[image: A black background with blue text

Description automatically generated]
Career Zone Podcast Transcript: 
Law Mini-Series: International Law: In conversation with Ben Ainsley Gill, International Law Arbitration Lawyer.

Published May 2025
Rachel Sloan 00:00
Welcome to the Career Zone Podcast, where each episode we spend some time focusing on something that's on students minds right now. I'm your host, Rachel, Employability and Career Consultant with the University of Exeter. You can catch up on all of our episodes by doing all of those subscribing and following things we're on Spotify and iTunes.
Sunny Lalli 00:22
Hello fellow listeners. My name is Sunny Lalli, an Employability and Careers Consultant at the University of Exeter. I'm joined today with Ben Ainsley Gill, an independent arbitration lawyer. Today we're going to explore a career in international business law, and in particular, international arbitration. Now, at the outset of our conversation, it is perhaps prudent to define the practice of international law. Now this practice area consists of both public and private specialist areas. Now traditionally public international law deals with the law governing relations between nations, covering activities such as international boundary disputes, international trade law involving actors such as the UN and NGOs. Now for listeners interested in public international law, check out our Career Zone podcast conversation with Maria Smirnova. Whereas in contrast, private international law deals with legal issues that arise in cross border transactions from individuals, corporations and organisations, and covers matters that pertain to international property rights, merchant acquisitions and international arbitration, which we're going to be talking about at length in today's conversation.

So Ben, really great to catch up with you today, and really looking forward to our conversation today that explores your career journey and sharing your valuable insights with our listeners. And I wonder if we could begin with helping our listeners to gain a sense of your story. And I wonder what you know you can tell us a little bit about how you came to work in arbitration.

Ben Ainsley Gill 02:02
Sure. Okay, I'll do the relatively short version, which is after I graduated, so I did the LLB European with French Law. So I graduated from Rennes in 2011 and at the time, my now wife, my then girlfriend, had a bit more work to do at university, and so I basically just stayed on in France for a couple of years, and one of those years was in Paris, and I was talking to someone who's a couple years above me, and he said you should just sort of apply for international arbitration internships. And that's what I did. And I didn't really know what international arbitration was at the time. I think, I think I'd done it in a module in Rennes, but not, obviously, not in enough detail for me to really remember any of this. So, I just got a textbook, I read up on it, and I ended up getting, actually, a job as a paralegal, not as an intern, but as a paralegal in an arbitration team in Paris that was so before doing sort of the LPC, before doing anything like that. And that was my first introduction to it. And since then, it just seemed like a good idea. I just sort of thought, yeah, this is, I enjoy this. It's International. It allows you to sort of work all over the world. So why not?

Sunny Lalli 03:20
Brilliant. It's really interesting to hear how it felt like very much an opportunity that you hadn't predicted. You embraced that opportunity to follow an area of law that you hadn't anticipated or had much prior experience to prior to that point. So, I wonder at that point where you received this opportunity, and you then decided I'm going to take this opportunity. What helped you embrace this, you know, making that decision?

Ben Ainsley Gill 03:47
Well, I mean, the honest answer is, they offered me a job in Paris, and I needed a job in Paris, and I would have done pretty much anything to do with law! Because I basically after Rennes, I stayed one more year in Rennes, working as a barman, and then moved to Paris, and I thought I should probably try to do something a bit legal, because that's what I knew I wanted to do. So that sort of made the choice easy. 

Sunny Lalli 04:14
I wonder, when we think of international arbitration, what's your sense of the unique signature skills, or indeed, strengths, that are required to work in this particular practice area. How does it differ from other practice areas, like, I know, conveyancing and personal injury law, what's your sense of the unique qualities that are required to work in this specific practice area? 

Ben Ainsley Gill 04:41
Yeah, I'd say so with all, with all practice areas, you're going to have to want to sort of want to like the detail, getting into the details, whether it's the detail on an M and A transaction, or conveyancing, like you say, or in the analysis of a contract, which is what I do. But that's only, that's only sort of one part of what I do, the other bit, which is the bit I enjoy, I think probably the bit that most people enjoy about arbitration is the advocacy. And that can be written advocacy, or it can be oral advocacy, and it's sort of telling your client's story in a way which persuades, well, persuades the arbitrators that your client is in the right basically, and that it's that bit, which I think maybe sets arbitration apart. And obviously it's similar in litigation as well. If you, if you want to go into the litigation route, because a lot of people do litigation and arbitration, because the skill sets are very similar, it's that which I think would set it apart from the other practice areas. 

