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Courses meet a need for rounded lawyers

The increasingly
sophisticated nature of
firms’ work demands

a more knowledgeable
profession, says
Michael Peel

s the late-flowering glo-

balisation of the legal

industry gathers pace,

awyers’ appetite for the
international qualifications
needed to take advantage of it is
growing.

The expansion and refinement
of legal training courses mirrors
the ever more sophisticated
methods that law firms and com-
panies are developing to run
trans-national business deals and
legal disputes.

The trend is a sign of how glo-
bal standards - often based on
English- or US-style “common
law” principles — are increasingly

emerging to help simplify a
financial world complicated by
the traditional independence of
national legal systems.

The globalisation of the tradi-
tionally conservative legal profes-
sion over the past 10 years has
been triggered by law firms’
work becoming increasingly cor-
poratised and cross-border, with
lawyers taking on a growing
amount of day-to-day manage-
ment of international takeovers
and capital market transactions.

At the same time, a whole set
of structures has developed to
help resolve commercial disputes
through arbitration and other
means, to avoid the time,
expense and potential embarrass-
ment of launching high-profile
court cases.

One striking example of the
newly imaginative and interna-
tionalist approach to corporate
deal-making is Allen & Overy’s
rescue of Schefenacker Group,
the German car parts maker,

which was threatened with bank-
ruptcy last year. The company —
a stalwart of Germany’s Mittel-
stand of small and medium-sized
businesses — moved its headquar-
ters from Germany to the UK
and turned itself into a public
limited company. By doing so, it
gained access to more flexible
English insolvency rules that
allowed a crucial conversion of
debt to equity.

Another driver of legal interna-
tionalisation is the activities of
governments in areas such as
financial investigation and regu-
lation, frequently targeting both
companies and executives in
multiple countries. This under-
pinned last year’s groundbreak-
ing transatlantic deal between
competition authorities that
spawned Britain’s first criminal
cartel case against company
managers. Under the agreement,
three men pleaded guilty in the
US to their involvement in a
long-running conspiracy to fix

the prices of marine hoses, which
are used to transfer crude
between oil storage vessels. In
exchange, they were allowed to
travel to the UK to admit to simi-
lar offences and serve prison sen-
tences there.
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Governments in countries such
as the UK have also been active
politically in trying to remove
obstacles to internationalisation
of the law. English lawyers and
the Law Society, their profes-
sional body, are keen to promote
English law as a jurisdiction of

choice for international business
in leading emerging economies
such as China.

In the London-based Commer-
cial Court, as many as three-
quarters of the cases involve at
least one foreign party, while in
half of all lawsuits both sides are
from overseas.

The ever-greater international
expansion of the legal industry
has created an increasing need
for specific training to supple-
ment the domestic law studies
that remain the principal focus
for most lawyers. International
postgraduate law masters
degrees, known as LLMs, first
rose to prominence in the 1990s,
and have since multiplied at elite
law schools and other education
institutions. Many schools even
offer part-time courses.

The specialist courses cover
core areas of law as diverse as
tax, competition and human
rights, with bigger institutions
drawing students from scores of

countries across all continents.
There is also a plethora of highly
specialised courses on subjects
from military law to indigenous
peoples’ law and policy.

One selling point of LLMs is
that they help round out stu-
dents’ knowledge of Anglo-Saxon
common law - used also in the
Commonwealth of former British
colonies — as well as the civil
law-based systems in much of the
rest of the world. The LLMs can
be coupled with in-depth study in
other areas, such as business or
languages. They also help young
lawyers build a network of con-
tacts around the world while pro-
viding perspective on corporate
ethics, attitudes and practices
across different jurisdictions.

In many circles, LLMs are
viewed as a prerequisite for
aspiring political players and
those aspiring to the top judicial
ranks. Mikheil Saakashvili, presi-
dent of Georgia and one of the
leaders of its “Rose Revolution”,

earned an LLM from Columbia.
Mary Robinson, former president
of Ireland and former United
Nations high commissioner for
human rights, received her mas-
ters in law from Harvard Law
School in 1968.

Inevitably, some of the LLM’s
strengths — such as its flexibility
and applicability across a wide
range of countries and disciplines
— are also potential weaknesses.
It is not a substitute for the
national qualifications required
for lawyers to practice. LLMs are
also expensive — not just in tui-
tion and living expenses, but also
in lost earnings.

