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Dear Sir/Madam,

This submission is in response to the invitation for public comment as part of the Committee's Inquiry into Australian Expatriates.

My wife and I are Australian citizens, born, raised and schooled in Brisbane and on the Gold Coast. We are both solicitors admitted to practice in Queensland in 2000 and 2001 respectively. I am 30, she is 27 and we have no children, yet.

We left Australia in February 2002 and travelled through the Middle East, settling in London in June 2002.

We left mainly to pursue travel opportunities and perhaps to gain some professional experience while seeing the world.

My father's mother was born in Scotland and, by that happy coincidence, my wife and I obtained visas to live and work in the United Kingdom for 4 years. We both found work in London law firms, in our chosen fields. I was admitted as a solicitor in England & Wales in April 2003.

The process of transferring my professional qualifications was administratively cumbersome and expensive (ca. £800) but half was paid by my employer. I was required to sit only one easy examination on the, almost absurdly narrow, topics of professional ethics and account keeping.

The Law Society of England & Wales claims to have a very open policy to overseas lawyers, and in most ways this is true. However, there are a limited number of candidates permitted to sit each examination. In practice this sets a quota on the number of lawyers who can cross-qualify each year and slows the process down for everyone(And not all the candidates are foreign lawyers. English barristers seeking to become solicitors sit the same test).

My initial objectives have certainly changed since I left Australia. I intend to stay away much longer and perhaps take dual citizenship. My earning capacity in London is much greater. My taxes are much lower (even before HECS). The range of professional experience and opportunity is wider because of the larger and more diverse market. The travel opportunities so close to Europe are endless. I have recently booked flights to Milan for 24 pence each plus taxes.

My HECS debt is certainly a significant factor in deciding where I am financially better off.

In terms of quality of life Australia had distinct natural advantages and relatively cheap housing. But in relation to government services there is little to choose between them. Public transport is better in the UK. My limited experience of the NHS compares favourably in some ways to Medicare. I can see my local London dentist on the NHS, although I do resent the catchment area restrictions on my choice of GP. All my local London GP practices seem to be closed to new patients. We could probably now afford private health insurance and are likely to take it up soon.

The banking system in the UK is excellent. My standard issue account has free cheques, unlimited free ATM and counter transactions, free standing orders and direct debits. They don't charge me for anything unless I am badly overdrawn. There are no government taxes. This compares very favourably with my Australian account with one of the big four banks, which introduced account keeping charges shortly before I left.

Australians do have difficulties opening bank accounts and obtaining credit in the UK. We were fortunate to open a UK account before leaving Australia. 

We have had no difficulty travelling throughout the EU. However we were astonished to need visas for Hungary. American, British, Canadian, New Zealander, Israeli, Irish even Costa Rican citizens can visit Hungary without a visa, but Australia has not renewed the treaty and we are forced to pay up. Perhaps this is the price Australian travellers are beginning to pay for our government's restrictive immigration policies.

Our only experience with overseas

Australian missions was in Beirut, where the very friendly embassy staff gave a couple of scruffy backpackers a lift to the Anzac Day service and invited us back to the Ambassador's residence for lamingtons. I was impressed.

I do not feel that I am now contributing anything to Australia, other than cheering for sporting teams on tour.

The single most important way in which Australia could make expatriates feel more connected to Australia is to stop embarrassing us in the eyes of the world; begin complying with the letter and spirit of international law in relation to boats full of genuine refugees, stop supporting the occupation of Iraq and the arbitrary detention, without bail hearings or trials, of the prisoners in Guantanamo Bay.

As one who travels widely on an Australian passport, I have no doubt that the present foreign policy of my government is not only contributing generally to a more dangerous world, but also is increasing the specific threat to my personal safety. I feel less safe and more of a target.

On a less dramatic note, I also feel less welcomed in many places. No longer are Australians regarded as innocents abroad.

The Australian Taxation Office could provide much clearer and simplified information for people who relocate overseas. My wife and I, both trained lawyers, waded for more than an hour through the ATO website to finally reach 2 simple conclusions.

a) When you cease being an Australian resident you must write to your Australian banks and other investments and tell them you've left. They will then pay 10% with-holding tax on your investment income.

b) If the with-holding tax is paid, and you earn no other income in Australia for the tax year then you do not need to file an Australian tax return. (& although it is called a with-holding tax you aren't able to claim it back)

Apart from a criticism for being convoluted, the ATO should be praised for having information readily available on the internet and for the ease with which tax returns can be lodged on-line.

In fact, most Australian government agencies at all levels have a good on-line presence and this is a great assistance to me.

The Australian lifestyle and climate will eventually bring me back, probably when we decide to start a family. By then I will have spent many of my most productive, innovative and tax-paying years elsewhere.

