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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 00:21
Hello, listeners, welcome to the University of Exeter Career Zone podcast. My name is Sunny. I'm one of the Employability and Career Consultants based at the University of Exeter, and in today's episode, as part of the Law mini-series, we're going to explore careers in international law, and today we're going to look specifically at careers in international public law. And to that end, I'm joined today by Maria, Maria Smirnova, hello, hi, how are you? 

Maria Smirnova 00:53
Hi, good to see you.

Sunny Lalli 00:55
Really great to hear from you, and great to catch up. And Maria, you're a Human Rights Officer at the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights and really looking forward to hearing more about your story in your role as a Human Rights Officer. Just to begin with, I'd love to kind of get a sense of your story, your journey so far from University of Exeter as an alum of University of Exeter and how that brought you to, you know, working at the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights.

Maria Smirnova 01:32
Sure, I started as a lawyer in Russia. I have a Law degree from a Moscow University and PhD in Russian Constitutional Law. It was a natural choice for me to go for constitutional law because that's where you study human rights in civil law systems. So, I was one of very few students from out of several hundreds who went for constitutional law because I knew that that's where my passion was. After I graduated and finished my PhD, I worked for a few years for a think-tank in Moscow, being an expert in Education Law and providing expertise on legislation, draft legislation prepared by the Ministry of Education. Then I felt I need to move forward, and I was interested in going more international. So, I went for a degree in Exeter, that was the LLM in International Human Rights Law. As part of this degree, I was able to secure an internship at the UN in Geneva, and we can discuss it a bit later, but the internship is one of the most secure ways to actually be invited for a job at the UN.

Sunny Lalli 02:55
Thank you for sharing a brief summary of your journey that's brought you to the role of a Human Rights Officer and it's really interesting how you looked at the Masters as a form of specialisation. Do you feel that Masters was fundamental in preparing you for this journey? 

Maria Smirnova 03:15
Absolutely, in fact, I already knew what I was looking for, I was looking for Masters, for Masters degree, specifically in International Human Rights Law, and when I was looking at various UK universities, there were not so many options at that time. And I didn't need a degree in just Human Rights, because that would focus on the UK system, whereas I was looking for International Human Rights specialisation, and that was indeed instrumental, not only it allowed me to go for several internships, but also it gave me the necessary understanding, necessary knowledge, which then was definitely appreciated by my employers. 

Sunny Lalli 04:02
Yeah, so it sounds very much as the Masters gave you the theoretical training and enhancement of your knowledge, but it's interesting you talk about the networks that you gained from the Masters programme. Do you feel those networks were fundamental to facilitating the internship? You mentioned earlier that the internship was a very much a pivotal point in formulating your career and your journey to become a Human Rights Officer.

Maria Smirnova 04:26
Yes, the Masters was very special in the sense that there was a lot of practical experience. Networks, yes, but also we had, I remember a brilliant, very inspiring professor, Michael Addo, who, who was at that time, part of the UN System as UN Special Procedures. And he was, I think he was one of the most inspiring experiences I had at Exeter. Within his course, we had a study trip to Geneva, and I was able to look with my own eyes what is going to look like to be working here. And I was very much inspired.

Sunny Lalli 05:11
Actually, a common story there, actually, I did a Graduate Diploma in Law at University of Exeter many years ago, and I also came across Michael and similarly was very much inspired to yes, serendipity, you've taken me down memory lane. I wasn't expecting that, but thank you, Maria. So, I wonder when we think about international law, and I think we can certainly differentiate international law in two forms, international public law and international private business law, I wonder for our listeners, how would you define the practice area of international public law, and how does it differentiate from other practice areas of law? So what's your sense of a definition of international public law?

Maria Smirnova 05:56
In a nutshell, I would say that international public law governs relationships between states, whereas international private law is about relationships between private entities, individuals or businesses. So, when we talk about international public law, we talk about the UN Charter, human rights treaties, various other areas of public international law, such as environmental law and so on, which really involves communication and negotiations between states. Whereas going back to private international law, it's more or less like being a commercial lawyer domestically, only you have to deal with laws of different countries and resolve a conflict between those laws.

Sunny Lalli 06:42
Great, and it's interesting you touched upon communication and negotiation as some of the core skills required to work in international public law. If you think about some of those core skill sets required to work as a lawyer in international public law, can you just talk us through some of those skills, and what you feel those are, indeed those signature skills.

Maria Smirnova 07:07
If someone wants to become a Human Rights Officer like myself, then you could go through various qualifications and career paths. So, you could become a lawyer, get a Law degree, you could just study Political Science or even History or Languages. So, there are various ways, however, legal skills or drafting skills would be one of the requirements. Then analytical skills, because there is a large body of standards, international standards that one would need to be very confident with in order to do this job. And languages definitely is an advantage. Learning more than one language in addition to your native language, is an advantage. I speak English at work, but my native language is Russian, and I also learn French in order to be more adequate for the for the job I'm doing. 

So maybe we could take as an example one of job descriptions that I came across recently and just have a look at what kind of competencies are required for those who are applying. So, you need you need to be prepared that applying for a job in the UN you would need to prove that you have a Masters degree, usually an advanced university degree in Law, Political Science, International Relations or Social Sciences. For various levels of jobs, you would need either a two years of work experience in Law or Human Rights for the entry job, or five years experience and so on for next level jobs. And you would be judged, or you would be selected for your competencies, and your competencies will be analysed when you have a competency-based interview. So, for example, you would need to show examples of your professionalism, teamwork, planning and organisation skills, and you would be asked, please provide an example of when you've successfully worked in a team, or when you maybe have not successfully worked in the team but managed to complete your tasks with professionalism and good communication.

