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NINA’S LEADERSHIP AS A SERVANT LEADER AND HER IMPACT 
ON STATES’ TAXPAYER RIGHTS 

Diana L. Leyden* 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Much has been written about Nina’s contribution to federal and 
international taxpayer rights. Other essays or articles in this symposium 
discuss her contributions to creating and articulating core federal taxpayer 
rights and her impact on starting a dialogue about international taxpayer 
rights. However, little has been written or said about her contribution to the 
movement to improve state taxpayer rights, the creation of the New York 
City Department of Finance (NYC DOF) taxpayer rights, and her impact on 
state and local taxpayer advocates. 

This essay will explore Nina’s impact as a servant leader on the 
modification of states’ taxpayer rights, the creation of the NYC DOF Office 
of the Taxpayer Advocate, and the articulation of the NYC DOF taxpayer 
rights. While currently I serve as a Special Trial Judge for the United States 
Tax Court, this essay is based on my sixteen years as a clinical director at the 
UConn Law School Tax Clinic representing taxpayers before the 
Connecticut Department of Revenue Services and my role in creating and 
serving as the first NYC DOF Taxpayer Advocate in its Office of the 
Taxpayer Advocate,1 and my conversations with other state taxpayer 
advocates.2 

                                                                                                                           
 

* Special Trial Judge, United States Tax Court. 
1 I would also like to thank Jack Trachtenberg, who served as the first New York State Department 

of Finance Taxpayer Advocate, for his thoughts and comments on Nina’s impact in creating that office 
and Timothy Sheares, Deputy Commissioner, Property Division, New York City Department of Finance, 
for his comments on this essay. 

2 Unfortunately, there is no national organization of state and local taxpayers’ advocates. Therefore, 
I was unable to poll other state taxpayer advocates. However, my views are informed by conversations I 
have had with others who currently serve or formerly served as state taxpayer advocates. 
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II. NINA AS A SERVANT LEADER 

A leader who both serves and leads the institution and its employees is 
the most productive and trusted type of leader. The idea of the servant leader 
was articulated by Robert Greenleaf in a series of essays starting in 1969. He 
describes the impetus for such an idea in his first essay: 

The idea of the servant as leader came out of reading Hermann Hesse’s 
Journey to the East. In this story we see a band of men on a mythical journey, 
probably also Hesse’s own journey. The central figure to the story is Leo, who 
accompanies the party as the servant who does their menial chores, but who also 
sustains them with his spirit and song. He is a person of extraordinary presence. 
All goes well until Leo disappears. Then the group falls into disarray and the 
journey is abandoned. They cannot make it without the servant Leo. The narrator, 
one of the party, after some years of wandering, finds Leo and is taken into the 
Order that had sponsored the journey. There he discovers that Leo, whom he had 
known first as servant, was in fact the titular head of the Order, its guiding spirit, 
a great and noble leader.3 

As Mr. Greenleaf notes, a servant leader says, “I will go; follow me” 
and others (be they institutions or individuals) trust and follow the leader.4 
The servant leader cares about the institution or individuals (hence the service 
part) and provides direction that inspires trust.5 Mr. Greenleaf articulated ten 
qualities that many servant leaders exhibit: (1) listening and understanding; 
(2) using language to communicate that inspires imagination; (3) pacing 
oneself by appropriately withdrawing and reorienting; (4) accepting and 
empathizing, never rejecting; (5) knowing the unknowable; (6) foresight; 
(7) wide awareness to perceive more of the environment; (8) persuasion, 
sometimes one person at a time; (9) taking one action at a time; and 
(10) conceptualizing change.6 

Nina exhibits many of these qualities and she has inspired trust not only 
from her employees but also from stakeholders such as the low-income 
taxpayer clinics (LITCs) and Congress. Recently, Procedurally Taxing 

                                                                                                                           
 

3 ROBERT GREENLEAF, SERVANT LEADERSHIP: A JOURNEY INTO THE NATURE OF LEGITIMATE 
POWER & GREATNESS 21 (25th anniversary ed. 2002). 

4 Id. at 29. 
5 Id. at 23–25, 29–30. 
6 Id. at 30–47. 
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published reflections on Nina’s impact. The following ones are just a few 
that reflect her qualities as a servant leader: 

Ted Afield: “. . . I had never met Nina before, and so I thought there was a good 
chance that my email [to ask her to speak at an event] might get lost in the 
shuffle . . . . I couldn’t have been more wrong. Nina replied immediately and 
readily agreed to come down and speak at our event. I still assumed that, given 
how busy [Nina] was, she would likely have to give her speech and then leave 
relatively quickly. Nina made me 0 for 2 in my assumptions. She insisted on 
getting to know our clinic students (and we have a lot of them), and she took the 
time to speak to all of them, to share her thoughts with them about their careers, 
and to really listen to their experiences in the clinic and what they perceived to be 
the most pressing issues facing low-income taxpayers. While speakers can often 
time revert to chatting with faculty and distinguished guests in the audience, Nina 
was laser focused on wanting to communicate with our students so that she could 
make sure that she could influence them to always be thinking of how the tax 
system could be inadvertently hurting the most vulnerable among us.”7 

