26TH January, 2004

To: The Secretariat

Senate Legal & Constitutional Committee

Room S1.61 

PARLIAMENT HOUSE

CANBERRA  ACT   2600

AUSTRALIA

Re: Invitation for public comment as part of the committee’s inquiry into
       Australian Expatriates.

I hope this may give one persons view of being an expatriate and what it means to me and my family.

I am an expatriate Australian living in Honk Kong, my husband and I and our 5 week old son moved to Hong Kong in October 2000.
 My husband accepted a position with the Hong Kong Jockey Club.  This position was offered to him by his immediate superior, who also was an Australian. For this particular position of employment, persons with extensive experience in the Australian racing industry are highly sort and their professional standards are seen as some of the highest in the world.  
For my husband, this opportunity has taken him to the pinnacle of his career. A level of professionalism and standard unobtainable in Australia.  These types of positions are not advertised, this is not something you can apply for, you are ‘invited’ to join the Company. 
There is no doubt that our income has increased considerably compared to remaining in Australia, it took very little consideration on our part as to whether we should accept the position or not. The inclusions were also appealing; a supplied apartment, health care for the family, 15% tax, travel allowances, not to mention end of contract bonuses, loan assistance, and education.  With a hefty mortgage and a new born son we were headed down the road of 2 parents working and a child in day care 5 days a week. Our decision was easy.
I too have been able to work, on a part-time basis.  Under the terms of my husband’s employment visa I am able to earn $100,000.00 Hong Kong dollars a year without being taxed. 
3 years down the track and we are here for another 2 year contract and every possibility of staying here until we decide it’s time to come home.  However, the rose tinted glasses have to come off at some stage.  There are sacrifices you make when you become an expatriate and they at times are quite overwhelming.  You miss your family and friends, you miss the weather, you miss the beach, you miss the fresh produce, you miss not having a backyard, you miss every special day of the year you’d care to mention.  You are displaced, but not missing out on a material thing. 
We took an overseas posting so that eventually, we could afford a better lifestyle in Australia in years to come. It does come with a price.

In saying that, I have grown to enjoy being here.  The cultural differences are enormous, many things are very different to home, but it’s all livable and acceptable especially when you know in the back of your mind that it’s not forever.

There are many nationalities of expatriates living here and they/we are catered for in all ways. This is a very modern city and because of its history of English ‘management’, westerners are well catered for in all aspects.
I would like to make special mention of the Hong Kong Australian Association; they do a wonderful job of providing avenues for friendship, great outings and cultural experiences and celebrating all things Australian. What I find amazing is the number of other nationalities that join the Australian Association here, because it is run by a great bunch of people and of course, Aussies know how to have a good time.
We also are hugely thankful for the ABC’s ASIA PACIFIC cable television.  This enables us to watch news items related to Australia and to also watch some Australian programmes. It’s another way of keeping in touch. You just can’t imagine how parochial you become as soon as you leave our shores.
I think our biggest disappointment has been Qantas.  We have been very supportive of our national carrier however it has not been reciprocated and henceforth we no longer recommend or support our national carrier.  An absolute crying shame.

The SARS epidemic was a time of confusion on many fronts, however, if good sense prevailed then the likelihood of actually contracting the disease was minimal.  We felt sufficient precautions were being made by the Government and the bottom line for us was whether we felt we were, at anytime, at risk which would necessitate us coming home.  We didn’t come home, and were able to keep together as a family unit.  Many expatriate families from other countries did break up the family unit i.e. the mother and children left and the father was required to continue working here. I think it is interesting to note that a number of foreign companies operating out of Hong Kong did relocate their employee’s families, with the company absorbing those costs. 
I personally do not think the Australian Government could have helped in any way with this particular matter.

It is interesting to see the variety of produce in the supermarket which comes from all around the world. There is chicken from Brazil, U.S.A. and Denmark, beef from Australia, Brazil and U.K., fruit and vegetables from U.S.A., Australia and New Zealand. New Zealand lamb, Australian milk and dairy products, English canned products.  Really everything is on hand, but at a cost.  
I would love to see more Australian produce here in the form of fruit and vegetables as most comes from the U.S.A.; however I say that without having any clue about import/export regulations and costs.  Australian wine is very well represented; and dare I say appreciated.

A flight to Australia from here is only 8 hours away so it’s a pretty handy destination from Hong Kong, many of my expatriate friends (non Australians) have been to visit and simply rave about Australia.  I doubt that they have seen much by the way of advertising, I would suggest that they know more about Australia and where to visit by talking to their Aussie friends.  I don’t recall seeing any advertising promoting Australia unless it was a wine promotion or food promotion.

Hong Kong in particular is a very safe city to live in.  You don’t hear about break-ins, child abductions or molestations. I would be comfortable with my 12 year old walking home from a friends place at 8 o’clock at night. I have never felt threatened or unsafe walking around the city. 
 In life you take the opportunities that come to you, living overseas has been just that for me and my family. I would love to move onto another country to live for a while; the wealth of cultural experience cannot be underestimated.  We are better people for the experience.  We will always be first and foremost Australians and we look forward to the day that we can return and live the sort of lifestyle that we are making sacrifices for right now.

M.R. KNIBBS
HONG KONG

