Robert Marshall
London 
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 have also tried to explore why, having lived outside Australia for most of my life (33 out of 52 years), I have never considered myself anything other than an Australian.  I would also like to offer some insight into the expatriate Australian community in the UK and how it has altered over the last three decades.  I have divided this piece into three sections:
· My personal experience

· Observations on recent Australian expatriates in the UK

· Conclusions

My Experience
I left Perth for London at the end of 1971 to study film and television production.  At that time the only option available in Australia was a one year course at La Trobe University.  The highly respected Australian Film School had not, at that point, been established.  There were four other Australians in my year at the London Film School all of whom had pretty much the same plan; to study for two or three years, get some experience in the UK and then go home again.  They all did so, except for me.
After graduating I joined the BBC, and began what became a thirty year career in British television.  The BBC, being the organisation it is, provided young ambitious programme makers a career path that promised almost limitless possibilities.  From my early twenties I worked with some of the most famous names in the business, initially as an editor then as director, producer, and eventually a senior producer.  
I travelled to virtually every corner of the world making programmes from Mongolia to Guatemala, from Japan to the slums of Los Angeles.  Along the way I produced work I would never have been able to do in Australia or indeed for any other broadcaster anywhere in the world.  I made programmes on the wartime secret services, on Genghis Khan, on avante guard art, on the history of popular music, on design and psychology, on the use of the Atomic Bomb during World War Two and a number of distinguished drama projects.  The British TV industry during the 70s and 80s was uniquely progressive and offered exciting opportunities that no other country seemed even interested in emulating.  Had I returned to Australia or moved to North America I would probably have enjoyed a higher standard of living, but the work would not have been as important.
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While at the BBC I married and had a daughter.  Whatever the opportunities might have been anywhere else, having a child does tend to ground you in a particular location and my reasons for staying in the UK had changed.  By the 1990s Britain became a less exciting place in which to work, while at the same time the Australian industry had matured and expanded.  However, by then my family was here. 
My wife, who is American, would never countenance moving to Australia having already moved once from the USA.  Although we divorced some year ago, my daughter lives in London and while she is here and still at school I stay also.  Nevertheless, my daughter loves Australia and is constantly looking forward to our next trip back.  She feels Australian, identifies with Australia and cherishes her Australian passport.  But until she goes to University or graduates, I am living here.  
I now run a production company and continue to work with a great many talented actors, writers and directors.  I have written a number of books, have a comfortable life, a wide circle of friends and colleagues – but I feel that there is very little else for me to do here, and I want to return home.  I suspect I shall still be here for at least another five years and I appreciate that it must seem a curious anachronism after what will be almost 40 years abroad, to feel Australia is still home.

London is an exciting city, but it is also very hard work to live here.  If I make the usual and inevitably enviable comparisons of lifestyles, climates, culture, quality of education and even the intangible features like ‘an attitude to life’ Australia seems an obvious place to be as one grows older.  Although I have no illusions about how hard it may be to go home.  My family in Australia has diminished in number and although they are still important to me, I am no longer an important part of their lives.  It is the typical experience of all expats to discover that you become pretty irrelevant pretty quickly.  Going back after all this time will mean starting again, establishing new networks of friends and colleagues, and making a new home.  

Recent Expatriates in the UK
In the early 1970s the Australians I knew in London had either left Australia in the 50s and 60s to escape some aspect of life at home and who never meant to return, or were typical back-packers who arrived in a battered ‘Combi’ looking for some bar-work for a few months before moving on and ‘doing Europe.’  That older generation of ‘living here’ expats often harbour curiously distorted views about Australia and seem unable to reconcile themselves with the country as it is today.  They do not seem part of the current Australian nation, whether they call themselves Australians or not.
But the Australians moving here now are different.  They seem to be highly qualified professionals looking for specific experience in medicine, the law or finance to take back home with them.  If they work in the arts they are usually travelling for a specific purpose, and no longer feel they need to go overseas to succeed.  I am not aware, certainly from the people I meet now, that they are part of any exodus of talent and indeed, it’s my impression that I left Australia at the very end of that flight abroad.  Today’s Aussies in London all seem to have the same things in common:  They hate the climate, put up with a city that hardly works, cope with the cost of living – and will be going home after three or four years, or just as soon as they have hit their target - whatever that may be.  Oh, and they are also far more patriotic than previous generations.  Not uncritically patriotic, but certainly more passionately so.
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I have gathered some examples:
1. Gay and David.  A couple who came to Oxford to do a PhD in Law.  His expertise was telecommunications law and hers was in some aspect of jurisprudence.  They returned to Australia after about four years, having struggled with the choices that were available to continue the work they had been doing.  David took a post in Sydney and Gay lectures to barristers in Perth.  They made this very hard choice, because there was no doubt about going home but neither could continue their work in the same city, and although they don’t see each other much during the week, I gather they are banking the air-miles.  
2. Shireen and Andrew.  Shireen is a very high-powered accountant with particular expertise in bank regulation and Andrew worked for a German investment bank.  Shireen rose to a very high position within the UK’s Foreign Banking regulatory body.  They lived in a small flat in the western end of London and each day she travelled for nearly an hour and half to her office in Canary Wharf, at the eastern end of the City.  Both were highly paid, but with a massive mortgage and huge childcare costs.  By the time their second child was due it all became clear and they packed up and went home to Perth.  Andrew now works for a bank and is finding it hard to put his skills to work.  Shireen, an even greater talent, is currently bringing up her children.  Lifestyle and having the grandparents nearby greatly outweighed the possibilities in London.  It was simply no contest.
3. Dave.  A lawyer who worked for a large City firm.  He lived here for about five years, married and English woman and they moved back to his home which was Brisbane.  I don’t think they have had a moment’s doubt.