The upside is that LLM pro-
grammes offer unparalleled
access to leading practitioners
and can be a springboard to work
placements. Most of all, they are
part of a zeitgeist in which the
law is increasingly a global busi-
ness like any other, rather than a
fusty industry remote from the
wider financial world.

Working both sides of the law

DAVID LOPEZ
Northwestern
brought together
two systems, says
Holly Yeager

David Lopez laughs as he
recalls the conversations
when he and classmates in
the LLM programme at
Northwestern University’s
law school in Chicago used
to gather at the end of
class.

“American law is so
dumb,” Mr Loépez, from
Colombia, and other
students from countries
that use civil law systems,
would complain. “It would
seem that common law was
so much more complex and
less efficient.”

Mr Lopez completed the
LLM programme in May
and is a legal fellow at the
Inter-American Investment
Corporation, a member of
the Inter-American
Development Bank Group,
in Washington. The IIC
promotes economic
development by providing
financing and advice to
private businesses in Latin
America and the Caribbean.
After his one-year
immersion in the US way,
he is again working with
the civil law systems used
in those counties.

But these days, Mr Lopez
admits, he sometimes finds

himself thinking just the
opposite: that it is the civil
law system that is the
problem. “It’s been an
interesting contrast, going
back and forth.”

That understanding and
appreciation of the law
from both sides - the civil
law approach used in most
of continental Europe, Latin
American, North Africa,
and elsewhere, and the
common law approach in
the US and the UK, is just
what Mr Lopez hoped to
achieve with his LLM.

The 28-year-old studied
law at Bogota’s Universidad
Javeriana, and then worked
as an ombudsperson at a
Colombian banking
association, mediating
disputes between member
banks and their customers.
“I heard angry customers,
and heartbreaking stories,
all the time.”

Next, he joined a group
that managed trust and
investment funds. As an
in-house counsel, he worked
with investment bankers,
economists, accountants
and others to structure
funding for infrastructure
projects and other deals.
That position introduced
him to clients working with
imports and exports, as well
as foreign direct
investment.

He also did postgraduate
studies in international law,
attending class from 7am to
9am before going to the
office. But from his early

days as a university
student, he hoped to pursue
an LLM in the US.

Back when he was a
student, law firms did not
place much value in the
degree. But with the
growing influence of US law
in international business,
they now see great value in
it, Mr Lopez says.

As he studied his US
options, he looked for a law
school that saw its LLM
students as part of a unique
programme, not just as a
bunch of foreign students
lumped in for a year with
US law students — who

‘We have big deals,
but they're never
as big as you would
see in an American
casebook’

usually study for three
years after earning their
undergraduate degrees. “My
interests and my
background are different,
and I needed a university
that recognised this.”

He also liked the focus on
business at Northwestern,
where LLM students can
take advantage of some of
the offerings of the Kellogg
School of Management,
sometimes with a law
professor and a business
school professor teaching a
course together.

But it is the nuts and
bolts of the common-law
approach (covered in two
required courses, Common
Law Reasoning and
American Legal History)
that seems to have made
the biggest impression. “I
really liked all the ways we
learned to work through
case law,” Mr Lopez says.

Most of the LLM students
at Northwestern had
professional experience
before they got there. But it
was not always enough to
prepare them for some of
the transactions they
studied. “Colombia is a
small country,” he says.
“We have big deals, but
they’re never as big as you
would see in an American
casebook.”

The documents in the US
are bigger too. A legal
document that in the US is
45 pages long, designed to
anticipate any eventuality,
could be just 10 pages at
home, he says. “The law
will fill in the gaps.” But,
more and more in
Colombia, US business
documents such as loan
agreements are being
literally translated into
Spanish, for local use.
“Forty per cent of the
things you read shouldn’t
be there,” he says. “They
don’t fit the system.” And,
with his LLM training, he
now feels well prepared to
cross out what does not
belong.

Mr Lopez says other parts

of his year at Northwestern
were also important, like
getting to know a diverse
student body. He survived a
Chicago winter — “it was
cold”, he says, but not as
bad as a dean armed with a
PowerPoint presentation
had warned it would be —
and participated in some of
the school’s many student
activities, including a
community mediation group
and a spring break trip to
New Orleans to help rebuild
houses hit by Hurricane
Katrina.

He is happy for the
chance to stay in the US a
bit longer, and to help
foster small businesses in
Latin America with the IIC.
“We lack the technology
and the entrepreneurship
spirit,” he says.

