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A young lawyer in Japan

8y Bernard Drew, recently returned from an extended period of work as a foreign associate 
at a major Tokyo law firm, tells of his experiences in the international legal field

A
fter commencing my legal career as an 
articled clerk at a boutique commercial firm 
in Queensland, I was eager to incorporate 
an international component into my career. I have 

a strong interest in Japan, originally studying at a 
Japanese high school as a Rotary youth exchange 
student and so I began researching opportunities to 
undertake legal training in Tokyo. I was motivated 
mostly by the prestige of working for an inter
nationally-recognised law firm, but the main 
attraction was that it represented an opportunity to 
diversify my experiences, while developing my legal 
technical skills, together with the chance to go out 
and enjoy another lifestyle and culture.

The type of work involved
The firm I worked for is one of the largest and most 
diversified law firms in Japan, predominantly acting 
for inbound corporations in commercial, corporate 
and financial transactions. Foreign associates are 
principally employed as drafting experts, and 
although restricted from directly advising on 
Japanese law, a foreign associate is incorporated 
into many areas of practice.

My primary responsibility was to assist the firm’s 
junior lawyers in dealing with foreign and Japanese 
clients where English is the preferred means of 
communication. This typically involved drafting 
and editing contractual agreements, legal opinions, 
due diligence reports and correspondence. Oppor
tunities for further involvement are limited only by 
one’s own motivation.

The firm does not have a strictly defined practice 
group structure so work tended to come through 
the door from all areas. As a result, I feel that I have 
had a broad exposure to clients and legal services 
which I might not have had the opportunity to 
experience in an Australian firm.

The responsibilities
I worked for an international client base made up 
of a broad mix of Japanese, American and European 
companies as well as some of the largest companies 
from Australia conducting enterprises in Japan.

Ultimately, the level of responsibility had by a 
foreign associate is dependent on many factors, 
such as the nature of the assignment, the client’s 
expectations and the work habits of the individual 
partners one works with. I found it necessary to 
actively demonstrate the extent of my enthusiasm 
in order receive appropriate work assignments, as 
sometimes the value of a foreign lawyer is unfamiliar 
to the busy partners.

After working closely with the Japanese lawyers 
on a few occasions I was more likely to be assigned 
responsibility for all aspects of the transaction.

Actively showing interest in a particular type of 
work is the best way to continue to receive 
interesting assignments.

The culture and working 
environment
Being employed by a well-established and con
servative law firm, a particularly strict hierarchy 
exists, which is typical of many Asian organisations. 
Unfortunately for junior foreign lawyers, we exist 
pretty close to the bottom.

The same expectations in terms of professional 
responsibility are expected for all lawyers, however, 
and this sometimes equates with putting in a few 
long hours.

The other foreign lawyers with their combined 
years of experience in many jurisdictions provide a 
useful support system for the more junior foreign 
lawyers and are always willing to provide a helping 
hand, whether it is in relation to a legal question or 
just settling into your life in Tokyo.

Apart from the exposure to a culturally different 
style of practice, I think that the most rewarding 
aspect of working at the firm was the broad 
exposure to various well-known clients. .

Having a great team of hard-working mentors was 
also a great benefit and I have had an opportunity 
to develop a specialisation in an area of law that I 
would have not otherwise considered.

Tokyo life
The best part of working in Japan is undoubtedly 
life in Tokyo. It has a vibrancy and energy that 
befits one of the world’s most intriguing cities.

I now feel completely comfortable being immersed 
in another culture and although cultural differences 
can be daunting and challenging at times, the city 
with all of its fantastic restaurants, nightlife and 
shopping make it a challenge worth embracing.

It is also great to take a weekend, get out of the 
bustle and see the more traditional, cultural side of 
Japan outside of the city. Highlights have certainly 
been the exposure to a fascinating cultural mosaic 
and expanding my comfort zone, not to mention 
being taken out to expensive sushi restaurants by the 
partners to celebrate a job well done. ■
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accept that failure to reach an agreement will be far 
more harmful to the country as regards lost revenue 
than it will be to Australia.

In any event, in the absence of an international 
arbitrator with jurisdiction to hear the current

dispute, there is little hope for a speedy resolution 
to what is a very complicated issue. ■
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