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The unique breed that is the Premiership
football manager is not usually known for
startlingly original insights, with the
inevitable post-match post-mortems liberally
peppered with hackneyed truisms such as “it
was a game of two halves” and “the lads
gave 110%”. But ask any manager in the
world the secret to success and he will
reveal one irrefutable truth: consistency. 

Consistency has certainly been key to the
success of Mills & Reeve LLP’s graduate
recruitment scheme. Under the nine-year
tenure of graduate recruitment manager
Fiona Medlock, the scheme has developed
into the industry yardstick and has once
again netted the LC.N silverware in this
year’s Best Work Placement Scheme -
Regional Firm category. “Having now won this
award for five consecutive years, it’s clear we
have found the right formula”, explains Fiona.
“I believe that what continues to make it
such a good scheme is our highly selective
approach. The firm has offices in
Birmingham, Cambridge and Norwich, each
of which takes 10 successful applicants for a
two-week placement every year. While some
of our competitors open their doors to scores
of students throughout the summer months,
we believe that by concentrating our efforts,
we are able to offer a unique experience. We
all really look forward to their arrival and
ensure that they are given interesting work to
get their teeth into.”

The experience kicks off for each student
in the same way: they are met by Fiona on

arrival and she remains their first point of
contact throughout the placement. Having
now been with the firm since 1985, she
understands that by treating vac schemers
just like first-year trainees, she can ensure
that they get the most out of the experience.
“The scheme is basically a training contract
condensed into two weeks. Everyone will get
four training contract-style ‘seats’, so that
they experience four completely different
areas of law. If they have shown specific
areas of interest in their application form, I
will give them a seat in the appropriate
group. The work they do is just like what they
can expect as a trainee. They will go to
meetings, compile bundles and conduct their
own research under the guidance of a
supervisor.”

One such supervisor is Peter Roberts, a
four-year qualified solicitor in the agricultural
sector, who took responsibility for his first
group of trainees this summer. Peter is, in
footballing parlance, a product of the Mills &
Reeve academy system, having joined the
firm via the vacation scheme route in the
mid-1990s. “Having now seen the summer
placement process from both sides, I
understand the true value of this system,” he
reveals. “I remember that it gave me a great
introduction to the firm and made me feel
part of the team before they had even
offered me a job. It not only gave me a great
insight into what the firm was all about, but
also endeared the firm to me. I definitely had
that in my mind when I was given the
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A premier league team that knows just how to play
to its strengths
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opportunity to help to recreate that
experience this year.”

Based in Cambridge, Peter specialises in
all legal issues relating to rural land.
Agriculture has always been one of the firm’s
strongest areas of practice and Mills &
Reeve continues to boast one of the largest
teams in the country. However, it was a
passion for history, rather than any prior
knowledge of farming, that led Peter to this
well-respected outfit. “The team has some of
the biggest rural land owners as clients and
we regularly deal with Oxbridge colleges,
pension funds and traditional landed
estates,” he explains. “It’s a fascinating area
of the law, because rural land encompasses
such a broad range of work. We will touch on
employment issues, tax issues, planning and
corporate structures. The really interesting
element for me is that there is often a
historical context to the work. I studied
history at Reading and love the fact that this
area of the law keeps my academic training
alive. Rural land doesn’t change hands
particularly frequently, so you are still dealing
with issues such as unregistered land, as
well as a lot of other esoteric areas of
property law. It is never dull and there is
huge diversity in what we do on a day-to-day
basis.”

Keen to share his enthusiasm for agri-law
with the current crop of vac schemers, Peter
has put together an extensive programme
that combines real work with some well-
thought-out exercises. “We start off on the

first day with a visit from William Barr, who is
an ex-managing partner of the firm and has a
stellar national reputation in this arena. He
gives a presentation on the agricultural team,
outlining our pedigree, our position in the
market and an overview of the client base.
We then set a rather challenging letter-writing
exercise, which deals with rural clients who
might want to express a wish to be buried on
their land. This is just the kind of thing that
we might do for our clients, many of whom
have a strong emotional bond with their land.
We feel this is a very useful undertaking for
the vac schemers, because they get
experience of writing a legal letter in the
context of a quirky bit of law, as well as an
opportunity to conduct their own research.
From the firm’s point of view, it gives us a
chance to make a comparative assessment.
After all, the vacation scheme is effectively a
two-week job interview, during which we will
choose the best candidates to join the firm.”