Bob Probasco: “In addition to organizations and institutions, Nina recruits people, 
to build the general community of those who want to help low-income taxpayers. 
Ted Afield’s post mentioned her making time to talk with all of the students at the 
25th anniversary celebration of his LITC, in part so ‘she could influence them to 
always be thinking of how the tax system could be inadvertently hurting the most 
vulnerable among us.’ I saw the same thing when she spoke at the 2017 annual 
meeting of the State Bar of Texas Tax Section. This was in June, when most of 
the students are busy with summer jobs or summer relaxing, but three of my 
former students from another law school attended the conference; Nina’s speech 
was the big draw. And when she spoke with them, at length, afterward? They will 
remember that for a long time.”8 

From David Sams: “In my humble opinion, Nina’s legacy will be more than the 
sum of all the parts she created. It will be more than the LITC program. It will be 
more than her Congressional testimony, more than the thousands of words spoken 
and written, and more than the awards she received. Her legacy will be the spark 
that ignites a fire in a practitioner to fight tooth and nail for a taxpayer who is not 
being treated fairly by the tax system. It will be the spark that urges a practitioner 
to write about an injustice they are experiencing, or the spark to advocate for a 

                                                                                                                           
 

7 Ted Afield, Reflections on Nina Olsen from Ted Afield, PROCEDURALLY TAXING (July 15, 2019), 
https://procedurallytaxing.com/reflections-on-nina-olson-from-ted-afield/. 

8 Bob Probasco, Reflections on the Impact of Nina Olson by Bob Probasco, PROCEDURALLY 
TAXING (July 24, 2019), https://procedurallytaxing.com/reflections-on-the-impact-of-nina-olson-by-bob-
probasco/. 
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change in the law. I can say that I have received that spark, as I know many of my 
fellow LITC clinicians have.”9 

III. STATES’ TAXPAYER ADVOCATES AND TAXPAYER RIGHTS 

Many state departments of revenue, like the Internal Revenue Service 
(IRS), had a position titled “Problem Resolution Officer” or something 
similar. In 1996, ahead of the 1998 IRS Restructuring and Reform Act,10 
Congress created the IRS Taxpayer Advocate Service and the National 
Taxpayer Advocate as part of the Taxpayer Bill of Rights 2.11 Many states, 
like the IRS, also had a designated position in their revenue departments of 
taxpayer advocate. Today, twenty-one state revenue agencies,12 the District 

                                                                                                                           
 

9 David Sams, Reflections on the Impact of Nina Olson by David Sams, PROCEDURALLY TAXING 
(July 23, 2019), https://procedurallytaxing.com/reflections-on-the-impact-of-nina-olson-by-david-sams/. 

10 See Internal Revenue Service Restructuring and Reform Act of 1998, Pub. L. No. 105-206, 
§ 6019, 112 Stat. 685, 823. 

11 Taxpayer Bill of Rights 2, Pub. L. No. 104-168, § 101(a), 110 Stat. 1452, 1453–54 (1996). 
12 ALA. CODE § 40-2A-3(25) (Westlaw through Act 2020-206); id. § 29-5A-27.1 (changing the 

name of the position from Taxpayer Advocate to Taxpayer Assistance Officer in 2017); Office of Taxpayer 
Advocacy, ALA. DEP’T OF REVENUE, https://revenue.alabama.gov/taxpayer-advocacy/ (last visited 
Sept. 25, 2020); CAL. REV. & TAX. CODE §§ 7083, 21004 (West 2019); Taxpayers’ Rights Advocate 
Office, CAL. DEP’T OF TAX & FEE ADMIN., https://www.cdtfa.ca.gov/tra/ (last visited Sept. 25, 2020); 
Taxpayer Advocate, CONN. STATE DEP’T OF REVENUE SERVS., https://portal.ct.gov/DRS/Contact-
DRS/Taxpayer-Advocate/Taxpayer-Advocate (last visited Sept. 25, 2020); FLA. STAT. ANN. § 20.21(3) 
(West 2019) (appointment and oversight of the Florida Department of Revenue Taxpayer Advocate is 
vested in the Chief Inspector General instead of the Executive Director of the Department of Revenue, 
effective 2018); Office of Taxpayers’ Rights Advocate, FLA. DEP’T OF REVENUE, https://floridarevenue 
.com/Pages/taxpayers_rights_advocate.html (last visited Sept. 25, 2020); Taxpayer Advocate, HAW. 
DEP’T OF TAX’N, https://tax.hawaii.gov/assistance/advocate/ (last visited Sept. 25, 2020); IND. CODE 
ANN. § 6-8.1-11-3(a) (West 2019); Taxpayer Advocate Office, IND. DEP’T OF REVENUE, 
https://www.in.gov/dor/3883.htm (last visited Sept. 25, 2020); Taxpayer Advocate, KAN. DEP’T OF 
REVENUE, https://www.ksrevenue.org/taxpayeradvocate.html (last visited Sept. 25, 2020); DOR Office of 
the Taxpayer Advocate, MASS. DEP’T OF REVENUE, https://www.mass.gov/service-details/dor-office-of-
the-taxpayer-advocate (last visited Sept. 25, 2020); Office of the Taxpayer Advocate, MICH. DEP’T OF 
TREASURY, https://www.michigan.gov/taxes/0,4676,7-238-74531_83074---,00.html (last visited 
Sept. 25, 2020); MINN. STAT. ANN. § 270C.37.6 (West 2019); MONT. CODE ANN. § 15-1-223(1) (West 
2019); Taxpayer Advocate, MONT. DEP’T OF REVENUE, https://mtrevenue.gov/taxpayer-
resources/taxpayer-assistance/ (last visited Sept. 25, 2020); Office of the Taxpayer Advocate, N.J. 
TREASURY: DIV. OF TAX’N, https://www.state.nj.us/treasury/taxation/ota/otainfo.shtml (last visited 
Sept. 25, 2020); Taxpayer Advocate, N.M. TAX’N & REVENUE, http://www.tax.newmexico.gov/taxpayer-
advocate.aspx (last visited Sept. 25, 2020); Office of the Taxpayer Rights Advocate, N.Y. DEP’T OF TAX’N 
& FIN., https://www.tax.ny.gov/tra/default.htm (last visited Sept. 25, 2020); Office of the Taxpayer 
Advocate, N.C. DEP’T OF REVENUE, https://www.ncdor.gov/contact-us/office-taxpayer-advocate (last 
visited Sept. 25, 2020); Taxpayer’s Rights Advocate, PA. DEP’T OF REVENUE, https://www.revenue.pa 
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of Columbia,13 Los Angeles,14 and New York City15 have a position titled 
Taxpayer Advocate.16 However, in my experience most taxpayers were not 
aware of the states’ taxpayer advocates offices until Nina elevated the 
National Taxpayer Advocate position and “advertised” its accomplishments. 

