Suzun Bennet

New York

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.

Personal Perspective:

I am an Australian citizen who had lived in Australian until 2001. I have a son, 26 years old who lives in Sydney and a daughter who is 23 years old and who is an independent film producer in New York.

I have lived in New York for two and a half years, having founded New York’s only Australian Aboriginal art gallery, and now starting to develop art and cultural tours, and wine and food tours, to Australia for American clients.

During this time I have constantly had to adjust my ideas as to how I could attain my initial objectives.  I have not altered those initial objectives – to find a market for Aboriginal art in the U.S. But I have broadened those aims, now linking tourism experiences for US clients to Australia to develop and foster understanding between the two countries.

Background as to why I left Australia for New York, August 6, 2001.

The life in Sydney I left behind was successful - I had developed 2 distinct careers – one as a health care practitioner - Chiropractor and Osteopath, and the other as an artist and art collector. 

I owned a 3-bedroom home in Bondi, I had been divorced for 7years when I left Australia. My perception was that my life was shrinking, I was not learning, I had hit some psychological ‘glass ceiling’, and felt Sydney had become limiting for me. Although I knew many people, had many friends, nothing was changing.  Politically there was dissatisfaction that the Prime Minister could not say "Sorry" to the Aboriginals.  I felt that Australia needed to do more in an international arena.  I felt my life had become self satisfied, smug and easy, and that I had several decades ahead to dedicate to making a 'difference'.

I had traveled to the Central Desert and Alice Springs previously, in 1996, and had started a collection of Aboriginal Central Desert art, which I displayed at the Kulini Rejuvenation Center in Bondi.  

At Kulini, I worked 7 days a week as a health care therapist, to build a unique Center for healing and creativity but knew I would not be able to develop my ideas without an influx of funds, and or a business partner. I became increasingly frustrated believing that my ideas were on track, but I could not put them into practice in a large enough market. My work was largely unnoticed, except by a small group of devoted clients, family and friends.  I did feel that Australia was conservative due to the size of its market, and that if I were to continue to test my ideas, I would require a larger market and a lot more business skills and seek strategic alliances.

I traveled once more to Alice Springs in 2001, and bought 20 Aboriginal paintings from the best and most reputable galleries in Alice Springs, before leaving Australia, having sold everything, including my home, closed my professional practice, leaving family and friends.

Why New York?

I had always liked the city, and I needed an English-speaking environment. My daughter had moved to New York in April 2001. I did not like London and had spent time in the UK in the 1970’s. I felt that New York would teach me what I had to learn and test my ideas to the full.  New York is the center of the art, and rigorous in ways I knew would be beneficial, however difficult.

Arriving in New York Aug. 6, 2001

I found a weekly sublet midtown for several weeks, while I looked around for an apartment. Nothing had prepared me for the difficulties I would encounter in signing a lease for an apartment, or opening a bank account in the U.S.  

An initial meeting with Coopers Lybrand in Sydney prior to leaving, had warned me of some of the difficulties that lay ahead, and they were correct.  What no advisers in Australia can do is to actually help. They can only warn you. You are on your own once you get to the US. Also, there is no one in the U.S. who can assist. Especially if you are not attached to a big corporation, and here to start a business yourself. I could write the book on it now, however!

Not knowing much about the layout of Manhattan or an appropriate location in N.Y. to start selling Aboriginal art, I searched lists in newspapers to find an apartment on the Upper West Side.  Now I understand, one would simple go to the Internet, and look on Craigslist.com

Signing a Lease and Banking in N.Y. without a ‘history’.

“History’ here is something pertaining to ones existence and relationship with a bank in New York or America. Nothing one has ever done before coming to the USA counts at all. 

This is an invaluable lesson that helps the newcomer understand how they must start from scratch with absolutely everything. They have no history in business terms until arriving here. This amazes many Australians, rich and poor alike. It does not matter if there are millions of dollars in the bank account back home, or in another country. You cannot get a credit card in America. 

For example, in order to convince a landlord of my reliability, I had to transfer a sum of money from my Australian bank account (AUD$45,000) directly to his Real Estate agent’s office account, after which he believed I could pay a year’s rent in advance if required. Once the money was in New York, he was happy to negotiate a lease with me, despite the fact I had no credit rating in the US, had no credit history here, had never paid a utility bill in NY, and had no social security card. 

