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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.

Senate Submission made on behalf of:

The Australian Swiss Chamber of Commerce and Industry (ASCCI)

By

Richard Francis

ASCCI Board Member

Australian Swiss Chamber of Commerce and Industry

Introducing ASCCI

The Australian Swiss Chamber of Commerce and Industry (ASCCI) has 65 corporate and individual members, with 100 representatives scattered across Switzerland. The membership breakdown is as follows: Member Statistics as of 25.02.04

FRIENDS : 7

2 Australian

4 Swiss

1 German

HONORARY: 4

3 Australian  

1 Swiss 

Honorary Members have a total of  5 representatives with ASCCI

INDIVIDUAL: 22

9 Australian

13 Swiss

8 have their own businesses in Switzerland

LARGE COMPANY: 4

2 Swiss  

2 International Firms 

Large Companies have a total of 18 representatives with ASCCI

MEDIUM COMPANY: 10

2 firms are Australian 

8 are Swiss owned/based

6 promote or sell Australian goods and /or services

Medium Companies have a total of  21 representatives with ASCCI

SMALL COMPANY: 22

11 are owned by an Australian

11 by Swiss

14 of these promote or sell Australian goods and services

Small Companies have a total of  27 representatives with ASCCI

******************************************************************************************

69 Members

100 representatives

Mail outs go to these representatives plus any other interested parties As you can see, there is a broad representation of Australian expats, business people and Swiss Nationals doing business with Australia (often dual passport). Board members and the presidency are voluntary, although we do maintain a modest secretariat. The influence of ASCCI goes beyond its membership, as it collaborates for projects and events with other Chambers of Commerce and Australian Groups including the Australian Women’s Group,  the OK Club (Social Club for ANZACs) etc. ASCCI is also the Austrade representative in Switzerland.

A Member Profile:

Richard Francis, Board Member Responsible For Southern Switzerland, 38, Born Adelaide, grew up Brisbane. Serial expat. Previously lived in Taiwan, UK, Spain, Lithuania, India, Russia and Switzerland (between 6 months – 4 years in each). Returned home to Australia (Brisbane) between postings. Left Australia almost 3 years ago to come to Switzerland with Russian (original citizenship)/Australian wife (her job this time)! I am currently trying to establish a business in Switzerland which covers marketing consulting and representing Australian companies in Europe. I have an MBA degree from Australia. There was little information available to me from Government and non-Government sources, either in Australia or overseas, prior to departure about what to expect in planned movements and/or rights and responsibilities in Australia after departure. (I did not seek this information either). My family and I have decided to stay longer than originally planned due to educational opportunities with languages for kids, market situation, wife’s interest in European culture, proximity to larger markets for business I have started, lower tax rates. Wages also go a lot further in Switzerland. We plan to buy a house here. I have two children aged 3 and 5. My wife’s parents live in Moscow, which is closer to Switzerland and another factor for living here. It is too hard to get a visa to have them moved to Australia, so we stay close to them in Europe. Children are now tri-lingual. We see many opportunities here for them educationally. 

Main problems in Switzerland include lack of trade or diplomatic representation, problems with having to take drivers tests, different residency visa requirements and privileges compared to Europeans and Americans (as if Australia was a third class nations of some sort) Main advantages of living in Switzerland: opportunity to travel cheaply, proximity to large business markets, multicultural opportunities i.e. learning languages etc. We plan to possibly return to Australia to live one day. This will depend on business and other professional opportunities (i.e. higher wages in Australia compared to real estate prices in Sydney). 

I have never tried to gain citizenship outside of Australia and it is unlikely that I will try. I am proud to be Australian and have few problems moving around on an Australian passport. European and Swiss attitudes and discrimination towards Australia as some sort of third class country after Europeans and Americans does worry me. We should be doing more to get Australian privileges and rights up there with these nations. 

Voting is problematic due to the amount of mobility we have experienced over the past 20 years both inside and outside Australia. I cannot remember the last electorate I was enrolled in! 

Still Proud To Be Australian

Culturally, we have fitted into the multicultural environment of Switzerland well. This is a credit to Australia’s own multicultural situation. I find no difficulties with the mobility of the modern world. Australians will continue to work, study, marry and live overseas and I embrace this diversity.

I believe that the Australian people and their government should see the expatriate community as a major asset and also a beachhead into richer markets and other cultures. We are not proactive enough doing this. Our missions overseas have a variable record in doing this. For example, in Switzerland, the Australian missions to the UN often take little interest in Australians living in Switzerland (it depends on who is in the Ambassadorial chair).  We understand their brief is international, but our common Australian background should mean more of an effort could be made. Otherwise, our diplomatic representative is in Berlin. Not far as the crow flys, but certainly when an airfare to Berlin from Geneva costs as much as a flight from Geneva to Sydney. 

This is a common complaint by many Australians living in Switzerland, that there is not representation from the Australian government. We understand that representation cannot be made available in all 200+ countries in the world, but are more than a little perplexed as to why Switzerland draws the short straw. Such an economically powerful country deserves more representation. Switzerland is Australia’s eight largest foreign investor with total inwards investment valued at A$14.5 billion at 30 June 2002 and as a non-EU country should have separate representation. I, like many other ASCCI members, are active in the Chamber in an effort to use our situation as a bridge between our countries. We are concerned to keep up the Australian link, and at the same time, proud to play our part promoting Australia and its products in Switzerland and Europe. I would like to see more acknowledgement of this effort in Australia. Attitudes are changing, but there is still a residual idea in the broader Australian population that working, studying and living overseas is not ‘real life’. That expats and students are on some sort of extended holiday or Kontiki tour. I resent such attitudes and would like to see them changed completely. The tall poppy syndrome still survives. Taking Advantage of The Australian Diaspora

1.
Australian politicians travelling overseas. It would be good to see Australian politicians travelling overseas making an effort to do something with local Australian groups. We recently had one Minister who travelled to Geneva to the WTO but arrangements were not made for him to meet with ASCCI.

2.
The government can sponsor more media stories and other PR on successful Australians or even less successful Australians and what they are doing offshore.

3.
More links can be promoted with the various Chambers of Commerce and other Australian groups, with some umbrella group (possibly linked to Austrade) which would be responsible for networking the various chambers. At the moment, there is little coordination between Chambers in the interests of promoting Australian business.

4.
I would like to see an Australian venture capital fund or some similar type of organization, where Australians abroad can submit ideas or business plans for opportunities they have seen to promote Australia or Australian products/services. I think the roles of Austrade and Invest Australia, in their current guises, are too narrow to carry out such a task. This ‘fund’ would be more about pioneering opportunities and goodwill.

5.
Advisory panels for Austrade should be set up with local Chambers of Commerce. The role of Austrade could eventually be complementary or even subservient to such guiding panels. Australians who have lived in a market for a long period of time may actually be a better judge of how promotional resources should be spent,  than Austrade Trade Commissioners.

6.
Instigation of ‘Honorary’ representative positions in countries with little official Australian representation i.e. similar to the Singaporean system; where in-market Australians are made into ‘honorary trade representatives etc’. 

Conclusions:

Our Australian members are keen to see more proactive efforts to develop links between Australia and Switzerland. The current good relations between our two countries could be greatly improved by such a stance. Our main concerns focus on:

·
Official representation in Switzerland

·
The misunderstanding of our role in assisting Australia built links in the wider global community

·
Why Australians are considered to be in a different ‘class’ than European and Americans i.e. stricter visa and driving licence requirements

Warm regards From Switzerland,

Richard Francis

ASCCI Board Member

