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Introduction

My name is Rhys Weekley. I am male, twenty-seven years old, and work as a software developer in Sydney. Before I begin I’d like to thank you very much for the opportunity to express my views on this subject to the Senate. I greatly appreciate living in a country where such a thing is possible and even encouraged.

I was born in Sydney, moved to Papua New Guinea at the age of three, to Fiji at the age of five, and then back to Australia when I was eight (my father was posted overseas so my family became expatriates at an early age). After returning to Australia I went to school on the Northern Beaches of Sydney, and studied for a Business degree at the University of Technology. I did some further study in Computer Science and Finance, and generally wandered aimlessly about, before deciding I’d like to get out of my comfort zone and do something different.

In late 1999 it was the height of the internet bubble, and I talked myself into a programming job in Reykjavik, Iceland. I spent the best and most bizarre year of my life there, eating ridiculous foods like sheep head and rotten shark, playing golf at midnight, crashing snowmobiles on glaciers, battling horizontal rain in gale-force sub-zero winds, singing corny folk songs, and spending a hell of a lot of time indoors due to the very un-Australian weather.

After a year in Iceland, when it looked as though the tech bubble was about to burst, I moved to London in the hope that I could find a good job there before everything went to pot. I managed to find well paid interesting work, settled into a great group of friends, and remained in London until last May, when I returned home to Sydney. I returned here after saving up a decent amount of capital, which I hoped to use to start my own software business. Unfortunately things didn’t quite go to plan and eight months later I found myself needing to return to the workforce. I applied for and was offered a great job not far from where I live, doing the kind of programming that I really enjoy, earning good money, and working with lovely people. However, for reasons I’ll elaborate on shortly, and which I hope will be relevant to your inquiry, I am now considering a return to London. If I do leave, it will be for at least four years and could possibly be permanent. I haven’t decided that I would definitely like to do so, but I am trying to ensure that I at least have the option.

It is not easy for me to get back to the UK. As I don’t have British ancestry, and have already exhausted my Working Holiday visa, the only way to achieve this is via direct sponsorship, or the Highly Skilled Migrant Programme. The second option is the best as it allows me to start a business or work as a contractor, both of which I find preferable to taking a permanent job, because of the flexibility and the greater earning potential. This scheme is similar to that run by Australia, New Zealand and Canada, but is significantly harder to qualify for, despite recent adjustments.

I am currently working very hard to qualify for the programme - I am studying my Masters at night and working a fairly taxing job during the day, and soon I’ll be doing extra freelance and contract work on weekends in order to push my earnings up above the income threshold. It will take me about eighteen months or two years to qualify for the scheme, assuming the qualification criteria don’t change and the exchange rate doesn’t collapse.

Considering the major effort involved in getting back to London, you may well ask why I would think of doing such a thing, especially given the complaints I made a few seconds ago about horrific weather. My reasons for considering a return to London fall into two categories: financial, and cultural. I realise your inquiry does not have much power to effect short-term cultural change on Australia, but I do hope you can do something about the financial issues I will raise (and which others will raise, no doubt). 

Financial

Saving ability / cost of living

It is a myth that life is more expensive in London (or New York, or any other “expensive” city). This is only true for those people who go there for a holiday and find that their Australian dollars don’t take them very far. The way I judge the expense of my life is to ask: How much money was I able to save this month, after tax and after all my living expenses? And how much does it cost me in real teams (after exchange rate conversions) to live the life I want to live?
When I was working in London it was not unusual for me to be able to save a thousand pounds (two and a half thousand Australian dollars) or more in a month. I shared a house with several people, but apart from that I didn’t do much to economise – I had plenty of holidays, went out socially quite often, bought plenty of books and CDs, etc. I was working as a contractor at the time, but even as a permanent employee later on I was able to save a similar amount of money without much belt-tightening. There were some months where I was able to save significantly more than this by working longer hours and trying a bit harder to be careful with my money. Bear in mind this was not a particularly senior position, and there were plenty of comparable jobs available if I had chosen to leave the place I was working.

