Dr. David W. Ash

Chicago, USA

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.

My situation is perhaps a bit unusual as compared to the majority of Australian expatriates in that I have never spent significant time in Australia.  I was born in Australia in 1965 to Canadian parents and have therefore had dual Canadian-Australian citizenship since infancy.  Because my dual citizenship in both countries was a matter of birthright, I was allowed to maintain dual citizenship even under the old rules.  Since 2002, when the law was changed, I have also applied for and received Irish (and hence EU) citizenship by descent.

My parents left Australia when I was quite young, and I grew up in Canada and have spent most of my adult life thus far in the USA.  I am not, however, a US citizen.  You may wonder why I am responding to this inquiry at all given that my ties to Australia, thus far, have been minimal.  There are a couple of reasons.  One is that I consider citizenship, in and of itself, to be a very significant tie to a country.  At some point I want to honour that tie to Australia by spending significant productive time in Australia—I will get to why that hasn’t happened so far in a paragraph or two.  And secondly, a combination of circumstances are leading me to consider much more seriously the idea of moving to Australia in the near future than I ever have before as an adult (so, yes, for the record I am a potential voter in the Australian election likely to take place in late 2004).

I have, at various points in my life and with varying degrees of seriousness, looked into the possibility of spending some time in Australia, and possibly returning to Australia permanently.  So far it hasn’t happened.  I think the primary reason why it hasn’t happened is one of career opportunities.  I work in the information technology (IT) industry, and hold a Ph.D. in computer science from Stanford University, California, in addition to having many years of industry experience.  With the background that I have, there has never been any shortage of interested employers in the USA at any time when I have been on the job market.  I have been able to generate interest in my resume in the USA even during the times when the overall IT industry has been decidedly slow in its hiring.  Yet, at the same time on any occasion when I have presented my CV to Australian employers, both in industry and in academia, the response has been decidedly more lukewarm.  The sense that I got—this has never been stated explicitly to me but it is just an impression I was left with—is that someone who was truly competent would never consider leaving the USA for Australia in my field—that the USA is where the opportunities are.

Yet, while the USA has provided me with some good opportunities during the early part of my career, as I now approach the middle part of my career, I’m finding there are limitations as to what I can do in a country where I don’t have the full privileges of a citizen.  As noted earlier, I am not a US citizen.  After many years in the USA, I am only now even at a point where I am within striking distance of permanent residency (my “green card”).  And after that, it is a long wait for full citizenship—and I suspect that limitations on what a non-citizen can do are likely to only increase given the direction that the USA is going.

I have friends of mine in Australia who work in IT and who are actively pursuing entrepreneurial dreams and goals that my US visa status hasn’t allowed me to follow up until now—although I probably make more money than they do.

And while this isn’t the right forum for a detailed description of my personal life, I will just note that I am still single and being a non-citizen in the USA can create complications in romantic relationships as well.

So, if you follow where I am going with all this, I am at a point where if I felt professionally welcomed to return to Australia, I would seriously consider doing so.  I suspect there are others in the USA and other countries who initially intend to just stay awhile, and don’t intend to go through the often frustrating process of obtaining a green card and citizenship—yet feel unsupported in a possible return to Australia and eventually end up staying in the USA or elsewhere more by default.  Yet so far there doesn’t seem to be a clear avenue for doing so.  In a sense it is harder for someone who is a citizen of a country to make a plan to spend time there, because the legal avenues for temporary working visits don’t apply to someone who is already a citizen.  This is really unfortunate, because the benefit that an expat could offer through their contacts abroad would be great if they ever felt welcomed to return.

Of course, given that I am a dual citizen of Australia and Canada, returning to Canada is also an option.  Yet, despite the geographical proximity, my ties to Canada have weakened over the years to the point where they are not that strong.  I would essentially be starting over no matter where I moved to.  I do not necessarily feel that Australia is doing any worse of a job in maintaining contact with its expats than any other country—indeed, I think through the intense lobbying of groups such as the Southern Cross Group, Australia may actually be a bit ahead of the curve in comparison to other countries.  Yet the number of people living abroad as dual citizens or long-term residents abroad is increasing in all countries, and all countries are woefully inadequate in the support they provide to their expatriates.  Saying Australia is ahead of the curve should, therefore, not especially be something for Australia to pat itself on the back for.

A few specific points and then I will close this letter:

(1)
Not long ago my mother in applying for her pension needed to document the amount of time she had spent in Australia.  Australia was unsupportive of her in getting her the information she needed, despite the fact that she had contributed to Australia by living and working in Australia for a period of her life.  She was eventually able to obtain the information she needed from the Canadian authorities, so the point is now somewhat moot, but it was example of lack of support to someone who has contributed to Australian life and is now abroad (albeit she is not a citizen).  I do not know if my father will have similar hassles when he reaches retirement age later this year.

(2)
Being eligible, I recently applied for an NSW Residency Expatriate Researcher Award for 2004 at the University of Sydney.  In early February 2004 I was informed of the outcome of this application which is that it was not accepted.  The letter from Prof. Beryl Hesketh, Pro Vice Chancellor (Science and Technology) at the University of Sydney indicated that a significant factor in this decision was the small number of available awards for 2004.  Prof. Hesketh is strongly encouraging ‘the Government’ to increase the number of awards available for 2005, and I would support this call.  Given that this is an NSW award, I presume that ‘the Government’ refers to the state government, but if there is anything that can be done at the federal level to support programs of this kind, I would strongly encourage it.  I would not necessarily win personally on a financial level by accepting such an award—the money is likely to be less than my salary in the USA—yet I would still accept an award if offered to me because of the other benefits to Australia, the USA, and myself by developing contacts through such an award.

(3)
I am sceptical of the recent Australia-USA free trade agreement.  My scepticism may be overcome when the full text of the agreement is made public, but having had dealings with the Canada-USA (and later Mexico) free trade agreements, I know that it is tough to negotiate a truly fair and free trade agreement with a nation as powerful as the USA.  Based on what I know so far, my instincts tell me that it is not a good deal—that Australia gave up too much in the final days of negotiations.  It would be better not to have an agreement at all than to have a bad one.  Though this point is, in some ways, irrelevant to the issues facing expats, it is relevant in the sense that any trade agreement should provide some support to the citizens of each country residing in the other country, and I don’t see any such support in what I have read about the agreement so far.

(4)
The quarantine laws for pets entering Australia still seem archaic although much improved from what they once were.  For those of us who are quite attached to our pets and don’t want to subject our pets to what from their point of view is likely to be seen as long-term abandonment, this is a significant factor in any decision to return to Australia.  Remember that a one-month quarantine, in human time, will be seen by the pet as a seven month quarantine, and that is a very long time.  Surely something could be worked out where, when exporting pets from a nearly rabies free country to Australia, quarantine could be waived if the pet could be shown to have had regular shots and veterinary exams over a period of time showing good health.

Thank you for your efforts in reading the submissions to this Inquiry.  I look forward to seeing some results from the Inquiry.  I hope there will be a general recognition of the potential asset that expats provide to Australia, along with some specific actions around the themes that have been submitted by the many respondents to this Inquiry, including myself.  If you have any specific questions to direct to me personally, my contact info is listed below.  Thank you.

David Ash, Ph.D.