Without these things, opening a bank account is also impossible.  The land lord agreed that he would rent me a unit if I paid 4 months rent up front, and the remainder of the funds in the Real Estate Agent’s account were returned to me.  My rent was $3,000/ month.   

This was a valuable lesson in the American system: it is very tough, but basically honest, once you have ‘proved’ yourself, in their terms and they are not going to lose money whatever the outcome.  

Several weeks later, the Twin Towers fell.

Banking

I could not open a bank account without having the credit history mentioned above.  It was a Catch 22 situation. After a month, I was able to show Citibank that I had a lease agreement for my apartment, I had paid a Time Warner cable bill, and was the CEO of a corporation in New York.  The IRS had given me a temporary number in lieu of a Social Security number.  With all these ‘points’ I was now able to open a bank account. 

I was not, and still am not allowed to have a Credit Card. I have Debit Cards that look for all intents like Credit Cards. Without a Green Card, it is very hard to have a Credit Card. 

9/11

Initially I was worried about my daughter’s safety, but very thankful to be in New York to feel how it was, to experience it first hand and comprehend its potential psychological aftermath. 

Immigration – Business: Art Gallery vs. Health Care? 

I had not studied in NY and had no New York Exam papers to say that I could work in the Health industry as a Chiropractor. My Immigration lawyers said that the Department of Immigration would not appreciate a second career, so no mention was made of this in my immigration application for O-1 Visa, and I have had to drop a career in which I have 25 years experience.  At the time of arrival, my contacts were negligible with no one to discuss what was happening below the surface in NY and its visual arts industry.  The art gallery business and Aboriginal art were not my experience in Australia. 

Certainly, no one wanted to talk about artwork, let alone Aboriginal artwork in New York in those months after September 2001.   Art sales I realize now were negligible at all levels of the art world in NY at that time. The city was in mourning for many months. Business was terrible for everyone. I talked to the Director of Cultural Affairs, at the Australian Consulate, Robert Archibald who was in the process of organizing Aboriginal events at the Brooklyn Museum in October 2001, but he did not want any involvement from me.

American Australian Association

 I joined the American Australian Association, met Australians, and realized my story was familiar amongst other Australians in New York.  But most of the people I met were bankers or working for large corporations, and their wives. There were very few Australians in this city who had decided to start their own businesses.

About my Accountancy and Immigration Legal Advisers in NY

At the Upper West Side’s H & R Block, I met and became the client of Reno Capello, an experienced accountant and financial advisor, who understood the added problems of a newcomer to New York.  Mr. Capello advised me to incorporate my business, Australian Aboriginal Fine Art Gallery of New York Inc immediately. This also gave me points for opening a bank account.

Immigration Department and Homeland Security ‘O-1’ Visa  - ‘E’ Visa Attending a lecture at the Australian American Association on Immigration, some months after my arrival, I met Lowell and Phillipa Gettman, U.S. Immigration Attorneys for a large number of Australians in New York.  I became a client, and personal friend of the Gettmans, who assisted me in filing for the ‘O-1’ full working visa. I returned to Australia to get documents and proof of my ‘history’ for the Immigration Department’s requirements to file for 0-1 Visa application. Australia’s Permanent Representative to the United Nations, John Dauth, was one of the 15 people that I asked to write a brief letter supporting my immigration application. My application was expedited within 3 days of filing, and has allowed me to work in the U.S. for 3 years. 

As a result of the O-1 Visa, I was able to apply for a Social Security card. 

The next stage of my Immigration Status will be filing for an ‘E’ visa as I have now had an O-1 Visa for 3 years by early 200. My lawyer’s advice is not to apply for a Green Card, which had been my plan to date.  The Department of Homeland Security (ex- Immigration Department) has stalled handing out Green Cards since 9/11. On top of this, my lawyers see that I may have other tax issues if I have a business in Australia in the future, as well as a business in the U.S. The ‘E’ visa requires renewing every 3 years, costing around $3000 for each renewal. But the advantage is there will be no restrictions to travel or work while applying for the ‘E’ Visa.  On the other hand, the Green card is becoming increasingly problematic in terms of travel restrictions for those applying.  I am not sure any Green Cards have been handed out for 2 years.  

I apply annually for the Immigration Lottery, as this may be a way of circumventing large costs and receiving a Green Card, as a ‘side gamble’.