Also, like the Federal Taxpayer Bill of Rights, many states had enacted 
such provisions—some by statute, many by administrative action—before 
Nina championed the current version of the IRS Taxpayer Bill of Rights.17 

                                                                                                                           
 
.gov/GetAssistance/TaypayersRightsAdvocate/Pages/default.aspx (last visited Sept. 25, 2020); Taxpayer 
Advocate, S.C. DEP’T OF REVENUE, https://dor.sc.gov/contact/taxpayer-advocate (last visited Sept. 25, 
2020); Taxpayer Advocate, UTAH STATE TAX COMM’N, https://tax.utah.gov/contact#advocate (last 
visited Sept. 25, 2020); VT. STAT. ANN. tit. 32, § 3205(a) (West 2019); Contact the Taxpayer Advocate, 
VT. DEP’T OF TAXES, https://tax.vermont.gov/help-and-resources/taxpayer-advocate/request-services# 
taxpayeradv (last visited Sept. 25, 2020); VA. CODE ANN. § 58.1-1818 (West 2020); Taxpayer Rights, 
VA. DEP’T OF TAX’N, https://www.tax.virginia.gov/taxpayer-rights (last visited Sept. 25, 2020); WASH. 
REV. CODE ANN. § 82.32A.040 (West 2019); Taxpayer Rights Advocate, WASH. DEP’T OF REVENUE, 
https://dor.wa.gov/contact-us/taxpayer-rights-advocate (last visited Sept. 25, 2020). 

13 The District of Columbia became the latest jurisdiction to create the position of Taxpayer 
Advocate. Press Release, D.C. Off. of Tax & Revenue, D.C. Office of Tax and Revenue Launches Its 
Office of the Taxpayer Advocate (Mar. 4, 2020), https://otr.cfo.dc.gov/release/dc-office-tax-and-revenue-
launches-its-office-taxpayer-advocate; see Office of the Taxpayer Advocate, OFF. OF TAX & REVENUE, 
https://taxpayeradvocate.dc.gov/ (last visited Nov. 19, 2020). 

14 Taxpayer Advocate Program, L.A. OFF. OF FIN., https://business.lacity.org/content/city-los-
angeles-taxpayer-advocate-program (last visited Sept. 25, 2020). 

15 Office of the Taxpayer Advocate, N.Y.C. DEP’T OF FIN., https://www1.nyc.gov/site/finance/ 
about/taxpayer-advocate.page (last visited Sept. 25, 2020). 

16 All but three of those states had created the position before the National Taxpayer Advocate 
position was enacted. In 1988, a decade before Congress created a National Taxpayer Advocate, 
California became the first to create by statute the position of taxpayer advocate. CAL. REV. & TAX. CODE 
§§ 7083, 21004 (West 2019). In 1993 California also created a taxpayer advocate for property tax. Id. 
§§ 5903–5904(a). 

