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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'm an Australian citizen in my early thirties. I was born abroad and I still live abroad. My family moved back to Australia when I was three, then left Australia again four years later. Since then I've come back again and again for a month here, a few months there, probably adding up to three or four years in total.

Growing up in Norway, I was always the Australian girl, the foreigner. We spoke English at home, spread Vegemite on our bread and read books sent from home. Mum sang us Australian lullabies, told us Australian stories, taught us Australian accents. We found the one other Australian woman in our town and shared stories of greedy Norwegians mistaking our precious Vegemite for chocolate and the looks on their faces after the first bite of sandwich with half a centimetre of salty Vegemite touched their tongues. We listened to the BBC World Service because there was no way we could receive Australian radio or other media, apart from newspaper clippings that arrive long after the event. Mum signed my sister and I up for Distance Education, which was wonderful: letters every fortnight and the idea of a class that included kids in the outback, itinerant families and kids spending a year in Thailand or Indonesia. After a while it was obvious that it was impossible to keep up with Australian Distance Education as well as regular Norwegian schooling, but I kept doing English by correspondence all the way through year 12, though more or less regularly and never taking exams. Since the English education I was receiving in Norway was at a completely different level, that was very important to me. Even the smell of paper made in Australia was different to that used in Norwegian books: Those school books and the letters from my teacher in Perth were a very important link to home for me.

I remember returning to Australia as a young teenager and being amazed that I was not Australian. I was the Norwegian cousin, the foreigner. And yet each time I fly across that red desert it feels like coming home.

When I finished high school I came back to Australia for half a year. I thought I wanted to move back, and spent the autumn in my grandmother's apartment. I went to Perth tech because that was the only place they'd accept a student midterm with a highschool diploma not yet translated to English, and that was OK. I felt somehow rootless though, Australian but not Australian. 

I canvassed the offices of each political party trying to decide what I would vote, who I would be, what I would stand for. In Norway I don't have the right to vote, except in local elections, because I'm not a Norwegian citizen. In Australia I can no longer vote because I'm no longer a resident. It's strange to be disenfranchised like that. It doesn't feel good.

When my half year in Australia was nearing its end I tried to work out how I could stay. I wasn't eligible for AUSTUDY because my parents earned a little too much. If I had been a Norwegian citizen I would have been eligible for a student loan and stipend which I could have used to study outside of Norway, but as a non-citizen, I didn't qualify. I saw no choice other than to go back to Norway, where I was eligible for a student loan as a permanent resident. I did an MA and later completed a PhD, and thanks to generous Norwegian research funding I was able to spend some time as a visiting scholar at RMIT in Melbourne.

In Melbourne I discovered that I had no rights as an Australian citizen because I was only in the country for two months at a time. Medicare wouldn't kick in until I'd actually been resident for three months, I was told. I wasn't able to vote either, even though there was an election while I was there, because I was told that I wasn't a resident yet, I was just visiting. So I had to have Norwegian travel insurance to live in the country I'm a citizen of and I couldn't vote, not even when I was physically present.

It feels awful to identify with a country so strongly and yet to repeatedly be told you don't belong. Some of that feeling of not belonging is inevitable if you're brought up between cultures -- I speak perfect Australian English but am lost when the conversation turns to questions of taxes or television series that were popular when I was a teenager, because these are things I've never experienced in Australia. Other things shouldn't be necessary. When a citizen returns home, she should be counted as a resident immediately, unless she specifically states she's only visiting. It's ridiculous to have to wait three months before any of your rights kick in.

In many ways it's become easier to be an Australian abroad now than it was when I was growing up. The cost of calling home has dropped dramatically, and email and the web make it so much easier to keep up with what's going on in Australia. Even travel is cheaper and easier, though Australia's still a very long way away from most of the world.

I'm very glad that Australia now accepts dual citizenship. However, Norway doesn't, and giving up my Australian citizenship to become a Norwegian citizen would be a very difficult decision. It would feel like giving up my identity. I think I would feel homeless.

Now I have a daughter who is a dual citizen, having Australian citizenship through me and Norwegian through her father. We speak English, I spread Vegemite on her sandwiches, sing her Australian lullabies and read her Australian stories. I don't know what her relationship to Australia will be like when she grows up. I hope that she feels welcome there.

When my daughter started school I tried to find a Distance Education course that she could follow, as I did when I was a child. I search the web every evening for days but found nothing. This is something I imagine more expat families than mine would like: Distance Education in English, if nothing else, from Australia. It meant a lot to me when I was a child. It gave me a love for Australian literature, a knowledge of Australian education and even simple things, like how to write a correct letter according to Australian standards, which are differnet from those taught in Europe. The contact with other Australian children not in Australia was important too.

The other important thing to me is the right to vote. I hate not being eligible to vote in any national election in any country in the world. That is wrong. My Swiss girlfriend, who has lived in Norway all her life, receives regular newsletters in the mail from the Swiss government, keeping her up to date on news from home that's relevant to expats, and giving her all the information and material she needs to vote from abroad in every election and referendum. Americans can vote although they live abroad, and I'm sure many other nations allow that too. Australian expats would keep tighter ties to their home if allowed to not only watch but influence Australian politics.

Still, when I talk to people at the Australian embassy in Copenhagen, they're friendly and supportive. Australia is a wonderful country, a beautiful country of friendly, gorgeous people. I want to be able to spend time there regularly for the rest of my life, perhaps living there sometimes, perhaps just making extended, repeated visits. I want to be able to work with researchers in Australia and build bridges between the country I live in and the country I still think of as home. I've started, in some ways, with assistance from Norway not from Australia.

Most of all, I want to feel that my country wants me.
