Parliamentary Inquiry- Australian Expats.

I am a 25 year old student currently studying overseas in Switzerland and left Australia in October 2001. I chose to study overseas for several reasons. As a musician, there are more opportunities in Europe for perfomance, attending masterclasses and a diverse range of concerts and artists that i have the opportunity of listening to and interacting with.  I also chose to live overseas in order to experience a different culture, lifestyle and learn a foreign language.  I feel that my last three years in Switzerland have been invaluable to my development as a musician and a person.  My current plans include returning to Australia this year and I know that I will be able to pass on the knowledge and experiences I have learnt to future students but also to colleagues.  

My study opportunities in Switzerland have been broad.  My Bachelor of Music degree from Australia was recognised as a sufficient equivalent to a 1st. level degree (Grundstudium) and I was then able to study a post-graduate degree.  After completing my first post graduate degree I am currently doing a one-year post-graduate diploma that is not offered in Australia.  This diploma concentrates on the skills required in an Orchestral situation, including a prac period associated with a professional Symphony Orchestra.  It also concentrates on preparing people specifically for audition requirements.  I find this degree invaluable to musicians hoping to have a career in this performance field.  I know of no University or Conservatorium within Australia that offers this diploma in such a specific field with a practical element.  

Whilst overseas, I have had contact with a small but important support group of Australians, called "Aussies Abroad".  These people were of great help and assistance when I first arrived in Switzerland, as they had all had similar experiences in the change of culture and difficulty of fitting into a new country, as well as language barriers. There are significant cultural differences between Australia and Switzerland.  The change in climate is also difficult to adjust to, as I find Australians spend a lot of time outdoors and that is physically not possible here for 6-9 months of the year due to the cold weather. I, myself found this organisation through a friend and most of the Australians I come into contact with have not heard of it - but then join as they also find it an important part of their support network. I believe that the government can do more to support these organisations and advertise them on web pages relevant to travellers, as they are a very important process for Australian Expats

The other support organisation that I have come into contact with (through "Aussies Abroad"), is "The Southern Cross Group".  I recieve regular e-mails and find these extremely interesting.  This organisation brings attention to important issues regarding Australian Policy and Laws.  Many of these policies I was unaware of before.  These policies relate to Australian Expats but I find are just as relevant to Australians living at home and feel that these issues need more exposure within the Australian media and more attention from the government.  The conditions and policies towards Expats is an issue for ALL Australians and not just those overseas.    

Throughout my time overseas I have tried to stay up to date on Australian politics, news and issues pertanent to daily life in Australia.  This I achieve through contact with family and friends in Australia, as well as reading the news on the internet at www.news.com.au .  Australia`s exposure in international newspapers consists mainly of Aboriginal/White Australia issues, Refugee Conditions and the occasional important story with world-wide relevance.  From daily life in Australia we gather most of our information from the above mentioned sources.  Improving access to information within Australia for Expats is a basic step forward to increasing communication between Expats and "home".  

Whilst I have been away from Australia I have not voted in any election, due to the complicated process involved of overseas voting and when I left Australia I did not yet have a permanent contact address.  The voting process needs to be made simpler in order to encourage the expat community to vote and not discourage them, as I believe the process does now.   However, I believe that ALL overseas Australians should have a right to vote and have a say in government policies.  As a majority of my family and friends still live in Australia and as I am planning to return home, I find it important that the Australian Expatriate community be heard and can participate in the democratic process.  Even though I do not currently live in Aust. the political and social issues that are happening in our country also reflect upon me as an Australian to the overseas population.  So then having an opportunity to protest or support ideas is important. 

To this day I have not needed to get into contact with the Australian Embassy in Geneva.  However, I have been told if I require any information to contact the Australian Embassy in Germany or the British Embassy in Switzerland, as they are more helpful.  I am also to understand that the British Embassy has compiled a list of people working in necessary communtiy services (eg. Doctors and Dentists) who speak English.  This information is extremely important to Expats living in non-english speaking countries.  Knowledge that this information is available to Expats and Australian Travellers alike is invaluable, as a lot of people would not think of this before the need for a doctor arises.  

Many of my friends and colleagues from Europe are currently planning holidays or trying to organise music tours of Australia.  This has come about due to the small population of Australians here. Friends and Colleagues will come to Australia after we return home to visit us.  Colleagues of mine have even applied for several international music competitions that are in Australia and are planning trips there soon.  As tourism is important to the Australian economy, having Australians overseas is an excellent way of drawing attention to our country. The Australian people are the best form of advertisement possible. 

I find that all Australians are very patriotic and proud of their country.  This does not change whether people leave on holiday or for an extended period of time.  To then feel stranded and cut-off from home makes it more difficult to integrate into a new environment.  We need to improve communication between Australia and our Expats, access to overseas services and a general awareness of Expats and Australian policies to the Australian people.