And so in terms of strengths, in terms of skill sets that you need is, I mean, it still takes all sorts. I don't think just because you think you're sort of in one box, that you can't go into the arbitration box if it interests you, but it's, it's maybe, there's a creativity, which something you can jump into in arbitration and in litigation, in terms of how you write submissions, that I think if you're sort of predisposed to that sort of thing, then arbitration is one of those, one of those areas you can work in. 

Sunny Lalli 06:08
It's really interesting how you lighted upon that aspect of creativity. And I wonder if we sort of spend a bit of time unpacking that, how you cultivate creativity in your work, and were there any sort of measures or activities you took prior to graduation that helps you to prepare, you know, cultivate creativity, to underpin, you know, moving into work that requires high levels of advocacy.

Ben Ainsley Gill 06:35
The obvious, the obvious law student answer is to do mooting, because that forces you to distil arguments into easy to understand and easy to explain sentences. I think that's in terms of what I did at Exeter, that would be, that'd be sort of top of the list, I think. I think that's the one where it really forces you to, if you're preparing for a moot and you're practising what you're saying out loud, and actually you hear it back, and you think that doesn't, that doesn't quite work, it hasn't got the rhythm that it needs to sort of keep people's attention. And I think that's probably what I did at Exeter, which was most helpful.

Sunny Lalli 07:14
What do you feel are the kind of commonalities and differences between private international business law and public international law?

Ben Ainsley Gill  07:21
Because I work in disputes, so sort of the dispute side of international law, there are quite a lot of things which are similar between public international law disputes and private international law disputes. The bits that are similar, sort of the things I touched on before, which is the advocacy. You have to write in a persuasive way. And okay, we could just take an example. When you are, an arbitration involves several key phases. There's going to be two, the two big ones are the written phase and the oral phase. So, the written advocacy and the oral advocacy. So, if you just take the written advocacy section, within that bit, you have to explain what the law is, you have to explain what the facts are, and then you have to explain why when you combine those two things, your client is right.

And so two out of three of those are common to public international law and private international law, which is the facts and sort of the explanation, and bringing it all together, you'll have witness statements. You'll have expert reports as well that have to be brought together to explain why your client's right. So, there are a lot of things you can sort of, that are spread across the two. It's the law piece which is going to be specific to your domain. So, it'll be, you know, if you are in public international law, then it's going to be some very niche sort of things. It's just, it's an area which attracts a certain type of person, I think. And on the other side of things, if you're me, and you've just got a commercial or English law dispute, you're looking at English commercial, and those are the only two pieces which aren't really the same.

Sunny Lalli 08:52
Let's come back to your earlier observation about creativity being a core part of your work, and how it underpins advocacy. And I wonder, thinking back to your career so far, were there instances outside of your studies where you were able to develop certain skills that directly fed and informed your development in advocacy and arbitration, it, you know, sort of activities in the leisure space, activities through part-time work that might have helped.

Ben Ainsley Gill 09:27
That's an interesting question. So, I mean, I guess the obvious example I have in terms of creativity side of things is just reading and seeing, thinking about the sort of writing that you find, it doesn't have to persuade you in the same way, but that engages you and asking yourself, why? Why am I enjoying this? What is keeping me reading? And because you've got to do the same thing, you've got to keep someone reading and engaged when you're doing my job, and I guess there's just reading and thinking about this. It's not just reading but also thinking about it as well. That's, you know, it's not a part-time job. I just, I read for fun, but I think that helps a lot and then, but really, you're going to learn most by just observing people who have so much more experience than you do, and that you can do from mini-pupillages or something, or if you're doing vacation schemes, and you get the chance to see it, then it's remembering how they express their ideas that is really going to help. 

Sunny Lalli 10:30
Yeah, I really like that how you know that sense of appreciating the audience and audience engagement, and how you see models of good practice can happen from both direct exposure, where you're kind of doing some work shadowing or internship or mini-pupillage, but also there's other spaces, you know, from reading, you know, reading, you know, broadsheet so reading, you know, would it be as far to say, as reading fiction, you know? 