By comparison, living in a central part of Sydney (equivalent to where I lived in London), in order for me to save that kind of money, which works out at thirty-thousand Australian dollars a year, I would need to make about seventy-thousand Australian dollars after tax, which before tax would be well over a hundred thousand dollars. However, the comparable job in Sydney to the one I had in London would be likely to pay me at best only seventy thousand Australian dollars before tax. After tax and living expenses I would be lucky even to save five thousand dollars – at most, a  sixth of what I was able to save in London. And that is aside from the fact that there are far fewer such jobs in Sydney, and the restrictions on contracting are much more severe than they are in London, so my scope for going out on my own and earning more through that method are limited also.

You could argue that I am not making a valid comparison, because the pound is stronger than the dollar, and I have to consider purchasing power. Well, I have looked at that, and London is on par or only marginally more expensive than Sydney in most of the essential living expenses. Rent is the major expense and is certainly worse than Sydney, but not ridiculously so. Aside from rent, food items like steak, milk, bread, chocolate (an essential dietary item) and so on are actually cheaper in a lot of cases than they are here, after you adjust for the exchange rate. On the whole my grocery bills in London were much the same as they are here in Sydney in real terms (converted into Aussie dollars), despite the fact that I was earning a hell of a lot more in London. Luxuries like CDs and books, my two main addictions, are incredibly cheap there – a CD will set you back about ten quid, which is the same price as it is here (twenty-five dollars), but again, you might be earning forty-thousand pounds a year there (a hundred thousand Australian dollars), whereas here you would only be earning sixty-thousand dollars in an equivalent job. Also, travel is ludicrously cheap – flights and accommodation on a weekend trip to Stockholm in 2002 cost me forty-eight pounds in total (a hundred and twenty Australian dollars), including airport taxes and hostel costs. I can barely get a one-way flight to Melbourne for that price.

The reason earning ability and cost of living is so important to me is that I am at an age where I have no commitments, and I am trying to do things now that will stand me in the best possible stead for the future. I am twenty-seven years old and some time in the next few years I am probably going to want to start a family. When I do so I would like to be able to give my children the quality of life they deserve – good food on the table, a nice house to live in, open spaces to play in, an excellent education, and so on. I’m fairly conservative in that if I have children I don’t want to spoil them – my parents didn’t spoil me and I’m happy with how it turned out. So my expectations for what I and my family “need” in order to be happy aren’t unrealistic or inflated by watching too many episodes of Friends.

Since I returned to Sydney I have done the financial calculations to work out what kind of income I’d need to be able to do this, where I could live, what kind of work I’d need to find, and so forth, and I’ve come to the conclusion that it’s barely possible, given the average salaries, high income taxes, and insane property prices (which are far worse than London’s when you look at the ratio of your mortgage to your net income).

Real estate prices 

It’s much harder in Australia to save a deposit than it would be in London, for the reasons I gave above when I compared potential savings. This is a large part of the reason that I feel I must consider leaving Australia to make the money that I need to buy a place to live. I know that by the time I qualify for the visa, with my increased education and experience, I could probably get a job in London which would allow me to save a couple of hundred thousand Australian dollars over a five year period, and then bring that back here to assist in buying a home. There is no job in Australia that would pay me enough to save that kind of money in such a short time. Unfortunately for me, if I don’t take some kind of drastic measure, I can see I’ll never be able to raise enough money for a deposit on a decent home.

When my father was my age he and my mother were raising two young children, and living in a three bedroom semi they’d bought in Manly. At the time that part of Manly was a bit of a slum but it was still a decent part of a great city. My mother wasn’t working, and my Dad was in a job which today would probably earn him half of what I’m earning now. And yet he could afford to support a wife and two kids, and live in a place that I wouldn’t even go close to affording now, despite the fact that I am single and have no children. The only places I could afford to have the kind of life my parents had are in the smaller cities of Australia, where there is little programming work, and the salaries are low enough that the financial equation is just as hard to balance, or in the outer suburbs of Sydney, where crime is a problem and the commuting experience would make me a bitter person. (It’s worth noting that my father’s father managed to raise seven children in Sydney on a blue-collar salary – such a thing would be impossible today.)
I don’t believe it is unfair for me to aim for a similar quality of life to that my parents had. My expectations don’t reach to owning a waterfront property or spending weekends on a yacht on the harbour, I just want to be able to ensure a reasonable quality of life for myself and my family, assuming I have one.
I do believe the real estate bubble has just about burst, but property prices don’t generally fall the same way other asset prices do, so even if prices stay flat for five years while I try to save a deposit, they’ll still be far too expensive for me.

