Sent: Friday, 21 November 2003 5:25 AM

To: Legal and Constitutional, Committee (SEN)

Subject: Inquiry into Australian Expatriates

To whomever it may concern,

I received an email from the Southern Cross Group, notifying me of the current inquiry. I wanted to participate, and so I am including my comments below. As a way of introduction, I am 34, was born in Sydney Australia, and lived in Australia until I was 23. I have resided continually since then (1992) in the United States. I currently live in the Seattle area in Washington State. I still consider myself Australian. 

(a) the extent of the Australian Diaspora;

The Australian Diaspora is growing. I know numerous Australians living here in the States, and they seem to be popping up all the time. In my office of 200 people, I have worked with two Australian Expats (one of whom returned to Australia, the other remains in the U.S.) I also know of a number of Australians who live in the area, enough to make an Australian style pub and bakery (The Kangaroo and the Kiwi) in business. 

(b) the variety of factors driving more Australians to live overseas; I moved overseas because of my wife. I met her while she was traveling around Australia with roommates, and I then caught up with her again while I was traveling around the States on my way to Europe. Long story short, we eventually married and needed to decide which country to reside in. She had already been accepted to a university in the States, so I applied for that university as well. We have been here ever since. 

The Australians I know who live here are often married to Americans. There are also many who are working in careers that have a lot more opportunities here in Seattle, where I currently live (aerospace and Information Technology mostly). 

Personally I would be happy to move back to Australia any time, but now that my family is established, and our careers and relationships settled, it does not make a lot of sense. 

(c) the costs, benefits and opportunities presented by the phenomenon; The costs. I am far from family and friends, and far from much of the lifestyle I appreciate. I miss much of the "Aussie" experience, food, beaches etc. I think that all expats feel this way, but I also feel that the internet has made it far easier to feel a part of Australia. I read the Sydney Morning Herald almost everyday online, just to keep up with what is happening back home. I participate in online forums with other Australians, and I am able to use other web sites to keep up with everything down under. I feel that without the internet, it would be much harder to maintain my connection with Australia, and I am glad I am able to do so. 

There are benefits to living overseas as well. I have recently obtained my U.S. citizenship, and I am now a dual Australian/U.S. citizen. I feel like this is the wave of the future, as more and more of us are citizens of the world, not just of our own individual countries. I like that I am able to vote now, and participate in the political process where I live. I miss the easy opportunity to be able to participate in Australia's political future as well, and would welcome any changes to make it easier for me to participate. I am able to help educate Americans on the larger world, of which they are sadly very uninformed. 

(d) the needs and concerns of overseas Australians;

The biggest concerns that I (and other Australians) have is around social benefits and government programs. The recent change in the Citizenship laws that allowed for Australians to obtain another citizenship was a huge step forward in resolving these issues. For example, I was not eligible for social security or unemployment benefits here in the States. This was a major concern for me, when I considered that I support a family of 6. I had come close to getting American citizenship anyway, even if it meant I had to give up my Australian citizenship, just because I didn't think it was financially responsible of me to do otherwise. However I delayed the decision over and over, because I did not want to lose my ties to Australia. I was extremely excited when the change in citizenship laws was announced, and I applied for U.S. citizenship soon after. It solved my dilemma, by allowing me to participate in the security provided (what little it is) by the government where I live, as well as maintain my Australian identity. Also, it allowed me to vote, which to me was a critical right I was not allowed, especially since every election effected me and my family. 

As for continuing concerns? I would love to be able to more easily participate in the Australian electoral process. There is always the chance I will return home, and I feel it is important to remain involved. I feel that the internet has made this possible. It would have been near impossible in the past to remain an informed citizen, one who could make informed decisions about the issues and who to vote for. However this is no longer the case, as the internet allows us as much access to the issues and politicians as any Australian. Whether it was through easy absentee voting, or online voting of some sort, I would love to participate in shaping the greatest country on earth. 

(e) the measures taken by other comparable countries to respond to the needs of their expatriates; and I am not too familiar with how other countries handle this. 

(f) ways in which Australia could better use its expatriates to promote our economic, social and cultural interests. Australia needs all the help it can get. We are simply below the radar in most of the world. Australian news is extremely rare in American media, and except for certain cultural "icons" (Steve Irwin, Crocodile Dundee), most Americans have VERY little knowledge of Australia. One of the benefits of having Australians living amongst them is the education we can provide. A good basic example is the Vietnam war and the Gulf War, and the recent war in Iraq. So few Americans I have spoken with had any knowledge of our participation, and were surprised to hear that Australia was involved. This was always disheartening, especially in the recent conflict, since Australia was putting a lot on the line to assist in the effort, and was getting virtually nil recognition in the States. The President's recent visit to Australia was another good example. Very little coverage of the trip was available in the media here, and most Americans I spoke with had no idea he was in Australia. 

Australia is simply beneath the notice of most Americans and I assume it is the same in many parts of the world. We are a small country with limited economic, military or cultural presence throughout the world. We have so much to show the world, and so much they could learn from us, but we just exist under the radar. That can be a good thing, but I believe that Australia has one resource which can help change that, and that is the large Australian Diaspora. 

Australia is not the kind of place that you emigrate from. Australian expats are not the classic immigrants, who move to another country to search for a better life, leaving their old homes behind as the past. Australians that I know, all consider Australia home, and feel it is important to maintain those ties. They are all cultural ambassadors, maintaining their Australian identity. This is the strength that we provide. We are still Australians, even though we live thousands of miles away. We have Australia's interests at heart, we will vote for policies that benefit Australia, we will promote Australian cultural exports, we will help bring to notice Australian issues. We are a force that can be organized and used, not ignored. 

I am so grateful that Australia has been going through the process of trying to understand what it means to have the Diaspora. I believe that we are in a new world, where immigration to other nations is very different than it was in the past. No longer does distance mean it is almost impossible to visit home. No more are communications slow and expensive. No more is it difficult to keep an Australian identity overseas. In this new world, we will all remain Australians, no matter where we live. 

Robert Scott Martin

U.S.A
