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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 left Australia in 1998, and was surprised to note recently that I have now spent an eighth of my life living in Porto Alegre, Brazil. 

When I came to Brazil, I had no particular plans to stay for an extended period. The woman I loved had spent six months living with me in Australia and I wanted to spend some time living in her country and learning her language. Our plan was, in general terms, to spend a year or two here then return to Australia. During my first year here, however, her brother died, leaving a wife and three daughters. More than anything else, it was our responsibilities to our young nieces that led us to put off our return to Australia. 

With the passing of time, I settled more into Brazilian society. I started off teaching English, for which I had already trained in Australia, but as my Portuguese improved I moved into translating. Through an unpredictable sequence of events, I ended up starting up my own translating company with a Brazilian colleague. My wife and I have also bought a flat, which would have been much more difficult on a teacher’s salary in Australia. Being a native speaker of English obviously gives me a great advantage here, whereas being a (now fluent) speaker of Portuguese would be of relatively little benefit in Australia. 

People often ask me why I don’t go back to Australia, which is frequently perceived as some kind of paradise. My economic reasons are those set out above. Socially, if we were to return now, we would have to choose between Sydney, where we have friends but which is very expensive and tough, Darwin, where we also have friends but where the climate no longer appeals, Port Macquarie, where my parents now live but where we know absolutely no one else, or some other city that neither of us knows. I now have as many friends in Porto Alegre as I do in any other city in the world, so that ends up being a good reason to stay. 

I certainly miss my parents, and they are one of the reasons that I would return. The other is that I cannot imagine ever coming to terms with some aspects of Brazilian society, such as the amazing levels of inefficiency and corruption. As much as I may or may not come to love Brazil, I cannot imagine ceasing to be Australian. News from Australia continues to be news about me. When people discuss international events, I am very aware that my country supported the war in Iraq and the country I live in did not. I am sensitive to what is said about Australia and what it implies about Australia’s image abroad. I am aware that my behaviour and my beliefs are going to be taken, at some level, as representing Australia. I do not defend every aspect of Australian society and culture, but I acknowledge that I am a part of it. 

Living outside Australia has been vital for the development of my understanding of what our country really is. I have had many opportunities to ponder the differences between Australia and Brazil: why two countries with so many reasons to be similar end up being ultimately so different. Cutting through the endless details is always one simple distinction: that Australia is, at heart, a British country, and Brazil a Latin one. In comparison with Brazil, for example, our British values regard the law as the boundary between what you can and cannot do: their Latin view sees it as the boundary between what you can get without even trying and what you should try and get away with.

Five years ago, I would have rejected the idea that Australia could be classified as a British country, but those five years have taught me to disconnect the term “British” from a geographical meaning and recognise it as describing a world view and a set of institutions that are fundamental to what Australia has become: things as diverse as our parliamentary democracy, our ironic, self-deprecating sense of humour and our sense of fair play. 

My experience as an Australia expatriate in Brazil has given me the opportunity to better understand Australia’s place in the world and to recognise our legitimate family connections not only with New Zealand (the state that chose not to join the Federation and was inexplicably never invited to think it over again) but also with the United Kingdom, Canada and Ireland. I don’t know any Australians in Porto Alegre, but I have friends from New Zealand, England, Wales, Ireland and Canada, and am often impressed by how small our differences are. Yes, Australia is a large, diverse, multicultural country, but – like Canada – it is a large, diverse, multicultural British country. 

The Australian diaspora is, in fact, part of a broader British diaspora: a diaspora not merely of people, but of a world-view. Given the number of Australian expatriates who evidently feel connections with these other British countries – and the number of citizens of these countries that Australia hosts – it would be highly advantageous to recognise such migrations not as movements from one country to another but as movements between units of the same transnational entity. Australia would lose fewer people if “migration” between these countries were freer. If it were easier, for example, for someone in Sydney to accept a job in London or Toronto and for someone in London or Toronto to accept a job in Sydney, then we would have a far more fluid job market, where fewer people felt trapped in one or other of these sister Commonwealth countries. If “migration” from Melbourne to Edinburgh and from Edinburgh to Melbourne were bureaucratically no more complex than moving from Perth to Brisbane and back, then more people would go abroad, develop their skills and come back to use them. We would also benefit from greater numbers of skilled people from other Commonwealth realms spending time developing and using their skills in Australia. 

The sheer numbers of our diaspora show us what is our place in the world: the countries with which we have most in common are (in the silliest possible definition) those cricket-playing, rugby-playing countries of (British) Commonwealth. 
