Rev. Dr. Raewynne J. Whiteley

Swedesboro NJ USA
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 am an Australian Anglican priest now living in the United States, in Swedesboro, NJ, about halfway between New York and Washington DC.  I left Australia in 1998, at the age of 31, to pursue a PhD in Homiletics (preaching), a field in which I believe no Australians hold doctoral qualifications, and hence in which there are no doctoral programs in Australia.  I was accepted on a full fellowship (covering fees and most livign expenses) at Princeton Theological Seminary, and completed the PhD in a shorter than average 4 years and one month.

Becuase my funding expired 4 months before I defended, I was in the awkward position of either returning to Australia to complete my dissertion, without adequate library resources and having to pay to fly back to the US both to defend my dissertation and to graduate, or finding a job in the US where I could complete the dissertation.  I chose the latter course, and becuase appointments for clergy tend to require a commitment of some years, am still here.  At this stage, it seems I will stay in the US, in part because there is little funding for academics in Australia in fields like mine, which is both not well established in Australia, and is in religion, and also becuase having settled here, the costs of going back, on a clergy salary, with no certainty of immediate employment, would be high.  Also, the opportunities for publishing in Australia are limited, and having one book published and two more in progress, this is an important consideration.  And as a woman priest, Australian culture still leaves a little to be desired in terms of opportunities --- the combination of a latent male chauvenism plus the tall poppy syndrome gives me a certain reluctance to return. 

I am single, which has given me certain freedom (although that is somewhat limited by having a cat, and the quarantine requirements for him if I returned to Australia, even though he is fully vaccinated and has no contact with other animals). 

I also have dual Australian and British citizenship by birth, and have considered working in England, where my brother lives.  I hope to gain US citizenship some time in the future (after I get a green card, an arduos process!), primarily in order to vote and the lack of protections under US law for permanent residents.  It concerns me that US law technically would require me to renounce my Australian citizenship on gaining US citizenship; if there were no provision for that in Australian law, I would be much happier.  Unlike many Americans, I consider citizenship to be primarily about identity rather than feality, and no matter where I live, I will be Australian  all my life.  But I am also Irish (My British citizenship derives from my father, who was born in Northern Ireland), and the longer I stay in the US, the more I imagine I will identify myself as American.  I think that as  the child of an immigrant, and having grown up being aware of the wider world through TV and now the internet, I primarily identify as a world citizen; my nationality is secondary to that.  Hence I am active in raising money for AIDS education in Africa (where the royalties from my book are going), and have protested the Iraq war, becuase I believe they are issues that concern me as a global citizen.

Apart from the typical difficulties in acquiring US visas, I have found particular problems associated with being bi-vocational.  There is no provision for that as far as I can tell under US law for non-immigrant visas, but as a priest with a PHD, I would dearly love to accept invitations to teach at seminaries as well as work in my parish.  That is particularly important in my field, where pratical expereince must be paired with the teaching of practical skills.  Likewise, I cannot sign a regular book contract under my visa classification (my recent book was possible becuase it was a charity project and so neither I nor my American counterpart had no income from it).  A major reason for seeking permanent residency and subsequently citizenship is to allow the felxibilty that a multi-vocational religious worker can require.

One thing that has frustrated me is that I was given no information when I left on my rights and responsibilites in Australia when i left; indeed, I was given conflicting information by both the Tax Office and the Electoral Commission.  I have no idea whether I am still enrolled to vote.  I tried the first couple of elections, but the process was too cumbersome for those of us living a substantial distance from a consulate -- becuase we had to get a set of forms signed and witnessed and send it back before we got the voting papers, which also had to be signed and witnessed, and it was almost impossible to find a witness where I lived within the requisite time.  And then, when I did everything and expressed mailed it, it still didn't get recorded in time, and I was fined at my home (Australian) address - which then required my father to write and explain why my vote hadn't been recorded.  I eventually gave up.

I am now actively connected with the Australian consulate in New York.  I provide chaplaincy support --- in particular, I helped plan and lead the 9/11 memorial service in September 2001, working with both Australian and NZ consulates, and planned and led the first anniversary service with DFAT staff.  I am about to do my second Anzac Day service.  I am also available if they ever need chalpaincy support.  I wish there were some form of funding for this --- my parish is smal and struggling, so it is a burden for them to pay someone to replace me when I'm doing consular business --- or at the very least, some formal recognition of my role. It is an honor to do it, but that doesn't remove the cost!

I am also connected in with non-governmental expat. groups, but becuase there are costs involved with paritciapting in their activities, can only budget to do so occasionally.  I very much value the consular events at no cost and wish there were more and that they were more publicised.  For example, I was in Washington DC over Australia Day, and would have loved to know if there were any events sponsored by the Embassy - but couldn't even find email addresses to send a query to.

Beyond my consular work, I am contributing to Australia in a number of ways.  My book has an Australian distributor, and I will be giving public lectures and doing book signings while I'm in Australia on vacation in May.  My involvement in the wider church here, and my engagement with major debates helps widen American perspectives and understandings.

And being an educated, creative, and articulate Australian inevitably contributes to a positive view of Australians here in the US (both in one-on-one situations and more broadly, as when a feature article on me appeared in the Philadelphia Inquirer, Washington Post, and about 15 other regional newspapers in 2003).

Locally, I frequently help with school projects, etc, about Australia, and speak at various events.

Concerns I have had, apart from voting as noted above, are numerous.  One is the lack of portability of banking infromation, so that for the first 4 years that I was here, I found it impossible to get a regular credit loan, in spite of having a long and healthy credit history in Australia.  Likewise, I am locked into a higher than everage car loan becuase of my visa status (because non-immigrant visas are short term albeit renewable, but banks will only risk the shortest term).  It also seems there is no real recognition of the peculiar taxation problems of those who are low income, and livign overseas, who hence cannot afford to hire international tax specialists.  This is a partularly acute problem for those trying to work out how to do things when the tax year is inconsistent.

I think there should be some form of recognition for expats, particuarly those who are actively contributing to Australian interests.  Perhaps these could be regional, rather than  purely Australia focussed.  And they should focus not only on those who succeed in business, research and the arts, but other areas --- like religion!  Similarly, it frustrates me that most proposals to encourage academics to return to Australia do not include those of us who are early in our careers (the very time when it's easier to stay away becuase of greateer opportunities) and those in religious studies - given the huge contribution religion makes to Australian society.  Science and technology are important, but are not the only things of value in society.  For example, a theological college in Australia is interested in hiring me, but I would be ineligible for a recent repatriation grant program becuae my PhD is too recently earned.

Thank you for your consideration and patience in reading this,

Yours sincerely

Raewynne J. Whiteley, M.A. BTh. Ph.D.
