Inquiry into Australian expatriates

(a) The extent of the Australian diaspora

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

I am 39 years old. I have lived in Ireland since October 1999 working in a permanent well-paid senior academic post that I was lured to after receiving a phone call from a university department in Easter 1999. I am the type of Australian that Australians love to hate, an intellectual who is well read, highly educated, critical in thoughts and well spoken. I guess Mr Howard would call me a member of the elite chardonnay set although I grew up in inner-city Melbourne when it was a dog’s hole and for all but the final two years of school received my education in the state system. I am also an academic; that group of people reviled in the media and a term used as a synonym for ‘useless’ in this country. Being female has seemed to add to the lack of my charms in relation to the Australian view of people like myself. In my new-found home of Ireland while I have not exactly been welcomed with open arms by the immigration procedures, I feel very welcome as an intellectual, as an initiator, a developer and an innovator. I am frequently praised for my work and my efforts in my professional life and I feel both rewarded and respected for my work, for which I am well paid. I can almost say categorically this never happened in my seven years of full-time work as a lecturer in an Australian university. I call those years of my life ‘the seven lean years’. 

I can’t begin to say what detrimental effects it had on me (and obviously on many of my colleagues who also moved overseas in the last 5-7 years) to hear the Prime Minister Mr John Howard calling academics ‘idle’. In my social interaction with people in Australia in the past they have had no hesitation in describing me as a time waster or a lazy academic without any notion of what I do in my professional work. The media regularly bleats out charges against academics as lazy and indolent. Occasionally some scientific break through might be greeted with acclaim but otherwise it is my perception that academics are not well regarded here. When leaders of an Australian university visited the University of Limerick where I work, I formed part of an official welcoming party. Over lunch I mentioned some of the difficulties I had experienced with the perception of academics from the Australian public. ‘Oh, there’s a lot of dead wood in universities’ was the response. I don’t know that in the 12 years I was a university student or the 7 years I was a full-time academic that I ever met anyone whom I consider could be described as ‘dead wood’. 

I feel that I have no place in Australian life. I do not feel that my expertise is welcomed here. This is evidenced by the lack of invitations to speak when I indicated that I would returning to Australia for a couple of months during my current sabbatical leave and would be pleased to give free lectures to students in my field. It might be thought I regard myself more highly than I should or that my colleagues dislike me for some personal reason. However I have very friendly relations with my many Australian colleagues but my perception is that they do not view my contribution to the field as unique or interesting because it is Australian. When I contacted colleagues in the USA at the time of achieving the sabbatical leave, the answer was unequivocal and the same ‘Please come, we will pay the airfare, accommodation and a speaker’s fee’.

As an Australian living in Ireland I have had many opportunities to visit other countries to give talks at universities. I hold a Guest Professorship at the University of the Arts in Berlin and have regularly visited and taught there. I am a By-fellow of Churchill College for the Easter term this year and am also a visiting lecturer in the Faculty of Music, Cambridge University, also for the Easter term 2004. I just have the over-riding impression this does not have any impact on my status in Australia. I have the impression I am considered too big for my boots and someone who needs bringing down a peg or two.

I feel that academic life in Ireland is easier and more productive than in Australia. For a start, in Ireland, no one believes for a moment that if you are sitting at your desk you are necessarily working. Academics are free to work wherever they find it conducive. The non-teaching period is generous and the possibility of productive service and research publications is immense. In Australia a university staff member is subtly pressured to put in long hours. Usually for me this involved hours of 7am to 7pm every day until the last couple of years of my appointment following a bout of pneumonia where I decided that in order to manage my health better I should go home at 6pm.

There is little administration (administrivia) in Ireland compared to my Australian experience. In Australia I was routinely sent long questionnaires on aspects of my work including hours spent at work and break down of work hours and contact with students etc. I was even once sent a questionnaire that required me to fill in details of all the plug sockets in my office. I think this has occurred as Australian universities employ fewer and fewer academics and more and more administrators who do nothing to facilitate the life of a department or its programmes but generate a spaghetti like substance called ‘information’ that needs to be stored and filed and managed. At one stage in my work at a university in Australia I was led to believe there were as many administrators on the staff of the university as academics. In spite of the constant harping about business principles, no business would ever run so inefficiently as to employ staff in that ratio.

I have the video ‘Facing the Music’ and whenever I feel nostalgic for Australia I play it. There is no way I would consider coming back as long as the current university environment remains ‘cutting into bone’ as Dearing remarked when he reviewed the changes in Australian universities that had taken place the name of his UK reforms. As there are few people in my age range with my experience of university life I think in the next 10 years or so someone like me should potentially be sought after as a leader in the academic community in Australia. However, I think it unlikely I would achieve any jobs if I applied for them since the academic management of universities wears a suit and tie and certainly becomes nervous at the types of suggestions or reforms I am likely to make or be interested in.

