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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.  I 

shall attempt to address the Terms of Reference of the Inquiry in 

sequence, at least for those terms on which I wish to comment.

Personal background:

Born in Melbourne in 1957.

Australian is the only citizenship ever held.

Married to an Australian, no children.

Education level: BSc (1980) + PhD (1986).

I departed Australia in 1986 and have lived overseas ever since, 

firstly for 3 years in Canada and then in Switzerland (now over 14 

years).

Currently employed by the University of Zurich.  My professional 

background, current employment activity and list of scientific 

publications can be viewed at www.oci.unizh.ch/persons/linden.html 

and associated links.

Co-president of "Aussies Abroad", a social club for Australian 

expatriates living in Switzerland (see: www.aussies.ch).

Why I left Australia and still live overseas:

After completion of my PhD, my intention was to pursue an academic 

research career.  At that time, it was considered beneficial to gain 

two or three years overseas research experience as a postdoctoral 

fellow, after which one would be considered more employable by a 

university in Australia because of the breadth of experience 

obtained.  Therefore, with this in mind, I obtained a postdoctoral 

position in Canada, which ultimately lasted 3 years.

However, during this time, the situation in Australian universities 

changed considerably.  Funding diminished and many departments had to 

rationalise their research programmes and associated staff. 

Employment opportunities in my field of expertise evaporated and a 

position for me in Australia was not available.  An opportunity arose 

in Switzerland (I was head-hunted) and I have been there ever since.

Initially, I expected to remain in Switzerland for only a few years, 

hoping that a suitable opening would eventually become available in 

an Australian university, but that never happened.  It seemed that 

almost every time someone in Australia with my expertise moved to 

another job or retired, the university concerned would close that 

unit.  In 14 years, there have been only three positions in Australia 

that I have been aware of for which I would have been ideally suited. 

In the meantime, I have attained a highly recognised international 

profile in my field, but there is still little interest in my 

expertise from anyone in Australia.

No doubt I could have returned to Australia and changed my 

professional direction, but when one enjoys doing what one does, has 

a secure position and is paid well for it, then it is a gutsy thing 

to do to give up all that and dive into the unknown not knowing 

whether or not a secure job would ever be held again.  My chosen 

career path had a specialisation in a field which became of low 

priority for universities limited by financial constraints and which 

is used in industrial research in Australia to only a small extent, 

any requirements being filled by outsourcing.

If Australia is concerned about "brain drain", then I am an example 

of this.  Despite my talents, Australia is not reaping the benefits, 

in part because of policies on university funding and research 

direction.  Considering that I received a university education at a 

time when it was essentially free, and that I completed a PhD in 

chemistry, which is one of the more expensive fields in which to 

educate a student, the return on this not inconsiderable expenditure 

has been almost nil to the Australian economy and community. 

Instead, the product of all my expertise, skills, efforts, and tax 

dollars of the last 17 years has benefited my host countries.  On the 

other hand, Australia does benefit indirectly by association from my 

international profile and reputation among my peers in my field of 

expertise.

While having Australians living and working abroad is also a positive 

thing, it is important to ensure that not too many Australians are 

leaving because they perceive a lack of sufficient and attractive 

opportunities within Australia that are rewarding both financially 

and personally.  How many other expatriate Australians could tell a 

story similar to mine?  How much might Australia have benefited if 

these people had spent more of their working life within Australia, 

rather than elsewhere?

Young people may be eager to explore the world and they can learn a 

lot by exposure to foreign cultures.  There is no need to be overly 

concerned about short term expatriates, but it is perhaps important 

to discover the reasons why long term expatriates have not returned 

to Australia, other than those who have married someone from another 

country and have decided to reside in their spouse's country.

Would I ever consider returning permanently to Australia?  If a 

suitable and attractive job opportunity arose, yes, although the 

chances of that happening are low.  Salaries and the standard of 

living in Switzerland are high, so there is no incentive to give that 

up.  It is more likely that I would return to Australia upon 

retirement, because I enjoy the Australian lifestyle.

The costs, benefits and opportunities presented by the phenomenon:

One of the costs has been described above.  This is not just the loss 

of financial returns on the costs of an education, but the loss of 

physical contribution to the Australian community in general.  One 

benefit is that every expatriate is a small ambassador for his/her 

country.  Most expatriate Australians are not high profile people. 

By their behaviour, talents and close daily interactions with the 

people of their host countries, they present an image (hopefully 

positive) of what Australians are like in every day life, not just in 

the events reported in the media.

The experiences gained by living for en extended period in another 

country are quite different to those of a tourist; the latter not 

usually spending sufficient time in one place to be exposed to all 

the nuances and customs of that place.  An expatriate often gains a 

much broader view of the world through their exposure to different 

cultures.  I often notice when I visit family and friends in 

Australia that they do not have the same outlook on the world and 

foreign cultures that I have developed; there is a tendency to be 

narrow-minded, simply because what they have learnt is from hearsay 

and media coverage, rather than direct experience.  Thus, returning 

expatriates can benefit other Australians by conveying some of the 

attitudes that they have developed while away, particularly with 

regard to the acceptance and understanding of other cultures.

