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I am very grateful to the Human Rights Lawyers Association (HRLA) for awarding me a Bursary in 2008. The Bursary allowed me to take up opportunities in an internship at the AIRE Centre (Advice on Individual Rights in Europe) which have been both challenging and hugely rewarding. 
The AIRE Centre is an NGO whose mission is to promote awareness of European law rights and to assist vulnerable and marginalised individuals in asserting those rights. The AIRE Centre provides advice and training on international human rights law to individuals and practitioners across the 47 Member States of the Council of Europe. The AIRE Centre also litigates on behalf of individuals before the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) and intervenes as a third party before the domestic courts and in Strasbourg. Learning from the AIRE Centre team of lawyers in the field of international human rights law and EU law, including from the Director, Nuala Mole, has been of enormous benefit to me. As an intern I was really thrown in at the deep end on some complex and challenging cases, both in terms of their legal content and sensitive client care issues. Whilst one is on a very steep learning curve from the outset, happily there were also plenty of opportunities for fun!
The HRLA Bursary allowed me to work on two specific aspects of the AIRE Centre’s work. Firstly, I was able to work on a number of cases which the AIRE Centre is taking to the ECtHR, representing individuals from Somalia or Ethiopia claiming that their removal from the UK would constitute a violation of their Convention rights. Secondly, I was able to carry out a research proposal for CHALLENGE (The Changing Landscape of European Liberty and Security) culminating in a publication entitled: “Not in my Front Yard: Security and Resistance to State Responsibility for Extraterritorial Acts and Omissions” (written with Theodora Christou, also of the AIRE Centre). In addition to these specific matters, I gained exposure to a wide range of human rights issues, for example in the context of European cross-border criminal justice, extradition, counter-terrorism, prisoners rights, EU free movement, and other Convention cases. I saw the significant impact that access to free legal advice and quality representation can have on persons’ lives and the public benefit of this work in UK.
Working on AIRE Centre cases taught me how litigation before the ECtHR should be conducted, in particular in terms of case-management and drafting applications and requests for interim measures under Rule 39 of the Rules of the Court. Aside from these responsibilities, day to day I worked to address practical issues facing clients, including inter alia claims of harassment, abuse, bullying or racism; bail; conditions of detention; applications for social or medical support or assistance; contact with family members or reunification; and issues of forced return. The Bursary made it possible for me to afford to visit vulnerable clients in detention, including within the prison estate. Speaking to clients was a humbling experience and made clear the very stark and sad human situation often facing persons whose claim for international protection or other status had failed. I saw how the use of creative legal argument by human rights lawyers may go some way towards addressing the subordination of human interest to the wider concerns of the State (e.g. public order, immigration control) and developing the case law of the domestic or European Courts.
The cases on which I worked are now at different stages of procedure as regards the ECtHR. To take an example, on completion of my internship, the Somali cases had all been adjourned pending the outcome of HH & Others (Mogadishu: Armed Conflict: Risk) Somalia v. Secretary of State for the Home Department. CG [2008] UKAIT 00022 (which in turn awaited judgment by the ECJ in Elgafagi v. Staatssecretaris van Justitie. C-465/07, published on 17 February 2009). From a legal perspective the cross-fertilisation of human rights law and practice occurring in the international sphere, with direct application in the UK, became evident. From a human perspective, those persons awaiting a ruling from the ECtHR now face a longer period of uncertainty, fear of eventual removal and periods of prolonged immigration detention. It was an important reminder to me that whilst lawyers may have little or no control over situations of this nature, there may be other circumstances where an individual client’s best interests might outweigh winning a legal point even where there are wider implications for persons in similar situations.

The CHALLENGE research project involved exploring the legal tests applicable in cases of alleged human rights violations arising from extraterritorial State action and inaction. The study analysed the extent to which States are capable of avoiding responsibility under human rights instruments, as a result of the narrow interpretation of the concept of “jurisdiction”, in particular, in response to security concerns raised by States. This research formed the basis of the CHALLENGE publication (to be published in 2009). The work involved an evaluation of the cases in which I became involved whilst at the AIRE Centre (including Behrami and Behrami v. France and Saramati v. France, Germany and Norway (dec.) [GC], nos. 71412/01 and 78166/01) and R (Al-Skeini) v Secretary of State for Defence [2007] UKHL 26, [2007] 3 WLR 33 and R (Al Rawi) v. The Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs & Another. [2006] EWCA Civ 1279) and enabled me to develop a more critical approach to legal research and drafting. This work contributes to the CHALLENGE “War and Crime” series of publications of the Sixth Framework of DG Research of the European Commission. I was therefore very grateful for the time and resources provided by means of the Bursary to complete this work.
The Bursary also made it possible for me to travel abroad to conduct training and attend meetings on behalf of the AIRE Centre, including in Italy, Russia and in France. I was able to benefit from discussions on the CHALLENGE project by attending a conference in Bordeaux where I gave a paper on our main findings. I was also able to represent the AIRE Centre in the expert group drafting Council of Europe Guidelines on Human Rights Protection in the Context of Accelerated Asylum Procedures (GT-DH-AS) (due to be adopted by the representatives of the 47 Member States in March 2009). I also provided technical advice to the Parliamentary Assembly Committee on Migration Refugees and Population (CMRP) in connection with a report which is to be published on the detention of irregular migrants. First hand experience of the Council of Europe’s political and judicial organs demonstrated to me that working to increase standards at European level may strengthen human rights protection in the UK and support greater compliance with the State’s international legal obligations. It was motivational to meet many interesting people on both sides of the Channel who have shown a long-term commitment to human rights and provided useful networking opportunities. I was particularly inspired by Russian lawyers who face great personal and professional challenges in protecting the rights of unpopular individuals (refugees, migrants and suspected terrorists) in their country.
I hope that the above makes clear just how invaluable the HRLA Bursary has been in enabling me, through an internship at the AIRE Centre, to access a range of opportunities in the field of human rights which I might otherwise have missed out on. I am incredibly grateful for this experience in terms of my personal development as a lawyer and hope to take this forward during pupillage and in the context of my work as a Barrister in the UK.
