Alice GAY

PARIS

Message:

To: The Committee Secretary

Senate Legal and Constitutional References Committee 

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

Australia

Dear Sir/Madam,

I wish to respond to the Senate's invitation for public comment as part of the Committee's Inquiry into Australian Expatriates.

This Southern Cross site includes various questions which may not be of primary interest, given the terms of reference of the survey. I shall attempt to address the latter.

There are some reasons why I left Australia in 1963, and have lived most of the intervening period in Paris, which may be of interest to the Committee.  

Like many young Australians, I had the desire to go overseas, but unlike most of my contemporaries, I wanted to come to Paris and study rather than move into an Australian colony in London or New York. I already spoke passable French, and enrolled in a course for foreigners at the Sorbonne. Before I left, I sought and received no advice from the Australian authorities (or the French either, if it comes to that) about what to expect in the way of formalities as regards visa, residence in France, etc.

During the first six months I had to deal with fairly severe culture shock, but found the experience an exciting challenge, as was the course in which I was enrolled. When I finally realised that I was required to hold a student visa, I went to the Prefecture of Police, where, instead of encountering the dreaded expulsion process, I was interviewed by an officer who was a Rugby fan and who said that any compatriot of the Wallabies had to be alright. So I got my permit.

On my return to Sydney after 18 months in France, I found that la vie parisienne had changed me in many subtle ways and that there was no changing back. After two years in Sydney, I returned to Paris in 1966 and worked in a bilingual environment for three years. By this time I knew what paperwork was required to work legally in France and through my employer I obtained necessary permits. Again I returned to Australia for family reasons. I returned to Paris in 1970 and was immediataely employed on the local staff of the Australian Embassy, where I worked in various capacities until I retired last year. The Embassy obtained the special permit required for Embassy employees. After retirement, I easily obtained normal residence status. During that 33-year period, I had the privilege of working, at my modest level, to further Australia's interests in France. There are many Australian local staff members in overseas missions whose role is vital, but is not always fully recognised.

I have never married, so have no comment on the family aspect of the enquiry. My mother and father were of Scottish extraction. Before I joined the staff I had had practically no contact with the Embassy; it had not occurred to me that they might be interested in my personal problems. I did not contemplate taking out French citizenship for two very good reasons: I would have lost my Australian citizenship and hence my job (the security clearance I held was only given to Australian citizens).

As regards the interface between the Embassy and Australians overseas, I think the Foreign Affairs Department should tell people clearly what services they can expect from Australian missions overseas when they pick up their passports. Unfortunately many travellers seem to consider the Embassy as having a sort of other-mother role.

As regards Australian groups, in Paris there is an active Australian Business in Europe group, which receives significant support from the mission. There are two France-Australia groups which are low-key and do not attract large numbers of Australians. I would not recommend funding for these types of organisations. They already receive some administrative support and on occasion the use of Embassy facilities. On the other hand, I think provision should be made in budgets to enable Australian missions to inform Australians of what the Government is doing in the relevant country. Done in an informal context, this would heighten Australians' awareness of the Government's diplomatic, defence and economic action. In my experience, most Australians have only the vaguest notion of what purpose Embassies serve.

With the new dual nationality regulations in force in Australia, I can now consider the advantages of applying for French nationality. There are several, apart from the right to vote.

French expatriates have specific Senators to represent them in Parliament. This type of direct representation would help maintain Australian expats' link with their country.

I think Australians already do a pretty good job of promoting their country overseas: the French are all pleased to recognise us and generally rate us much higher than the English (as opposed to the Scots) and the Americans among the Anglo-Saxons, as they call the world's English-speakers. 

In conclusion, I should like to point out that Australians have always travelled within their own country and abroad, and that those who found life more interesting or challenging or pleasant in other countries often opted in favour of staying there for a certain time, and, as you point out, the longer they stay away the less likely they are to return. When in Australia I rarely speak of my life here as people don't seem to be much interested, except for those who have been away themselves. The general attitude seems to be: So Australia's not good enough for you, eh ?  I actually feel more foreign in my own country than in France and have done for many years. 