The needs and concerns of overseas Australians:

Although I live overseas, my heart is still very much in Australia. 

I am fortunate that I can afford regular trips home to keep my images 

of Australia and ties to family and friends alive.  Many expatriates 

cannot afford such regular trips and it is easy to lose contact with 

family and friends.  In my first years away (ca. 1986-1992), it was 

very difficult to keep up with current news from back home.  It was 

necessary to rely on letters, newspaper cuttings, etc. from family, 

which was often very old news by the time it reached me. 

Fortunately, this situation has been ameliorated substantially 

because of the ready access to current information, newspapers, etc. 

via the Internet.  Telephone costs have also decreased enormously 

over the last few years, so that frequent telephone conversations 

with family members in Australia are no longer prohibitively 

expensive.  These developments have all helped to improve an 

expatriate's ability to maintain much closer ties with Australia than 

in earlier times.

Depending on which country one moves to, the culture shock can be 

minimal or enormous.  When I moved to Canada, it was a great 

adventure and very easy to adapt.  It was very little different from 

moving to another Australian city, because the Canadian culture is so 

akin to our own.  My move to Switzerland was quite different, because 

the Swiss culture is so very much different from that of Australia. 

Not just because of language, but different attitudes and ways of 

doing things all have to be accommodated.  If one cannot make the 

adjustment, one is lost in their new country and is headed for a very 

unhappy time.

When one is newly arrived in their host country, the first thing most 

people do is seek information.  The people and institutions of their 

host country are often of limited help with some aspects.  They 

usually see things from their point of view and take a lot of basic 

information for granted because they grew up with it.  Trivial things 

like where to buy a tax-paid garbage bag are obvious to the locals 

but a big puzzle to a newcomer.  Many important questions an 

expatriate has can often not be completely answered or incorrectly 

answered by a local official because they do not know of special 

rules or conditions that often apply to foreigners (pensions is one 

glaring example).

So, where does the new expatriate get their information?  Usually, 

from other expatriates.  In Switzerland, which has a very high 

expatriate population, there are, today, many web sites developed 

completely voluntarily by resident expatriates from all over the 

world to help address this information need.  Before the Internet, it 

wasn't so easy and one had to rely on meeting other expatriates, so 

the number of social clubs catering to expatriates in general or 

those of specific nationalities was quite high.  When one is at a 

loss for information, it is quite natural to turn to the local 

embassy or mission of their home country for at least some basic 

starting information.  In Switzerland, the Australian Consulate 

General is of limited help.  I know of one newly arrived Australian 

who contacted them to see if they had some sort of information 

package for newly arrived expatriates, only to be told that there was 

nothing available.  In desperation, she turned to the British 

Embassy, and came away loaded with material.  It would be beneficial 

if Australian Embassies and missions could at least provide a basic 

package of information about their host country to Australians in 

need.  Maybe that is not seen as a responsibility of embassies and 

missions and that it is up to the individual to address their own 

needs.  However, one has to start somewhere and an expatriate in a 

new country does not necessarily know where.  Surely, it is 

relatively easy and of little cost for an embassy to set up a small 

package of basic information about life, contacts and important local 

customs and procedures that they can give out to expatriates in need. 

It creates a lot of goodwill and not a sense among the expatriates 

that their home country is no longer interested in them.

The situation of Australia's official presence in Switzerland is 

perhaps a stark example of the poor services sometimes provided by 

Australia for Australians overseas.  The original Australian Embassy 

in Berne (the capital and about as central in Switzerland as you can 

be) was closed some years ago for economic reasons.  The Consulate 

General in Geneva took over some functions, but some services also 

went to the Berlin Embassy.  It has happened on more than one 

occasion that an Australian living in Switzerland did not know 

whether Geneva or Berlin was responsible for a needed service and in 

fact was sent in circles by the two offices, each claiming the matter 

was the responsibility of the other.  Not good!  Some services 

require a trip to Berlin.  This is sort of like asking an Australian 

living in Melbourne to go to Brisbane to obtain a government service! 

Furthermore the Geneva office is clearly more interested in its UN 

activities (which is why it was set up un the first place long, 

before the Berne office closed).  An Australian official there once 

gave me the distinct impression that that person (personally) had 

little interest in the Australians living in Switzerland.  Hopefully 

that attitude is an isolated case.  It is disheartening to receive 

the impression that one's own country does not care about one because 

that person chooses to live outside Australia.

Obtaining information and services form Australian Government 

departments can sometimes be tricky.  The availability of information 

over the Internet has helped a lot, but difficulties often arise when 

one has to make personal contact with a department.  The "front of 

the house" people one usually reaches first may not be very well 

informed about matters pertaining to expatriates, understandably.  It 

can take quite some effort to get to speak with someone who is in the 

know, and I am aware of Australian expatriates who have been sent in 

endless circles, and have never received the information they 

desired.  Given that there is such a large percentage of Australian 

citizens living abroad, one suggestion would be that each government 

department designates a specific person with the responsibility to 

maintain the relevant knowledge and information pertaining to the 

unique situation of expatriates and to be the designated contact 

person for such enquiries.  Provision of more expatriate specific 

information on government department web sites would also be useful.

