Ellen Browning

London

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.

WHEN WE LEFT AUSTRALIA AND WHY:

My partner and I left Australia to live and work in the U.K. at the beginning of January, 2002, when we were both 23.

We left Australia for several reasons.  Firstly, my partner had finished his electrical apprenticeship about one year before, and I had just finished my second Bachelor's Degree so our time of studying and struggling to make ends meet was over for a while, and it seemed like time for a new phase of learning and exploration.

Also, we were fed up with the way that John Howard seemed to be running the whole show and that no one dared to oppose him, especially on two issues - asylum seekers and indigenous Australians.

We intended to be away for up to two years, planning mainly to earn money during the cooler months and spend that money travelling all over Europe during the summers.  We knew that having closer proximity to more places and earning pounds would mean that we would be able to travel a lot more easily than if we had been based in Australia.  The primary motive for us wanting to travel was a desire to be exposed to many different languages, cultures and peoples, and learn about the world by being immersed in different parts of it.

ADVICE ABOUT OUR MOVE:

I think that the quality of advice available to us from a range of sources about what to expect from a move to the U.K. was excellent. There are so many Australians living in London that sometimes it seems as though we hear more Australian accents on the tube than English ones, so there is quite a market for this kind of information.  Likewise, there is a huge amount of information available in London for Australians.

HOW LONG WE HAVE BEEN AWAY

We have been here for more than our planned two years now.  I am a dual citizen of Australia and Britain, so it is no problem for me to stay.  My partner's two year working holidaymaker visa has expired.  He cannot legally work unless we are married, which we find extremely frustrating. I was denied Newstart allowance when I had finished studying because of the money he earnt as my de facto partner, but that same relationship is not deemed enough to allow him to work in the U.K. in order to stay with me. We planned to marry but defcided that upsetting his family was too high a price to pay, so we are in a real bind now as he is here on a visitor visa and therefore not allowed to work.

WHETHER OUR INITIAL OBJECTIVES HAVE CHANGED:

Our objectives after two years are almost the same as when we left.  The only difference is that we are becoming greedy with our proximity to places and the strength of the pound.  We both wish to travel in Central and South America and the Middle East, but it seems so silly to return to Australia and have to save more than twice as many dollars, then travel more than twice as far to reach these places.  So far, we have been to France, Italy, Greece, Germany, Belgium, The Netherlands, Denmark, Czech Republic, Poland, Slovakia, Austria, Slovenia, Croatia, Spain and Turkey.  We travelled to most of these places in our campervan so, though we have not worked anywhere except the U.K., it feels as though we have lived in some of these places as we have stayed in our van there for quite a while, especially Greece, Italy and Germany.  The more we travel, the more we want to travel. We feel as though we will never be sated!

FAMILY SITUATION:

My parents were born and married here in the U.K. and emigrated to Australia in 1975, three years before my birth.  I have two younger brothers, but the rest of my extended family is here.  I didn't really know my aunts, uncles or cousins until I moved here. My boyfriend is quite the opposite, with an extended family almost all still living in Mackay, Queensland, where both his parents were born.  

Our different family situations mean our parents have reacted very differently to our extended absence.  My partner's mum really thinks it is time we came home and settled down, whereas my mum is quite accepting of our choices, even asking me whether I still consider Australia home!

ADVANTAGES OF DUAL CITIZENSHIP:

It is so great to be a dual citizen. I am able to work here or anywhere in the EU indefinitely, until I feel ready to leave and I am free to travel to many countries without the visas required by my partner.  Many of my Australian friends here feel very constrained by their two year working holidaymaker visa and most of them have gained the sponsorship of their employer, or are looking into the Highly Skilled Migrant Program in order to stay just a little longer. I don't have to do any of this.

CHALLENGES OF SYNTHESISING...

Britain is so similar to Australia in many ways, but there are some glaring differences which, though minor, take a lot of getting used to. Firstly, customer service here is not only poor, but it is certainly not uncommon for someone who is supposed to be serving you to be actively rude.  Secondly, people do not care about dropping litter everywhere.  My theory is that in an environment which is so thoroughly urbanised and concreted, they don't comprehend any connection with dropping litter on the pavement/road and harming the environment. There are many other small differences which are glaringly different to culture in Australia.  After two years, I think nothing of waiting for 35 minutes in a bank queue and am saddened that this is something that I am used to.  I think the most rewarding thing about absorbing these kinds of cultural differences will be the pleasant shock I get when I return to Australia.

