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When I learned I’d been chosen as a recipient 

of the Schulich Academic Excellence Fund, I 

eagerly reached out to previous volunteers to 

learn about their experiences. I wanted to 

know what to expect for my Projects Abroad 

Human Rights Office (PAHRO) placement. 

Even so, when they warned me about how 

difficult working abroad can be, especially at 

the start, I foolishly thought I’d be 

unaffected. My family, after all, had lived in 

South Africa before. Spoiler Alert: I was 

wrong. 

  

Those first few days in Cape Town, I was 

entirely overwhelmed by the change of pace 

from Haligonian life. I seriously questioned 

why I’d left the comfort of my regular 

summer job back home. I was living with a 

lovely host family in Grassy Park, a relatively 

safe southern suburb that was only a five-

minute walk from some of the most 

dangerous gang territory in the city. On my 

first night in the house, I was horrified to 

learn that, most nights, my roommates went 

to bed without locking the door.  

 

At the office, I was thrown into the deep end: 

after a few quick orientation meetings, they 

handed me fifteen cases and told me to get to 

work. On my second day, I attended my first 

clinic, where clients told me they wanted to 

file an eviction order against their son, get a 

divorce from their abusive husband, or 

negotiate the sale of their property. I was 

utterly terrified that I’d say the wrong thing 

and didn’t know the first thing about any of 

the paperwork they needed. Thankfully, once 

I returned to the office, the staff and more 

experienced volunteers were quick to provide 

me with guidance. From there it was just a 

matter of following instructions and If you’re 

not afraid to admit you have no idea what to 

do, it quickly becomes a matter of following 

instructions. I had to ask for help a lot, but it 

wasn’t long before I started to get the hang of 

it. Hopefully all the divorce summons, 

affidavits, and notice of motions I drafted will 

provide me with some semblance of a head 

start for Civil Procedure this year—but that 

remains to be seen.  

 

Roughly two weeks into the program, I had 

settled into a comfortable routine. I actually 

knew what I was doing at work and was 

familiar with my clients. Naturally, my 

supervisors felt I was ready to handle a 

greater caseload. I now had over thirty-five 

files ranging across family, labour, contract, 

property, wills & estates, criminal, and 

refugee matters.  I was solely responsible for 

conducting the research and preparing 

paperwork on each file. Most of the time I 

met with my clients one-on-one, without any 

supervision. If you’re considering a work 

placement in a third-world country, I’d 

highly recommend it for this reason. I was 

trusted with much more responsibility than a 

typical first year summer student in a 

Canadian office. You get hands on 

experience at a level you couldn’t receive at 

home, and you get the opportunity to make a 

positive impact in the lives of truly 

disadvantaged people. 

 

The other PAHRO initiative I loved was the 

Social Justice Department, where each week 

we had the opportunity to give back to 

members of the local community. The 

Department organized several different 

programs, including food drives and youth 

soccer tournaments. But my favourites were 

the prison visits. On those days, we’d visit a 

youth detention center and give a prepared 

presentation on a certain topic to kids ranging 

from eleven years to twenty years old. 

Engaging the kids was a challenge, especially 
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considering the language barrier. But the 

connections I did establish were extremely 

rewarding. I always made sure to take the 

time to sit and chat with a group of kids at the 

end of each session about whatever they 

wanted, as I found this was when they were 

at their happiest. The stories these kids told, 

and the lives they’ve lived, were remarkable. 

Many were forced into gang life and had 

committed serious crimes—yet, at the end of 

the day, they acted no different than any other 

eager school children. 

 

All and all, it was an incredibly rewarding 

summer. There were many moments when I 

felt hopelessly lost, and even more where I 

couldn’t contain the smile on my face. 

Working at PAHRO taught me about myself, 

and about the realities of practising law. I can 

confidently say that I wouldn’t trade my 

whirlwind of a summer for anything.  


