Sonja Bar-Am

Rodovre DENMARK

Message: Long-time Mobile Expatriate

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.

Personal Background

I am a 33 year old, born in middle-class Adelaide, Australia (15.07.1970) to educated and sophisticated typical Aussie family. After university studies, I promptly fell in love with an Israeli man and travelled with him to Israel via other countries at age 23, in 1994. As with most such relationships, it ended quickly due to diverse cultural differences, however I decided to stay in Israel and “prove myself” as it were in the Israeli society. I stayed in Israel for the next 8 years, working and establishing my career, first as a business journalist, now in international business development. In 2002, I met my husband, an Israeli electronics engineer who is based in Copenhagen, Denmark, with an International hi-tech company. In late 2002 I moved to Denmark to be with him, we were married in 2003 and are expecting our first child. I have travelled worldwide for both work and pleasure, and am now well adept at dealing with cultural differences and difficulties.    

‘Why We Leave’ is Not the Question:

As a young educated Australian, the attractions of world travel, discovery and broadening the self, are obvious and even romantic triggers to get us to pack our bags and leave ‘isolated’ Australia. I believe, then that the real question is: ‘Why we stay away’. In my case I have had many good experiences being an Australian abroad. My Australian hard-working disposition, education and language have helped me succeed very rapidly in international business and journalism. I don’t believe I would have had the same upwardly mobile chances in Australia. In places like the developing Middle-East, Australia is considered a Utopia, and Australians are Utopia’s ambassadors. Thus in both work and social situations, I found myself always of special interest to people around me. I miss this when I am in Australia. 

Also, for me the experience of living overseas has been unparallel in terms of self-development. I am now on to my second language. I have learnt how to broaden my view of life to include all races of man on an equal level. I can deal with and have an informed opinion on issues as complex as the Israeli-Palestinian question, or as simple as language misunderstandings in the supermarket. Being a long-term expat has allowed me to breakout of my middle-class shell. I have excelled in the global village and this is part of the reason why I have not returned to Australia.

Difficulties & Advantages:

I have experienced no difficulties that are specific to being an Australian abroad, but actually there are many advantages. Administrative advantages make life easier. For instance, gaining residency visas in countries like Denmark is easier with an Australian passport. The only visa difficulty I have had was when travelling to eastern Europe, but I have a dual citizenship with Israel, so I usually have no problems entering any country I wish.

In my experience, the Australian embassies in each country are super helpful, and it is a great reassurance to know that they are efficient and welcoming. 

Banking and other monetary issues can be difficult. But these expenses are a result of stringent international money-laundering laws and should be respected.

Returning to Australia: 

I believe that the greatest difficulty in being an expat will be returning to Australia. 

Most importantly, securing a residence permit for my Israeli husband is likely to be the biggest hurdle. In its inquiry, the Australian government, should look carefully at the difficulties of returning mixed-nation families in terms of residence visas and re-integration into the social service systems. It is these issues that directly affect our return to Australia.

Employment opportunities are likely to be difficult to negotiate, since I have been out of the Australian workforce for many years. I am not sure how international work experience will be received to the Australian employer, but I am inclined to think it will be treated with some degree of scepticism.

Health insurance and credit ratings are likely to be affected by long term absence.

Personally, I expect to undergo a ‘reverse culture shock’, in many areas that are generally ‘tabo’ in discussion. Issues, such as women’s equality of opportunity in the work place and the latent racism of ignorance in the Australian society, are not acknowledged in Australia. But to a Returning Expat, they are stark and often disappointing attitudes in the Australian society. I expect to find that many will misunderstand my ‘international’ broad attitude.    

I am a proud true-blue Aussie and an enthusiastic ambassador for Australia. I want to return within a year or so to raise my family. I look forward to returning, and hope that it will be an exciting experience as it was when I left ten years ago.

Yours faithfully

Sonja Bar-Am 

Denmark 

