Dear Committee,

I am a 36-year-old Australian citizen and I have been living in the UK since September 1997, after having previously lived in Australia all my life.

Paul Cottee

London

United Kingdom

I have certain observations which I would like to put before the Committee, with respect to the needs and concerns of expatriate Australians.

Broadly, the UK is an easy place for Australians to come and live. Not only are there arrangements by which Australians can easily enter and work in the UK, but the 'systems' are similar. That is, once one has mastered the sources of information, then finding work and accommodation is not difficult. Nor, for example,  are administrative tasks such as opening bank accounts or dealing with government bodies. I consider that the similarities between our legal and administrative systems answer for much of this.

However, in some respects the two countries are divergent.

1. Superannuation/pensions.

Issues of retirement income are currently forefront in both countries. However, there is no easy system for Australians in the UK, to remove their pension funds back to Australia, if and when they return permanently to Australia (or vice-versa for UK citizens working in Australia). Like being in an Australian superannuation account, access to such funds in the UK is restricted prior to attaining retirement age. That is, restricted-access retirement accounts exist in both countries.

Several Australian fund management companies are represented in the UK, and vice-versa, so an easy exchange of account-holder information should be possible.

Australia and the UK should establish a mechanism whereby superannuation/pension fund contributions accumulated in one country, can be easily moved to a similar account in the other.

There are precedents for such mechanisms. Double-taxation treaties and enforcement of each other's court decisions are examples.

Given that many Australian expatriates earn more (in AUD terms) in the UK than they might in Australia at a similar point in their working lives, Australia is actually likely to gain funds from this process. The UK might therefore lose, but the proportion of the total UK pension fund pool would be miniscule.

2. Counting of expatriate Australians in Census

Estimates of the number of Australian citizens living overseas range between 800,000 and one million. The fact that there is a 200,000 range in this figure is itself cause for concern. I therefore support measures designed to capture, in the Census, the number of Australians living overseas. I consider myself no less Australian than if I was still living in Australia and was highly offended to learn that I am not counted amongst the numbers of my countrymen.

3. Representation of expatriate Australians

A related issue is how we are represented. 800,000 people represents roughly ten seats in the House of Representatives and is greater than the combined populations of the Australian Capital and Northern Territories, which enjoy four Senate seats between them. The needs of expatriates differ from those of resident citizens, yet we are effectively not represented as such.

I would therefore support having some form of permanent representation in Parliament, of Australian expatriates.

I understand that the Constitution may need to be modified to allow for direct representation in the form of seats and that this may be difficult, but it would be easy to create an office within Parliament or the Government - possibly a junior Ministry attached to DIMIA. Such a Ministry could then have representative posts in the major expatriate population centres, which could act as a central point for Australians living abroad to interact with Government in a more efficient fashion than through DFAT. DFAT appears to try hard, but understandably appears to have many other priorities.

4. Other financial relationships, especially banks and insurance companies.

This may be a question better answered by the chief executives of various companies, but this Inquiry is well-placed to ask the appropriate questions of them.

Despite many companies operating in both countries, there appears to be little excahnge of information or recognition of existing relationships.

I will give two personal examples.

Prior to my leaving Australia, I used a mobile telephone connected to the Optus network. At that time, Optus was owned by Cable & Wireless plc (C&W). Upon my arrival here, I went to open an account with One-2-One (now T-Mobile), also then owned by C&W. However, my relationship with another C&W subsidiary was of no consequence and I was treated as a completely new customer, having to put up a sizeable deposit to open an account. I fear that if I was with Vodafone here now and went to open an account with Vodafone Australia, a similar thing would happen.

The same thing occurred with banking. Only one UK bank (HSBC) operates at the retail level in Australia, but the National Australia Bank has a sizeable retail operation in the UK. Yet despite the numbers of Australians going to the UK to visit and work (and vice versa), no attempt appears to have been made by either bank to attract business by setting up reciprocal (possibly pre-departure) account-opening facilities. It is not hard to open a current or savings account, but access to other services (eg. credit

cards) may be delayed until one has built up a relationship with the company.

Another example would be insurance. Again, there are several companies operating in both markets. I should be able to transfer no-claim bonuses within a corporate group, between the two countries. I am certain that if the relevant laws allowed, such firms would see the marketing potential of allowing such recognition. Those firms which do not have direct corporate group relationships should be free to set up reciprocal 'correspondent' relationships. An obvious example would be AMP and HHG - if I were an AMP customer relocating to the UK, then I should be able to allow AMP to give information to HHG if the latter was then prepared to give me (for example) no-claimrates on insurance.

Possibly, some regulatory hurdles would need to be considered (eg. the Australian 100-point identity check) but these can be overcome. Privacy laws might also need modification, but if I was moving back to Australia, I should be able to sign a form here, allowing one part of (for example) HSBC, to share my personal information with other members of the same group (possibly limited to those I specify).

In summary, the Australian and UK governments should change such laws as are necessary to allow the limited exchange of information within corporate groups or within inter-company correspondent arrangements, such that the consumer receives a benefit in terms of improved service. Such laws may be in areas relating to privacy and prudential/money-laundering supervision. However, given the already high levels of contact and co-operation between official financial regulatory agencies in the two countries, this should not be difficult to achieve.

(signed)

Paul Cottee

