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London, UK

24 February 2004

To: The Committee Secretary

Senate Legal and Constitutional References Committee 

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

Australia

Members of the Legal and Constitutional References Committee,
Before I give my personal submission, I would like to request that I and other members of the Australian community in the UK be allowed to participate in the Inquiry by way of video-link to the Australian High Commission in London.  We feel it is important that the Inquiry seeks to involve those who are at the very centre of the Inquiry.  I would be pleased to hear from the secretariat that this is possible and the details of times and dates.
I write in response to the Committees invitation for public comment as part of the inquiry into Australian Expatriates.

I would like to give a very personal perspective so that the Committee members may really understand the grass-roots issues worrying Australians abroad rather than the statistical analyses which could hide some interesting insights.
I am and always will be Australian.  I have lived and worked in the US and the UK for the last 8 years and am still proudly Australian.  The reason I have lived and worked outside Australia is because career opportunities in the US and the UK currently outweigh those in Australia; in other words, I left, as many others have, to advance my career.  I have launched 15 technology companies in the UK, set up a venture capital fund, and worked as a Vice-President of an Australian public software company in Silicon Valley.  These types of opportunities are very rarely available in Australia.
But, I do dearly wish to return to Australia one day.  The problem is that it will be very difficult for me to replicate my current activities in Australia due to the small size of the market, and it will be very difficult for me to find a job which fulfils me as my present roles do (I sit on the boards of 6 companies and advise others as a consultant).  This means that I have to find an inventive way to employ myself in order to get back to Australia and to be content in my working life.  It will also be very difficult to replicate my level of income back in Australia.
In the meantime, I am anticipating my return to Australia, whenever that may be.  I am still intensely interested not only in the issues which affect me as an expatriate Australian, but also those issues which affect the future of Australia.  I want to see Australia grow as a nation and to see it play a growing role in the global marketplace.  I want to be able to influence decisions that affect the future of Australia.  I want it to be an Australia that I want to come back to.  I want it to be an Australia of which I am proud, and which does not draw me into disrepute through the impact of poor decisions of Government (such as not signing the UN treaty on torture).
Typically, the only time the average Australian gets to have their say is at the ballot box.  I feel rather left-out that even this opportunity is not real for me.  I am no longer enrolled to vote in my old electorate of Farrer, and the reason I am no longer enrolled is that my vote is worthless: 

· I receive no proper information about the issues facing the nation like the republic debate, tax, international relations of Government etc. other than paltry coverage in the online newspapers; 

· the local issues of my electorate are not entirely relevant to me (even if I knew what they were) as I will probably not return to Farrer;

· I have no access to my Member; and 

· My Member really has no interest in my issues as an expatriate.
Who would I vote for?  I wouldn’t even know who the candidates were?
For a person who really does want to have a say and play a role in the future of Australia, this is incredibly frustrating.

Why is there not a Member in the House of Representatives representing me, one of the “people of Australia” who happens to reside in a different geography?  I am thinking of an electorate for Australians residing in the UK, of which there are roughly 400,000 at any one time (Source: Australian High Commission).  Why is there not a better flow of information from Government/my representative to me?  Why is no-one consulting me for my opinion?  Because there is no contact, no representative, no information.
I urge in the strongest possible terms that the Committee to recommends that the Government recognise and move to address the issues facing Australian expatriates by creating a Ministerial portfolio for Expatriates.  

I would also urge that the Committee recommends the formation of a working group to examine the creation of new electorates for expatriates reporting directly to the said Minister.  This working group should contain representatives from the Australian Electoral Commission, the Department of Immigration, Department of Foreign Affairs, the Attorney Generals Department, the Minister and Shadow Minister for Citizenship, and members of the expatriate community.
Looking the other direction, the “what can I do for Australia?” direction, I have extensive business knowledge and experience that could be used to help Australia.  Without wanting to sound too self-aggrandising, you have to ask ‘what is Australia missing out on?’ by not engaging people like myself into the future of the country (we’ve all heard words like brain-drain).  
The terms of reference ask the Inquiry to examine “ways in which Australia could use its expatriates to promote our economic, social and cultural interests”, but ‘use’ is not enough.  To seriously ‘use’ and benefit from expatriates, and for them to want to be used, Australia must really ‘engage’ with its expatriates in many ways; it has to be a two-way exchange.  Perhaps looking at what expatriates need as well as have to give might give ideas about how to engage them.  Expatriates: 
· have often very deep foreign-knowledge which can be tapped,

· have location in foreign markets, and access to information and contacts in those markets, 
· seek more information from ‘home’, 
· want to succeed and want Australia to succeed, 
· generally have more money to spend, and are saving up to ‘come home’

· are likely to be future leaders in Australia whether it be cultural, social or business, 
· have an intense interest in the international standing of Australia
· are still extremely interested in national affairs

but do not get enough opportunity to participate because of their geographical, informational, and representational isolation.

