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My recommendations to the Committee are to:

· Permit expatriates to vote in Australian Federal elections provided they meet certain criteria;

· Reduce the bureaucracy around expatriates wishing to return to Australia to work for periods of up to two years before departing again;

· Introduce an annual awards system on Australia Day in the countries of Australia’s key trading partners to recognise prominent Australians working in those countries; 

· Establish an expatriate network via the Embassy / High Commission to encourage gatherings such as Australia Day celebrations and Chambers of Commerce to have a forum for the sharing of their experiences and knowledge; and 

· Not to try and discourage Australians from becoming expatriates as it would be folly to do so but rather to understand it, embrace it and work upon creating a mutually beneficial relationship.   

Background:

I am a 39 year old male Australian born citizen and have been a resident of New Zealand since November 1998 (approx. 5 years). I am married to a New Zealander.  Between 1989–1993 and 1996–1998 I lived in the United Kingdom. I am a lawyer by trade. I have lived as an “expatriate” for a total of 12 years of my 39 years, nearly a third of my life.      

Terms of Reference:

(a) the extent of the Australian diaspora;

The extent is arguably easy to assess in terms of bald statistics from Customs documentation. The more interesting question is the socio economic demographic of those leaving, why they are leaving and where they choose to go. My own experience is shared by other young professionals such as lawyers, accountants and bankers.  For these Australians the countries of choice are the United Kingdom (London), USA (New York) and China (Hong Kong). To a lesser extent they choose to go to Canada (Vancouver), France (Paris), the UAE (Dubai) and New Zealand (Auckland / Wellington). They may, from these points, spend some time in countries such as Russia or Eastern Europe where their companies or firms have commercial interests. This demographic grouping is generally speaking not to be found in any third world or developing nations.          

(b) the variety of factors driving more Australians to live overseas;  

The principal reasons are four-fold:  work opportunities, personal and family relationships, a desire to “see the world” and education. The first three applied to me. My time in the UK was driven by a desire to live in a major international metropolis and to work in a Fleet Street law firm. I then worked with two major multi national banks in order to gain European experience. Being in New Zealand is primarily due to having married a New Zealander but also due to work opportunities. 

Australia is thankfully not a country where people leave due to poverty or religious or political persecution. It has a stable system of democratic government, the rule of law is upheld and there is freedom of religious choice and the right of free speech. We do not create refugees for other countries to absorb. The exception to those leaving by choice, and it is a minority, are those who leave due to personal problems such as criminals or those with family problems who wish to start a new life overseas. 

Given Australia’s recent modern history as a land of immigrants there will always be a two way street into and out of the country. At a simple level it is a human desire, perhaps based on curiosity, to be transitory. The desire to live overseas is also greatly facilitated by the fact we are all now living in a “global village”.    

I recommend to the Committee it would be folly to try and “stem the tide”. The better approach is to understand it, embrace it and encourage a mutually beneficial relationship.   

(c) the costs, benefits and opportunities presented by the phenomenon; 

Costs – the paramount cost is the fact Australia is “losing” human resources. Arguably, young professionals who are educated and employable. This exodus lowers the tax base, dilutes the reservoir of knowledge and talent pool and takes away potential entrepreneurs who create businesses and employment.      

Benefits – every emigrant is an ambassador for Australia. It is a ripple effect. They are in those countries as “Australians“. That lifts the global profile of Australia. It creates a network of individuals with a common background. This leads to a global interconnectedness with respect to the Arts, Commerce, Science and Industry. For example, the Australian CEO of a major Airline in the UK may include other Australians in an executive search for senior management whilst a non-Australian CEO may not be so enamoured.  

Opportunities – embrace it and harness it. I believe there is an opportunity to make contact with the expatriates as a group. This can be done via: (i) an award system; (ii) the establishment of cultural activities such as the celebration of Australia Day and an Anzac Day function; and (iii) gatherings of common interest such as business luncheons via an expatriate Chamber of Commerce. These initiatives will have the dual benefit of involving the local friends, relatives and business colleagues of those Australians and so in turn increase Australia’s overseas profile in a positive way.        