17 ALA. CODE § 40-2A-4; Taxpayer Bill of Rights, ALA. DEP’T OF REVENUE, https://revenue 
.alabama.gov/taxpayer-advocacy/taxpayer-bill-of-rights/ (last visited Sept. 28, 2020); Ariz. Dep’t of 
Revenue, Pub. No. 001, Taxpayer Bill of Rights (2019), https://azdor.gov/sites/default/files/media/ 
PUBLICATION_001.pdf; ARK. CODE ANN. §§ 26-18-801 to -811 (West 2020); Taxpayer Bill of Rights, 
ARK. DEP’T OF FIN. & ADMIN., https://www.dfa.arkansas.gov/revenue-policy-legal/taxpayer-bill-of-
rights (last visited Sept. 28, 2020); CAL. REV. & TAX. CODE § 7083; Your Taxpayer Rights, CAL. 
FRANCHISE TAX BD., https://www.ftb.ca.gov/your-rights/your-taxpayer-rights.html) (last visited 
Sept. 28, 2020); Constitutional Provisions: Taxpayer’s Bill of Rights (TABOR) Amendment, COLO. DEP’T 
OF TREASURY, https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/treasury/constitutional-provisions-0 (last visited 
Sept. 28, 2020) (enacting it as part of its constitution in 1992); CONN. GEN. STAT. ANN. § 12-39n (West 
2019); Conn. State Dep’t of Revenue Servs., PS 2017(1), Your Rights as a Connecticut Taxpayer (2018), 
https://portal.ct.gov/-/media/DRS/Publications/pubsps/2017/PS201701pdf.pdf?la=; D.C. OTR Tax 
Notice 2008-02, Taxpayer Appeal Rights, https://otr.cfo.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/otr/publication/ 
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attachments/otrtaxnotice2008-02_0.pdf; FLA. CONST. art. 1, § 25; FLA. STAT. ANN. § 213.05 (West 2019); 
id. § 192.0105 (enacting the property tax taxpayer bill of rights); GA. CODE ANN. § 48-1-9 (West 2019); 
GA. DEP’T OF REVENUE, TAXPAYER BILL OF RIGHTS (2018), https://dor.georgia.gov/sites/dor.georgia 
.gov/files/related_files/document/Taxpayer%20Bill%20of%20Rights.pdf; HAW. DEP’T OF TAXATION, 
HAWAII TAXPAYER BILL OF RIGHTS (2018), https://files.hawaii.gov/tax/legal/info/18bor.pdf; IDAHO 
CODE ANN. §§ 63-4001 to -4011 (West 2019); Taxpayer Rights, IDAHO STATE TAX COMM’N, 
https://tax.idaho.gov/i-1150.cfm (last visited Sept. 28, 2020); 20 ILL. COMP. STAT. ANN. 2520/1–7 (West 
2019); Taxpayers’ Bill of Rights, ILL. DEP’T OF REVENUE, https://www2.illinois.gov/rev/individuals/ 
Pages/rights.aspx (last visited Sept. 28, 2020); Your Rights and Responsibilities as an Indiana Taxpayer: 
The Taxpayer Bill of Rights, IND. DEP’T OF REVENUE, https://www.in.gov/dor/3660.htm (last visited 
Sept. 28, 2020); IOWA CODE ANN. § 421.60 (West 2019); Taxpayer Bill of Rights, IOWA DEP’T OF 
REVENUE, https://tax.iowa.gov/taxpayer-rights (last visited Sept. 28, 2020); KAN. STAT. ANN. § 79-3268 
(West 2019); KY. REV. STAT. ANN. §§ 131.041–.081 (West 2019); KY. DEP’T OF REVENUE, YOUR 
RIGHTS AS A KENTUCKY TAXPAYER (2018), https://revenue.ky.gov/Get-Help/PublishingImages/Pages/ 
Taxpayer-Ombudsman/TP%20Bill%20of%20 Rights%20(7-18).pdf; LA. STAT. ANN. § 47:15 (2019); 
LA. DEP’T OF REVENUE, RIGHTS OF THE TAXPAYER, http://revenue.louisiana.gov/Publications/ 
20161(6_12).pdf; Your Rights as a Taxpayer, ME. REVENUE SERVS., https://www.maine.gov/revenue/ 
homepage_files/taxpayer_rights.html (last visited Sept. 28, 2020); Your Rights as a Maryland Taxpayer, 
COMPTROLLER OF MD., https://www.marylandtaxes.gov/business/tax-assistance/taxpayer-rights.php (last 
