Philip McKerracher

Carshalton UK

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 was born and raised in Melbourne and left to seek fame and fortune in Europe in 1984, aged 28. I have lived in England since then. My father is English (now naturalised Australian) - he emigrated to Australia in 1955 to marry my Australian mother. I therefore have dual British/Australian nationality. My parents and other relatives still live in Australia, except for my only brother who also lives here in England. We have both married Englishwomen and intend to stay here.

My original reason for leaving Australia was that my job with the Department of Transport was moved from Melbourne to Canberra. I have remained in Europe because of the variety of work and cultural activities available here and to be with my wife. I am a professional electrical engineer and amateur violinist (see www.mckerracher.org for details).

I think Australians expatriates generally have a very good reputation everywhere for being hard-working and well-educated and are a popular choice for casual labour (nannies, bar staff, nurses, end-of-year accountants and the like). I have not encountered significant prejudice apart from the perception that Australia lacks culture.

My specific concerns listed below all relate to portability problems between the countries that I feel are unnecessary and harmful, and would not exist if Australia were simply one of many “United States of the World”, if you see what I mean. I think the USA and Europe are benefiting greatly from the gradual removal of some of these artificial barriers. Personally, I think my employers and I have benefited directly from my experience of telecommunications systems in both countries. I have met a great many expatriate Australians who share these concerns, during my travels.

1. My main concern is the potential difficulty of caring for my parents, should they need it. It appears that my (Australian) mother has no automatic right of abode in the UK, nor has my (English) wife an automatic right of abode in Australia, so it may not now be possible to live in the same country as my parents, which could make caring very difficult. 

2. A related concern is that it is becoming increasingly difficult for me to return to Australia, for financial reasons. If, for example, I wanted to retire there, I would lose a significant proportion of the health and pension benefits I have built up over my working life, and would be at the mercy of exchange rate fluctuations. It would be difficult for either of my parents to move here to England for similar reasons.

3. Equivalence of qualifications is difficult to establish. The engineering course I did at Monash University takes four years, but similar courses in England take 3 years, and have a different honours system (and the qualification is a BSc rather than BE). I don’t know for certain if I have ever lost a job offer because of this, but it has certainly caused difficulties. I have never joined the Institute of Electrical Engineers in the UK partly because of this, although I was an enthusiastic member of the Australian equivalent.

4. Driving licences are another example – I had a complete set of car, motorbike and semi-trailer licences in Australia, but lost the motorbike and semi-trailer licences when I moved to England, and have never been re-tested here because of the expense and so have lost them.

5. A related problem is loss of credit history when moving countries. It was impossible to open a bank account or even get the phone connected in England until I had a permanent address and had been working several months, despite years of unblemished records in Australia. I lost the no-claims bonus on my car insurance. My Australian credit card was cancelled without warning because of “a policy decision not to support overseas residents” that was nowhere in their terms and conditions.

6. Finally, an anecdote about great hardship caused by loss of Australian citizenship. A personal Australian friend of mine (contact details available) came to London and had a job she loved, until her visa expired and she had to return to Australia, despite strenuous efforts by her and her employer to obtain permission to stay. This permission was refused without explanation and with no possibility of appeal, which seemed harsh to me, considering that she appeared to meet all the conditions. It was particularly unfortunate because by then she had an English boyfriend. The irony was that her boyfriend was Australian by birth, but had come to England with his parents as a teenager and had not renewed his Australian passport and therefore lost citizenship when he turned 18. It took *two years* for him to regain the right to return to Australia, during which they were forced to live apart.

Yours faithfully,

Philip McKerracher