Sunny Lalli 09:31
So very much so core skills, analysis, research skills and communication skills, negotiation skills, all very much fundamental to facilitate a pathway into international law, and in particular, international public law. I'm really struck by how you talked about the necessity of having a grasp on multiple languages, and it feels very much an appreciation of diversity and international culture is very much fundamental to enabling a pathway to work for an organisation such as the UN and I wonder whether you know, you'd like to talk about some of the strategies that might help our students to develop an appreciation of international culture, diversity, that can enable progression into this particular practice area.

Maria Smirnova 10:17
Well, cross cultural communication and cultural sensitivities like you mentioned, is essential. These are essential skills for working in the UN. I think most universities these days, and University of Exeter for sure, provides this opportunity, at least at the Masters level, to have multiple nationalities working together on collaborative projects. So, for me again, Exeter University was one of the first experiences of international collaborations between different cultures and learning about different cultures. Languages, you just have to learn languages. And I would like to mention on the multinational nature of the work in the UN, it's very interesting to have around you colleagues from around the world, but also one need, one needs to remember that there are some underrepresented nationalities in the UN.

Sunny Lalli 11:20
Really like how you've highlighted the imperative of developing cross cultural understanding and sensitivities through conversations, through, you know, networking, connecting, putting oneself into spaces where you get to meet people from different nationalities and backgrounds. So, you know, so the University of Exeter, we've got, you know, places such as Intercultural Cafe, you know, Global Leaders, you know places where you get to meet people of a variety of different international backgrounds, and that naturally cultivates, you know, the confidence to connect with people from different nationalities. So yeah, and I think that kind of very much goes back to your internship, but you know the value of that work-based experience. I wonder whether we can kind of spend a little bit time going back to that internship that sounds very much a formative part of your journey. And I just wondered whether you can tell our listeners a little bit more about that initial internship and how it served as a as a launch pad for your, for your wonderful career.

Maria Smirnova 12:25
Certainly, anyone who is enrolled in university degree can apply for an internship within six months of graduation. And really, in my experience, it's a way to demonstrate how you cope with challenges of working for the UN. In my experience, when I was selected for an internship for here in Geneva in 2013, I was part of the team organising the Human Rights Council, which is an intergovernmental body with three sessions per year discussing all challenges, all issues concerning human rights from around the world. And it was an amazing experience, and very deeply, I was very deeply engaged with human rights agenda across various themes, and that gave me this opportunity to know what the office is working on, to know some important people, show that I'm I can put my knowledge of human rights to use in this international context. And in fact, when I was applying for a job later, I could say that I have international experience with human rights bodies, which this internship gave me. So, it was not only formative for me but also gave me something to put on my CV, which otherwise maybe I wouldn't have had.

Sunny Lalli 13:42
It sounds as if the internship gave you valuable experiential experience, allowed you to gather evidence of your competencies and the qualities required to work for organisations such as the UN and gave you an insight into the culture. And I think so often when we think about applications for any job, not just for the UN, it's about showing an alignment of one to individual values and that of the organisation that one is applying to. And it feels very much as if this internship gave you that opportunity to fully understand the culture and values of the UN, looking beyond, you know, the careers section of the UN and really kind of fully understanding what that feels like, and then to then be able to have the confidence to articulate those values in the applications for that, taking you to the role as a Human Rights Officer.

Maria Smirnova 14:37
Also, what it gave me was clear understanding that there are several ways one can engage with the UN. If you know what you're interested in, if you know your passion and my passion lies with the right to education, I know which areas of the office, which sections of the office, deal with the right to education, and I can follow online or through subscription to various team emails, what is going on, are there any call for inputs to which I, even as a student, can contribute my ideas? Are there any events which I can attend? Are there any programmes, fellowships, volunteering, which I could apply to pursue this passion. So, my advice would be to follow your heart and to look out for opportunities, and don't be intimidated by the big names and the big UN emblem. Behind that emblem, there are still people looking for expertise from your country or expertise from your way of life, even your studies. The UN is very keen on hearing experiences. I would definitely encourage everyone to make yourself available, to get in touch and contribute your unique views to the work of UN.

Sunny Lalli 16:03
Yeah, and that's really valuable advice there, Maria, that is a an accommodating space for people many different talents and experiences and backgrounds, but the key is enthusiasm, and that comes about very much from getting as much exposure and experience through cross cultural experiences and conversations as such as internships. So yeah, really fascinating to get a little glimpse there of the power of working in international public law. And really great to hear about your enthusiasm for the work. And I hope it appeals to some of our students who might be considering a pathway into international public law. Maria, thank you so much for taking time out today to share your story and to share that story to our listeners, and most very much appreciated and really great to catch up with you today.

Maria Smirnova 17:01
Thank you very much. Thanks for inviting me.

Rachel Sloan 17:05
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 @UoECornwallCareer Zone on Instagram, and we'll follow up in one of the next episodes.
Links and further information:
In addition to this episode you can find more information to help with career planning here; University of Exeter Career Zone , My Career Zone Digital , Law and legal services: Information for Law and Non-Law Students , Employability for Law Students and The Law School.  
Further resources touched upon in the episode:
· https://www.exeter.ac.uk/students/careers/employability-schemes/globalemployability/
· University of Exeter sector page on law: https://www.exeter.ac.uk/students/careers/research/sector/law4nonlaw/
· University of Exeter sector page on politics and government: https://www.exeter.ac.uk/students/careers/research/sector/politicsgovernment/
· General info about careers in the UN, including internships, volunteering, young professionals programme: https://careers.un.org/home?language=en
· Portal to apply for UN jobs and internships: https://inspira.un.org/
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