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As committee members of the Australian Women’s Club in London we would like to make a submission to the Senate Inquiry into Australian Expatriates on behalf of our members.
Whilst no two experiences are the same, certain common threads have emerged which we believe are of value in assessing the costs, benefits and opportunities that arise from being part of the Australian diaspora in the United Kingdom.

The Australian Women’s Club (London)

The Club was formed in July 1985, to provide friendship and opportunities for social contact for Australian women resident in London and the United Kingdom. As an expatriate support group of over 150 members we are able to draw on the experience and skills of members who have resided in the UK for anything from 3 months to over 30 years.
Membership is available to all Australian women, naturalized Australians and the foreign wives of Australian husbands. Predominantly the membership is drawn from the partners or spouses of men who have been transferred or chosen to pursue their career in the UK. Approximately 10% of members pursue full or part-time employment.
As such the Club is particularly concerned with assisting newly arrived women adjust to the difficulties of settling into a strange environment by drawing on the experience of members who have lived here longer. All costs are met by a small annual subscription and all work undertaken by the club is voluntary.
Meetings in the form of a coffee morning, often with a guest speaker, are held monthly in central London. A monthly newsletter is distributed to all members, activity groups cater for various special interests – Bridge, Theatre, Antiques and Galleries and others, and there is also a group for Mothers & Toddlers which runs its own programme of activities in addition to the main calendar.

Just as important however is the informal network that develops between members, their partners and families in offering mutual support and assistance.
Needs and Concerns of Australian Women in London

 It would be inappropriate to guess at the myriad reasons why people choose to work in the UK but it is clear the problems and issues that are faced by our members do have common origins. Some of these are:-
Family, Health and Education

· lack of a common sources of information

· disconnection from family and friends and subsequent emotional cost

· cost of maintaining family network through telecommunications and travel

· difficulties in assessing and comparing educational standards and systems 

· problem of maintaining access to the Australian education system particularly at tertiary level

· lack of financial assistance and repatriation opportunities, to pursue higher education qualifications not available in Australia

· issues of health care, insurance, status within Medicare, transfer of health records

· maintaining status within the  private health system in Australia under the current laws governing Lifetime Health Cover

· increased cost of living which may impact on standard of housing, proximity to amenities and standard of living

· lack of information about housing and living costs unless relocation companies are employed
· concern about the citizenship status of children born to an Australian overseas who was herself/himself born overseas
Citizenship

· electoral enrolment – why are you only able to maintain an entitlement to vote for 6 years and then annually on application - once Australian always Australian
· impact of loss of Australian citizenship on longer term residents

· obtaining visas for family members who are not Australian citizens
·  registration with various government agencies and programs in the UK – many of which have no reciprocal agency in Australia

· wish to be included in national census figures

Financial costs

· Difficulty and cost of establishing a credit identity. Banks, utility companies and many others will only deal with the income earner. For partners who have often forsaken careers to move with their spouse this becomes an intolerable burden in becoming settled and being able to manage their affairs. Need for a financial passport with Australian details to establish credit identity

· financial impact of non-resident parents supporting dependent children, e.g. no tax free threshold, even though many family costs are incurred in Australia and Australian income is spent in Australia

· impact on superannuation and taxation position for ongoing income earner
· cost of land tax whilst maintaining the family home in Australia 

· difficulty of establishing bank accounts, driving licences 

· disruption to career with potential loss of future superannuation and pension benefits 

Role of the AWC
By fostering friendships and social contact, the Club endeavours to inform and direct members to suitable information sources. The Club also provides, through speakers and guests, the opportunity to share ideas and stay informed of events and developments across a wide spectrum of government, commercial and artistic pursuits.
We are also aware that the business world of today often means global employment opportunities. The first move from Australia is very often not the last, and many of our members have had postings in two or more countries. This serves to emphasize not only our continuing role as ambassadors but also compounds the issues raised previously.

The Australian Women’s Club attempts to tackle these issues. Simply by being given space on the High Commission website we are able to make contact with new arrivals and assist them with settlement. We also communicate with commercial relocation companies, other women’s organisations such as FIWAL, the Federation of Women’s Associations in London, and the vast network of expatriates who have returned to Australia. 
In recent years access to the internet has made dissemination of information easier amongst members and we now maintain an emailing list for that purpose. 
Role of the Australian High Commission

Establishing contact with the diaspora has also been greatly facilitated by the patronage of the wife of the Australian High Commissioner here in London, Jane L’Estrange. As our patron, she has involved, and encouraged members to become involved in, the organisation that is the High Commission. Consequently there is greater awareness of and interaction with, the range of organisations that represent Australians here in the arts, commerce and socially. Such interaction strengthens the bonds of citizenship and identity as well as providing opportunity to advance Australian interests abroad. 
In the experience of the Club this involvement has not however been consistent over time, even though it is apparent that fostering the goodwill of expatriates facilitates the role of government representatives and encourages a deeper and more diverse understanding of Australia within the community of residence.
Some use has been made of the Australian High Commission web site in London to canvas the range of organisations available to Australians in the United Kingdom. 
Many feel however that the impact would be much greater if the High Commission sites were a portal to other organisations and government agencies either Australian or from the country of residence, that provided information of relevance to expatriates. For many it is the first point of reference when ‘international transfer’ is mooted. They appear however to rarely address the issues required and would appear to vary vastly between countries.

In the same way that the Southern Cross group website attempts to address and answer many citizenship issues affecting the Australian diaspora, it would appear to be an oversight on the part of government agencies in Australia that they do not use the network of High Commissions worldwide to keep Australians informed and involved.
A minority of companies have recognised the need to provide entry knowledge to transferees and their families. Many however do not acknowledge the issues that may arise even when the posting is to a country with common language, institutions and way of life. In this regard the social, cultural and economic knowledge is invariably supplied by commercial entities, or comes from country-specific street magazines, which offer a more populist view. 
There is an overriding need for an authoritative and informative central source that is not commercially influenced.
In Conclusion

As representatives of a small proportion of the estimated 250,000 Australian in the UK at any one time, it comes as a startling realisation that in terms of our own government we are not counted as part of the Australian population.  

It would also imply that immigration and ‘visitor’ statistics are extremely misleading. The overwhelming evidence would suggest our members identify first and foremost as Australians, and as such actively promote their homeland. Most would also wish to return on completion of their assignment.
Many of the economic and financial problems would be eased by greater co-operation between institutions in Australia and the United Kingdom. 

Just as an Australian may exchange a driving licence for a UK one with minimum effort, many of the banking and financial issues would be alleviated by being able to establish in Australia, a financial passport or universal credit rating that would enable easier access to banking and financial services. Many of these institutions are themselves global entities which share credit data and security information.  Current electronic resources surely make this feasible.

As members of the Australian Women’s Club we are concerned that nationally there appears to be little appreciation of the personal costs and national benefits, of being part of a global business environment. 
We actively seek to remain connected with Australian life. As ambassadors we are involved in extending goodwill and understanding of what it means to be Australian. Many also play a largely unrecognised role in supporting partners in gaining experience and knowledge that benefits both their business endeavours and the wider community. Whilst an increasing number of companies promote opportunities to increase skills and return to work in Australia, there is also a necessary role for government to encourage and ease that return. 

The Australian diaspora can add to the rich diversity that is the Australian people.
 Being abroad offers an exciting chance to expand personal boundaries and career opportunities, widen travel horizons, and better appreciate and promote our shared values and common goals. It intensifies the appreciation of what it is to be Australian. 
By enumerating our concerns and some of the problems faced, we hope the path may be easier for those who follow.
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