Gillian Bouras

Kalamata Greece

Message:

To: The Committee Secretary

Senate Legal and Constitutional References Committee 

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

Australia

Dear Sir/Madam,

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

I left Australia very unexpectedly in 1980. In 1969 I married a Greek immigrant in Melbourne; he was always homesick and the six months' holiday of 1980 turned into a permanent situation. ( I have written about this experience; five books published by Penguin Australia.)

Because I had not expected to leave Australia I was almost totally unprepared for life in Greece: a very different and difficult culture, in my protracted experience. I managed to get a work permit without too much difficulty and have worked on and off as a teacher of EFL: we are an exploited group in this country, by the way.

I was always aware that I should not give my Australian citizenship; nor did I want to. But in the situation  prior to 2001, my family was a complete anomaly. My husband,a naturalised Australian, was entitled to dual citizenship, as was our youngest son, born in Athens but registered as an Australian citizen at the Australian Embassy soon after birth. My two eldest sons and I were not entitled to dual citizenship and suffered accordingly; my elder sons had difficulty with regard to their national service, still compulsory in Greece.

I am still very much an Australian, but have always found it difficult being a community of one: there has been some contact with the Australian Embassy in Athens from time to time. My children are completely bilingual (I am not) and move easily between two cultures. My eldest son returned to Melbourne for his tertiary education, came back to Greece mainly to do his national service and is now resident in St Kilda, Melbourne. My middle son is a marine commando in the Greek Special Forces and is currently resident in Germany, where he lectures to NATO forces. My youngest son is still resident in Greece. I think of my  younger sons as Australian Greeks; my eldest son is a Greek Australian.

I found the sub-standard nature of Greek education very hard to deal with. (I was a secondary school teacher in Melbourne and have BA and M. Ed degrees from the University of Melbourne.) I will always regret that my children had to endure it. Employment remains a struggle here.

Another problem for me is the fact that I have not voted for over twenty years: I no longer have any property in Australia and am therefore no longer on any electoral roll. Because I would have lost my Australian citizenship by applying for the Greek equivalent, I have not been able to vote here, either. I hope the Committee is aware that tens of thousands of people flouted the law consistently in holding two passports, and did not suffer at all.

As far as I am aware there is no Bilateral Social Security Agreement between Australia and Greece. A real concern is the lack of an International Tax Agreement having been signed. The only tax I pay is to the ATO; because I have no property in Australia there is no tax-free threshold and because there is no agreement re tax, I am taxed thirty per cent in EVERY DOLLAR. I would be better off if I were resident in the Philippines, where the rate is 25%. ( Why is this so?) I would very much like to know why no agreement has been signed. In Britain, where it has been, the tax rate is only 10%.

It remains to be seen whether I will be entitled to the Australian pension. I am certainly not entitled to one here.

This note is more than a little negative; I would like you to know that I still regard having been born in Australia as winning the first prize in the lottery of life. I return whenever I can, which is not often enough

The Southern Cross group is doing much to alleviate the isolation inevitably suffered by Australians living in rural Greece.

With thanks for your patience and all good wishes,

Gillian Bouras 
