February 23, 2004

To: The Committee Secretary

Senate Legal and Constitutional References Committee 

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600 Australia

To: Legal and Constitutional, Committee (SEN)

Subject: Submission to Australian Expatriates Inquiry


Dear Sir/Madam,

This submission is in response to the invitation for public comment as part of the Committee's Inquiry into Australian Expatriates.

To begin with, I would like to thank the Australian Senate and Senator Bolkus for this opportunity for those of us living overseas, or who have spent considerable time away from Australia, to be able to voice their opinions, concerns and experiences on this issue. The Australian Expatriate community has much to offer and this effort may signal a beginning for greater communication between Australia and those of us away from her shores – and this can only be a good thing.

Diaspora – from the Greek word to disperse. Australians have a wonderful history of leaving the country to go out and explore the world. Whether as a “right of passage” trip with a few mates to England and Europe, to expand educational or employment opportunities or just a trip abroad, Australians have always traveled. 

Is this any more of a fact now than in previous times? Probably not – though I have no empirical evidence either way. The ease and cost of travel could be a factor – though recent world events and responses to potential global threats could change that. 

When one sets out to see the world I think we genuinely think we’ll be back – sooner than later. I know I did but that didn’t happen. It has now been 20 years since I lived in Australia – seems unreal to me at times. 

I, for one, moved to the USA, for educational opportunities. I was accepted to University in California. A degree, my own consultancy firm - opportunities here in Southern California that I never would have expected. I work part time on the only dedicated television program in North America for Rugby Union as an on-camera commentator – something I would never have dreamed possible, talking about the Rugby World Cup from Australia, to households across the US and Canada.   

And I planned on being back in Australia a year after graduation. Plans change.

So that’s me over here – but what of the needs of myself and other Australians who live overseas. 

I believe the most important issue is of dual-citizenship. All Australians should be able to remain Australian, full stop! I am very proud of my heritage and wave the Australian flag proudly to friends, colleagues and acquaintances. Often, I am asked for advice on traveling to Australia, particularly with Rugby and sports teams. 

And I know that Australians wherever they may be, feel the same way. We are very passionate about our country and proudly so!

It can be a complicated issue with great differences in tax codes, reciprocal rights agreements and other factors between the Australian Government and other governments around the world. But an Australian should NOT be put in the position of having to relinquish their citizenship because they have chosen to pursue opportunities elsewhere. 

Voting rights is another area, which needs serious review. I for many years had no idea when elections were being held – apart from scant months old newspaper reports or a letter or call to family or friends. I care deeply about the way Australia is governed, its global position and influence and the way Australia is perceived. I would like to think my voice in that process should be heard in some way – maybe an ‘At Large’ Senator or Member of Parliament. 

The internet has been critical in keeping in touch with Australia. For the first 10-15 years here, it was difficult to find any source of information coming out of Australia. I have lived in the Los Angeles area all of my time in the USA, so there was always better access to information than I imagine in many other parts of the world. The Sydney Morning Herald is the home page for my computer. This has allowed me to become far more attuned to what is happening in Australia, than ever before. 

Keeping linked in a tangible way to Australia for those currently leaving Australia should be a priority, and the Australian Government should provide a handy website to do this. The web address could be in ones passport. That way, new expatriates won’t feel that sense of isolation from Australia I know I experienced for many years. 

It is my goal within the next few years to return to Australia. I know that job and employment opportunities may be difficult. I hope that attitudes on the issue of employment have changed somewhat from the past. People who live overseas bring a wealth of experience with them – of different cultures, business practices and just doing things maybe a little differently than what may be expected in Australia. In the ever-expanding globalization of the business world, these skills should not be shunned but embraced. 

I give as an example of this the recent Free Trade Agreement, agreed in principle between the USA and Australia. I would like to point out that the USA has never signed a Free Trade Agreement with any other nation that didn’t significantly favor the United States. It takes a real understanding of US culture, government and business practices to achieve a positive outcome. Government and business must take advantage of Australians who have experienced other cultural and business norms. It can only enhance Australia’s ability to understand and compete more effectively in the global business and political environment.

In closing, to paraphrase Paul Vautin from “The Footy Show”, I’m a bit of a “Neville Nobody” who found opportunity, not in Australia but in the United States. That’s geography, and doesn’t diminish the strong bonds with family, friends and love of country I have with Australia. I would hope this Inquiry into Australian Expatriates opens a meaningful dialogue between the many of us who by choice or necessity, live overseas but still have a tremendous love for Australia and the great nation it is.

Sincerely,

Raymond Viers, Huntington Beach, California, USA
