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SUBMISSION - Inquiry into Australian Expatriates


The Australian New Zealand – American Chambers of Commerce consist of 15 not-for-profit Chambers located in the major cities of the United States.  Its purposes are broadly to:

“create an Australian presence in the cities where the Chambers are located and, specifically, to promote trade, investment, tourism and economic relations in general between Australia … and the United States; to provide a forum for the discussion of vital issues and for the dissemination of useful information on Australian …-American trade and economic relations; to maintain close ties with the international business communities in Australia … and the United States; to promote programs, including cultural programs, in support of those purposes and, generally, to enhance good will and understanding between the peoples of the … countries; and to act as a central organization for United States Regional Australian New Zealand-American Chambers of Commerce and other affiliated organizations having purposes which are the same or similar to any of those set forth above.” 


The Chambers work closely with the Australian Embassy in Washington, DC and with Australian governmental entities to assist them in accomplishing their respective goals and objectives.  The Chambers provide extensive local networks of individuals and businesses in their respective communities that would not otherwise be available to the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Austrade or Invest Australia with their limited personnel and resources.  The Chambers also assist by hosting events that bring together both members of the Chambers and 

local business executives for such events as business luncheons and networking events. They also serve to raise Australia’s profile in their respective communities. 


It is estimated that the Chambers collectively have membership or mailing lists of over 10,000 Australian expatriates currently living in the United States.


This submission will now address the Terms of Reference in order and conclude with recommendations to the Committee.

(a) The extent of the Australian Diaspora.  With respect to the United States, it has been estimated that there are approximately 106,410 Australians living in the United States (CEDA – Australia’s Diaspora: Its Size, Nature and Policy Implications December 2003).  We believe that this number does not include a further substantial number of Australians who were obliged to give up their Australian citizenship for various reasons under Section 17 of the Australian Citizenship Act 1948.  In any event, the number is significant and, as noted in the CEDA Report, many of those Australians are among Australia’s most highly skilled and educated citizens. 