There are three areas where I believe the Government is at least partially culpable for the rise in property prices: The First Home-Owner grants, which only served to raise prices by the amount of that grant; the tax treatment given to negative gearing, which encourages speculation in investment property and hence adds another set of potential buyers to any sale, increasing the price; and restrictions on land release for development, which mean that as our cities grow larger in terms of population, there are more people fighting over the same amount of land, and prices inevitably rise. My parents live in the Southern Highlands and whenever I travel down there I am struck by how much open space there is available outside Sydney for new suburbs and homes, if only there were decent transport options available (i.e. a reasonably fast and regular train). Releasing the land is only one part of the solution – it has to be feasible for people to commute to their place of work.

As a side issue, it’s probably unrealistic, but I’d love to see all artificial stimuli to demand for property, and any unnecessary restrictions on supply, being removed. This could be phased in over a period of time to protect existing investors, but it needs to be done at some point or the alleged “Great Australian Dream” of owning your own home will become a sad relic.
Taxes

If you graduate from university with a professional degree, for example, Medicine, Dentistry, or similar, or if you study Law or Accounting or Computer Science, on graduation you are going to be earning at least $40,000 per annum in Sydney. With five years experience in any of those professions, most people are going to be well beyond the $60,000 top tax threshold. In many other careers you will still be pushing against that barrier while in your twenties. It is absurd that someone who is 25 or 26 years old, with so little life or work experience, could be considered a “high earning” citizen and taxed accordingly. It does not surprise me that there is so little entrepreneurialism or respect for business success in Australia, when there is no financial incentive to engage in such behaviour. The current system sends a powerfully negative social message: “Your efforts will not be rewarded.”

Leaving aside questions of the total tax take through VATs and so forth, there are very few developed countries with as punitive an income tax system as we have here. I’ve never heard a good argument defending the current system and I doubt I ever will – this one issue, more than anything else I mention in this essay, needs to change. If Australia is going to be the kind of place that will keep potential expatriates here - if Australia is going to be the kind of place where I wouldn’t be interested in going overseas because I’d have every desire to use my skills here and make Australia a better place – then effort and hard work need to be rewarded. People will only be ambitious and hard working when they know that such efforts will help them make a better life for themselves. This applies most of all to the people who are just coming into the prime of their careers, and who have the most to lose by remaining subject to these tax laws – the exact same young, educated, high-income professionals who are opting out of Australia and becoming expatriates.

I am not wishing for an Australia where everyone is focused purely on getting rich, or where everyone elevates financial achievement over other, equally valid and often better life goals, such as raising a good family, enjoying good friendships, becoming a better person, etc. However, money is integral to the achievement of almost every other goal in life, and all I wish for is that the pendulum will swing back a little in the direction of allowing people the opportunity to earn themselves some financial freedom, and enjoy their lives before they’re too old to do so.

It is a fact that our society is aging, and that one day the social welfare net we have provided for people’s retirement will not be able to cope. Peter Costello said as much in his press conference today. Older people, having paid taxes their entire life, will discover that the money they paid in taxes all their life was not put into a retirement account with their name on it, but that it has all been spent, and much like a Ponzi scheme, there aren’t enough contributions left in the system to pay them what they are owed. Mr. Costello’s suggestion that this problem can be solved by keeping older people in the workforce past retirement age is not attractive to me – I don’t want to still be working when I’m eighty, assuming I live that long (touch wood). His suggestion may work but it strikes me as a stop-gap solution which will buy some time until those who have had high compulsory superannuation contributions get to retirement age and are (theoretically) able to support themselves.

I personally do not believe there will be any form of social welfare available to me by the time I am old enough to retire. For that reason I am taking steps to fund my own retirement, without having to rely on other people’s money. I do not want to be a burden on other people when I retire. If the Government wants to solve the looming pension crisis, it should encourage as many young people as it can to do exactly what I am attempting to do, and the way to do that is by making it easier to earn and save money in this country. Compulsory saving through superannuation is a side issue – the central one is tax.

Cultural

I appreciate that there is little a government can do, at least in the short term to influence cultural factors, so these comments may not be of much use to you. However, I think in framing social policy for the future it’s worth keeping in mind what effects such policies might have on the “Australian culture”, particularly what I think are the negative aspects.

