Bernadette Winfield-Gray
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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.

Thank you for conducting this inquiry.

My husband Richard and  I are almost two years into our fifth overseas assignment, our second in the USA.  Unusually, all of these postings have been with the one employer, although Rhode Island is our first foreign experience of life outside a major city.

Since 1985, we have spent a total of 8 years away from Melbourne, and football and mild climate aside find ourselves ambivalent about a permanent return to Australia.

WHY EXPATRIATE?

Our motivations for the moves have been:

a)  work and job expansion and challenge

b) personal development through meeting cross cultural challenges

c)  opportunities for further travel

d)  expanding social opportunities

e) range of available experiences overseas delays temptation to fall in a 'rut'

f) chance for our child to have expanded view of the world (although inner Melbourne just as diverse)

g)  some increase in standard of living whilst on assignment.

WHERE

In 1985 to end 1988 we were in Asia, firstly Singapore for ten months then Tokyo until then end of the Bi-Centennial Year.   For both locations we were essentially a two person crew in start-up mode for the Company ( now expanded to more than 50 local employees).    

GOVT/NON-GOVT SUPPORT

Contact with expatriate Australian social groups in both cities was very helpful, in a practical as well as a support sense.  For example, Janz in Japan organised a bulk meat shipment for us Aust lamb starved Aussies. The High  Commission in Singapore, and Embassy in Tokyo were most accessible to their transplanted  Australians, generously providing

space for social gatherings.    We found the staff from both foreign missions  to be patient and helpful with our often bewildered grasp of  bureaucratic intricacies.

MEDICAL WOES

Whilst in Japan I fell prey to major depression, not a happy experience.   Medical insurance intransigence/language difficulties/cultural difference in diagnosis and treatment  meant that I did not receive proper diagnosis, or adequate treatment, for twelve months.  Not until my return to Australia did get efficent medical care. (Overall, though, in spite of the above, I enjoyed Japan, and made some lasting friendships there.)

Our year in London involved another search for medical treatment and support, this time navigating the National Health service.   After a 4 month wait I found a workable solution.

UK

Again, a voluntary social group of  Australians helped smooth out the bumps of adjusting to life as a 'colonial'.

The High Commission in London was singularly unhelpful to Richard and myeslf on the few occasions we dealt with them.  Maybe they are understaffed?  In any case, the attitude in 1993/4 seemed to be :"You speak English, deal with it yourself!"     I also have two sisters who are long time residents of London and who report similar experiences with that Government source.

USA (1)

1995-96 saw us as temporary residents of  the USA, stationed in Chicago.  As no consul resided in the Mid West our contact with the Australian Government consisted in sorting out postal votes for an election held during our stay.

USA (2)

As yet we have not made contact twith the Embassy in Washington. In Boston, an Australian Chamber of Commerce gets together once a month for drinks.  I  believe that they may be involved with an Aussie Rules league in Boston. To my knowledge we are the only Australians living in Rhode Island.  I have been fortunate in that the suburb in which I live attracts many Company executives relocating from elsewhere in the US, and an active New Neighbours group exists.  This group effectively provides similar social opportunities to what  I found with the Expat support groups in other foreign postings.

FINANCIAL GRIPES

One annoyance for us in the US was the difficulty in obtaining any banking credit.  Our having lived in three other countries, and having a housing mortgage in Australia counted for nothing.  In the end, we had arranged a USD5000 line of credit, against the same amount held as a non-interest deposit with the bank.  One would think that in these days of the so-called Global Community, and instant electronic communication, that an easier  financial solution for  temporary expatriates could be found.

DRIVING LICENCES

The Driving Licence dance was not an issue for us  in 1995/96, as we were resident under one year and could thus drive using an International Drivers Permit.  In 2002 in Rhode Island we discovered that in addition to an identity points system similar to that required by Social Security in Australia, we must  do both written and practical drivers tests.   Had I not been issued with a Social Security ID number in 1995 I would have faced more hurdles before being legally allowed to drive here.

The strong States Rights emphasis in the US means that dealing with many State government departments can be a bureacratic nightmare, like something written by Kafka.

EDUCATION

Another adjustment for us during this 3 year stay is the school system, which is run by Local Government and largely funded through local property taxes.  In wealthy East Greenwich, (pop 36,000) the academic standard is high, but the school base is homogenous - ie White.  After living in poor, cosmopolitan Footscray, the absence of racial and economic diversity came as quite a shock.  We would have much preferred to live in a more urban environment, but these suburbs all had very poorly performing schools.  Parents  residing in the downtown Providence historic and largely wealthy  East Side, containing the Ivy League Brown University, send their children to private schools, where annual fees start at USD 15,000 for Kindergarten (grade One). This trend towards economic and racial separation of education is not one I would hope to see  adopted in Australia.

CULTURE SHOCK - CITY TO SUBURBAN

As semi-rural New Englanders in Rhode Island  we feel isolated from any sense of an expatriate community, a mixed blessing.  Occasionally we have made the three hour trip to New York City, and felt a re-connection to city life.  We are just over an hour's drive from Boston (were they have Chinatown!) A combination of limited child-free time (My daughter Eleanor is in Grade One), heavy traffic on Interstate Route95 (think highway 1 Geelong Road), horrendous Boston traffic (and this from she who drove in Tokyo!) and the unpredictability of New England weather  (snow, sleet posible November to April) has meant we have not taken full advantage of what that city offers. 

Should we elect to stay on beyond our current three year term we are seriously considering relocating to Attleboro Massachusetts, which is an easy commute to Johnston RI (Company HQ), but closer by car to Providence than where we are, and is also on the Commuter Rail Line to Boston. (45 minutes)

When we arrived in RI in May 2002, our housing search took three months, as our Company had specified Rental, and most places here are owner occupied.

REPATRIATION

Richard , Eleanor and I are due to return to Melbourne June 2005.  We have mixed feelings about this.  Our relatives all live interstate or outside Australia, so while living as expatriates our rate of  visiting them is about the same as if we were 'home'.

Having done the reverse culture shock a few times we hope to cope with the re-entry issues again on our return.  It is vital, I think for expatriates to be aware of this process.   Self education (via books) is what mostly helped us in the past.

I have qualifications in the Hospitality arena, yet finding anything other than casual work when I return to Australia has been difficult, ("Yes, but what did you Do in Singapore,Japan, London, USA?")  Getting older does not help.  I feel more confident of acceptance in the US job market.

The whole "Australia is the Best Place in the World" reinforcement quickly tires, but then again so does self-censorship in front of Americans, lest their delicate political sensibilites be offended. IMPROVED TELECOMMUNICATION In recent years the advent of the internet has considerably improved the quality of life for Australians abroad.  No longer must I load suitcases with Vegemite, Vita Wheats and other Aussie specialities - I can order them on-line! Cable TV now provides some Aussie Rules coverage, and I can find Australian newspapers, and the ABC on the internet.

That said, I still dream of a decent cup of Melbourne Cafe coffee!