(b) The variety of factors driving more Australians to live overseas.  As stated in the CEDA Report there are a number of factors driving Australians to live overseas. While Dr. Hugo, in the CEDA Report, has dealt with this in detail, there are two points that we think need to be included in this aspect of the CEDA Report.  Firstly, it appears from the CEDA Report that the number of settlers apparently using Australia as a stepping stone for further emigration to another country or return to their original country is a substantial percentage of immigrating settlers into Australia. Secondly, while the CEDA Report appears to state that many Australian-born leaving for permanent settlement overseas state that they do so for economic opportunity, we suggest that this ignores a trait of the Australian-born, namely that Australians are, whether by nature or culture, an adventuresome people and that many Australians who end up living overseas do not intend, when they leave, to reside on a long-term basis overseas, and remain very loyal to Australia during their residence in a foreign country.  We also must recognize that, in world terms, Australia is a “small stage” and that many Australians desire to expand their horizons and perform on a “larger stage.” In addition, many of our Chambers’ members have married an American, have families, and find it difficult to return to live permanently in Australia. The loyalty, however, of the Australian-born remains very strong and, as evidenced in the directors, officers and members of our Chambers, can continue across decades of living in a foreign country.
(c) The costs, benefits and opportunities presented by this phenomenon. We suggest that the cost to Australia of losing such a substantial number of its most highly educated, innovative, and skilled citizens is substantial.  We further suggest that the cost of the loss of such Australians is not compensated for by equally educated and skilled new immigrants to Australia so that there is a “net brain gain.”  Apart from the fact that there appears to be a substantial outflow of settlers from Australia, the departing Australian-born were Australia’s potential leaders in education, business, politics and the arts.  Such leadership positions are not readily available to new immigrants.  The benefits of the Diaspora could, if used properly, also be substantial. While many of the younger members of the Diaspora may return to live in Australia after gaining valuable experience overseas, it is probable that, while perhaps visiting Australia often and maintaining family and, possibly, property there, many of the younger and most of the older members of the Diaspora will not return to live permanently in Australia.  The issue then becomes, how to obtain the benefit for Australia of those very experienced often well-positioned Australians living on a long-term basis overseas. Unless this issue is properly addressed, Australia will not receive that benefit.  To take advantage of the opportunities presented by this phenomenon will require a new way of looking at its overseas citizens by the Australian government and their Australian-resident fellow citizens and to regard those overseas citizens as loyal Australians who can and if given the opportunity will contribute significantly to Australia’s well being and progress. Remarks in Parliament and by politicians have suggested that Australians living overseas are somehow disloyal to Australia and should not have the same rights as other Australians, for example, in voting.  This attitude needs to be changed and suggestions as to how this can be accomplished will be addressed below.
(d) The needs and concerns of overseas Australians.  (i) Citizenship. The repeal of Section 17 of the Australian Citizenship Act 1948 has addressed a major concern of overseas Australians, but has left in place an inability of those Australians, who formerly lost their citizenship under the Section, to recover their citizenship without making a commitment to return to live in Australia within three years.  This may not be a commitment that such former citizens are able to make. We suggest that this commitment should not be necessary for such former citizens to recover their nationality; (ii) Working Spouses.  The spouses of Australian executives or professionals transferred to the United States are, in most cases, unable to work, although legally resident in the United States.  Many of them would like to work at their profession or otherwise and we hope that the Committee will suggest that this is an issue to be addressed by the Australian Government;  (iii) Voting.  This is an issue also discussed elsewhere in this Submission, but it is of great concern to many of our Chamber members, who travel on Australian passports, have families and property in Australia, but are unable to freely participate in elections.  Those who are not currently informed about Australia may choose not to participate, but many of our members keep current through on-line news and are as fully if not more informed about Australia and with similar concerns to those of their fellow citizens resident in Australia; (iv) Medicare Coverage.  We suggest that the present requirement of both citizenship and residence should not apply for an Australian citizen falling ill while visiting Australia and request that this be changed to eliminate this requirement; (v)   Vietnam Veterans.  A number of members of Chambers are veterans of the Korea and/or Vietnam Wars and although there is an agreement in force between Australia and the United States for reciprocal payment of veterans needing treatment in the other country, we understand that the procedures to obtain the necessary funds commitment in individual cases are so time consuming that such procedures do not meet the health needs in a timely manner, see Veterans’ Health Issues Exhibit attached; (vi) Academia.  Many members have high positions in academia in the United States, but are not in a position to return to Australia because of the lack of academic prospects, problems with recognition of foreign qualifications and/or achievement overseas, or the compensation levels in Australia’s Universities.  In order to attract back the best of academia back to Australia’s Universities, such barriers need to be considered and addressed; (vii) Personal Income Tax. The personal tax levels in Australia are higher than in the United States. If the levels of personal income tax in Australia, when one takes into account Australia’s health care, education and other social support benefits, are comparable to the lower personal income tax in the United States, this needs to be made known to Australians overseas so that they have the information to make informed decisions with respect to real compensation levels; (viii) Travel. The cost of airline travel between Australia and the United States on a mileage basis is much more expensive than travel from the United States to Europe.  Competition between airlines on the United States – Australia flights needs to be encouraged.  This would both help the return, if only for visits, of Australians living in the United States and would certainly increase tourism; and (ix) Investment Incentives.  There have been numerous concerns expressed by Australians in the United States about problems with investing back into Australia.  These problems, if addressed and corrected, could result in a substantial source of investment funds from expatriate Australians into Australia.
(e) The measures taken by comparable countries to respond to the needs of their expatriates.  The concept of “comparable countries”, we suggest is difficult to define, both in size of population, history, culture, geography, and relative geographical isolation from other countries.  With respect to the United States, however, it has long treated its overseas American citizens in the same manner as its resident citizens.  Principally, we should note the efforts to involve overseas Americans in the voting process in America.  There is also a probability that an effort will be made to include overseas Americans in the next United States census. In normal terms, however, the United States has virtually unlimited resources of people, finances and materials.  It is at the center of the world economy.  Australia, while “fighting above its weight” and having the 12th largest economy of the OECD economies, is limited in its resources of people, finances, and materials.  We believe that each of these resources needs to be carefully preserved and husbanded.  The new global economy and the ability of highly educated people to migrate relatively easily to other lands for more opportunity and/or adventure presents new challenges that may be unique to Australia because of its people, geography and culture. The issue, therefore, is not what other countries are doing, but what Australia needs to do to lead in this area and to achieve the best result for Australia.
(f)       Ways in which Australia could better use its expatriates to promote our economic, social and cultural interests.
(1) We suggest that the first issue for Australia is to try to tie its expatriates back into Australia and to preserve and nurture their links to Australia.  This requires that they be treated as fully participating Australian citizens with rights in and responsibilities to Australia.  Loyalty needs to be a “two-way street”.  Unless Australia provides that loyalty to and appreciation of Australians overseas, expatriates, especially those who have or take dual citizenship, may not maintain a sense of loyalty to Australia.  For example, if an Australian-American dual passport holder can vote in America, but not in Australia, he or she may, in fact, transfer their loyalty to America where they are welcome to participate in elections and community activities.  In particular, we strongly suggest that Australian expatriates should have the right, but not the obligation, to participate in Australian state and federal elections. The arguments in favor of this were previously raised by us in a Submission to a Joint Committee looking at Voting in the last Federal Election.  A copy of that Submission is attached heretoas an Exhibit and included herein by reference (“Voting Submission”).  A reference was made in the Voting Submission that many Australian expatriates were excluded from voting in the Referendum on Australia becoming a republic, while a British subject (who was not an Australian citizen), who was on a Commonwealth of Australia electoral roll on 25 January 1984, could and currently does vote in Federal elections.  In view of the December, 2003 decision of the High Court of Australia in Shaw v Minister for Immigration and Multicultural Affairs [2003] HCA 72, in which the Court held that a British citizen who entered Australia on July 17, 1974, and had never taken Australian citizenship, was an alien subject to deportation, it appears that the laws governing voting need to be looked at to ensure that they comply with this decision and, while we are separately writing to the Attorney General of Australia asking for his attention to this matter, we suggest that the Committee also look at this case and its implications.