4. Virginia.  Married to a software expert who had a senior position with Reuters, Virginia was a journalist for various UK legal publications.  When their marriage failed, she never thought twice about continuing to work here and took their two children home and settled in a small town in country NSW.  Although she and her husband had come from Sydney and lived in Melbourne before moving to London, Virginia chose to get as far away from large city life and still continues to work as a writer and journalist within the legal profession.  I gather she and the children are thriving. 
5. Julia.  A paediatrician who graduated in Perth and came to London to work in various large London hospitals.  She found the experience both useful and depressing; the facilities and conditions in London are not always up to Australian standards.  Although she was quickly promoted, she found that she could turn her experience into a much higher position back in Perth and she returned after about three years.
6. A Melbourne couple I have known here for many years struggle with an eternal issue about whether or not to return home.  He is a highly successful investment businessman who is also deeply involved in the arts in London.  For him there are no reasons to go home as most of his investments are here as is his passion for the arts.  His wife has longed to bring their children up back home.  They have always owned property in Australia and are planning to move to their base to the NSW coast – but only to live for three months of the year.  They may make a separate submission.
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7. Guy lives and works in London now.  He’s single and works for a successful currency trading company, apparently dealing in billions of pounds a day.  Guy found it hard to get a job here after moving from Sydney, because his qualifications were not immediately recognised.  He found his current position about six months ago, has recently been promoted and offered a permanent position with a company that seems to be riding high on the resurgence of international securities business.  He will probably take the job, but he actually wants a position in investment management and is looking to move on.  Guy wants specific experience in a very specific area of finance – and once he has got it, he will be going home.  We talked about this enquiry and I asked him if he was interested in producing a submission, and he said he didn’t see how it related to him.  He’s not an expatriate, he says.  He’s here doing some hard yakka in a tough city, until it’s time to go home.  Whether he has a girlfriend in tow or not once he has what he wants, he’ll be off.

I also recall numerous people who worked in the broadcast, PR and advertising world who have returned to Australia after 3-8 years away – not worth expanding upon here.  
Conclusions

The issues for all expatriates are complex and diverse.  What seems to be consistent is that what sends you abroad are the opportunities that don’t (or didn’t exist) at home.  What keeps you abroad are usually, but not always, family ties.  However, although Australians are still going abroad in just as many numbers as they ever did, the majority are looking for very specific experience and are returning home after ‘hitting those targets.’  These current day expats are very single-minded.  Good on ‘em.

Personally, I would not wish to discourage it.  Australians are famous throughout Europe as great travellers, valued for their hard work and initiative.  The knowledge and experience they bring home is invaluable.  There attitude is in stark contrast to Americans who do NOT travel and seek experience abroad in anything like the same numbers.  Having dealt with American customers and employers at great length over the years, I find their general awareness of the wider world staggeringly naive and uninformed.  They don’t know much and they care even less.  Australians, on the other hand, have a great wealth of collective knowledge and experience and ought to be encouraged to use that to develop the country in our own unique way.
Another aspect of life abroad that has changed is that Australia is just so much closer to us expats than it ever used to be.  Thirty years ago you would have to go down to Australia House to pick up any news, or search for footy scores in some tacky weekly give-away paper.  With the internet we can - and do - read Australian newspapers or listen to the ABC every day.  That apparent proximity makes our conflicts about being away even more testing.  Apart from the web, there is also the UK’s insatiable appetite for all things Australian on television.  Sport, soap-operas and travel programmes; I’ve never seen so many pictures of the place.
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Looking back over the remit of your enquiry, I am not certain a Government can initiate policies that might encourage a diaspora to come home.  In so many cases there must be issues that are personal and unique, and which no legislation can affect.  However, in the vast majority of cases, I think that diaspora is coming home anyway.  

When I go home I hope to continue to work and write, which I can do just as easily in Australia as anywhere else.  I would hope to be welcomed back, but I don’t expect any favours.  I simply want to give myself and my family as much of a chance for a life in the sun as is possible – for who knows what will happen tomorrow.  

Yours sincerely,

Robert Marshall