In Australia student numbers are equated with departmental money to the extent that I fear that students have become the drivers of what is important to study at university – hence university departments create courses that encourage students to enrol rather than courses that extend and encourage the intellectual life of students. One department I know of changed a first year course from an essay plus exam assessment to one exam to encourage more students to enrol. Australian universities have been devalued to become vocational institutions selling knowledge in units (impossible!). Australia has lost any perspective regards the uses of university knowledge as serving the whole community. Students are seen as the sole beneficiaries of their education and therefore the entire community accepts that they should pay. The universities continue to put up their fees and the government continues to reduce the money available to universities. The ‘brain drain’ is aptly titled and inevitable under those circumstances. Australia is in very grave danger of developing a culture where it is considered that its current academics are those who were not good enough to get posts overseas.

I don’t really think I should keep going on with this except to say that at the University of Limerick in Ireland, after a very short stint in my role as a course director I was invited to direct the start-up of the new Faculty of Health Sciences. I brought in millions of euros to the university through my efforts and established a Masters in Speech and Language Therapy and a Masters in Occupational Therapy. These courses that are the first of their kind in Ireland; graduate entry programmes that lead to professional practice qualifications. I do not feel that the skills I demonstrated in this work were any different to those skills I used in my work in Australia however I do feel that my intelligence and creative attributes as well as my leadership skills, work ethic and outgoing nature were seen as a plus in the Irish university environment. I have never before experienced before a situation where I was trusted and given free reign to do my best. The results have been phenomenal and I have learned a great deal about my capacities to deal with people and my powers of persuasion in difficult circumstances.

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

An important cost that might be considered in my particular case is that of the 12 years I attended university I never paid fees. There was no HECS during my undergraduate years (1982-1985) and I received a HECS waiver and a scholarship for my Masters degree study (1990-1992) as well as for my part-time PhD (1996-2000). The taxpayer and by association the Australian Government invested heavily in developing my academic excellence however the European academic environment seems much more interested in reaping the benefits of this investment than the Australian academic community. 

Although I was able to demonstrate good capacities for generating money through grants and through soft money from the charitable sector in my work in Australia, I never felt rewarded or even praised for these efforts even when they outshone senior staff members. Nonetheless, I do feel it is important to encourage Australians to do their best and to help them to have a chance to shine in the international scene. 

Expatriates like myself represent an opportunity for Australians for be linked into international work. I have already been involved in offering jobs to four Australians who have come to Ireland to work alongside me, or in my field more widely. I notified an Australian colleague of a professorial appointment available in Ireland. She was appointed to the post and like myself is potentially lost to Australia forever. Through our contacts and development work, we represent the opportunity for Australians to gain experience overseas and to have opportunities to work in fields that have not yet developed in the Australian academic landscape. Although we may have no intention of coming back, a rich cross-fertilisation of knowledge experiences can occur through such generous support and encouragement to Australian colleagues on our part. 

(d) the needs and concerns of overseas Australians

Needs – 

Thankfully my short-term needs are well taken care of by my current post. I would however like to have a better and easier relationship with the Irish immigration authorities. In addition, I would like to be able to find out more easily my rights as an Australian citizen living in Ireland. I do not know what happens to such things as Medicare when I am back in Australia or how to manage bank accounts in different countries or the legality of transactions between various accounts as well as any tax responsibility when I earn money in Ireland but stay in Australia for a couple of months of the year.

Concerns – 

In Australia I could not afford to buy a house on my academic salary. I also was reluctant to consider a house or apartment purchase since my job only felt secure when I achieved tenure in my last couple of years. Within two years of working in Ireland I had enough money for a house deposit and bought a house with interest rates at just 3.3 per cent. In Australia my rental of a modest apartment was almost 40% of my income. In Ireland my mortgage repayment on a four-bedroom house in a sought-after area (the house opposite mine sold on the day it became available) is only 25% of my income. 

The two questions I am regularly asked by people who find out I am from Australia concern Indigenous Australians and refugees. It has come to the attention of many Europeans through the reporting of the Tampa incident and general reporting of Australian aboriginal affairs that Australia has a poor record in performance in these areas. I must also note that I have not yet met anyone in Europe or the USA who knows that Australia was part of the ‘coalition of the willing’. I usually do not enlighten them since the war in Iraq has been such a sensitive topic in European relations. I do have concerns as to the way in which Australian events are reported and managed in the international media. I have additional concerns in these areas with the frequent misinformation from the Australian government as to the status of the treatment of refugees and the rights of indigenous Australians. I think both of these areas are black mark against Australia in the international environment and I must report the distress of many European people I have met who seem to know almost as much as me as to the extent of the brutalisation of refugees and the treatment of indigenous citizens. 

I also continue to be concerned that Australian government and government employees are terribly out of touch with Europe and European events and programmes. Some of these initiatives could be helpful to future directions in Australian community life. Are Australians who are resident in Europe ever consulted about their knowledge and expertise? 

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

Perhaps Australia should consider developing and promoting all means of cultural exchange and work to invigorate relations in the academic sector between Australia and European countries. In the university sector, changes to the university calendar are needed in order that Australian academics can link up with European conference season. Australian academics should be encouraged to exchange teaching semesters with one another from time to time. Australians living overseas are in prime position to support and encourage this.