visited Sept. 28, 2020); MASS. GEN. LAWS ANN. ch. 14, § 6(4) (West 2019); Guide to the Department of 
Revenue: Your Taxpayer Bill of Rights, MASS. DEP’T OF REVENUE, https://www.mass.gov/guides/guide-
to-the-department-of-revenue-your-taxpayer-bill-of-rights (last visited Sept. 28, 2020); MICH. ADMIN. 
CODE r. 205.1001–.1013 (2018); MICH. DEP’T OF TREASURY, TAXPAYER RIGHTS HANDBOOK (2016), 
https://www.michigan.gov/documents/taxes/TBOR_611810_7.pdf; MINN. STAT. ANN. § 270C.37.6; 
MINN. DEP’T OF REVENUE, WHAT ARE MY RIGHTS AS A TAXPAYER? (2015), https://www.revenue.state 
.mn.us/sites/default/files/2019-05/Taxpayer%20Rights.pdf; MO. ANN. STAT. §§ 163.350–.382 (West 
2019); MO. DEP’T OF REVENUE, MISSOURI TAXPAYER BILL OF RIGHTS (2019), https://dor.mo.gov/ 
forms/3097.pdf; MONT. CODE ANN. § 15-1-122; Taxpayer Bill of Rights, MONT. DEP’T OF REVENUE, 
https://mtrevenue.gov/taxpayer-resources/taxpayer-assistance/taxpayer-bill-rights/ (last visited Sept. 28, 
2020); Nebraska Taxpayer Bill of Rights, NEB. DEP’T OF REVENUE, https://revenue.nebraska.gov/about/ 
nebraska-taxpayer-bill-rights (last visited Sept. 28, 2020); NEV. REV. STAT. ANN. § 360.291 (West 2019); 
NEV. REV. STAT. ANN. § 360.034 (West 2019); NEV. REV. STAT. ANN. § 375.250 (West 2019); NEV. 
DEP’T OF TAX’N, TAXPAYERS’ BILL OF RIGHTS (2012), https://tax.nv.gov/uploadedFiles/taxnvgov/ 
Content/FAQs/120712%20Taxpayer%20Bill%20of%20 Rights%2010-31-12.pdf; Taxpayer Bill of 
Rights, CLARK CNTY., NEV., https://www.clarkcountynv.gov/government/elected_officials/county_ 
recorder/taxpayer_bill_of_rights.php (last visited Sept. 28, 2020); NEV. DEP’T OF MOTOR VEHICLES, 
TAXPAYER’S BILL OF RIGHTS FOR TAXES ON FUELS (2005), https://dmvnv.com/pdfforms/mc034.pdf; 
N.H. REV. STAT. ANN. § 21-J:40-44 (2019); Taxpayer Assistance—Taxpayer Bill of Rights, N.H. DEP’T 
OF REVENUE ADMIN., https://www.revenue.nh.gov/assistance/bill-of-rights.htm (last visited Sept. 28, 
2020); N.J. STAT. ANN. §§ 54:1-2.1, :48-6 to -7, :58-6 (West 2019); Taxpayer’s Bill of Rights, N.J. DIV. 
OF TAX’N, https://www.state.nj.us/treasury/taxation/ot8.shtml (last visited Sept. 28, 2020); Property 
Taxpayer’s Bill of Rights, N.J. DIV. OF TAX’N, https://www.state.nj.us/treasury/taxation/lpt/lpt-
tpbors.shtml (last visited Sept. 28, 2020); N.M. STAT. ANN. § 7-1-4.2 (West 2019); Taxpayer Rights and 
Responsibilities, N.M. TAX’N & REVENUE DEP’T, http://www.tax.newmexico.gov/Tax-Professionals/ 
taxpayer-rights-responsibilities.aspx (last visited Sept. 29, 2020); N.Y. TAX LAW §§ 3000–3038 
(McKinney 2019); Your Rights as a New York State Taxpayer, N.Y. DEP’T OF TAX’N & FIN., https://www 
.tax.ny.gov/tra/bill-of-rights.htm (last visited Sept. 28, 2020); NYC Taxpayer Bill of Rights, N.Y.C. DEP’T 
OF FIN., https://www1.nyc.gov/site/finance/about/nyc_taxpayer_bill_of_rights.page (last visited Sept. 28, 
2020); N.C. GEN. STAT. ANN. § 105-256(5) (West 2020); North Carolina Taxpayers’ Bill of Rights, N.C. 
DEP’T OF REVENUE, https://www.ncdor.gov/taxes/north-carolina-taxpayers-bill-rights (last visited 
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However, of the states that have enacted or published taxpayer bills of rights, 
today many mirror the format and language of the IRS Taxpayer Bill of 
Rights.18 

