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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 have left Australia twice, once in my twenties to live in London for 4 years, to experience life outside Australia, and the second time 10 years ago at a more “advanced” age. I left the 2nd time to marry, because my husband is a dual UK/US citizen employed by an American company and had been transferred back to the US from Australia.

Since then, I have lived in the UK, Germany, Singapore and twice in the US, where we are currently living for an indefinite period. We would both love to return to Australia to live but so far that hasn’t been possible, due to financial factors tied up with my husband’s employment. But we do plan to return and live there in the next few years, as my husband is near retirement age and we are hoping it will then be possible.

I haven’t taken out another citizenship (although I would be eligible in the US), I will always consider myself Australian but I welcome the ability to have dual citizenship now, in case it becomes expedient for me to do so.

I did not realize until the last year or so that I am ineligible to vote in Australian elections. I really can’t understand why this should be so, especially in this internet-connected age of global information. It’s quite possible for expats to be aware of all the issues involved in an election now, more so if they travel to Australia regularly, as many do. And since many of us plan to return there to live at some point, we also have a stake in the country’s future – as valid as anyone resident in Australia.

I believe that living and working in other countries gives Australians an invaluable breadth of understanding of our own country and its culture – and yes, it does have a cultural identity which is unique – which they can use to help Australia as a whole. It usually broadens our appreciation of the many strengths the country has, as well as helping us understand its weaknesses and perhaps see different ways to avoid the pitfalls of directions taken by other countries who perhaps don’t value a fair and just society the way we do. Sometimes you need a little distance to see things in a wider perspective. I still feel strongly that Australia is the “lucky country”, but there’s no guarantee that luck will continue. It is still an egalitarian and tolerant society, especially when compared with the US, and I would hate to see it become less so, in some mistaken belief that the US has a “lock” on what makes a country successful, and worth living in. (It doesn’t.) Australia can not only afford to retain these qualities, it needs to develop them, if it wants to reach maturity as a country and be strong and successful.

On practical issues, there are a number of ways life for expats and re-pats could be made easier:

-
Continuity of private health cover – apparently you cannot keep your health coverage while living away from the country, even if you’re prepared to keep contributing to it. I don’t see why this should be so. I’m not sure what the situation is, officially, with Medicare.

-
Embassies and Consulates could be a whole lot easier to deal with, particularly with regard to being able to speak to an actual person. They could also disseminate relevant information to expats about, for e.g., the new US requirement for machine-readable passports for all foreigners entering/re-entering the country by Oct. this year.

-
for people about to leave, or return, DIMIA could have available information packages containing a wide range of information, of the sort which will be highlighted in these submissions.

-
Inclusion of expats in Censuses would be useful, if it can be done. 

I’m sure there are a number of other improvements that could be made, but these seem particularly relevant at the moment.

Yours truly,

Janet Wheatcroft.  

