights defenders (Rede Defensór Direitus Umanus 
[rddu]) and the UN system in Timor-Leste. 

Remarkably, the establishment of the Centre was selected by the 
European Union among thousands of other development cooperation 
projects as a success story for the Annual Report on Human Rights and 
Democracy in the World 2019.25 Most importantly, on 15 July 2020 the untl 
Council of Management approved with unanimity the establishment of 
“Human Rights and Democratization’’ as a new integrated transversal dis-
cipline, mandatory in all undergraduate programs of untl from the aca-
demic year 2021/22. The mainstreaming of human rights education on this 
scale means that, in practice, each future graduate of the country’s National 
University will have acquired the fundamentals of human rights as part of 
their education. In a country where nearly half of the population is under 
the age of eighteen, the potential for transformative societal contribution of 
such an innovation is highly significant. 
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Ownership, Outputs, Impact

In terms of project results, the aforementioned structural provision ex-
ceeded the initial expectations set by the EU, paving the way to the shaping 
of a policy change that is the fruit of a clear willingness by the beneficiary 
University, which emerged at the end of a comprehensive mapping and con-
sultation process undertaken by the GC and involving all layers of the untl 
structure and its nine Faculties. This approach, at the implementation lev-
el, was inspired by the successful work at the GC Regional Programme for 
South East Europe (erma). Beside the post-conflict component having simi-
larity to the Timorese context, erma was created as a strongly co-owned 
endeavor among two partnering academic institutions, the Universities of 
Sarajevo and Bologna – currently the only case of a joint program in the 
network. 

The mapping and consultation with untl revealed a very pro-active 
and progressive spirit by the beneficiary, together with the recognition of the 
multidisciplinary nature of the human rights studies, beyond the more con-
servative and still widespread relegation of human rights to the sole fields of 
law or political studies. Moreover, it demonstrates how in Timor-Leste hu-
man rights are solidly interwoven into the national narrative, being strongly 
identified with its recent and successful struggle for self-determination and 
independence, hence strongly legitimized as a driver of development. This 
dynamic is particularly consistent with the recent historical trajectory of 
Timor-Leste and is not surprising. In fact, as argued by F. Yeban, while “hu-
man rights education in post-conflict or post-colonial countries tends to 
be associated with the rule of law and efforts by authorities attempting to 
establish their legitimacy (...) in countries that are democratic but struggling 
with development [human rights education] is often oriented towards the 
infusion of human rights principles vis-a-vis sustainable development.26 At 
the same time, the existence of a conducive environment for the establish-
ment of hrhe in Timor-Leste should not be taken for granted, either in the 
regional perspective or beyond it, and should be instead highly regarded as 
one of the several positive factors encountered locally, that made the final 
results of this project as well as the development of human rights education 
very promising in general, notwithstanding the local limitations that will be 
discussed below.
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The initiative to launch a comprehensive series of consultations with 
the untl stems from GC’s profound commitment to ensuring an inclusive 
process so that the project is structurally developed in cooperation with the 
local beneficiary in a manner which would organically cater to local needs 
and specificities and ensure its sustainability. This collaborative process re-
sulted in major breakthroughs which helped with a substantial broadening 
of the Project. The initially foreseen training program for the future human 
rights lecturers and researchers was thus restructured and customized to 
reflect jointly identified needs and potential of the beneficiary. Interestingly, 
the greatest breakthrough with regard to this outcome was born during 
the meeting with the Dean of the Faculty of Hard Sciences who suggested 
that the best modality for the mainstreaming of human rights into untl 
curriculums would be by introducing the topic into its transversal courses 
(obligatory university-wide), either as a separate course, or integrated into 
the existing Civic Education course. Another breakthrough came about dur-
ing the meeting with the Dean of Social Sciences who suggested to extend 
the training to a team of selected best graduating students and alumni, who 
would complement the lecturers’ work as teaching assistants, hence foster-
ing a trans-generational ownership of the process. 

Finally, twenty-seven beneficiaries were identified and selected to com-
plete three customized Human Rights Studies and Training Programs for 
six emerging human rights defenders from local civil society, fifteen profes-
sors belonging to all nine Faculties and six graduating students and alumni 
from the Faculty of Social Sciences. All three programs have been designed 
following a triadic structure: Phase 1 - a preparatory training (aiming to 
ameliorate existing structural gaps threatening to negatively impact the 
training program results – primarily related to English language proficiency 
and academic skills); Phase 2 - the core educational segment; and Phase 3 
- internship/fellowship.