(2) It is important that the Australian Government acknowledge that Australian expatriates have special interests that deserve adequate representation in Parliament and any national debate on important issues.  We suggest that either there be Members at Large in Parliament or, at the least, a Junior Minister be appointed to the Department of Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs (DIMAI) (or the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade) as the Minister for Expatriate Australians to be able to represent them and address their issues.

(3) We also suggest that DFAR develop separate web sites to address the needs of Australians visiting overseas and of Australian expatriates.  The information relevant to their needs may already be available in different locations, but is difficult to access.  Establishing such web sites would be a signal to expatriates, in particular, that Australia understands and responds to their special needs for information and support.  The suggestion in the CEDA Report that there should be an Expatriate Newsletter does not, to us, seem like a practical way of distributing the information needed.  If desired, copies of the current web site information could be made available in printed form in Embassies and Consulates and given to Chambers to send to their members and for circulation.

(4) Having addressed the loyalty issue and before Australia is able to obtain the most benefit from the Diaspora, we need to look at gathering detailed information on the Australian expatriate community.  There are several avenues to do this, but we suggest that our Chambers are the largest such group in the United States and are best positioned to develop that information into a data bank of expatriate resources in the United States.  We are in the process of endeavouring to do this and intend that, when completed, we will make such a resource available to the Australian Government.

(5) To take full advantage of the expatriate resources, Australia needs non-governmental organizations that are able to maintain contact and relationships with those expatriates and can make expatriate resources available as needed or desired.  This is not possible with the limited personnel and resources of Australian governmental entities, despite good efforts by those entities in the United States.  Our Chambers in the United States, and comparable Chambers in other countries, are the natural non-governmental bodies to perform this role.  The difficulty is that the Chambers are, in the main, run by volunteers and have extremely limited resources.  In most cases, our Chambers, including the National Chamber, are forced to operate without a paid Executive Director or regular staff.  Despite valiant efforts by many volunteers, this is not a very productive way of performing their role, either for their Chambers or Australia.  We would suggest that most of the Chambers are operating at about 25% of their potential capacity and benefit to their members and Australia.  Comparison with “comparable countries” needs to recognize that larger population countries than Australia, such as Germany, Britain, or France, have much larger American based businesses from their respective countries to look to for financial support.  This is not the case with Australia.  There are a limited number of Australian companies in the United States and it is, indeed, a very large country in which to maintain Chamber activity.  We, therefore, strongly suggest that the Federal Government consider budgeting sufficient funding to our National Chamber, to be shared with our 15 Chambers, to bring the Chambers up to an effective national body in the United States.  It is anticipated that any government funding would be given under certain agreed parameters of performance and activity.

(6) Our Chambers have a National Conference annually.  The National Conference has both a public business/educational event and a separate Chambers event.  A sample agenda of the 2001 National Conference is attached for the Committee’s information (“National Conference Agenda” Exhibit).  In view of the security situation in Washington, DC, the 2003 Conference was held in Chicago, Illinois, and the 2004 Conference will be held in Houston, Texas.  Other than the Chambers getting together to coordinate and discuss their activities, it is intended as an opportunity to get together with Australian government officials to explore how to support their activities, to raise the profile of Australia in the surrounding community, and to advance Australia’s business interests.  Despite good attendance, the last Conference, in fact, operated at a loss, which is a drain on the Chambers’ already limited resources.

(7) The Chambers can do much more to foster the economic, social and cultural interests of Australia and its people.  The Chambers, however, need financial and resources support to be able to do so effectively.  We assume that applies also to other overseas non-governmental organizations primarily run by Australians.  A relatively small amount of financial assistance would be preferable and vastly more effective than enlarging the Federal Government’s overseas personnel.  

Finally, we appreciate that the Senate and the Committee are addressing these issues in their Inquiry and hope that our Submission contributes to the discussion and will lead to the best result for Australia and our expatriate community.  We believe strongly that it is time that Australia thinks creatively about its expatriates and brings vision to how Australia can benefit from the Diaspora and those Australian expatriates who would certainly contribute to their country if appropriate avenues were opened to do so.

If desired, we will endeavour to be available to testify at any public hearings that the Committee schedules.







Respectfully submitted,

Australian New Zealand – American







Chambers of Commerce







By: _________________________ 








Ronald R. Delmenico

National President 
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