
Working at the Tax Office:
a law graduate’s perspective

T
he average law student may only have limited 
exposure to tax law during their undergraduate 
studies. But, believe it or not, tax law is a 
dynamic and vital practice area, with direct commercial 

and social impacts. As a law graduate, there are few 
places if any that allow you to develop an appreciation of 
tax law and work simultaneously in a professionally, and 
financially rewarding environment. However, the Tax 
Office graduate development program provides this 
valuable opportunity.

The Tax Office is the federal government's principal 
revenue collection agency. It is part of the Treasurer's 
portfolio and is charged with the responsibility for 
administering federal taxation laws - including those 
relating to income tax, goods and services tax, excise, 
wine equalisation tax and superannuation.

The Tax Office is structured into divisions known as 
"business and service lines". These lines focus on a type of 
taxpayer such as small business or large business, a type of 
tax such as excise or goods and services tax, or an aspect 
of internal support such as information technology.

Law graduates may be placed in taxpayer focus lines 
such as small or large business or specific tax focus lines 
such as goods and service tax or superannuation. The 
structure of the graduate program allows for rotations 
between various lines maximising hands on exposure to a 
diverse range of tax issues and clients. The Tax Office's 
main types of work undertaken across these lines are the 
provision of advice, active compliance and client contact.

Provision of advice often involves research of legislation, 
case law and tax rulings to form an objective, reasoned 
and technically sound view on the application of tax 
law/s to a particular state of affairs. Active compliance 
often involves lateral thinking and analysis with a view 
to better understanding the tax affairs of particular 
clients. Client contact may involve face to face 
interaction with taxpayers in order to better understand 
their circumstances.

Regardless of the business and service line which a law 
graduate is exposed to, they will be faced with exciting 
challenges and meaningful work. They will have the 
unique opportunity to represent the Tax Office and the 
Australian Public Service in the wider community. Tax 
Officer's have a duty to uphold the Taxpayers' Charter 
which outlines the mutual obligations of the Tax Office 
and its clients in their dealings, and Australian Public 
Service values and codes of conduct, ensuring 
transparency and fairness in everything we do.

Law graduates may be called on for their analytical 
and technical skills to manage their own case work or 
assist with the case work of their colleagues. This way 
both individual leadership skills and professional team 
working abilities are fostered. For law graduates, the 
graduate development program is excellent for knowledge 
building, as it features tax technical training about 
fundamental aspects to our tax system. There is also the
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Power Walk

The Law Institute of Victoria Young Lawyers Section

WHEN
Monday 21 November 
Race registration 5.30 - 6.15pm 
Race starts 6.30pm sharp

WHERE
Tan Track at Royal Botanic Gardens
(opposite the Swan Street Bridge)
All entrants are invited to join us at the 
LIV Marquee located at Palm Lawn for 
the winners' presentation and post race 
gourmet BBQ

RACE CATEGORIES
Individual
• Individual male runner
• Individual female runner
• Individual male power walker
• Individual female power walker

Team
• The Hartog Berkley Shoe Trophy 

for fastest team
• Fastest Solicitors team
• Fastest Barristers' team
• Fastest "Other Legal Members" team

HOWTO ENTER
Register and pay online at: www.registernow. 
com.au/sports_events/enterJiv.htm
or download an entry form from
http://www.liv.asn.au/events/calendar/FunRun05web.pdf

Entry Fee
$28.50 LIV member $34.00 Non-member 
Includes race entry and gourmet BBQ* following the race.

Early Bird Discount
Register before close of business Friday, 21 October 
and pay: $23.00 LIV member $28.50 Non-member 
Entry fee includes GST

SUPPORTED CHARITY
Proudly supporting the 
Muscular Dystrophy Association 
To make a donation, 
call (03) 9320 9555 
or go to www.mda.org.au

Age Category
• Fastest runner under 30
• Fastest runner 30-39
• Fastest runner 40-49
• Fastest runner 50-59
• Fastest runner over 60

Race Inquiries 
Young Lawyers Section
Email: younglaw@liv.asn.au Ph: (03) 9607 9370

Entries close Friday 18 November 2005.
No late entries will be accepted.

Sponsored by: Hughes-CasteU
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Career Doctor
Career Doctor

Dear Career Doctor
I am an articled clerk at a law firm in the city. I have 
completed rotations in the corporate and commercial 
group and the litigation group. I am currently undertaking 
my final rotation in the workplace relations group where I 
am supposed to continue to work as a first-year solicitor.