Opening the gallery 2002

After showing artwork and holding exhibitions at the Upper West Side, 2350 Broadway at 86th Street, the gallery moved to Fifth Avenue and 42nd Street.  Australia’s Permanent Representative to the United Nations, Mr. John Dauth opened Australian Aboriginal Fine Art Gallery Of New York’s midtown office space, June 2002. Ambrose Dunn, Minter Ellison’s representative in New York invited our gallery to use the walls of their office as a gallery.  It was a central location, prestigious address, and an excellent opportunity to present Aboriginal art in a difficult cultural environment and time in New York.

Business in Midtown Manhattan and Aboriginal art in the U.S. 2002-3

Business in the art world in general in New York was very challenged after 9/11, so I was learning about the art world in New York at a very difficult time.  

I was told many had tried to introduce Aboriginal art to New York, and open Aboriginal galleries before this, all had failed and lost their money. There were no Aboriginal art galleries in New York, in fact any in North Eastern America. The Aboriginal art galleries that had been on the West Coast had closed post 9/11. The Aboriginal Art Gallery in St Louis had closed due health concerns of the director. Nan Booker, the Consul in Houston, opened one other Aboriginal art gallery at the same time. The Robert Steel art gallery had previously shown Aboriginal art in the past, but was not exhibiting New York artists, and white Australian artists in an effort to broaden the market base.

Very little business was achieved through the gallery in New York for over a year in New York.

Washington DC vs. New York

At the invitation of the Australian Embassy’s Teresa Keleher, Cultural Director, I took paintings to participate at a weekend Spring Fair in Washington DC.  I was amazed at the understanding and positive appreciation and willingness of Washington’s residents to buy Aboriginal art.  In New York, the Australian community was skeptical about the gallery and felt they could buy Aboriginal art cheaper when they returned to Australia or on the Internet. 

Sales also good at an exhibition our gallery held in Washington in July 2003, in collaboration with the International Visions Gallery in DC. Furthermore the clients and Director of International Visions Gallery asked me to host a tour to Australia to visit the Aboriginal art communities. 

Attempts were made to reach out to an American audience in New York, with gallery functions being well attended, given the American interest in Australian wine at the openings, but very few art sales were made.  

Sales have been made gradually in NY as I meet more Americans in NY, developed a client base, and started to understand who is looking for what and who is renovating their homes and apartments. Most of the client base in NY appears to be on the Upper East Side in Manhattan. Other sales have been achieved with clients in Connecticut, Florida, Washington DC and Holland.

ArtTable

Art Table is a non-for profit organization for women in positions of power in the visual arts industry in the United States.  It has a membership of over 1,300 in five chapters in the U.S. The largest chapter is in New York.  The membership comprises women working in the visual arts industry – curators, museum directors, gallery directors, appraisers, lecturers, critics, journalist, gallarists, and so on, but not artists.  www.arttable.org 

Several members of Arttable had noticed what I was trying to do in New York, and they both nominated and seconded a nomination for me to become a member.  As a keen member of ArtTable I now have a position on their Program Committee.  I believe that the Members of ArtTable could be instrumental in introducing Aboriginal Art to New York in their own way.  To this end I have designed an itinerary inviting them to visit Australia for the Sydney Biennale and the Aboriginal art communities, to meet the artists and the arts administrators. Members of the ArtTable Program committee have now embraced it wholeheartedly and are advertising it to their membership. We are now organizing 2 tours to Australia of 15 people in each, Scheduled July 9th- August 25th and August 6th till August 22nd 2004.

ArtTable is renowned for its travel program promoting tours with high access to the group that would never be available to individual members. ArtTable have never visited Australia, and will be seeking high access in Australia. I have now worked with Diverse Travel Australia at the suggestion of the Australian Tourist Commission since August 2003, to develop the best itinerary for different tours of art enthusiasts from the U.S.

I am hoping that the flow on effect of ArtTable to the visual arts industry in the U.S. will be felt, over time. 

To date, dealers have been thankful to make art sales in the U.S. Galleries come from Australia for a couple of weeks, sweep through the US marketing cleverly to their client lists to sell work to those people who have visited Australia.  This has been very successful, but is peripheral in its influence to the Art World in the U.S. To date no attempt has been made at the heart of the process of the NY art world.  The Asia Society does a brilliant job at bringing large shows to NY every seven years. 1988 ‘Dreamings’, and last year’s ‘Raminginging: Native Born’. 