(d) the needs and concerns of overseas Australians;

I am and always will be an Australian. Words are powerful. Labels and perceptions are powerful. The term “expatriate” conjures up a notion of abandonment. It implies turning ones back on ones place of birth. “Expatriate” is defined in the Concise Oxford Dictionary as “banish; emigrate; renounce citizenship”. These are emotive words. A “patriot” is defined as one who defends or is zealous for his country’s freedom or rights. By this definition I am certainly a patriot and not an “ex-patriot”. 

To “emigrate” is defined as “leave one country to settle in another; change ones place of abode”. This is simply what I have done. I have changed my place of abode, no more or less. I have not abandoned Australia nor renounced my Australian citizenship and I continue to be, as I always will be, zealous about my birth country’s freedom or rights. I am equally zealous about New Zealand’s freedom or rights. These firm views are not mutually exclusive but rather symbiotic. 

To further illustrate the point, I am no less Australian because I live 1,200km from its eastern coast, nor is an Australian any less so because they live in New York or London or the North Pole. I read the Sydney Morning Herald online. I e-mail my friends and colleagues in Australia every day. I own shares in Australian companies. I follow its domestic politics with interest. I travel to Australia at least twice a year for business and holidays. I read Australian literature, watch Australian films and have a reproduction of Arthur Streeton’s “The purple noon’s transparent might” in my office.    

My perception however, as an emigrant, is that it is a one-way love affair. If you are living outside Australia’s corporeal boundaries you have for all intents and purposes been abandoned by your homeland and are viewed as an outsider. 

I recommend the Committee:

· Consider the potential negative connotations around the use of the word “expatriate” as it leaves emigrants with a feeling of exclusion from Australia. 

· Introduce some flexibility around the ability of the emigrant to move back and forward between the two countries for the purposes of work and lifestyle. Taxation is a particular issue here. I would ideally like to work 6 months in Australia and 6 months in New Zealand, but I may want to say work longer than 6 months in Australia. I recommend that an emigrant who has lived outside Australia for at least the preceding two years who intends to return to live in Australia for up to two years (before returning to their country of residence) is able to have some form of tax incentive for them to do so. The advantage here is to encourage those who may wish to return for brief periods to do so and to bring their skills, investment, ideas and experience to Australia during that period.    

· Entitle an emigrant to be able to vote in an Australian Federal election, not at the local council or state level but at the Federal level and with respect to critical referenda such as whether Australia should become a republic. I understand troops / police working overseas for up to 3 years can vote but not private citizens who live overseas? We have a network of Embassies and High Commissions. If people want to vote they should be able to turn up to do so. A suggested approach is: (i) to permit an emigrant to vote if they have lived outside of Australia for a minimum of six months; (ii) for them to be able to vote in the electorate where they last lived in Australia provided they had lived in that electorate for at least two consecutive years; and (iii) for the decision by the emigrant whether or not to vote to be voluntary rather than compulsory.      

(e) the measures taken by other comparable countries to respond to the needs of their expatriates; and 
 

I understand New Zealand has an awards system in the United Kingdom to recognise prominent New Zealander’s achievements overseas. It is awarded on their National Day, Waitangi Day. 

(f) ways in which Australia could better use its expatriates to promote our economic, social and cultural interests.  

Every Australian living overseas is an ambassador of for their country.     

I recommend the Committee:
· Introduce Australia Day awards for prominent Australians living and working overseas. 

· Issue invitations via media advertising for prominent Australians working overseas to do presentations in Australia and talk about their experiences in their respective areas of cultural, business, sporting, scientific or educational endeavour.

· The local Embassy or High Commission be tasked to: (i)  collate details of Australians living in the country and to arrange and encourage them to attend functions, seminars, business presentations as Australians amongst a local audience; and (ii) create Chambers of Commerce.      

I wish you every success with the inquiry as I believe it is an important topic and deserving of such focus.

Brett Duthie

New Zealand

13th February 2004 

