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(a)  the extent of the Australian diaspora;

I am 29 years old. I left Australia in Jan 2000 and since have spent 3 months in India (travelling), 2.5 years in the UK (initially on a working holiday visa but subsequently sponsored to stay), 7 months in France (full time study – master’s degree) and 9 months in Morocco (full time work experience for masters’ degree). During these 4 years, I have returned home to Australia 3 times and consider Australia to be my normal place of residence. I don’t currently have any other nationality or right of abode, so I don’t have much choice.

This trip is not the first time I have lived abroad – 6 months in Russia in 1992 and 18 months in France in 1996 on student exchanges had already given me a taste of expatriation.

Expatriate is a word I have never applied to myself, because I associate the word with a lavish corporate package and exclusive lifestyle that I have never enjoyed apart from as an 8yr old child with my family in Malaysia for 7 months.

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

I departed Australia with a desire to experience life in Britain and take advantage of what I was lucky enough to have as a birthright – a working holiday visa. I had previously been to London and liked its vibrant and multicultural atmosphere. I liked this about Sydney but in London there are many ethnic groups that don’t exist in Sydney in the same concentrations.

London is a truly international city, and it feels like living in a “world city”, not an English one.

The larger employment market in the UK and the ambivalence of employers in regards to the type of degree one has was an incentive to change career direction. In Australia, employers tend to assume a degree in engineering means a job in engineering. In the UK, most of my engineering friends are accountants or futures traders.

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

These were not factors for me, but rapidly became an enticement to stay in the UK. The strong pound and increased earning power meant it was financially advantageous to stay in the UK and save pounds.

Employment opportunities were more varied and being an Australian is a competitive advantage. Not only is there an “Australian network” where Australians help each other get jobs and accommodation easily, Australians are perceived as being more efficient, cheerful and harder working than their British competitors. This is probably only due to the natural selection process of people who have the drive to get out of Australia to explore, and the fact that in London we have no choice but to work or starve (with no access to social security).

(d)  the needs and concerns of overseas Australians;

I need to vote in Australian elections. Politics at home concerns me greatly, both domestic and foreign policy. Living overseas sharpens everyone’s eye to the pros and cons of Australian society in comparison with those of the society we choose to live in. As a result, I think many people become more politically active. I certainly have.

I need my country to set the standards in terms of immigration. We are a nation of immigrants yet it seems to those who apply to live there (or visit) that we seek to barricade ourselves in, an impressive display of small mindedness and selfishness. Having lived now as a resident in 4 countries other than Australia, I feel I am in a position to judge the way nations treat their immigrants.

While it is obvious that Australia cannot simply thrown open it’s doors, I would ask the government to eliminate the hypocrisy of their policies – the most glaring in my mind being the rejection of Iraqi and Afghani refugees on the grounds that they are economic migrants or “queue jumpers”, and the subsequent invasion of both countries on retrospective humanitarian grounds.

By pursuing this hypocritical policy, Australia is tarnishing a well and hard earned reputation for fairness and impartiality. Canada sets a better example in this area.

I also consider it a right to take out dual citizenship should I spend long enough in another country to do so. This does not in any way diminish the fact that I am Australian – it merely facilitates my capacity to travel and work in other countries, as an Australian. It would be ridiculous that the Australian government allows dual citizenship for citizens of every nation but our own.

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

I’m not sure what measures other countries take to respond to the needs of their expatriates.

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

It is not in Australia’s long-term interests to remain insular. Old colonial powers such as Britain, France, Spain and Germany maintain cultural attachés overseas, but so does the United States. They often maintain private schools that propagate their national interests and social values while training the future elite of the host country. These schools also offer young British, French and American people the chance to live and work abroad and participate in another culture. These countries also offer the possibility for foreign students to obtain scholarships to live and study overseas (e.g. British Council scholarships).

Education is a growing and important industry for Australia and an important way of securing links with other countries. Nevertheless, we are the second or third choice destination for most developing nations in our region. The establishment of Australian schools or small cultural attachés in prominent Australian embassies, which could call upon the volunteer services of the local expatriate community, could do much to enhance Australia’s profile overseas.

Courses in the Australian language, natural history, Aboriginal culture, contemporary literature and art could be offered by these attachés. Australian sports could be organised. In addition to this, they can promote local literature, language and art. They could also provide local essential services, such as literacy courses, basic computer training etc. There is no reason why such services would have to be significantly subsidised from Australia – the interest in our country probably being sufficient to allow fees to be charged. The use of expatriate volunteers would also reduce costs.

The impact of providing some low cost essential and cultural services is widely appreciated and mitigates the otherwise negative perception of a purely commercial Australian presence. It shows that our interest in other countries is not just economic but also cultural and social, and presents a much more balanced image of Australia overseas.

It’s worth keeping in mind that in the global village market it’s not just goods that are for sale, but rather lifestyles and cultures. In fact, I’d go so far as to say goods are purchased to meet a lifestyle objective. The country of origin is an enormous part of the brand – often the only part people remember. Some countries have turned their nationality into a synonym for style (Italian) or quality (German).

When the Australian government recognises that kangaroos do not make up a large part of our exports, they might take the propagation of our culture and social values seriously.

Australian could be synonymous for:

· Environmental (ridiculous considering the way in which we treat our environment, but for some reason that’s how we are perceived)

· Spiritual (aboriginal and natural)

· Quality (obviously)

· Modern (no choice)

· Fair (developing countries perceive our societies as just)

· Free (Australia is perceived and a land of freedom)

· Tolerant (we have a reputation for racism that is undeserved and is the result of recent Howard policies – this should be overturned by showing the reality of our multicultural tolerance compared with other OECD countries).

