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My name is Jenny McInerney and I am currently living in London, having left Australia in 2001 when my husband was transferred here with his company in a senior management position. I am also a post-graduate who gave up work to come to the UK.
In preparation for this move and in addition to extensive reading and discussion with personal and business contacts, we requested and were given  4 days of cultural awareness training by a commercial company in Sydney. This arose partly because of the international nature of his role across 4 countries as diverse as the UK, India,  Japan and Singapore, and also because we were aware that even though we had travelled extensively in the past , much more information was needed than that gained as a traveller.

Whilst this was by nature an introduction, I believe it has been invaluable in giving us a broader understanding of the cultural and socio-economic differences in the places we have visited as part of my husband’s job. At no stage was I made aware of Government sources of such information apart from that relating to health and travel warnings.

Our family situation is that we left 2 children studying at  university, and an extended family including an aged parent, in Australia. In retrospect, the emotional cost of the move was vastly underestimated, even though we have both travelled back to Australia for visits of between 5 and 21 days , at least 3 times a year. Our daughter has since graduated and has come to London to find work (successfully). Her perspective has certainly been altered by nature of our residence here and it will be interesting to see what choices she will make in the future in regard to her opportunities for work both here and in Australia. 
As Australian citizens we are not yet in a position to consider dual citizenship but will do so if our tenure allows it in the future. The reasons ? One glib reply is the ease of moving through immigration when you travel frequently, the other has to do with issues of identity. We are and always will be Australian, but after even such a short time living in another country it is evident that identifying with your country of residence is an important element of settling and becoming involved in your new community. One way of doing that is taking out citizenship – in much the same way as you take out membership of an organisation which will allow you to move more easily through different walks of life. Another is the ease with which you are able to register to vote in the United Kingdom as soon as you take up residence. 
Yet despite this we promptly registered here to gain overseas elector status. We are Australian and are actively interested in the political process in Australia. If voting can be arranged so easily I still cannot understand why we are not included in the Australian population figures. One of the hardest things I have had to do when returning to visit my children, is to mark on the immigration card that I am a ‘visitor’, not an Australian citizen temporarily living abroad. If the tax department can make the distinction why not immigration?

In regard to residency visas and work permits, whilst we initially had visas sponsored by the company, a change of job meant that we were obliged to apply for our own. This was a remarkably easy and fast procedure. The UK actively encourage the retention of an experienced and educated workforce and this made it easier for us to make the decision to remain for an extended period.

The challenge of settling in another country, even one where you share language and traditions, is greatly assisted by being able to tap into the knowledge of those who have gone before.  To that end I was extremely fortunate to have been made aware of the Australian Women’s Club here in London, before I left Sydney. 

A non-government expatriate support group, the Australian’s Women’s Club has provided access for me to a huge group of women in a similar situation , who were happy to share their knowledge and friendship, and make the settling-in process that much less traumatic. It also provides a venue for speakers and guests to exchange ideas and information on Australia. 
Common experience would suggest that each and every member also plays a huge role in disseminating tourist information about Australia, and  providing a local base for visiting Australians especially homesick back-packers.

Through the club,  and the patronage of Jane L’Estrange, wife of the Australian High Commissioner in London, I have also been made aware of other organisations that assist in supporting Australians from all walks of life, currently living in London. From discussion with other expats it would seem that access to that  information is however a very ad hoc affair. 

We are extremely fortunate at present to have a High Commissioner and his wife, Michael and Jane L’Estrange,  who actively encourage involvement with expats from across the spectrum, and consequently we are more aware of, and involved in the contribution Australians make in the United Kingdom. 

In the future however I believe it should not be dependant on personal attitude but a position that is actively promoted by government agencies like the high commissions, to actively involve its citizens in whatever country, to  exchange ideas and interact to further the interests of Australian abroad.
Whilst there are commercial publications, and artistic, commercial and social organisations, there is not a focus or central point from which you can access this information. This would seem inexcusable in an electronic world. The Australian High Commission or consulate in any country should be able to provide such a focus at very little expense -  a reference point or linkage to other organisations or sources of government information that will keep Australians abroad informed and involved.
 I believe Australia has one of the highest proportions of passports ownership per head of population in the world. Surely it is time those people were actively targeted as ambassadors and given the access and resources to promote the country.
The future? Maintaining a balance between friends and family in distant countries is never going to be easy but the opportunities gained from living and working abroad have made us decide to extend our time away by possibly another 2-3 years. What has become very apparent during our time in the UK, is the experience and business opportunities to be gained. Within multinational companies, many of them Australian, the level to which one can rise is increasingly limited without overseas experience.  Many companies actively encourage the opportunity to gain this experience and return to senior roles. Unfortunately not enough appreciate the transfer of skills and knowledge that are of on-going benefit in the workplace and wider community.
So for the present, we will remain in London though we are increasingly aware of the complications that occur in terms of provision of :
· ongoing health cover  in Australia within the provisions of lifetime health cover
· taxation issues including payment of land tax on the family home
· the effect of different income tax laws and the adequacy of information available from the Australian Taxation Office,  
· portability of superannuation and pensions 

· establishing contact with government and private organisations who do not appreciate that certain free phone numbers are not accessible from overseas and your home address is not always in Australian format
· and the concerns of being ‘out of the loop’ in terms of interaction in the Australian market and with our support network in Australia. 
We will return to Australia to live – a decision based primarily on lifestyle issues, but are extremely aware of the issues of ‘re-entry’.
 It took us over a year when we arrived in the UK to disconnect and then re-connect banking contacts, health fund and medical registration, driving licences, personal and property insurance, electoral enrolment, and a myriad of business and commercial contacts and changes of address. 
In addition to these housekeeping issues we are conscious of the problems that are associated with re-entering the work force, and re-establishing ourselves in the community.
Perhaps one day much of the commercial impact can be ameliorated through greater co-operation between businesses and governments – though I’m not so sure they can help with the emotional impact of going home.
