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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.

I am both very glad that this enquiry is taking place and that I can make a public submission to it. The reason I am making a submission is that I was an expat for 16 years and only returned to live in Australia just over a year ago making me a ‘repat’. I hope my experience and views will be of use, forgive me if I have written something fairly lengthy. 

I returned to live in Australia at the ned of 2002 for a variety of reasons revolving around family, identity and decisions about where to live long term. Settling back into Australia is taking me longer than a year because I have been away so long and it involves building from scratch social and business relationships.  I also suffer from culture shock,something there is no allowance for.

Settling into a job or employment has been difficult. Living overseas gave me many opportunities to do things that Australia can’t replicate and these were all opportunities I built myself. For example I was able to work in areas as diverse as manned space flight and television coverage of the US presidential election process. Many expats will be like me in that having built opportunities unique to the environment of where one had settled it can be very difficult to build on them back in Australia. This is not a criticism of the scope of activities and opportunities in Australia but an observation that Australia and expats have still not learned to live with each other i.e. it seems there is no organised way in Australia to use across our society the unique intellectual capital built up amongst 5% of the population except in a few specialist fields. 

So I have found it a major effort to start building a niche for myself in terms of employment. I have had to undertake work that is narrower in scope to what I was used to, in effect start from the bottom. I work in broadcasting, which is a smaller industry in Australia than in Europe and America which means there is less scope for interesting work and interesting positions are, naturally enough, already occupied.

However the biggest problem I have faced in moving back to Australia has been with my Australian citizenship. While living overseas I took out citizenship of another country (the UK) during the period when Australian law meant in doing so you automatically forfeited your Australian citizenship. I didn’t know this at the time and only found out  after I had moved back . Not only did I have to apply for resumption of  but I also found myself having to apply, in the meantime, for a residents visa so that I could both stay in Australia and leave the country on business. I then had an anxious five months wait to see what the outcome was, completely derailing my efforts to settle back and scaring off potential employers. It nearly made me give up the effort of settling back.  Fortunately I was able to demonstrate and so convince the people at DIMIA that not only during my time as an expat had I kept contact with Australia but that my time as an expat was of benefit to Australia and so was allowed to resume my citizenship. The people I dealt with at DIMIA during this process were, in the main, very helpful but lacked experience in dealing with someone in my situation so I couldn’t take any of the process for resumption for granted.

I would like to comment on resumption from my personal perspective. I had to explain my situation to every acquaintance, colleague, family member etc. The consistent response was  not understanding how I could not be Australian as I was born here. This is a contrast with the UK where I was once told in a casual conversation by a civil servant in the Home Office that “ the Home Office regards someone born in Britain as British till the day they die and beyond, no matter where they live and what citizenship they might take out”.  However the Brits are comfortable with their identity as shown by two things; their ability to take onboard comments and criticism from their own expats, unlike Australia, and how the establishment of Welsh and Scottish assemblies, with more being discussed, has not caused anyone to question ‘britishness.’  Compared with that formally being deprived of my citizenship on an automatic basis seems to me to reflect a fragile sense of Australian identity whereas in my own personal experience at no time in 16 years did I not consider myself to be Australian. If we are to be confident as a society that is a part of a global society then we will have to learn to reflect that in how we view citizenship for those who choose to project Australia in our global society by living away from Australia.

Finally, 5% of Australia’s population living overseas is a great national resource and a mostly untapped one at that. These expats, equal to a fair sized Australian city, are Australia’s connection and ongoing, two-way conduit to the world sustaining, extending and in many cases initiating, a thousand fold all the formal political, cultural, business and social relationships Australia has with today’s global society. Australia needs to embrace these Australians as a natural pillar of the ongoing story of Australia and so enrich the country by embracing them as part of our national discourse as they continue to enable Australia to punch above its weight in a crowded global society. 

Thank you 

Jeremy Cavanagh