I worked in two Departments of Revenue before Congress enacted the 
statute creating the National Taxpayer Advocate. From 1989 through 1995, 
I served as a hearing officer and then manager in the Massachusetts 
Department of Revenue Services appeals division. From 1995 through 1998, 
I served as an attorney in the Connecticut Department of Revenue Services 
legal division. During my time there, both departments of revenue had a form 
of a taxpayer bill of rights.19 However, in both of my roles I do not remember 

                                                                                                                           
 
Sept. 29, 2020); N.D. OFF. OF STATE TAX COMM’R, TAXPAYER BILL OF RIGHTS, https://www.nd 
.gov/tax/data/upfiles/media/taxpayer-bill-of-rights.pdf; OHIO REV. CODE ANN. §§ 5703.50–.54 (West 
2020); OHIO DEP’T OF TAX’N, THE OHIO TAXPAYER’S BILL OF RIGHTS (2018), https://www.tax.ohio 
.gov/portals/0/communications/publications/taxpayer_bill_ of_rights.pdf; OR. REV. STAT. ANN. 
§ 305.860 (West 2019); OR. DEP’T OF REVENUE, YOUR RIGHTS AS AN OREGON TAXPAYER (2015), 
https://www.oregon.gov/DOR/forms/FormsPubs/taxpayer-rights_800-406.pdf; 72 PA. STAT. AND CONS. 
STAT. ANN. §§ 3310-101 to -402 (West 2019); 53 id. §§ 8421–8438 (providing a local taxpayer bill of 
rights); What Are Your Rights as a Taxpayer?, PA. DEP’T OF REVENUE, https://www.revenue.pa.gov/ 
GetAssistance/TaypayersRightsAdvocate/Pages/Taxpayer-Rights.aspx (last visited Sept. 29, 2020); The 
Local Taxpayer’s Bill of Rights, MERCER CNTY. OFF. OF THE CHIEF CLERK, https://www.mcc.co 
.mercer.pa.us/TaxpayerBillofRights/default.htm (last visited Sept. 29, 2020); Taxpayer’s Rights, R.I. 
DEP’T OF REVENUE: DIV. OF TAX’N, http://www.tax.ri.gov/help/rights.php (last visited Sept. 29, 2020); 
S.C. CODE ANN. §§ 12-58-10 to -190 (2019); Taxpayers’ Bill of Rights, S.C. DEP’T OF REVENUE, 
https://dor.sc.gov/about/taxpayers-bill-of-rights (last visited Sept. 29, 2020); S.D. DEP’T OF REVENUE, 
SOUTH DAKOTA TAXPAYERS’ BILL OF RIGHTS, https://dor.sd.gov/media/4qwgc4r0/taxpayerbillofrights 
.pdf; TENN. CODE ANN. § 67-1-110 (West 2019); TENN. DEP’T OF REVENUE, TAXPAYER BILL OF RIGHTS, 
https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/revenue/documents/pubs/billofrights.pdf; 34 TEX. ADMIN. CODE 
§ 3.10 (2020); Taxpayer Bill of Rights, TEX. COMPTROLLER, https://comptroller.texas.gov/about/bill-of-
rights.php (last visited Sept. 29, 2020); UTAH CODE ANN. § 59-1-1001 to -1006 (West 2020); UTAH TAX 
COMM’N, UTAH TAXPAYER BILL OF RIGHTS (2010), https://tax.utah.gov/forms/pubs/pub-02.pdf; VA. 
CODE ANN. § 58.1.1845; VA. DEP’T OF TAX’N, VIRGINIA TAXPAYER BILL OF RIGHTS (2019), 
https://www.tax.virginia.gov/sites/default/files/inline-files/virginia-taxpayer-bill-of-rights.pdf; WASH. 
REV. CODE ANN. §§ 82.32a.002–.050; Taxpayer Rights Advocate: Taxpayer Rights and Responsibilities, 
WASH. DEP’T OF REVENUE, https://dor.wa.gov/contact-us/taxpayer-rights-advocate#RnR (last visited 
Sept. 29, 2020); W. VA. STATE TAX DEP’T, WEST VIRGINIA TAXPAYER RIGHTS (2018), 
https://tax.wv.gov/Documents/TSD/tsd4.pdf; WIS. DEP’T OF REVENUE, YOUR WISCONSIN TAXPAYER 
BILL OF RIGHTS (2020), https://www.revenue.wi.gov/DOR%20Publications/pb114.pdf; WYO. STAT. 
ANN. § 39-11-102(a) (West 2020). 

18 Taxpayer Bill of Rights, INTERNAL REVENUE SERV., https://www.irs.gov/taxpayer-bill-of-rights 
(last updated Nov. 9, 2020). 

19 Connecticut enacted its Taxpayer Bill of Rights in 1994. The Connecticut Department of 
Revenue had a problem resolution officer whose title was changed to Taxpayer Advocate. See Conn. State 
Dep’t of Revenue Servs., PS 2007(2), Your Rights as a Connecticut Taxpayer (2007), https://portal.ct.gov/ 
DRS/Publications/Policy-Statements/2007/PS-20072-Your-Rights-as-a-Connecticut-Taxpayer 
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ever seeing the state taxpayer bill of rights cited by either practitioners or 
revenue agency employees to assist taxpayers. 

Today, many practitioners and LITC clinicians frequently interact with 
states’ taxpayer advocates. These same practitioners and clinicians can use 
the National Taxpayer Advocate and Nina’s work to push state revenue 
departments to consider or enforce taxpayer rights similar to the federal 
model. While states may not always adopt similar interpretations of such 
rights, the consistent and constant advocacy of practitioners and clinicians 
who are used to the federal model helps strengthen the roles of states’ 
taxpayer advocates. 

When Nina took over as the National Taxpayer Advocate, I was a clinic 
director of the UConn Law School Tax Clinic. In that role, I routinely 
interacted with the Connecticut Department of Revenue Services. I routinely 
cited Nina’s work on the Federal Taxpayer Bill of Rights. I would like to 
think that, being guided by Nina’s servant leadership, the UConn Tax Clinic 
pushed the Connecticut Department of Revenue Services to consider the 
power and role of its taxpayer advocate. 

Jack Trachtenberg, when he was hired in 2009 as the New York State 
Department of Taxation and Finance’s first taxpayer advocate, was able to 
push that state’s revenue department. He had some conversations with Nina, 
invited her to a conference in which he was speaking to be a keynote speaker, 
and pushed the envelope of what a state taxpayer advocate should do. Even 
after his departure, the New York State Department of Taxation and 
Finance’s taxpayer advocate continues to have a place at the table in that 
revenue department. 

