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To: Legal and Constitutional, Committee (SEN)

Subject: Submission to Australian Expatriates Inquiry

Angus James Brooke

Amsterdam

The Netherlands

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.

I left Australia in Jan 2002, with a four year contract to work in The Netherlands with Shell. I had been working for 7 years as a Chemical Engineer in Shell Australia at the Geelong Refinery, but there were few interesting technical job oportunities for me to progress in the refinery. So I moved to work at the technical head office in Amsterdam, on a 4 year contract. 

Apart from the job challenge, and the sense of adventure, the wages and working conditions are better in The Netherlands (expatriate conditions mean my monthly savings are greater; 40 hour mandated working week Vs 50-60 hours typical in Geelong; 35 days annual leave Vs 20 in Geelong).

My de facto partner is a Vet. Fortunately our de-facto status is recognised in Holland, so she could come and join me. We applied to have her degree recognised in Holland - just getting an answer took about 6 months, so we had moved over to Holland before getting the negative response! We appealed the Dutch authorities' decision sucessfully, but this process took almost a year - in the mean time she worked as a vet in London (where the process took 3 days!), which was a big personnal effort for us. She's now learning Dutch and working 2 or 3 days a week at a vet clinic in Amsterdam. 

Another significant problem was the fact that our documents were not accepted for getting a residence permit - we'd had them (certificate of no marriage and birth cert) legalised by the dept of foreign affairs & trade before we left - but they needed an "appostile". So we were rejected - when we had the documents resubmitted with the right stamps it was after the cut-off date so again we had to appeal -this time to the Department of Justice! Anyway, it eventuall was OK - but a real pain, and not a quick process!

Otherwise things have gone rather smoothly. We still keep contact with friends and family in Aus, and return every year.

There are a few things which strike me as big diferences over here:

- ways of working : much more consesus based decision making in Holland

- crowding : small houses, long queues at banks/supermarket/post office, people walk into you on the street because there is nowhere else to go! etc

- language : everyone in Amsterdam speaks English ... but social chatter is in Dutch & most people are more relaxed and open when they can speak Dutch.

- attitudes : much more rigid society, rules are very important (more important than common sense), heirachy and social signs are important (where you went to school, how you speak, what your interests are, etc) - this makes Aussie's hard for them to place! 

- cold winters where the trees loose the leaves

- even when they hadve a drought and a heat wave, the grass is still green!

There are a lot of things which I'm not sure of though, but not all that worried about (pleanty else on my mind):

- the finer details of tax and pension

- what if I buy a house in Holland

- how to vote in Australia

- what about the health insurance / medicare requirement to be insured before 30 or face larger rates ...

Hope my brief story is useful,

Angus Brooke.

