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When I was told I had been selected to attend the “International Relations Conference” I was thrilled. I was really looking forward to this opportunity. Fortunately, I can say it surpassed my own expectations. In professional and educational terms, it was an enriching experience because I gained a better understanding of the major global problems confronting the world and learned about Great Britain’s perspective on them. Still, I think that perhaps the most precious feature of the week was that we made intercultural bonds of friendship with people from all over the globe.

My initial impression of Oxford was certainly positive. It was my first time in the UK and therefore in Oxford as well. The day was really clear, the atmosphere in the streets was very joyful and packed with tourists. I sensed the youthful academic ambience since my first step there: bookshops, museums, theatres, churches, cafes and pubs all over. While walking through its streets and narrow passageways, I felt like passing through years and years of history. 
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Our conference was held at Mansfield College, rooted in the Nonconformist tradition. This setting couldn’t have been better: a complex of Victorian buildings featuring magnificent late nineteenth-century architecture. Stony walls, gargoyles overlooking from the top, vitraux windows and luminous green gardens, made this place really special.

We first met at the Welcome Reception where I realised the delegates were from all over: 35 delegates from 29 International English-Speaking Unions, covering almost every nook of the world. I felt really excited with this situation and I was certain that the week was going to be a once in a lifetime experience.
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During Monday morning we had an overall acquaintance with the highlights of the city. Mr. Alastair Lack told us interesting stories about the different colleges and its prestigious graduates. Although a slight drizzle followed us during the whole tour, our graceful guide succeeded in providing a fascinating insight of the University and its history.

Before enjoying lunch we joined at the college chapel. Statues depicting leading figures from the Nonconformist movement could be recognized within the place. The ceilings were high, decorated with colourful stained-glass windows, and the furniture featured carved wooden art. Within this setting the official ESU photo was taken. We formed three rows and stared at the photographer, all of us still strangers. At this point, I couldn’t imagine that this group of people with different cultural backgrounds and nationalities would get along remarkably well during the week.
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The conference started in the afternoon within an ample room that featured several portraits with gold-coloured frames hanging from the walls. The first lecture was about Multilateralism in Trouble and as the week followed, the topics spanned from International Issues and the British role as a leading country to more specific ones concerning to British institutions and culture.

The lecture I enjoyed the most was the one given by Dr Laurence Matthews, Cap & Share UK, who spoke about the climate change. What called my attention the most was that simultaneously with his factual presentation explaining the causes of the global warming and our responsibility in generating it, he presented “a fair way to cut greenhouse emissions”. Although I believe this solution was way too idealistic, he proposed concrete actions on local and global levels. I think it was very enlightening as well for understanding better the COP 15 (United Nations Climate Change Conference) that will take place on December of this year. Finally, he promoted us to join the 350.org campaign dedicated to unite the world around solutions to the climate crisis, which I already did!

Another lecture that was of my personal affection was the one given by Dame Mary Richardson. I particularly enjoyed listening about her experience setting up the HSBC Global Education Trust and how they applied global projects for street children, orphans and children in care. She shared many educational investigations with us and there was a quote that I particularly liked about these researches: “unlike what was assumed in former years, people rather than learning after their mistakes they learn after their successes”. I found it really inspiring and immediately related it with the ESU work rewarding excellence and promoting education.

In sum, I have to say that all presentations were utterly interesting and informative. I think that at some point we were extremely lucky of having the opportunity to listen in a very intense week a most distinguished selection of speakers. With broad experience on their fields and successful careers, we heard presentations dictated by a former British ambassador to the United Nations, a chairman of trustees, a senior advisor of Mitsubishi, a former diplomat and a Member of the House of Lords Select Committee on the European Union, among others. After the classes, they shared with us coffee breaks and stayed for lunch and dinner. Here, we were able to have face-to-face conversations. They were really accessible and showed real interest about each country representative.

The days at the conference were amusing and never-ending. Apart from witnessing the classes, we enjoyed many extracurricular activities. Many of us went to the pubs after dinner, which turned out to be an excellent opportunity to get to know each other in a more relaxed and casual atmosphere. In spite of our cultural differences, we shared more things-beliefs-tastes than what we assumed at first. During Wednesday afternoon, we were carried to Stratford-upon-Avon, the birthplace of William Shakespeare. Set in the beautiful rural Warwickshire countryside, on the banks of the river Avon, we had spare time to visit the town and some of us visited Shakespeare’s house. Later on, we attended the theatre to enjoy “As you like it” by the Royal Shakespeare Company, a brilliantly performed comedy. Another special treat of the week was the possibility of hearing the rehearsal of the Christ Church Cathedral Choir contained by this unique 12th-century Cathedral. With 500 years of history, it is justly famous for the youthfulness of its sound. It was an inspiring experience. Finally, on one of our free afternoons we went punting, which we realised it was way more difficult than what we believed. Rather than crossing the river following the current straight, we finished zigzagging from bank to bank and passing underneath the coastal tree branches and bushes. This situation ended to be hilarious and we had a great time.

As a whole, I have to say it was an extraordinary experience. I only have words of gratitude to the ESU Argentina for choosing me as a representative and enabling me to live this unforgettable week. I would also like to praise the remarkable work and dedication Annette Fisher and Alison Wakefield did while hosting us at the Mansfield College. Their organization was flawless and they were really helpful with all of our requirements. Last but not least, I want to promote other people to apply for future years in order to experience this amazing intercultural exchange. 