                                                                                                                           
 
(superseded) (using the term “problem resolution officer/taxpayer advocate”). Massachusetts enacted its 
Taxpayer Bill of Rights in 1990 by enacting a statute that required the Commissioner of the Department 
of Revenue Services to issue an annual report that states in simple and nontechnical terms the rights of 
taxpayers. MASS. GEN. LAWS ANN. ch. 14, § 6.4 (West 1990). 
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IV. NINA’S IMPACT ON THE CREATION OF THE OFFICE OF THE TAXPAYER 
ADVOCATE AND TAXPAYER RIGHTS FOR THE NEW YORK CITY 

DEPARTMENT OF FINANCE 

When I was appointed to create the Taxpayer Advocate position for the 
New York City Department of Finance (NYC DOF),20 the first person I 
contacted was Nina. She listened to my questions and understood the 
challenges that lay ahead of me. She encouraged me to take on one action at 
a time (which I probably did not heed), and she offered to speak at the New 
York City TaxRAPP conference21 shortly after I was appointed. I will not 
forget how she tried to inspire the audience of cynical New York City tax 
professionals to imagine the way the new New York City Office of the 
Taxpayer Advocate could provide help and champion taxpayer rights with 
respect to property taxes. Nina also spoke at a subsequent conference at 
which Margaret (Peggy) Neri, then the Taxpayer Advocate for the State of 
New York Department of Finance, and I also spoke. It occurred to me at that 
time how Nina had served as a servant leader not only to me but also to state 
taxpayer advocates. 

A. Creation of the Office of the Taxpayer Advocate 

When I interviewed for the newly created position of Taxpayer 
Advocate for the NYC DOF, I prepared by thinking about what Nina had 
taught me, how the office of a taxpayer advocate should both serve and lead, 
and the skills Nina modeled: listening; using language to communicate in a 
way that inspires imagination; accepting and empathizing, never rejecting; 
wide awareness to perceive more of the environment; persuasion, sometimes 

                                                                                                                           
 

20 I was very fortunate to have another servant leader, Jacques Jiha, the Commissioner of the New 
York City Department of Finance, hire and support me. Commissioner Jiha, like Nina, has many qualities 
of a servant leader. He was especially skilled at conceptualizing the office and convincing the New York 
City Council to create and fund it. He also listened and empathized with me whenever I brought to his 
attention an example of what the Office of the Taxpayer Advocate thought might be a violation of a 
taxpayer’s rights. While he sometimes rejected the proposed action, he never rejected me or rejected the 
argument. 

21 TaxRAPP is an annual conference hosted by the New York City Department of Finance. 
TaxRAPP 2019, N.Y.C. DEP’T OF FIN., https://www1.nyc.gov/site/finance/taxes/taxrapp.page (last visited 
Sept. 29, 2020). It provides discussion, presentations, tips, and insights regarding the taxes administered 
by NYC DOF. Nina was the luncheon speaker in 2015, the first time the National Taxpayer Advocate 
addressed this conference. N.Y.C. DEP’T OF FIN., TAX REPRESENTATIVES AND PRACTITIONERS PROGRAM 
(2015), https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/finance/downloads/pdf/taxrapp/taxrapp2015materials.pdf. 
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one person at a time; and conceptualizing change. Having been led by Nina 
to serve, I used the time of the interview to talk about how the IRS National 
Taxpayer Advocate and her work would influence and guide my creation of 
the office, and how its primary function needed to be assisting New York 
City taxpayers. Luckily for both me and the NYC DOF, I was hired. 

Creating a new office in a large bureaucracy is a daunting task. There 
are competing constituencies—agency managers versus politicians and 
taxpayers, the drag of inertia, the reluctance to change what some may view 
as unbroken, and the expectations for change. At each juncture in creating 
the office—setting up the structure, hiring case advocates, identifying the 
lines of authority, and setting up independence—I channeled Nina because I 
trusted her and I admired her accomplishments within the IRS. So, it should 
not come as a surprise that I created an office with case advocates, an attorney 
advisor, and, with the forethought of Commissioner Jiha, an office separate 
from the DOF offices and accessible by walk-in taxpayers. Also very similar 
to the IRS model, I created (1) procedures that allowed taxpayers to contact 
the office by email, mail, and phone and to report systemic problems; (2) a 
mechanism for a Taxpayer Assistance Order to request the Commissioner to 
order another part of DOF to take action; and (3) a procedure for creating an 
annual report identifying the ten top problems faced by New York City 
taxpayers. Finally, our office drafted and advocated for the adoption of a 
NYC DOF Taxpayer Bill of Rights.22 

B. Development of NYC DOF Taxpayer Bill of Rights 

One of the first tasks our office took on was creating the NYC DOF 
Taxpayer Bill of Rights. Of course, I started with Nina’s then recently 
articulated Federal Taxpayer Bill of Rights. I faced an immediate challenge, 
however, because some of the taxes and programs the NYC DOF administers 
do not have any federal parallel. The major type of tax that is administered 
by the NYC DOF is the property tax, which does not have any parallel at the 
federal level. I talked with Nina about this and received a boost when, at her 
keynote address at the TaxRAPP conference, she instructed the audience to 
see how a taxpayer advocate could assist with property tax disputes. 