Anti-intellectualism

I was a “nerd” at school, though I usually like to qualify that by saying I played a fair bit of sport, so I wasn’t totally useless. The interesting part of that sentence is that in no other country have I felt such shame for being a nerd, or such a need to ameliorate that position by doing other things to apologise for it. The fact that it has taken me years to get over the experience of being considered a nerd (and I am not alone) indicates that something is very wrong with the way Australian kids are being educated.

In Britain academic achievement is well respected and to get into Oxford or Cambridge is regarded as a monumental and very praiseworthy achievement. In South African schools and Universities, every student strives to do well both academically and physically. In Iceland there was no stigma associated with programming computers or doing any other such nerdy job, much to my surprise. Yet here, particularly in high schools, there is an incredibly destructive intellectual environment which discourages students from being “too clever” or “too intellectual”. This is usually enforced by the kids themselves, but they must have learned it from somewhere. I believe they pick it up in part from the egalitarian attitudes of Australian society in general – it becomes the tall poppy syndrome as applied to high school. School children are also well aware of the fact that the only people who receive any praise on our television screens or in our newspapers are sportspeople. People in intellectual pursuits are utterly ignored, to the point where there are absolutely no positive non-sporting role models for Australian children to look up to. Some professions are even actively vilified – business tycoons and politicians (as you would well know) compete for the title of “least popular”. Some children in America may grow up hoping to be President one day; I doubt many Australian children grow up hoping to fill John Howard’s shoes. Why would they want to? Sport is the only visible road to socially acceptable success, so intellectual pursuits, except for the very independent kids, are a waste of time.

In addition, the educational environment itself is forcibly “dumbed down”. Things such as school league tables or other forms of comparison are actively discouraged because they might lead to “elitism” (in other words, the truth might get out that some schools are better at educating children than others, or that some children are smarter or work harder than others). Systems like the Higher School Certificate use scaling and other adjustments to approximate a fuzzy ranking for a student, rather than letting all students sit the same exam as they do in the States and parts of Europe (which would also quickly establish which schools were doing their job). These societal factors only reinforce what young people have already learned all through school, and what they will soon learn in their financial lives: “Your efforts will not be rewarded.”

The end result for Australia is young people who are poorly educated because they had no incentive to study hard. This is particularly apparent at Universities where there is even less incentive (and where I personally floundered for years). Not only are the graduates poorly educated compared to those in British or American schools and Universities, but through osmosis many of them will have adopted a value system which actively diverts them from making any effort to improve that education. 

Disrespect for people with money

I consider myself a reasonably well educated person, I’m law-abiding, I work hard, I’m friendly and courteous to people, and I have things to offer to this country – in fact I have things that I desperately want to offer to this country. However, all this country seems to want from me is my money. This wouldn’t bother me if I knew the money I was being taxed was spent in worthwhile ways, but most importantly, it wouldn’t bother me at all if I felt that my contribution was appreciated by the average Australian. However, there is zero appreciation for business people or high income earners in this country, despite the fact that without such people the economy would grind to a halt and many of us would be out of work in a flash. I have observed that most business success stories on the news here are of the “fell from grace” or “feet of clay” or “ripping off old ladies” variety, and that if you asked the man on the street to name a few high flying Australian tycoons, criminals like Skase and Bond would be among the first names you’d hear. You would not hear about Gerry Harvey or Dick Smith, both good role models for young Australians. You would certainly not hear about Rupert Murdoch. There are cultural reasons for this – in Britain you would certainly hear “Richard Branson” as a response, or in America, “Bill Gates” or countless others, and the odds are that the person would say those words with at least a little respect or admiration. If someone offered you “Rupert Murdoch” as an answer in Australia, it would probably be altered slightly, to include a word starting with F and rhyming with trucking as his middle name.
I pity people like Kerry Packer because no matter what that man does, the majority of Australians will hate him, or at least feel they should hate him, purely for the fact that he is wealthy. They will not think “perhaps if I work hard, I can achieve a little of what he has done, enough to provide a nice future for myself”, nor will they think “whatever tax he pays, it’s bound to be a hell of a lot more than I pay, and he’s hardly using the services that I am, so good on him, let him keep his money and enjoy it”, or even “he’s done a lot for Australia – lots of people in this country wouldn’t have jobs if not for the him”. Rather, they see him as automatically corrupt or nasty, purely by virtue of the size of his bank account. Or alternatively, as I do, they decide against striving for anything resembling such a life for themselves, because they know they will be the target of universal scorn and envy.

