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.

I provide below my comments in relation to each of the Terms of Reference of the Inquiry.

The extent of the Australian diaspora, and the variety of factors driving more Australians to live overseas

I feel I can best contribute to the Inquiry’s investigation of these issues by outlining my own personal circumstances.

I am an Australian lawyer, born and educated in Australia, but currently living in the United Kingdom. I came to the United Kingdom in 2003 to undertake postgraduate study at the University of Cambridge. I did this because, although I consider the university education system in Australia to be excellent, there are still opportunities available in world-renowned universities, in the United Kingdom and the United States in particular, which are simply not available at this time in Australia. My particular area of study was international law and human rights, and the University of Cambridge has an extremely strong reputation in this field. Studying overseas gave me the opportunity to work with some of the leaders in this field, and to develop my own knowledge and skills in this area.

I finished my course at Cambridge in June 2003, and am now working for a law firm in London. I believe this provides me with the opportunity to build upon my experience working as a solicitor in Australia, and to gain additional experience of practising in a different environment. I believe the additional experience and skills I have developed while practising in a large firm in London will be useful to me when I return to Australia.

My husband, also a lawyer, came to the UK with me, and is also working for a law firm in London. We intend to return to Australia in the future, as we feel it is our “home”.
The costs, benefits and opportunities presented by the phenomenon

In my particular case, I believe the training and experience I have received in the UK, both at Cambridge and while working in an international law firm, will enable me to contribute to the Australian community upon my return to Australia. I believe the additional skills and experience I have gained overseas will not only benefit me personally, but will also benefit my future employer and will enable me to make a greater contribution to my area of practice. I believe the same can be said of many Australians living overseas.

Further, I believe Australians overseas do a significant amount to raise the profile of Australia internationally. This benefits the country as a whole, both in a general sense, and, in particular, by encouraging trade with, and tourism to, Australia. Through establishing networks, and through organisations such as Australian Business in Europe, Australian expatriates contribute in a very real way to the prosperity of the country.

The cost of having a large Australian “diaspora” is, of course, that these people are not contributing to Australia “at home”, using their knowledge and skills for the immediate benefit of the Australian community and paying taxes in Australia. However, I believe this cost is outweighed by the advantages to Australia of:

· Australian expatriates promoting Australia while overseas;

· Australian expatriates gaining additional skills and experience overseas, which they can then use to the benefit of the Australian community on their return to Australia;

· Australian expatriates gaining experience of other cultures and societies, and how to “fit in” with other cultures and societies, an experience that will be increasingly important as Australia becomes more of a multicultural society.


The needs and concerns of overseas Australians

I believe there are four main concerns of overseas Australians:

· The sense that they are “forgotten” by Australia, a country which they still “call home”, and to which they have strong links. This impression is created as a result of various factors including:

· restricted voting rights for overseas Australians;

· difficulties in accessing government services (eg Medicare) on return to Australia;

· the fact that, until recently, the “Australian of the Year” was required to be resident in Australia;
· the absence of citizenship resumption provisions for Australians who lost their citizenship under the former section 17 of the Citizenship Act, but feel unable to make use of the current resumption provisions, as they are unable to declare that they intend to return to Australia in the immediate future.

· Difficulties in dealing with Australian embassies and consulates overseas. I am currently in the process of renewing my Australian passport in London, and have found it difficult to get an accurate statement of exactly what documentation is required for me to do this. Although the High Commission has an excellent website, much of the information on the website contradicts what is stated on the application form (for which there is a link from the website), and answers to inquiries to the Passport Office have been ambiguous.

I believe, however, that the situation is worse in other countries. I lived for a short while in Geneva, Switzerland, in July last year. Every time I called the Australian consulate, on different days, and at different times, I received an answering machine message stating that the office was “closed for lunch” (even in the early morning or late afternoon). From my work with the Southern Cross Group, I have also received many complaints about the Australian embassy/consulate in Italy, which are apparently impossible to contact by telephone.

· Difficulties in dealing with authorities in their country of residence. I believe this problem was exacerbated by section 17 of the Citizenship Act, which I applaud the government for repealing, which prevented Australian expatriates from taking out the citizenship of their country of residence without losing their Australian citizenship. I am extremely fortunate to be a dual national, also having citizenship of the United Kingdom. I believe this makes it significantly easier for me to deal with authorities in the United Kingdom.

· Lack of information on departing Australia as to the consequences of that decision, and on where to obtain help while overseas. In particular, I think the lack of information on overseas voting rights, Australian taxation obligations, entitlements to government services in Australia, and how to contact government departments in Australia for help while overseas needs to be improved. I also believe that Australians overseas need better access to government and other departments in Australia while overseas. For example, many “helplines” are 13-numbers, which cannot be accessed from overseas.


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

Australian expatriates are a committed group of Australians, who feel strongly attached to their “home country”, and who form networks and support groups all over the world to promote Australia. I believe they are a resource which can be harnessed by the government to promote Australia’s economic, social and cultural interests.

I believe the key way in which this can be done is by:

· Making Australians overseas feel a valued part of the “Australian community”, by increasing communication with, and access to information for, Australians overseas. This can be done through embassies and consulates, through increased access to government departments in Australia, and through general measures, such as recognising an Australian Expatriate of the Year.

· Making it easier for expatriate Australians to return home. This involves removing barriers such as non-recognition of overseas qualifications, problems obtaining entry clearance for spouses/partners, and difficulties in obtaining access to services such as Medicare on return to Australia.

*
*
*

In conclusion, I welcome this Inquiry into Australian Expatriates, and hope that its findings will be useful in assisting the government to harness the incredible resource which Australians overseas represent.

Yours faithfully,

Jacqueline Mowbray