                                                                                                                           
 

22 N.Y.C. OFF. OF THE TAXPAYER ADVOC., N.Y.C. TAXPAYER BILL OF RIGHTS (2015), 
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/finance/downloads/pdf/translations/taxpayer_bill_of_rights/tp_bill_of_ 
rights_english.pdf. 



 
 

V o l .  1 8  2 0 2 0  |  N i n a  a s  a  S e r v a n t  L e a d e r  |  1 1 9  

 
Pitt Tax Review | ISSN 1932-1821 (print) 1932-1996 (online)  
DOI 10.5195/taxreview.2020.120 | http://taxreview.law.pitt.edu 

The taxpayer right our office articulated was the Right to Know How 
Your Property Tax Is Determined, defined as: 

[T]he right to understand in non-technical language how the Department of 
Finance calculated your property tax. You have the right to understand how the 
Department of Finance determines market value and assessed value. You have the 
right to understand the tax rates and tax caps that the Department of Finance 
applied in calculating your property tax. You have the right to know what property 
tax exemptions and/or abatements you can apply for and how to apply for them. 
You have the right to receive an explanation, in writing, why the Department of 
Finance accepted, denied or removed a property tax exemption or abatement.23 

It may be useful to understand that the New York City property tax is 
probably one of the most complicated systems that exists. In very general 
terms, its foundations flow from a case in the late 1970s that threatened to 
upend the impact of property taxes on businesses and homeowners in a way 
that would have shifted the incidence of property tax to homeowners.24 As a 
result, the share of taxes paid mostly by classes of residential property owners 
was more or less frozen at the percentage those classes paid in 1980. On top 
of that, there are layers of laws that create time-limited abatements; different 
rules for family homes, condominiums, and cooperatives; and a myriad of 
other special interest incentives. The result is a complex system that reflects 
entrenched interests. Unlike the federal income tax where taxpayers can 
submit offers to compromise and pay what they can afford to pay, the 
property tax of New York City cannot be compromised, nor can the amount 
due be put into currently-not-collectible status. In large part this is because 
property tax revenues represent such a large portion of New York City tax 
revenues. The foundation of the property tax is the assessed value of 
property, which cannot, and probably should not, be easily changed due to 
the whims of interest groups or politicians. By its very nature, however, 
assessed value can create property value winners and losers. 

To advocate for this right, I practiced some of what Nina had modeled. 
I spent time listening to the challenges from the NYC DOF perspectives. I 
spent a lot of time listening to Timothy Sheares, Deputy Commissioner, 
Property Division, and his managers and assessors. I spent time listening to 
advocacy groups for cooperatives and other real estate interests. I tried to see 

                                                                                                                           
 

23 Id. 
24 FURMAN CTR. FOR REAL EST. & URB. POL’Y, DISTRIBUTION OF THE BURDEN OF NEW YORK 

CITY’S PROPERTY TAX 12–14 (2012). 
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the problem from various angles. I tried to conceptualize and use language to 
imagine incremental changes. I tried to persuade one person at a time. I would 
like to think that the successes of the NYC DOF Office of the Taxpayer 
Advocate were the result of my modeling a servant leader and having the 
good fortune to work with Tim Sheares, who was amenable to my leadership 
and a true servant himself. 

Working with a tireless case advocate, Robin Bermudez, and 
empowered by Tim Sheares’s vision, the Property Division created web 
applications and global positioning system (GPS) maps to help Class 1 and 
Class 2 property owners to understand how their property taxes are 
calculated25 and to see information about other property owners.26 It may 
seem like an easy thing to do, but given the complexity of the New York City 
property tax, it was not. This is a real example of the impact that Nina’s 
servant leadership had on me and how it influenced my abilities to recreate 
levels of trust and provide the space for the NYC DOF employees to serve. 

V. CONCLUSION 

Sometimes it is easy to connect a very successful person with one 
thing—in Nina’s case her advancement of, and advocacy for, federal 
taxpayer rights. But often a person’s success has ripple effects that may go 
unnoticed. My hope in this essay is to draw attention to the way in which 
Nina, as a servant leader, had ripple effects in the area of state and local 
taxation. Her servant leadership had a profound impact on the creation of the 
NYC DOF Office of the Taxpayer Advocate and the NYC DOF Taxpayer 
Bill of Rights. As important, however, is that her servant leadership 
contributed to developing other servant leaders who each day work to carry 
on the servant part of their jobs as state or local taxpayer advocates and, like 
Nina, help develop trust between taxpayers and revenue departments. 

                                                                                                                           
 

25 Calculating Your Annual Property Tax, N.Y.C. Dep’t of Fin., https://www1.nyc.gov/site/ 
finance/taxes/property-calculating-your-annual-tax-blll.page (last visited Sept. 28, 2020). 

26 Digital Tax Maps, N.Y.C. DEP’T OF FIN., https://www1.nyc.gov/site/finance/taxes/property-
digital-tax-map.page (last visited Sept. 28, 2020). 
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