The subject of your inquiry could be called a “brain drain”, and I strongly believe that one of the major reasons that those brains are slowly draining out of Australia is that aside from questions of opportunity or financial reward, there is no psychological satisfaction granted in Australian society for doing well in any field of endeavour apart from sport.

Volvo, Ericsson, and Saab are global Swedish names. Nokia is Finnish. Mercedes and Porsche are German. IBM, Microsoft, Dell, Intel, etc. are American. Where are the Australian companies which are doing well on the world stage, and which aren’t involved in industries where Australia has a natural advantage (e.g. mining)? There are precious few such companies, and there are precious few Australian inventions which make it to market, because this is not a culture which rewards or even has any interest in business success.

Worship of conformity

To tell people at school that you’d rather grow up to be like George Soros than George Gregan is to commit social suicide. This attitude is prevalent in the UK and New Zealand as well, and probably some of the other Anglo colonies, but here in Australia it is made much worse by the kind of suffocating conformity that you don’t see in many other places. In Iceland you would be considered an absolute loser if you wandered about imitating Robbie Williams; in Australia you’d probably get your own TV show and, inevitably, your own set of imitators.

I am aware of the influence that peers have on young children (they are often a greater influence than parents), and for this reason I ask myself: Would I want to raise children in Sydney today? Or, rephrased: If spent my first five years of life in Sydney, would I have become the person I am today (in the good senses)? My tentative response for both questions is that I wouldn’t. I returned from Fiji at the age of eight and went into a Catholic primary school in Manly, NSW. I was there for one year and my recollection is that it was the worst year of my life. I had come from an “international school” where my friends were South Korean, Indian, American, English and Kiwi, and where there was no imperative for us to wear particular clothes, have a particular hairstyle, watch particular movies (we had no TV), or speak or act a particular way. The cynicism and intolerance of the Australian children toward anything which did not conform to what they saw as “genuinely Australian” was a shock to me and it remains with me today. I believe that sort of cynicism still persists in the culture, I see it around me constantly even among adults, and I have to be honest: I worry that raising children in this environment would lead them to see the world in a negative and restricting fashion that I’m not comfortable with. There is an ingrained attitude here that there are certain rules which must be obeyed in all circumstances – whether they be formal rules, like those enforced by the omnipresent water restrictions police, or informal rules, such as the one which says all Australian males must drink beer, else they be considered to be queer (which is also against the rules, even if you’re not allowed to say so in public).

These attitudes don’t seem as common in people who were raised in country towns like Wagga Wagga or Orange, and who in my experience are a lot more level-headed and less conformity-oriented than people who were born and raised in Sydney and have lived here their whole life. But the kind of country people who come here are independent-minded – they are exactly the sort of people who will end up going overseas and never coming back to the city, because they’ve seen something better out there.

Jingoism

The last aspect of Australian cultural life which I see as a negative is the inability to accept serious constructive criticism about the country we live in. There will be those people who read what I have written and dismiss it out of hand as “un-Australian” or something equally meaningless, without taking time to consider whether some of the criticism is valid, and if so, what the implications are. For example: What if Sydney is actually not a great world city, despite what the media would have you believe? What if Australia is actually not the greatest sporting nation on earth, despite what the media would have you believe? What if Australia is actually not the number one most desirable country to live in, or if Melbourne is actually not the world’s most liveable city? If one day the self-perceived glory of Sydney does fade, or our sporting achievements are placed in a slightly more appropriate global perspective, I’d like to think that we Australians would be secure enough in ourselves to be able to stop clinging to those things and appreciate what we have for what it honestly is. I would like to see Australia become a place where people were encouraged to ask and honestly answer the important questions, rather than just brushing such questions off with wishful thinking disguised as conventional wisdom.

Summary

Thanks for reading. If it sounds like I’m totally negative about Australia, that’s because I’ve only included the negatives in this essay – the subject being essentially “reasons why I’m considering becoming an expatriate again”. If I had to include all the positive things about Australia, this would be three times as long. And the reason I am still here in Australia and still hoping to make a life for myself here is that there are so many positive and beautiful things about this country. I would not have spent the whole night writing this if I did not hope that perhaps it might make a small difference, and that perhaps it might help make Australia an even better place.

Best regards, 

Rhys Weekley
Sydney