Tours for groups such as ArtTable members may lead to the travelers absorbing "Aboriginal Australia" in their own way and in their own time, in a totally different way than may have happened with the Asia Society's 'Ramingining: Native Born', last year. 

Working between Australia and the U.S.

Both countries have different working models and I feel lucky to be getting insights into how to deal with this.  For example, I visited Art Basel Miami with 40 members of ArtTable December 2003, for a 5-day tour and to visit the private collections as well as Art Basel Miami and Scope Miami.  As a result, I got real insights as to how Miami turns it on for their visitors, and what American cultural visitors expectations are in the art world.  In exactly the same way, the Sydney Biennial is a huge opportunity for Australia to sell itself to overseas visitors.  

Why I decided to work with tours and tourism.

New York is very insular. Many people who come to look at Aboriginal art at our gallery showroom in New York ask if I am an Aboriginal, and where the Aboriginals live in New York. New York is for New York artists, they assumed.  New Yorkers in general have absolutely no idea as to who and what Australian Aboriginal people are. Therefore, education is a prime strategy for our gallery. People in New York frequently tell me they find the work ‘Aboriginal’ very offensive, and the prefix ‘ab’ + ‘original’ means ‘not original’ in the way ‘ ab’ and ‘normal’ means ‘not normal’.  

‘Rabbit Proof Fence’

‘Rabbit Proof Fence’ has replaced ‘Crocodile Dundee’ as the most influenced cultural introduction to Australian and Aboriginal culture for both New Yorkers and the residents of DC that I have met. The white New Yorkers are very touched by the film, and the girls’ story.  Many black New Yorkers and residents of DC are amazed there are people who look like them, but with ‘straight’ hair. They too are very touched by the story. Very few people say anything about the American Indians, or draw parallels between Aboriginal and American Indians.

There is s genuine interest in Australia in New York. 

Art enthusiasts who do like the Aboriginal paintings say they want the experience of visiting the artists, to see where they live. I have been in a number of group of interested people like this who had never thought of going to Australia, but who would like to visit the Aboriginals and the artists in particular when I mention that I am organizing tours. They ask me to immediately put them on my next tour ‘waiting list’. 

I am now working to develop niche market tours to Australia, integrating Cultural tours with Wine and Food Tourism.

In a further stage of tour development, I am working closely with a well established high-end group tour operator in New York, to design Art and Cultural tours to Australia for travellers looking for the 'insider's access'. This tour package has worked for 25 years in New York producing tour packages for prestigious cultural and educational institutions in the USA. It will be the first time this company has produced tours for Australia.  He agrees art and culture could be good, but we are worried that there is very little adequate accommodation for travellers in this high-end category in the locations we are looking to visit.  I have been told Australia is a long way behind Africa from the perspective of the high-end exclusive tourist accommodation that Americans are used to. Australian Nature Tourism has a similar demographic as the Galapagos. 

All this being said we are now looking to integrate and develop Wine and Food Tours to Australia, where we can be sure of some accommodation of an adequate standard in the vineyards. 

Our Gallery is looking to invite 3 or 4 Aboriginal Communities to exhibit at 2 major Contemporary Art Fairs in New York starting October 2004 with the Affordable art Fair at Pier 92. 

Our gallery is in communication with the community coordinators, and hoping this will be a good way to exhibit current art works by Australian indigenous artists in New York in an ongoing way, and to develop excellent relations and links into New York for the communities. 

Australian Aboriginal Fine Art Gallery of New York has an excellent website that I personally administer: http://www.aboriginalvisions.com/

I am presently running the business from my large apartment on Fifth Avenue, Upper East Side. I work 7 days a week, just as in Australia, I love what I do, just as I did in Sydney, and I feel that my move to a larger market has been important in forcing me to stretch personally and professionally.  There are many times when that stretch almost ended in a snap. Financially it has been very challenging, and I miss my son enormously.

All the work I am doing and the ideas that keep appearing as well as the endless changes, in terms of ideas and lifestyle, are helping me become more fervently Australian than I could have been, had I stayed in Bondi.  

I have given up so much that was good in leaving Australia to live in New York, but am thrilled at the scale of opportunities and potential here.

