Janette McGrath

Phoenix, Arizona, USA

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.

I left my home of Melbourne Australia to take a two year contract with Hong Kong Bank in June of 1997.  I arrived just two weeks before the handover of Hong Kong to the Chinese.  It was a significant event to witness. When I was leaving Australia there was no one to advise me of my rights, or in fact the retraction of my rights as an Australian citizen living overseas. All the information I needed I was left to discover on my own, via the internet, other Australians living there already and by trial and error.  The only Australian government body I had anything to do with in HK was the Immigration Department when my passport was stolen. Clearly I was a nuisance to these people and I can honestly say I did not receive the warm and friendly response I was hoping to get. After my two years in HK I thought that I would return to Australia with my new skills with a lot to offer the business world there. At the end of my contract Australia was the only country not to have a job offer for me and so as my career would clearly benefit from moving overseas I took a posting at a company called Mondex International, which is a subsidiary of MasterCard Intl.  I lived in London for 17 months and during this time worked on location in many different countries around the world. My ability to adapt to new cultures and environments was developing well and I was learning a great deal from these many experiences.  I worked in Norway, Japan, Chile, Venzuela, Mexico and the USA. I do not speak any foreign languages yet I have survived. During my time away I met an American who is now my husband. We were married in Brighton, Melbourne in March 2000. I now live in Phoenix with him and my two step children. My experience in obtaining a Greencard in the USA is just one big nightmare.  It has been 3 1/2 years now and it has cost us somewhere in the vicinity of $10,000 USD. I am hoping that I will receive a Greencard this year. Without a Greencard I have to apply each year for a Advance Parole Visa so that I may reenter the USA any time I leave.  I have my own management consulting business here and are required to travel overseas from time to time for work.  Without this visa I could not reenter the USA. We are held victims of the US immigration process and there is no one that can help us.  I just wish someone had told me to apply for my greencard in Australia and not here! Being married to an American makes no difference and I sure hope that my husband is not treated the same way when we return to live in Australia. I will apply for a US passport after 3 years of having a greencard so it is a long haul to get what it is that you need to be able to live in the country of your choice. US immigration, when I presented my marriage cerificate to them they wanted to know where Australia was???! The woman then checked in a large book and came back and assured me that Australia was classed as a 'civilized' country and therefore my marriage would be recognized by them - boy how lucky can we be to be recognized as civilized! I have been in the USA for 3years and 8 months.  I have never felt the need to be with other Australians until I moved here. This is unusual because Americans love us, we are held in very high opinions as the worlds most relaxed, lay back and fun people. I am the President of the Australian New Zealand and American Chamber of Commerce here in Phoenix.  My role as a volunteer is to promote Australia and their businesses here in Arizona.  We have a membership of over 300 people of which there is approximately 100 Australians. I am witness daily to Australians who are working to build businesses and the to promote our country in the USA.  From the Aussie rules football team to the Red Kangaroo wine company I meet enthusiastic Aussies all the time. Being a part of the ANZACC  organization allows me to be reminded of how great we are as a nation and how loyal we are as Australians. I firmly believe that when we live overseas we are more loyal and patriotic than we are when we live at home.  Our culture of knock 'em down and beat 'em does not exist overseas, we are forced to bond closer and to learn to lean on each other for help and mateship, which is something you take for granted at home in Australia. I meet a lot of Australian and NZ Government officials in this role which is usually at our national conferences. I must admit that the activities of Austrade and the State Government representatives and the Federal Government representatives are some what confusing at times. They seem uncoordinated and often appear to be overlapping.  As Australians we don't have any support from our Embassy here - unless you want to talk to an recorded message.  We are left to our own devices in the case of an emergency. When you live overseas it is a strong feeling of isolation.  You don't belong anywhere. When you go home you don't belong and when you are away you don't belong either.  There is a lot to be discovered ans studied from the experiences of Australians living overseas.  We are forced to understand ourselves, as individuals, as Australians and as minority group members.  There is a lot of personal learning and reflection that takes place.  I know from talking with my Australian friends here that we all want to return to Australia as that is our home but many of us are hesitant as the fear of not fitting is very real. At Christmas my husband and stepson on a couple of occassions had to endure the snide remarks of the ignorant and grossly unintelligent few in Australia about being yanks! How embarrassing and how ashamed I felt that people would make these comments to our faces. It is things like this that put caution into our decision to return.  Additionally there is no doubt that our reason for working overseas is for financial gain.  We not only obtain global experience but we also get paid a lot more, and pay less tax than we would if we lived in Australia! Does this not seem like a no brainer decision to make when you are lucky enough to receive a job offer internationally.  Can we find this type of income and offer when we return home? - no! We need to look to retirement in Australia not work. I have a Masters Degree from RMIT and I have had not experienced any problems with recognition of my qualifications. This has been a benefit.  However, my work experience has not translated very well to the USA as the business practices and activities of Australian businesses are not familiar to American organizations. We could do a lot to assist our image in the business world and our progress with the development and implementation of technology which is typically far more advanced than the USA and Europe.  When you live in Australia you never really believe how advanced we are until you leave there! I will return to Australia with my American husband to live and retire.  My step daughter wants to go to university in Australia in the next few years.  We love Australia and want to be able to return home without any hassles - I have had enough living overseas. I want to be able to vote, I want to be covered by medicare, I want a passport for my husband and I am willing to pay taxes.  I own a property in Melbourne which I have kept all these years so that I have the feeling of having some roots in Australia. It is important that we be recognized as Australians because if we are not Australians what the hell are we!? We are out here supporting our country in ways that I never thought I would be and I am proud to be doing it. For this we receive no recognition. For anyone making a decision to live overseas I say talk to someone before you do it - someone who has done it and knows the pitfalls for new players. We bring a knowledge and experience base to Australia that does not exist now.  You don't have it if you have never lived away from home for a considerable period of time. It has changed my life, my view of the world and my view of my place and my country's place in the world.  Don't let this valuable knowledge be lost or not shared.  Acknowledge us as Australians, ackowledge those who achieve overseas and acknowledge those who have the courage to make the move to improve and broaden their life skills.