Perhaps it might be interesting to draw some parallels between expatriates and some well-understood situations in Australia to see if it leads us to any conclusions?  I have thought how in purely economic terms that expatriates are a bit like non-home owners.  A few years ago State Governments recognised that there was a market failure and gave grants and stamp-duty concessions to first-home owners to help them into the market.  This wasn’t entirely altruistic as I’m sure the benefits came back in job creation in the building industry, and sustaining higher prices in the housing market resulting in greater tax income from the non-first-time buyers and sellers.  

Similar remarks can be made about expatriates: they are a market failure, they are not engaged, they are not part of the market; they have the ability to create jobs through business growth by utilising their foreign-market experience and knowledge; and they are likely to be higher income earners and so the tax returns would be greater for the Government.  Why then is the Government not doing something to correct this market failure?  There is no ‘attractor’ to lure expatriates back into Australia.  To put my above statement about finding it very difficult to move home due to career and income limitations very bluntly, there must be some extra attractor to entice me to move home, something to lower the hurdle.
This led me to begin thinking about practical measures to correct the market failure by spending money or giving concessions to engage expatriates for the benefit of both the individual and the State (as for the first-time home owners).  My ideas are necessarily limited to the business domain as this is my background, but I am sure equivalents could be found in other areas.
Some of the ideas I have thought could be practicable and beneficial are:
· Above I have spoken about expertise, knowledge and location in foreign markets as special qualities, so why not setting up a system of grants to have Australian working in foreign markets write case-studies or dissertations on ‘best practice’ in a particular area of interest to Australia or Australian companies?  Companies or the Public Service could nominate topics of interest and individuals could apply for a grant to write about this topic.  This could involve travelling home once or twice to meet with the ‘sponsor’ of the project and may even lead to the sponsor ‘engaging’ the expatriate in some way which may eventually entice them home.  It could also be that the expatriate proposes a topic for study which is not yet ‘on the radar’ in Australia.  This could be funded with no sponsor other than the body set up to administer the grant scheme as they judge it to be in the national interest.  With the production of a discussion paper and its publication in Australia it could help Australia keep up with the latest developments.

· The next step leading on from the above is that some incentive should be provided for Australian companies to engage expatriates to help them take advantage of the latest information and knowledge of their foreign markets.  Typically when expatriates move back to Australia they are more expensive to employ as they are used to higher salaries in other markets.  Perhaps a tax break for the expatriate for 2 years and a grant to the company to help engage the expatriate would help lower the barriers.  This is effectively ‘bringing best practice home’ and the grant could be focussed around the implementation of best practice in Australia.
· Actively helping make a match between expatriates with certain skills and knowledge and the needs in Australian business could produce great benefits as the knowledge and experience will go to good use rather than missing its mark and loosing currency.  This matching could run like an employment agency matching needs and skills.  The benefit to both parties is that expatriates will be able to access a job which attracts them home, and for Australia, the expatriate will have great impact on the business due to a good match of skill and need.
· The converse of the first idea is also interesting: taking Australian best practice overseas.  This could be a grant to companies to help them engage skilled Australians in foreign markets to help them set up their best practice models in those markets.  The Australians living there are the best ones to know how to tweak the models to make it fit the current market.  Through this experience, the expatriate will be engaged to an Australian company which lowers the barrier to ‘coming home’, the company benefits from the expertise of the expatriate, and Australia benefits by tapping the resource of the expatriate for higher business profits (and thus taxes), job creation, and if the expatriate moves home, greater PAYE tax.
· Awards for achievement to recognise and reward those who have advanced the relationship between Australia and her expatriates.  These awards would also serve other useful purposes: to draw attention to the moves Australia was making to embrace its citizens worldwide, to communicate recent changes, and use as an exemplar of what is possible with determination.
· Engagement of expatriates by Australian bodies as ambassadors and/or advisors in order to play a role in- or keep up to date on- global issues which affect them.
There are many more ideas along the same lines, and once you begin, other become obvious, so I will not go on to list them all here.  The core idea behind this is that Australia has to engage with its expatriates and to some extent almost ‘buy them back’ in order to overcome the current impediments.
I would also urge that the Committee recommends the establishment of a working group which reports to the Minister responsible for Expatriates to examine ways in which Australia can ‘engage’ with its huge expatriate community.

In summary, my issues and opinions are:

· I do not feel that I have a say in the decisions of the Parliament even though I am an Australian citizen;
· I do not feel that anyone is representing or even considering me in Parliament, and I am not alone; there are roughly 500,000 to 1 Million of me world-wide;
· I do not feel that I get enough information to be able to vote for a member of an electorate to which I have no current link;
· I do not get enough information from Australia on topics of national interest;

· I do not feel that I am informed or consulted about issues that affect the future of Australia;

· I have a great deal of experience and knowledge which is not being used by Australia;

· Australia needs to spend some money on improving information flows to overcome the feeling of isolation of its expatriates

· New measures need to be put in place to ‘engage’ expatriates, not just use them;
I would be pleased to speak to this submission should I be called by the Committee, and indeed would welcome the opportunity to do so.  I also look forward to participating in the video-link to the Australian High Commission in London.
Also, please reference my other two submissions (Right Side Up Television and Wettern Ventures) where I outline what I am doing to address some of the above.

Yours sincerely,
Andrew Wettern

BSc MBA
