AUSTRALIAN DIASPORA

I first heard about it from my parents. They called it “the tall poppy syndrome”. My parents said the phrase described people who were “cut back” to size because they got too big for their boots. Growing up and then working in the media in Sydney, Hobart and Melbourne, I could see the problem of those who were very good at what they did, trying to balance it with being “one of the boys”. Any time someone started to rise above the rest of the pack, as a result of their skill or talent, the pack would swiftly cut them down to size.

I can’t understand why, if a person is very good at what they do, others have to belittle them – privately and publicly. Wasn’t that the whole idea of working in an area of personalities and high-priced talent where someone would, like cream, rise to the top and become the best? 

Not only was there public and private criticism, but I also felt large organizations subscribed to the same concept and ensured any rising talent was held back.

So if one was ambitious and wanted to expand their professional horizons, Australia wasn’t the place to do it. Skill and talent wasn’t rewarded either economically or by promotion. My wife and I would have to leave the country if we wanted to rise above the basic, sometimes perceived as low, level. 

We applied for and eventually were given landed immigrant status for Canada, which meant we could work and live there. In April 1970 we sailed from Melbourne, landing in Toronto in mid-May. Although I had written to the head of news at the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, it was clear from his response nothing was going to be offered until he had had a chance to talk to me face to face. Within two weeks of arriving in Toronto I was hired as a summer relief news writer at $A5,000 a year more than I had been earning as a senior journalist at ABC in Australia. Six months later I was on staff as National Assignment Editor with day-to-day responsibilities for CBC’s television news coverage across Canada and around the world, which came with another increase in salary. This broadcaster recognized, accepted and encouraged my skills and talent.

Basically, CBC left me alone to do the job, making it clear how much I could spend on coverage and gathering of news and also making it clear it didn’t want to miss out on any major stories. I worked long hours. There were phone calls at all hours from all over the world — this was before the days of cellular phones! — plus the frustration and excitement of trying to cover breaking news events, only to discover there were no crews or reporters anywhere close, which added another skill: moving people swiftly and economically to cover events.

Ten years on, I was approached by CBS News in New York to become their Senior Foreign Producer at the network’s news headquarters in New York. CBS News didn’t believe in tall poppies. They told you what they wanted and then stood out of the way. If you made a mess of it, you were fired. If you were successful, they gave you money!

All through this period I was traveling a great deal throughout Canada and Europe. At one point, in 1974, I got to spend two nights in Australia in a week where I went from Toronto to Anchorage, Alaska to Nagoya, Japan to Saigon, Vietnam to Hong Kong and to Sydney and Melbourne. As it turned out this was the last time I would see my parents: they died in 1980. My younger brother, who was a member of the crew for Australia’s American’s Cup challenge, was in North America. Without any immediate family, there was no real reason to return to Australia. Apart from anything else, I was having too much fun in North America.

To be candid, I felt there was nothing in Australia, which I needed or which would hold my interest professionally. Australian broadcast news could not enrich or enhance my work experience. My wife, and our then two young children, had a comfortable life in North America. 

After three years in New York, CBS News relocated us to London where we spent a further three and a half years. When we came back to Canada in January 1987 I went to work for the other Canadian network. My international skills were well rewarded.

In 1999 and again in 2002 my wife and I spent a total of six weeks in Australia touring, seeing family and friends. One of the most asked questions was whether we would retire to Australia. Given the severity of Canadian winters, the answer might easily be yes. But weather doesn’t pay the mortgage. I wish there was a way in which I could pass along the knowledge and skills I have acquired over the 40+ years working for four networks in four countries, either as a university lecturer or as a hands-on consultant with an Australian broadcaster.

My wife and I have now lived away from Australia for more than half our lives and we ask ourselves what is the temptation to return. Higher taxes? Expensive housing? Costly public transport? Water shortages? Bushfires? The high cost of traveling from Australia to anywhere else in the world? Many of those we have right here, so why exchange one for the other? There needs to be an overwhelming attraction to get former Australians back into the national tent. The poppy problem will always be with us, but an economic incentive would be a good start. When I worked in London for CBS News, the UK government of the day had a plan where employees of multi-national companies paid only 50% tax on the money earned in the UK. I had a split contract, which means only 70% of my salary was paid to me in the UK and I was taxed on half of that. It was a wonderful deal. The other 30% was paid to me offshore.

What about some kind of tax “forgiveness” for the first five years of returning Australians? What about low-cost housing loans? A lower mortgage? Subsidised housing? Maybe a $200 fare for returning Australians? Obviously, the returning Australian would need to sign up for at least five years of work in the area of their skill set.

We watch and enjoy Australia-made television programs: “Water Rats” and a series known in North America as “Adrenalin Junkies” and my wife’s favorite “Country Practice”. The acting and production values are world class compared to the early days of “Homicide” when an actor would slam a door on set and the whole wall would shake! 

John Laws and Brian Henderson remain. I read of the attempts to cut Laws back to size, but I’m sure he’s saying to himself “the politicians are all doing something like this but they don’t get found out”.  Although knowing Lawsie, I’m sure he’s saying something like that on air.

The Sydney Olympics in 2000 were a spectacular piece of organization, brilliantly executed. We watched the opening ceremonies and marvelled. We talked to friends two years later and they told us how smoothly everything had worked. It can be done.

I worry about the lack of service in the so-called service industries: family and friends tell us major horror stories about banks and banking; tourist areas where the only beneficiaries appear to be those from elsewhere in South-East Asia and not the Australian locals; food halls in department stores that seem to have been designed by Dante as you go through circles of Hell to get a meal; the cost of public transportation – the centuries-old habit of charging for distance traveled instead of a flat, equalized fare; clothing stores with a large display and no one serving until you have to track someone down and ask and, finally, restaurants in high tourist trade areas where the staff are so busy talking among themselves in the back, I had to go and ask if they were interested in seating customers. The non-smoking rule in restaurants seems to have been designed by workers at Russia’s national airline Aeroflot: My wife and I were seated, on one occasion, in the non-smoking section of a Sydney restaurant only to find the smoking section was right beside us. On Aeroflot flights, the smoking section is the left side of the plane – the line was drawn down the middle of the aircraft!

Perhaps that’s one thing living in North America has taught my wife and I – stand up for service and really don’t take no for an answer. 

So where does this inquiry into Australians living overseas go from here? Does it have any legal teeth to make changes, or is it another parliamentary report that ends up gathering dust on a high shelf? With 5% of the Australian population living abroad, it seems to me that Australia has lost, and is continuing to lose. some extraordinary talent from a great many areas; a loss it really can’t afford to continue suffering.
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