In his fellowship, Mr
Lopez works on legal issues
that arise with ongoing
projects. “The first problem
is going to be the guy who
went broke,” he says, but
he has also dealt with
groups that merge with
other companies and need
to adjust the terms of their
loans. And, despite his
training in US law, Mr
Lopez admires the IIC
practice of using local law
for its contracts. “We are
working with small
business, and they will feel
more comfortable with their
own law.”

But, when he thinks
about what come next, Mr
Lopez says: “I would like to

be in a situation where I
can be more hands-on.”
Maybe not as hands-on as
hammering nails in New
Orleans, but “closer to the

guy who needs help,” he
says, mentioning public
service law, a United
Nations programme that
takes lawyers to Darfur — or

perhaps working to build a
legal system in another
country. “I hope I get the
opportunity — and the
courage.”

Remember to

Ursula Milton
shows how to go
beyond brochures

What about fun? It is per-
haps not the first considera-
tion if you are thinking
about applying for an LLM
postgraduate law degree.
But according to Alan
Khee-Jin Tan, a vice-dean of
the law faculty at the
National University of Singa-
pore, it would be one of four
points he would consider if
he were a student again. He
says students should think
about opportunities to “have
a life” where they are going

to study. The other factors
are perhaps more obvious,
and several would apply to
anyone thinking of pursing
post-graduate education.

First, have a good look at
courses available and the
structure of the curriculum.
Will you be able to pursue
that niche interest in inter-
national sheep-herding law
alongside options in corpo-
rate finance and tax? It
might also be worthwhile
finding out who is teaching
the courses. As Mr Tan says
— “are there interesting and
leading professors?”

He adds it is important to
get an idea of the reputation
of the school or university —
but he acknowledges this
can be hard. There are sev-

consider reputation, teaching — and fun

eral law school rankings, but
they are not specific to LLM
programmes. Instead he sug-
gests that, if possible, it is a
good idea to talk to profes-
sors because they “generally
know their own competitors
and will be able to name the
top five US or UK schools
straight away”.

Mr Tan adds employment
as his fourth factor. What
are the employment opportu-
nities after the LLM, either
where you are studying or
back home?

As Mr Tan points out,
international students very
often end up going home to
work. The legal profession is
protected and an undergrad-
uate law degree from a spe-
cific jurisdiction qualifies a

lawyer to practise in that
jurisdiction, not an LLM.

Angie Raymond, an Amer-
ican, is a graduate who has
bucked the trend of going
home to work. She is a full-
time lecturer and LLM direc-
tor at the School of Law of
Queen Mary University of
London, having completed
an LLM there in 2004.

However she is careful to
point out the degree is no
magic formula for finding a
job. It should be used for
advancing your knowledge.
“If you don’t know why you
want to do it then don’t do
it,” she says.

For those thinking of
embarking on the degree,
she recommends doing
plenty of homework

researching courses and, if
possible, meeting professors.

She says one of the unique
benefits of the degree is that
it provides “a great opportu-
nity to come into contact

Many lawyers will
need to be ever
more agile in their
thinking across
jurisdictions

with lots of legal cultures”.
LLM students will often
have already spent several
years working and she
points out that it is other-
wise rare in the legal profes-

sion for a group of practi-
tioners and experts to come
together and share
approaches to legal prob-
lems.

Daniel Bradlow, professor
of law and director of the
International Legal Studies
Programme at American
University’s Washington
College of Law, also says
this exposure is valuable.

So much so, he urges any-
one considering an LLM to
“do it outside your home
country if you can afford it”.
And, ideally, outside your
legal tradition — because an
LLM should be a broadening
experience, both intellectu-
ally and legally, he says.

He points out many law-
yers, not just those in the

biggest international firms,
will need to be more agile in
thinking across borders and
jurisdictions as international
business grows.

This chimes with the view
of Valdis Wish, content edi-
tor of an online guide to
LLM programmes. Mr Wish
says employers are increas-
ingly looking for new hires
with international experi-
ence or exposure. The online
guide provides listings of
LLMs around the world, as
well as information about
funding, a discussion board
and blogs, among other
things.

Mr Wish stresses that the
online guide does not claim
to offer advice. But he says
he would encourage students

to consider the reputation of
degrees and institutions, and
how those reputations reso-
nate with employers.

At the same time, how-
ever, students should not
become fixated on reputa-
tion. He points out there are
many courses on offer and
the Ivy League universities,
for example, may not be the
best places to do a special-
ised course.

He urges prospective appli-
cants to talk to students and
try to “go beyond bro-
chures”. They will also help
you to understand that all-
important question: whether
there is a chance of a life
outside the syllabus.
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