Ben Ainsley Gill 10:55
Yeah, so definitely, definitely reading fiction, because it's all a question of what engages you, and just sort of wondering, what, why is this engaging me? Is it because something is fresh and new and different, or is it because of the types of words and the specific words use? Is it because of the rhythm and those sorts of things? And I find, you know, if you're, if you're writing a submission and you're reading it in your head, and then you try reading it out loud, it's a very different type of, you get to a different point in terms of what you think is going to be persuasive, and so that can influence it as well. So, I guess looking at, like you said, newspapers and that sort of thing, sure, but I think also things like listening to how politicians speak and saying, okay, well, what am I finding persuasive about how this politician is speaking? Or what am I finding, you know, not at all persuasive. And putting their ideas aside have they kept you engaged? So, I think that, I think there's basically you can find inspiration for this creativity every time you turn on the radio, pretty much it's just you don't always think about it, but it's probably there. And I should say this, this has made me come across as someone who's just like constantly thinking about how he can improve what he's doing, which is certainly not at all the case. It's just when I get asked this question in a podcast, it makes me think a bit more about it.

Sunny Lalli 12:08
I really like how you kind of look at it from a very broad, holistic perspective, that experience doesn't just have to happen within a legal setting. It can happen in a variety of different situations, both informally and formally.

Ben Ainsley Gill 12:22
Yeah, and I think, I think that sort of, okay I'll give an example. I was on a call today with a client, and there was a KC [King's Counsel] on the call as well, and we're discussing a submission we're going to put in. And the point KC was hammering home to the client was, you need to read this, and you may think it's legalese, and if you think it's legalese, I haven't done my job. It needs to be simple and clear in a way that even difficult legal points can be understood by someone who isn't versed in them, and that's a real art. And you know, obviously this case, he's been doing it for however many years, and he's still improving. And I think that's, that's one of the really interesting, challenging bits as well, is persuading, but without falling into long sentences and flowery language, and the rest of it is sort of going to the essence of it. 

Sunny Lalli 13:13
Yeah, the perils of overly long syntax, verbosity and metaphors, which I must admit, I'm liable to commit. So coming towards the end of our conversation today, what top tips would you equip our listeners with who might be interested in the idea of potentially training up in arbitration? What you know, what could they potentially do after this podcast that can help them to draw that journey?

Ben Ainsley Gill 13:39
I'd say to read about it, I guess. I mean, if you're just leaving university and you're still, or you're on the point of leaving university and you're applying for vacation schemes and that sort of thing, I guess it's, it's good to go into those vacation schemes with an open mind as well. Because if you go into a firm, so I trained at White and Case, and you go there and say, 'yeah, I'm only interested in arbitration', then that's, I don't know, I think what they want is you to be interested in the firm and then to find your own way whilst you're in there. So, I'd say, read up about it, but keep an open mind as well. 

Ben Ainsley Gill 14:12
If there are events, great. If you go along to events and network, that's brilliant. You can do a lot of mooting within arbitration as well. There's things like the Vis Moot, which is the international commercial law moot. There is, I think there's loads of international law moots, but the other one that springs to mind is a Frankfurt-based public international law moot which does investment arbitration, so get involved in them. There's all sorts of networking events around them. And I think this is certainly something I wish I had told my 21 year old self when I was leaving university is, don't underestimate the value of networking, which to me at the time it seemed, it seemed almost cheating. You know, it's like I wanted to get there on my own merits, of getting good exam results and that sort of thing, but actually making people remember you, by being friendly, and the rest of it, is half the battle when it comes to getting your foot in the door of a position.

Sunny Lalli 15:06
The power of networking and how that opens up so many doors and really valuable insight and ideas there that I think our listeners will certainly will look to explore after today's session. So, some of those ideas you talked about, just networking, we have resources on the craft of networking and gaining more experience, summer vacation schemes, all that information. Do have a look at our show notes, which have URLs, web links to some of those resources that you might want to explore after today's session. Ben, thank you so much for taking time to catch up with me today and our listeners and sharing your story. And much, much appreciated. Thank you so much. Ben.

Ben Ainsley Gill 15:50
It's a pleasure Sunny, thank you.

Rachel Sloan 15:52
This was the Career Zone podcast brought to you by the University of Exeter. Career Zone. Check out iTunes and Spotify to keep up with all of our regular releases, and if you'd like us to cover something else in another episode, just send us a message, #CareerZonePodcast @UoECareerZone or @UoECornwallCareerZone on Instagram, and we'll follow up in one of the next episodes.






Links and further information:
· University of Exeter Career Zone sector page on law: 
· Listen to our podcast episode on International Law with Maria Smirnova, Human Rights Officer at the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights. 
· You can book onto a Career Zone Networking Skills session via Handshake. 
· Vismoot
· Frankfurt Investment Arbitration Moot Court
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