I have been told by our human resources manager that 
a partner in the corporate and commercial group will be 
conducting my performance and salary review this year. I 
am concerned about this as I have not done any work for 
this partner and he is therefore unaware of what work I 
have been doing and the quality of it. I would therefore 
prefer that a more relevant partner conduct my review.
How do I go about approaching our human resources 
manager about this? Previously, I have approached her 
about another important issue; however, I feel that she is 
just so busy that that was not adequately dealt with.

Also, I am not sure that I want to remain in the work 
group that I am currently in. Is this also something I should 
raise with our human resources manager and if so, how?

Full of Dilemmas

Dear Full of Dilemmas
You are correct in assuming that the role of a human 
resources manager is a very demanding one. He or she is 
often responsible for a range of activities such as 
recruitment, performance and salary reviews, placement 
of solicitors into specific groups within the firm, issues 
that arise between partners and solicitors, the articled 
clerk program, training and development, secondments 
and the list goes on. That is why it is very important 
that you approach your concerns in the right way in 
order to achieve a successful outcome.

Sometimes a human resources manager regrettably may 
not have the capacity to deal with every solicitor's issues 
immediately. In order to have your issues attended to by 
your human resources manager satisfactorily and in a 
timely manner, you need to be well organised yourself 
and approach the situation tactfully:

First, be prepared! Make a list of the things you would 
like to discuss with her - it is more efficient and helpful 
if you can deal with your issues in the one sitting. In your 
case, you need to discuss who will be conducting your 
review and the work group of which you would ideally 
like to be a part. You should prepare reasons why, in your 
opinion, the partner allocated to conduct your review 
may not necessarily be the appropriate partner and who 
in turn would be more suitable. And prepare reasons why 
you think you would prefer to work in another work 
group and how that placement will benefit the firm.

Second, make an appointment to meet with your 
human resources manager. Having a scheduled time will 
hopefully guarantee that you will have her undivided 
attention and that you will have an uninterrupted 
discussion. It will also give you the opportunity to voice 
your concerns in a more formal setting signifying that 
these concerns are important to you.

It is important to remember that a human resources 
manager is often the middle person between you as an 
articled clerk or solicitor and the partners. He or she has 
to be able to arrive (relatively painlessly!) at solutions 
that suit both parties. You therefore need to respect the 
situation, be patient and tactful at all times.

Keep an open mind. There may be a perfectly good 
reason why the firm considers you to be a good addition

to the workplace relations group - listen to the 
reasoning behind this decision. If you are unhappy with 
the decision, discuss why it would be more suitable and 
beneficial to the firm for you to be placed in another 
specific practice area. Similarly, there may be a perfectly 
good reason why the firm has allocated this particular 
partner to conduct your review. If you are satisfied with 
the reason, then make sure you are properly prepared for 
the review with this partner by:
■ making a list of your achievements to date, including 

details about your budget, demonstrated teamwork, 
contribution to the social life of your firm, articles 
that you have written, and your involvement in any 
specific marketing activities. This way you ensure 
that the partner is acutely aware of your 
contribution to your career development and to the 
firm's profitability;

■ collating any feedback that you have obtained from
the partners or senior solicitors that you have done 
work for; ■

■ making a list of any issues that you may wish to 
discuss at review. This is where you may also wish to 
discuss further (if it has not already been 
satisfactorily resolved) the issue of the practice area 
in which you have been placed. Other examples of 
issues that you may wish to discuss include the 
quality of work that you are being given, the 
supervision you are getting, opportunities for 
advancement, and the setting of achievable and 
agreed objectives for the next 12 months.

By taking this organised and pragmatic approach, you 
will soon discover how helpful and resourceful your 
human resources manager can be.

Other avenues of support and advice may also exist. 
You may be able to enlist the support of a more senior 
solicitor who can discuss your concerns with you:

Are there second or third year solicitors who may have 
been through similar situations when they were placed as 
first year solicitors?

Is there someone in the workplace relations team you 
feel comfortable talking to?

Are any of the other articled clerks at the firm 
experiencing the same concerns?

Hopefully, you can find the support you need to deal 
with your dilemma. ■
Career Doctor
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opportunity to develop organisational and networking 
prowess by completing the Certificate IV in Government 
(Project Management) during the 12-month duration of 
the program.

So in evaluating your first career move or 
contemplating a career change, ask yourself, why 
represent the interests of one or two clients, when you 
can represent over 20 million diverse clients on a daily 
basis by working at the Tax Office?

For more on the Tax Office's graduate development 
program visit www.ato.gov.au and click on "careers centre".

Note that the views expressed are that of the author 
based on personal experience. ■
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