Henry Mahalski, who signed up on a vac
scheme two years ago, now works as trainee
in the Norwich office. Currently sitting within
the real estate disputes department, he
recalls a similar case study undertaken
during his summer sojourn: “I remember I
worked on a project which involved a
personal injury claim. We had to make a
judgement as to what the value of that claim
would be and whether it was worth taking
forward. As you only have two or three days
in each seat, I think this method works
fantastically well. It certainly ensures that

Having now won
this award for
five consecutive
years, it’s clear
we have found
the right formula
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the work you are doing is something that is
likely to turn up later, and the supervisors
are very good at selecting cases that get
your brain working.”

Like many of his colleagues, Henry was
initially drawn to Mills & Reeve precisely
because it is not a London-centric firm.
“Having studied at the University of East
Anglia, I was pretty certain that I wanted to
live and work in Norfolk. I am originally from
Southwest London and did my LPC at the
College of Law in Bloomsbury, so I was
delighted that I managed to dodge the draft
to the City. I feel very lucky to have found a
firm that does so well in the rankings, but is
based in such a picturesque location.
Norwich is a fantastic city - it has plenty
going on to keep things interesting, but still
maintains its sense of community.” 

Henry explains that in many ways, this
sense of community spirit is mirrored by the
firm itself, and this was another key factor in
his selection. “The Norwich office is all open
plan and there is a great atmosphere. Like
all Norfolk people, my colleagues are all
extremely friendly and open. This filters down
to the trainee intake and I’ve made some
real friends. I think because how you interact
with the group is monitored at the
recruitment stage, each group of trainees
tends to get on very well with each other.”

Now coming towards the end of his
training, the responsibility for nurturing new
talent is a challenge that Henry relishes and
he regularly finds himself at the centre of

many of the organisational committees for
social and sporting events. “I have been
assisting with the cricket team. We try to
organise regular games with the clients,
which is a good way of meeting them in an
informal setting and makes for a much easier
working relationship. When the weather is
good, it doesn’t get much better.”

As a sports fan, Henry is also no
stranger to Carrow Road, the home of
Norwich City Football club - a client of the
firm now plying its trade in the top flight of
English football. “It’s great for Norwich to
have a team in the Premier League. I’m really
looking forward to getting down there and
cheering them on.” And at the end of the day,
with the players being offered such
measured counsel from the stands, Mills and
Reeve might not be the only local team
competing on the world stage this season.

By Tom Gillett

The vacation
scheme not only
gave me a great
insight into what
the firm was all
about, but also
endeared the
firm to me
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I feel very lucky
to have found a
firm that does so
well in the
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based in such a
picturesque
location

Mills & Reeve LLP
Francis House
112 Hills Road
Cambridge
CB2 1PH 
T 01223 222336 
E graduate.recruitment@mills-reeve.com
W www.mills-reeve.com 

Method of application: Online application form

Application deadline: Apply by 31 July 2012 
for training contracts commencing in 2014

Work placement scheme deadline: Apply by 
31 January 2012 for summer placements in 2012

Method of selection: Assessment centre and
interview

Work areas
• Agriculture 
• Arbitration, ADR
• Banking
• Charities
• Commercial litigation
• Company & commercial
• Computer & IT
• Construction 
• Corporate finance
• Corporate tax
• EC & competition
• Education
• Employment
• Energy
• Environment
• Family
• Health
• Insolvency
• Insurance/reinsurance
• Intellectual property
• Media & entertainment
• Mergers & acquisitions
• Multimedia
• Private client
• Projects & PFI
• Sports & leisure
• Telecommunications

Offices 
Birmingham, Cambridge, Norwich, Leeds,
London, Manchester

What trainees said:

“The scheme itself
resembles a mini-
training contract
where the students
move around four
departments over two
weeks. This gives a
good insight into
different areas of the
firm’s practice. The
firm encourages the
students to get
involved in all aspects
of firm life, whether it
be the weekly five-a-
side football games or
business development
events.”

“The buddy scheme is
great. You can ask
any question,
however silly you may
think it is, and you
don’t have to worry
about being judged by
someone senior for
asking it. Entering a
law firm can be quite
intimidating; however,
all the staff were
really nice and the
buddies are a great
idea.”

“On the vac scheme
with Mills & Reeve I
sat in a number of
different departments
and I was given tasks
to do which were
meaningful and were
to be relied on by
those who gave me
the work, not simply
tasks that had been
thought up. I was
given an insight into
what it would be like
to work as a lawyer
on a day-to-day basis
and that was
invaluable.”

Best in Law 2011 - Paginated_Layout 1  04/10/2011  09:51  Page 37




