1. Inquiry into Australian Expatriates: Submission

Submission from John Burn, Amsterdam, The Netherlands.

1.1 Why a submission?

My submission was motivated by the issues confronting Australian expatriates and the potential to tap into this community for Australia’s benefit. There is a great collective understanding of other countries and an enormous network that can be harnessed. The number of Australian expatriates – the “Diaspora” - is estimated at one million. They could perhaps better be better labeled the “Amorphous” at this stage, given the apparent state of knowledge about this group of people. 

I believe it is in Australia’s national interest to encourage their expatriates to return home, where possible. Most have significant knowledge and capability in their respective fields. Expatriates are carriers of ideas and technology. The challenge for the Australian government is to find ways to harness this ‘human capital’ – and perhaps the expatriates have some ideas on how to do this.

1.2 leaving australia

I left Australia in 1990 and have lived for most of this time in the Netherlands. I was expatriated to Belgium for a eighteen months in 1992 and have done projects in most European countries over the past ten years. 

I left Australia for a number of reasons. Primarily, I wanted to pursue an international career. I had also a keen interest in European history and languages, so Europe was the most obvious destination at the time. 

In 1990, I was offered a number of jobs in London, however found continental Europe more attractive. In mentality, the UK seemed too far from Europe. The single market seemed to offer a lot of opportunities and the Netherlands was more focused on these changes.  I found challenging work with a large Dutch multinational company, where I spent five years in various roles. I was able to gain experience in a complex manufacturing environment which would not have been possible in Australia. 

I found adapting in the Netherlands depended greatly on developing fluency in the Dutch language. English is widely spoken here, however building understanding of the culture and way of life requires fluency in their language. I was driven by the frustration of not being able to communicate. Relationships with Dutch people provided a great boost to both my understanding of their language and culture. 

I had read books about the history, politics and culture of the Netherlands.. As I did not grow up, nor attend school or university here, I had a lot of “catching up”, in terms of understanding and cultural affinity. Networks for doing business have to be built up from scratch and building sustained relationships depends on language. There is a lot of tacit  understanding that is only developed by living in a country for a long time and being prepared to invest time and effort.

1.3 Mobility and working in the European Union

In order to work in the Netherlands, I needed a Dutch work permit, which took time and patience, even when holding a British passport. Arrangements have improved since my first application in 1990.  Each five years I have been renewing my work permit for the Netherlands. I am registered as living in Amsterdam and I travel regularly in my work as a management consultant, working in different parts of Europe. Perhaps the attraction of working in another country has faded with routine. However when flying outside the Schengen countries, there is passport control.  

1.4 Identity

I live in the Netherlands and follow what is going on at both a national and local level. I believe I have the right to vote in local elections, which I have never done.  I consider myself to be an Australian. I am interested in what happens there and keep abreast of what is happening through personal contacts and the press. As an Australian, I am sometimes addressed on contentious issues, such as how we handle our refugees. 

Being an Australian has been an advantage on occasions, as I am seen to be independent.  Being a foreigner in another country has probably increased my sensitivity to issues of difference in culture and language. Certainly I have become much more aware of what struggles the immigrants in Australia may have faced.

1.5 Contact with Australia

In the past several years, I have been a member of the Dutch branch of Australian Business in Europe (ABIE). ABIE provides a forum to meet with other Australians working here or Dutch people with a business interest in Australia. In the past couple of years, the Australian Ambassador in the Netherlands hosted a number of events and met people in the Australian community. Austrade and InvestAustralia have also recently used this forum to meet with Australians working here.  For many years, there was some disbelief amongst Australian expatriates that there was not more interest in the Netherlands, given the volume of Dutch trade and investment, and the large number of Dutch people with family in Australia. However, they are now addressing this and Austrade has hired a local manager.

I have also been able to keep in touch with Australian alumni networks and other organizations through internet. This has provided me with an affordable and fast way of keeping informed and responding to events in Australia in recent years.

1.6 Repatriation

When I left Australia, I had no clear timetable to return. In recent years, I have visited Australia more frequently, in order to see family and friends. I have also appreciated Australia as a tourist with the good climate and quality of hospitality. Australia has also changed and become much closer to the rest of the world through better  technology and more affordable travel, even if that means flying with Qantas.

I am concerned about maintaining my standard of living, both now and when I retire. Salaries in Australia seem to be lower than northern Europe, however the purchasing power may be greater. My pension has been built up in the Dutch system and is based on the value of the Euro, not the Australian dollar, which creates an foreign exchange risk for my pension income. I would need advice from tax and financial experts.

I have few concerns about finding suitable work in Australia. I would not find the same job in Australia, however I am confident that I could apply my skills and knowledge doing something else. I would expect a period of adjustment and this may include adjusting expectations of work and career.

Repatriation also includes a lot of work establishing new relationships with banks, insurers, health systems, etcetera. The detail of the rules will vary, however it is much the same everywhere and I consider this a more advanced form of moving house. I would appreciate if tax breaks were available to attract returning expatriates, but am not holding my breath.

I do not expect support from the government to re-settle in Australia. I left Australia of my own volition and would repatriate on this basis. If I have something valuable, then I will be able to exploit that advantage when I return. What I would not expect however is any form of structural disadvantage or penalty 

1.7 The value of experience outside Australia

I would hope experience in a particular field in countries outside Australia would be valued. Through having experienced different perspectives, I believe I have an advantage over people who know just one way of looking at things. Certain types of experience are not available in Australia, because companies have never considered doing certain types of work there. It is too far away or the market is too small for some industries. There is an issue with the ‘fit’ of my experience and the needs of Australian employers. What I know may not be relevant to what they do.

Expatriates who have had successful careers in another country have faced obstacles and prevailed, which requires resilience. Repatriation will have some of the challenges of expatriation, in convincing potential employers that they have valuable skills and knowledge from a foreign country. This is not new in Australia, as this has been happening with our own migrants for decades. However what we may feel is discrimination in our own country, which may be a bitter pill to swallow.

Salary levels in Australia and Europe will differ. Certain professions will be better recognized or in greater demand. I expect direct comparisons may be difficult and there will be winners and losers when making international comparisons.  In general, moving from a country with higher to lower GDP generally means taking a pay cut.  Repatriation has economic consequences, which have to be balanced with the other advantages and disadvantages of living in Australia. What price does one place on a good surf on a sunny day?

1.8 Conclusion and recommendation

Expatriates, as a community of one million Australians spread across dozens of countries, have little voice. They have a lot of knowledge, skills and relationships spread across all parts of the world. Many still have an interest and a stake in what happens in their country. I would recommend the Australian government considers reaching out to this community to build a forum for ongoing dialogue. The means exists – and the investment would be relatively small.
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