Alongside the development of skills and expertise, and of a syllabus 
with its correlated teaching plan for the implementation of the new course, 
the production of original teaching materials constitutes one of the crucial 
undertakings of the project. The final product of this is a general textbook 
in three languages, Tetum, English, and Portuguese. This does not only 
provide access to relevant international academic sources by Timorese 
students (with the aid of Tetum translations), but also widens the range of 
possibilities for international cooperation – for instance, by hosting inter-
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national students and researchers who choose to spend their mobility or 
exchange periods in Timor-Leste, as prospectively foreseen by the member-
ship in the GC Regional Programme. The textbook is based on the textbook 
Introduction to Human Rights in Southeast Asia, published under a Creative 
Commons license by the Southeast Asian Human Rights Studies Network 
(seahrn), aiming at contributing to the promotion of human rights educa-
tion in Southeast Asia, as well as current and prospective asean countries. 
Written by a team of human rights academics from regional universities 
and editorially coordinated by Mahidol University, it is designed for under-
graduate students who study general courses on human rights, and places 
human rights in a Southeast Asian context, using regional examples and 
examining regional laws, politics, and practices. 

Adapting this textbook to the Timorese context and the transversal 
course was methodologically set as a participatory joint endeavor by the 
beneficiaries of the Training Programs and in consultation with the local 
human rights cso network. During their fellowship period, the untl lec-
turers and professors worked with their colleagues of the GC and Mahidol 
University in selecting the most pertinent contents, abridging, and adapt-
ing them so as to infuse them with contents relevant to Timor-Leste. The 
beneficiaries of the 1st Training Program (Human Rights Defenders) on the 

Global Campus lecturers at Mahidol University (Bangkok) together with the Timorese human rights 
defenders, selected to join the capacity building project for the establishment of the Human Rights 
Centre at the National University in Dili. 
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other hand, constituted the key to the successful language adaptation and 
final shaping of the teaching materials. As graduates of the English-language 
MA in Human Rights and Democratization in the Asia-Pacific (the regional 
program coordinated by the GC with Mahidol University), they have dem-
onstrated to be better equipped to translate human rights subject-specific 
terminology from English into Tetum than local translation agencies. This 
is particularly relevant given that Tetum is a language which has not been 
standardized. 

Along with being a platform for the implementation of the three struc-
tural “Studies and Training Programmes”, during the course of the project 
the Human Rights Centre has rapidly become a point of reference for those 
interested in human rights education within the local academic commu-
nity and the civil society at large, including aspiring human rights work-
ers and professionals. The Centre has gradually become a space for open 
and respectful exchange and debate thanks to a set of regular extracurricu-
lar activities such as weekly “Human Rights Talks” and “Human Rights & 
Cinema” events aimed primarily at untl students and professors, as well as 
the “Fridays at the hrc” aimed at Timorese civil society, in particular small 
grassroots organizations and activists. These activities are organized in a 

University students at the UNTL Human Rights Centre in Dili during the event marking the ‘’International 
Day for the Elimination of Violence Against Women.’’ 
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multilingual way (Tetum, Portuguese and English) to contribute in creating 
an inclusive environment, while also fostering language acquisition. 

Moreover, the methodology applied in the project has been based on 
a multi-stakeholder active involvement and careful of local ownership, al-
lowing high degree of consistency with the five main areas of intervention 
set by the World Programme for a successful integration of human rights 
education into local education systems:

1. Permanent policy measures - adoption of the new transversal 
course determines a structural change in the public higher educa-
tion standards; 

2. Teaching and learning processes and tools - creation of custom-
ized teaching materials, such as the multilingual textbook and the 
teaching plan mindful of local human rights priorities, especially 
considering the inputs of csos and other local stakeholders;  

3. Research - developed with special thanks to the capacity-building 
of the six human rights defenders, who produced a series of origi-
nal research outputs based on post-graduate studies and data gath-
ering conducted as part of their ‘’Studies and Training Programme’’, 
published regionally and internationally by specialized hrhe 
institutions;

4. Learning environment - it is necessary to underline the remark-
able degree of academic freedom enjoyed locally, as a direct conse-
quence of the aforementioned socio-political drivers; and 

5. Professional development of higher education teaching personnel - 
this was substantiated by the strong commitment of the beneficiary 
university and decisive request to expand the number of trainees, 
involving a wider pool of permanent professors, so that all Faculties 
could be represented. 

