Stephen (Steve) de Hennin

Ottawa, Canada

(a) the extent of the Australian diaspora;

I have no data on this, but I would be incredibly interested to find out any information about the extent and demographic of the people who live outside of Australia. I would be happy to participate in any sample surveys that are generated by the study.

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

The predominant driving factor for my wife and myself is the lack of social and economic appreciation for our skills. We both have PhDs in Engineering and Science fields. I work in high technology companies typically on the boarder of transferring products from R&D into manufacturing. There are many fewer companies doing this sort of research and development in Australia and those that do pay significantly less than the equivalent 1st world countries or are under resourced to be competitive.

The typical Australian comment I have heard about education is that “education is inversely proportional to real skills and pay”. The main reason we are living in Canada is that the culture is very similar to the Australian culture with one exception, the attitude to education. I have worked very successfully in Australia before and was well accepted for my hard skills as well as people skills, but without disclosing to the majority of people I worked with that I had a PhD.

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

There is a definite cost to losing the higher education skills overseas. I have always believed that the Australian economy has massively under developed its tertiary production capability. There is too much focus on digging up materials and processing it and not enough work on going the last step to convert it into consumer products. This is the type of tertiary R&D and manufacturing is much more prevalent in Canada in the economy in North America. If Australia loses all of these skills, we lose the ability as a country to extend into this market.

The main benefits are obviously in the potential for increased interactions with other countries. If each Australian overseas acts as an ambassador for our country then the opportunities to improve economic, social and cultural are much greater. As an example, many of our friends are now holidaying in Australia I believe as a result of a direct interaction with my wife and I and the way we talk fondly of the county and people. Perhaps a facilitated network for Ex-Pats in a geographical region could be established to promote the sense of a link to Australia and discuss the opportunities. Frankly, I would prefer to work for an Australian company if the right opportunity arose and this sort of network might also help facilitate this (ie representing an Australian company as an Australian OS, but with the knowledge of the local business and culture).

(d) the needs and concerns of overseas Australians;

My wife and I still discuss Australia as the place in which we would like it live and contemplate the opportunities and driving forces to return. One of our biggest concerns is the reintegration in the Australian Society and its dependence on the state of our careers. 

As an example, if we return to Australia at retirement, what will be the medical and social benefits implications? Most of our retirement benefits are contained in retirement funds in overseas countries and I am not sure of the implications to me financially or in the ease of accessing these funds at retirement.

Also, I have already returned to live in Australia once before. I was surprised by some issues that met me on my return such as the cost of car insurance went up and my rating went down even though I was still the same rating one driver that left Australia with an even longer period without accidents. It is also difficult and expensive to ship our belongings and pets into the country. The long quarantine periods may be necessary, but are particularly stressful on the animals. I know now from this experience that there are a number of things that we need to do to make it easier to return. For instance, 

a. Keeping our Australian drivers license updated through forms filled out OS

b. Keeping a veterinarian records for our pets up to date to minimize the work and quarantine periods in getting them into Australia

c. Leaving Australian bank accounts open, so as to keep an Australian credit rating (credit ratings don’t seem to transfer well between countries)

I think that if someone compiled this sort of general guidance for Ex-Pat Australians (if it has not been already), it would be incredibly valuable.

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

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

See c) above.