The voting rights of overseas Australians is another very important 

issue.  Many expatriates took their names off the electoral rolls 

because of incorrect information.  For example, I was told by the 

Australian Tax Office that I needed to remove my name from the 

electoral roll in order to qualify for the status of "non-resident 

for tax purposes".  I now believe this information was incorrect, but 

there is no way I can re-enrol unless I return to live in Australia. 

Even those expatriates who remain on the electoral rolls risk having 

their names removed if they fail to vote in any election.  Why?  What 

does that regulation achieve?

Why can't expatriate Australians vote as a matter of course, without 

having to jump through hoops to remain on the electoral roll, or 

without being unable to return to the roll once off it?  "Scare" 

scenarios about loyalties of dual citizens, (what about the 

expatriate with sole Australian citizenship?), what electoral seat an 

expatriate would belong to (how about a federal seat - or two - 

representing just expatriates?), and so on, were given as reasons not 

to change the status quo during a recent inquiry.  All these are 

solvable problems.  Isn't the right to vote inherently tied to 

citizenship?  Surely an Australian citizen living abroad has just as 

much right to a say as those living within Australia.  What makes 

expatriate Australians so different from resident Australians that 

the former should have less rights than the latter?  After all, all 

decisions made by Australian voters do not affect just current 

matters, but constantly shape the Australia of the future.  The 

future Australia to which I am tied by citizenship and to which I may 

some day return and resume residence.  The referendum on the republic 

is an obvious example, but every election ultimately determines the 

path down which Australia progresses.  Is it right that I therefore 

have no say in how this future Australia should be, and have to cop 

every change in Australia on the chin, just because I choose (or am 

forced for employment reasons) to live overseas for a while?

I have lost my vote to right in Australia because I do not live 

there.  As a foreigner in Switzerland, I have no right to vote in my 

host country.  Thus, I am completely disenfranchised from any say in 

anything, anywhere.  Is this fair, correct, or equitable with human 

rights?  I believe that I should at least have a say in the affairs 

of the country of which I am a (proud) citizen.

Other issues of concern or need for better information and/or 

arrangements, bilateral treaties, etc., include...

Transportability of pensions and superannuation after one has spend 

many years living overseas and now wishes to return to Australia, 

either before or after retirement.  Such a transfer of funds should 

not have negative tax implications.

Access to or resumption of medical benefits, both Medicare and 

private health cover, without the need for waiting periods or 

exclusions due to existing illnesses, if one already has had that 

coverage continuously in another country.  I do not know what 

allowances are in place, but this would be one major concern if I 

wanted to move back to Australia and had, for example, a chronic 

illness.  The same issue may arise for Australians moving overseas 

for the first time.  Thus bilateral arrangements between Australia 

and other countries on this matter are important.  Also important is 

the availability of adequate and correct information on this issue.

Recognition of a previous good driving record can also be an issue 

with insurance companies when moving overseas or returning to 

Australia.

In fact, it would be worthwhile to look at the many everyday issues 

involved when moving from/to Australia to see what barriers, 

difficulties, or even perceptions thereof, arise that are simply not 

present when one moves from one suburb to another in the same 

Australian city, or even interstate.  Moving overseas is 

understandably a complex process, but any tasks that could be made 

easier by the removal of official bureaucracy, or establishment of 

new bilateral agreements can only help the expatriate community and 

may ultimately encourage more long-term expatriates to return to 

Australia.

The measures taken by other comparable countries to respond to the 

needs of their expatriates:

How do other countries do this differently?  An example using 

Switzerland.  Swiss citizens can vote in their elections and 

referenda, regardless of where they live.  They also have very active 

Swiss clubs for expatriates in many countries and these clubs are 

actively supported by the Swiss Embassies.  A Swiss can obtain the 

name and address of any other Swiss living in the same area from 

their Embassy.  That raises certain privacy issues, but shows how 

active the Swiss government is in helping expatriate Swiss to network 

with each other and feel comfortable in their host country.

This concludes the points I wish to raise and I hope you are able to 

give them due consideration in your deliberations.  In conclusion, I 

am a proud Australian.  Australia will always be "home" in my heart 

wherever I live, even though I feel quite comfortable where I 

currently am.  I try to present a positive image of Australia to all 

the people I meet, and I believe I have done that successfully.  The 

citizens of Australia are its greatest asset and they do not 

necessarily have to be within its borders for Australia to benefit 

from them.  Australia should actively promote and reap the benefits 

of its citizens wherever they may be and should take whatever steps 

possible to ensure that no expatriate Australian ever feels that they 

have been abandoned by their country.

Yours sincerely,

Anthony Linden.