On the other hand, there are many things I will miss very much about London when I return to Australia.  I think that Australia, despite being officially a multicultural nation, is going to seem very white when I get back. The enormous cultural mix in the places I have lived and taught during my time in London is something I have really enjoyed.  I will also miss having world-class art, theatre and food laid out for me and available whenever I want it.  I will miss being really in the guts of what is going on in the world, whether I like the way that global challenges are handled or not, the sense that what England does or 'says' MATTERS is a feeling which can't quite be drummed up in Australia.

BELONGING AND IDENTITY

Because my family is English and I was brought here by my parents several times while growing up, I do feel something of an affinity for the place.  That is not to say that I feel at home here.  People often ask whether I will be going home to Australia and perhaps are a little taken aback by the emphatic "yes" they recieve in reply. The lifestyle, weather, people and environment of Australia are what I really identify with and there has never been any question in either of our minds about whether we will go home.  I cannot imagine living here permanently or trying to bring up a child here, but I am pleased that I will be taking home with me all that I have seen, learnt and experienced while overseas. My sense of national pride is much higher over here than it was back home.  You would never catch me wearing a wallabies jersy and an Australian flag as a cape at home, but I proudly declare my nationality to all over here.

HOW AM I CONTRIBUTING TO AUSTRALIA WHILE ABROAD?

I have given countless Australians advice about travel and setting up here in England.  

I am a teacher and I feel that I am learning a lot about my profession that I will be able to use upon my return.  During my time as a supply teacher, I have seen so many different schools and the different ways they deal with different problems - with varying levels of success - that I feel I have learnt valuable lessons about schools and teaching which I can apply to my work in Australia.  I have also been exposed to many different challenging classroom experiences which will stand me in good stead to deal with Australian students. I have formed very strong opinions about what I like and dislike about the curriculum and assessment both here and in Australia and would feel confident in offering my opinion on these issues in order to help the development of programs in Australia.

AUSTRALIAN MISSIONS:

Madrid - superb

London - a long wait and a frustrating outcome still pending.  In London, it would help to have a reception desk where the kind of enquiry or problem you have is classified so that people with very simple questions or procedures don't have to wait for people who don't really know what is going on to sort themselves out. The Queensland Department of Transport office in Brisbane operates very effectively like this.

EDUCATIONAL ARRANGEMENTS:

I feel very short changed in this department. Despite having worked full time as well as supply teaching in London, I have not been able to attend even one inservice or course.  The main reason for this is that schools do not have the budget to train their teachers. Apalling. Also, having taught in many schools in London, I would NEVER send a child of mine to an English school.  I consider the assessment arrangements to be wildly inappropriate, not to mention the standard of teaching and behaviour of students.

WHEN DO I EXPECT TO RETURN TO AUSTRALIA? WHY?

In September this year.  If it were just me, I would like to stay for another 18 months or so to do a little more travelling.  I am not sure that I will feel ready to return to Australia in September.  Unfortunately, my partner does not have a visa whereby he is able to work, so we are on borrowed time already and I feel pressured by this.  I am looking forward to having our own place again and to concentrating on teaching and growing professionally before starting a family in about 2 years' time.  We feel that we should soon start working towards building up enough money to one day buy some property.  There is a sense that we are deferring our 'real' life and having a couple of years' playtime between university and real responsibility.  In some ways, it would be nice if this could continue forever, but there is a voice inside saying that the next phase of life is nearly due to start and that I want this next phase of growth and experience to happen in Australia.

HOW AUSTRALIA MIGHT TAKE BETTER ADVANTAGE OF ITS DIASPORA: Encourage homecomings. Encourage people who have remained not to be resentful. Teach people that, yes Australia is a fantastic place, but that no one really gives a toss about a country which is so sparsely populated and has such a small economy. and therefore that it is important to get out there and experience other places, not sit around bitching about people who have "turned their back on their nation".  Au contraire!!! I have never considered what I am doing to be turning my back on Australia. I feel that I am accepting, nay, embracing, it anew.

MAKING DIASPORA FEEL MORE CONNECTED TO AUSTRALIA:

An Australian satellite channel which has news, current affairs, movies, new television shows etc.  France has one of these which my French housemate watches and enjoys.

Special bits on the ABC website to help build / connect the diaspora community.

Including us on the census.

Expatriate Australian of the Year - a fantastic idea for expatriates as well as those remaining in Australia.  It would show them that expats can really contribute to Australia, not detract from it. 

I hope this has been useful.

I think that what you are doing is wonderful and I will watch out for the Inquiry's findings. Ellen Browning.
