Rachael Matthews

Brussels, Belgium

19 February 2004

Secretary

Senate Legal and Constitutional References Committee

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

AUSTRALIA

Dear Senators,

SUBMISSION TO INQUIRY INTO AUSTRALIAN EXPATRIATES

I am an Australian citizen and will always consider myself one. For three and a half of the past five years, however, I have been living in Europe. I feel that this inquiry is an important opportunity for me to have my say about issues that affect me and other Australians in a similar situation or those who are considering becoming an “expatriate”. I would therefore like to contribute my thoughts on each of the terms of reference.

(a)  The extent of the Australian diaspora

Before leaving Australia, I was sure that every Australian knew another Australian who lived overseas, whether that person was a relative or friend or just someone who lived down the street. It seemed such a common occurrence. Despite this awareness, and the number of other Australians that I have met during my time here, I was still quite shocked to learn that there was approximately five percent of the population living overseas at the moment. I therefore welcome the opportunity to participate in an enquiry into this widespread phenomenon.

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

I can only speak from my own experiences, but I know the reasons will be similar to those of many others. Originally, I left Australia to study abroad for a year. I had been to Europe before, and wanted to spend more time in Germany. Academically, this allowed me to improve my German to the point of total fluency, gave me insight as a lawyer into the civil law system, and allowed study for a masters degree. Personally, it gave me a chance to see Europe and to grow and learn a lot about our world and myself. 

One year later, after completing my studies, I headed back to Europe, this time to work in Brussels. This time, the lure was a job that promised to be challenging yet would use both my language and legal abilities. As EU law was one of my focuses during my studies, the chance to work and live in the heart of the EU and with all of the EU institutions was just too good to turn down. The experience and the challenge were worth more to me than any financial benefit. The second, equally important reason was to be closer to my German boyfriend. Although I would not be in Germany, Belgium was still close enough that I had to be independent but could see him every second weekend. Belgium is also ideally placed for weekends in another country, and has the added challenge of two not just one language to learn. 

Australia is my home, and I would like to go back at some stage. At the moment, though I am quite content to just visit every now and then. When I have been home, I find it hard to fit in and in many ways I am glad that I am only there for a visit. I have promised my mother that I will come home when I plan to start my family as both she and I want to be closer together at that stage. Whether I return before then is as yet unknown. I am worried that the longer I stay here, the more I will be perceived as European and the less employable I will become in Australia due to my specialization. This is a risk I continue to take and pray will not become true. I also hope that when I come home it will be possible for my boyfriend to come with me and that there will not be any big problems in terms of visa for him.

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

Belgium has lived up to my expectations. The legal experiences I have gained have been second to none. My French and Flemish are coming along. The strong euro is beneficial for travel, and the lack of borders within continental Europe make travel almost effortless. Personally, I think the experience has also made me stronger and made me appreciate Australia more.

The biggest cost for me is being away from my family. Flights home aren’t all that cheap, and the distance almost necessitates a longer stay, which means that there aren’t enough holidays left to make a second trip in the one year. However, the strong euro does mean that I can buy up on all the things I miss when I do go home, from Tim Tams to Napisan. Carrying it all back with me is sometimes a problem, especially with the rather strict luggage restrictions of airlines.

I have heard that the taxes sometimes can make returning home difficult and expensive. Fortunately, I am not yet at a stage that I feel I need to consider that difficulty. However, it was only through reading some of the submissions for this enquiry that I learnt about the forms that need to be filled out for withholding tax. I addition, as I have never really been sure how long I will be staying (my initial contract was for one year only), I have not had any of my furniture sent from Australia. Now that I feel I will be living here longer, I would like to have some of it sent, but am worried that I will have massive taxes imposed on the pieces because it will be viewed as importing rather than relocation. So instead of being here to remind me of home, some of my most Australian pieces sit in my parents’ garage gathering dust.

(d)  The needs and concerns of overseas Australians

Much has been done to improve the support provided to overseas Australians. The Australia-Belgium agreement on social security, for example, should be praised.  Other issues still need work. I was shocked to learn that my Australian Drivers’ licence, for example, could not be used in Belgium because it was not recognized. That was not an issue that I had considered before leaving Australia.

Many of the recent developments also seem to be aimed at Australians who wish to live overseas for a shorter period of time, such as the changes to rules concerning 1 or 2 year working visas. This is to be applauded, but at the same time, those Australians who will be staying overseas for a longer time should not be neglected.

Embassy support and presence could also be improved. It is an alienating experience to phone an Australian embassy and to talk to a secretary who doesn’t understand your Australian accent. In my view, this should not happen. 

While in Germany I traveled to Berlin for our Constitutional Referendum. I voted at the embassy and had a relaxing half an hour reading the papers. Rather naively, I assumed that it would also be possible to vote at the embassy during our last federal election. This assumption left me unable to vote in the last election. I do still care about Australia, and there are still domestic issues that affect me and my family and the way I choose to vote. I think embassies should facilitate participation in both Federal elections and referenda. Perhaps, given the extent of the Australian diaspora, it would even be appropriate to set up a governmental agency to deal with issues of Australians living overseas, in addition to DFAT, or to allow Australians living overseas to vote for a single MP who will represent them in Parliament.

Most importantly, though, I think there needs to be more information. The fact that I did not know about withholding tax until now is just one example of the absence of information for those going overseas. Australians could, for example, be given information packs when leaving Australia for an extended period, with information on things they should have done and details of how this can still be done from abroad. The same pack could also contain information about Australia to make sure that we are providing foreigners with the correct information. 

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

US citizens are able to drive in Belgium under their US licences. US embassies also facilitate voting not only in the Federal elections, but also in the current caucuses. Australia could learn from this example.

In addition, I feel that a lot could be done to improve the status of Australia overseas as well as the support offered through the Australian embassy websites. For eight months last year there was no new news on the Australian embassy website in Brussels, and need I say it, the Australian Mission to the EU. There is no news of what was happening in Australia. No official responses to what were considered international events, such as the Tampa refugee situation. No news about state elections. Nothing. In comparisons, US embassy websites or those of the EU have daily updates on what is happening, to help keep those living overseas aware of what is happening at home. 

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

Generally, Australia is not viewed as being very significant to the EU as it is not one of the major trading partners. Australia could do a lot to improve this image. A more efficient website would be a start. More could be done by the embassies in this regard. 

Embassies and other expatriate groups should be thoroughly praised for their work in connecting Australian expatriates. The recent Australia Day party held by the Australia Society of Belgium or the Anzac Day celebrations organized by the Australian Embassy in Belgium are two such examples. Such events serve a dual purpose: they are a wonderful way for expatriate communities and Australian officials to promote the cultural side of Australia to the people we are now living among.

Almost any European you speak to wants to go to Australia some day. Additionally, most Europeans will tell you about some strange fact about Australia when they meet you, whether its the length of our railways or the number of shark attacks we have each year. Sometimes, I have no idea whether some of the facts are correct or not. Sometimes the questions asked are difficult to answer and remain diplomatic. Again, providing Australian expatriates with more information could also be useful.

I have also spoken to a couple of the partners at my firm regarding setting up an office in Australia. Sadly, because of the size of the Australian market, there is no way that this will ever happen. Still, I feel that I can promote Australia from here. Moreover, the wealth of unofficial Australian ambassadors should be welcomed, utilised and praised, for although they choose not to live in Australia, most of us will never stop praising Australia and recommending it to others.

Should you have any queries about my submission or would like me to go into any aspects in more detail, please do not hesitate to contact me 

Sincerely

Rachael Matthews