At the same time, it is important to note that the experience of the proj-
ect has demonstrated great practical and operational constraints that have 
been making the implementation of hrhe actions particularly demanding 
locally, and the untl, among the youngest institutions rebuilt in the post-
war Timor-Leste, is still undergoing its internal consolidation. These issues 
are mostly connected to the very limited office work capacities (strongly 
hindered by lack of access to internet, use of basic IT equipment, constant 
uncertainties over planning and follow-up) and the availability of crucial 
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academic skills (e.g., overall, only eight professors out of seventy-one at 
the Faculty of Social Sciences hold a PhD, while the great majority of MA 
holders have degrees obtained during the hardship of partition times with 
Indonesia, which has severely impaired the learning process and outcomes). 
Another major challenge has been the dysfunctionality caused by what can 
be called the “unfulfilled plurilinguism” in Timor-Leste, where de facto none 
of the national languages (Portuguese and Tetum) can be regarded as a fully 
functional tool of communication (and instruction), as they are not spo-
ken or understood at the same level by different generations. All these chal-
lenges generated consistent extra needs in terms of workload and financial 
resources to be successfully mitigated.

Despite these complexities, the results achieved constitute a very solid 
basis upon which enduring human rights education initiatives can be en-
shrined, starting with the new Human Rights Centre which, if it lives up 
to its full potential, could constitute a valuable complementary addition to 
the Timorese landscape of established human rights institutions, such as 
the cnc – Centro Nacional Chega! and the pdhJ - Provedoria dos Direitos 
Humanos e Justiça. This, together with the genuine political support gath-
ered, the international recognition, the willingness to cooperate from key 
sectorial stakeholders and national authorities, and thanks to the support 
of development cooperation partners, should ensure a promising future to 

The first extra-curricular activity of the new Human Rights Centre in Dili, featuring a seminar on the role 
of the NHRI with the Ombudsperson for Human Rights and Justice of Timor-Leste (PDHJ), October 2019. 
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the Human Rights Centre and broadly to the development of human rights 
education at untl, even at the post-graduate level.

Conclusions 

The work of the Global Campus of Human Rights, and especially the exam-
ple of its latest project at the National University of Timor-Leste, represents 
a tangible example of the interplay between hrhe actors such as specialized, 
flexible, field-work based academic institutions, with human rights-based 
development cooperation instruments. These two spheres successfully join 
forces to be the key supporters and drivers of policy change in human rights 
education, linking the concrete needs of the final beneficiaries with the cre-
ation of a broad local (and regional) ownership of the process. In Timor-
Leste such interaction identified and addressed the primary challenges for 
human rights education that the wphre identifies in the formal recognition 
by educational policymakers, and in the permanent integration as compo-
nent of national curricular frameworks, which can be practically achieved 
only by providing beneficiaries with solid and ample skills and resources, in 
a shared control of the process. 

The emergence of joint, international, multi-stakeholder and co-owned 
hrhe programs, as those coordinated by the GC through the aggregate po-
tential represented by its network of universities, have the opportunity to 
credibly contribute to the steering of hrhe evolution, addressing the ex-
istent diversity of approaches, setting new models and standards, thereby 
boosting the impact of hrhe, especially where its affirmation or protec-
tion is most needed. In this sense, the successful gc-untl collaboration in 
Timor-Leste allowed for the creation from scratch, and then the consolida-
tion, of the whole human rights education system of the beneficiary univer-
sity, in this case the only public university of the country. 

The structural needs and manifold constraints encountered during 
the project propelled the GC to further develop a unique working meth-
odology, suitable to build capacities of universities especially in developing 
countries of the Global South. This has built upon the experiences and good 
practices gathered over twenty years through its regional hubs around the 
world, which have engendered an innovative approach to capacity-building, 
demanding not only academic expertise (typical of classic academic insti-
tutions), but also solid know-how in cooperation work, public diplomacy 
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and international relations, as key assets and needs. In fact, the work mode 
of the GC allows for the enhancement of the impact of development co-
operation actions, by promoting local and regional co-ownership, as well 
as horizontality of the relations among the partner universities, acting as a 
conduit between the beneficiary and the donor. This practice-oriented ap-
proach well describes the emerging hybridity of the GC in its outreach role 
and intersection with development cooperation for human rights higher 
education, and prospectively sets a model with high multiplicative potential 
for replication in countries in need. 
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