26 February 2004

To: The Committee Secretary

Senate Legal and Constitutional References Committee 

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

Australia

Dear Sir/Madam,

SUBMISSION TO ENQUIRY INTO AUSTRALIAN EXPATRIATES

This submission is in response to the invitation for public comment as part of the Committee's Inquiry into Australian Expatriates.  I welcome the fact that this enquiry is being undertaken.
Why overseas?

I am 42 years old, born in Melbourne and commenced travelling, studying and working overseas 20 years ago.  I have not lived in Australia for the last 11 years.  My initial motivations for exploring life overseas were the sense of cultural and historical isolation I felt in Australia.  The world beyond seemed much more interesting, important and exciting.  
I was fortunate in being able to actual study overseas by receiving scholarships and fellowships which ameliorated the high costs relative to Australia of being overseas.  Studying for Bachelors and Masters Degrees in India, Japan, and the USA gave me and enormous exposure to issues, ideas and political economies vastly different from that I had been used to.  
It also made me attractive to employers with international interests.  It also confirmed to me that there was a wealth of opportunity available beyond Australia – something that coming from a first generation migrant family seemed cut off from me in an Australia where the political and economic elite seemed comprised of culturally distant Anglo-Celtic Australians.  
My first fulltime employment contract overseas was in 1993 when I was posted as a political officer to the Australian Embassy in Jakarta.  I was doing what I enjoyed and doing it overseas.  I was in a fascinating and harsh environment, but at the same time embedded in a large Australian community, in some sense at its epicentre.    Whilst I was an expat, there were thousands of others in Indonesia less directly connected to Australia.  I had in many ways the best of both worlds:  Living overseas, but with a job focussed on protecting and promoting the interests of my home country.  
However, at the end my posting I resigned because the professional and financial rewards of working for the Australian Government (including the new one which came into power in March 1996 and which was planning to cut back further on resources, posts and conditions of service) were not sufficient.  The responsibilities one had as a diplomat, working 24 hours a day on behalf of one’s country, were simply not being rewarded nor resourced adequately.
I decided to join the private sector, found myself marketable and have not looked back.  I was hired directly in Indonesia, was moved to London and am now working as a senior manager in Rome for a quality British multinational company.  Fortunately, I have dual citizenship so am able to work in the EU without issue.  This is a vital benefit which has enabled me to lead a rewarding life – one that would not have been possible with only an Australian passport.
I went overseas first as a student and then as a worker for the same reasons that keep me overseas now:

Personal

1. Perceived wealth of personal and professional experience in overseas work and private life - including exposure to cultures and political and social realities that are vastly different from that of Australia.

2. Modern communications technology allowing one to more easily keep in regular contact with family and friends meaning personal links can be maintained and do not atrophy as quickly as they may have, say 20 years ago.

Professional/Economic
3. Number and quality of world class employment opportunities and financial compensation for work overseas relative to Australia.  The number of large international organisations in public and private sector located overseas, especially in major important global cities such as London, Rome, Paris, Washington, New York etc and their concomitant lack in Australia is a factor that encourages many to leave
a. This fact, combined with the onerous, complex and burdensome taxation system in Australia, which still punishes the fruits of hard work, means it is simply financially much smarter not to work in Australia.  

b. The term ‘economic refugee’ is one that applies and is used by many professional Australians working overseas.  While many would love to return home to such a wonderful place, the opportunity cost of doing so is often seen as too high. 
Political
4. The fact that the news from Australia and what one experiences on visits home reinforces an image of a country remaining parochial with an increasing tendency towards small-minded political correctness - largely being imported from North America.  The country seems more internally preoccupied with relatively banal issues than ever before.  
a. Compared to most countries, Australia is certainly over governed and overregulated.  At the same time the easy and cynical national sport of denigrating and finding fault with all political leaders does not encourage the recruitment of future leaders with the breadth and depth of vision to help lead the country out of its limited preoccupations.  This to everyone’s cost.
The challenges of being outside Australia

The challenges of living outside Australia are the usual ones of change and adaption to new cultures, bureaucratic and political systems.  Most people get through it eventually and survive and/or thrive in their new environments.  If one moves often enough the process of adaptation and adjustment becomes a learnt skill, just like any other.  In fact, being part of a group of international, cosmopolitan workers and managers who are comfortable circumnavigating the globe, communicating and working across all time zones (and continents), with a broad range of friends and colleagues and loved ones from across the planet is a wonderful compensation for not being in one remote place all the time.
Administratively, communicating with Australia is easy (apart from time zone differences outside of Asia).  It is also a pleasure to deal with service providers by phone or email because in Australia they tend to deliver - unlike most countries on earth that do not seem to have as efficient and service-oriented commercial cultures.  

Culturally, I miss Australian values of fair play and informality, but I do not miss the icons of football, meat pies, kangaroos and holden cars - or Vegemite.  While I like all of these, as a child of Italian and German parents, they meant almost nothing to me emotionally when I was growing up and mean less so now - although Australian Rules has to be the best team sport on earth.
The need for overseas expatriate networks?

Are there benefits of expanding expat networks and support services for those overseas?  Whilst in principle a good idea, I am not sure there is an overwhelming demand.  Australians are a very diverse group of people from a country that has tended to celebrate cultural diversity, not assimilate or quash it like, for example the USA or France forces its immigrants to do.  So an ‘Australian’ overseas would by definition already have been brought up living in a culture of diversity and relative openness, attributes critical to success outside one’s home country and work culture.

In addition, for the millions of Australians who were born overseas or are the children of immigrants, to live and work outside Australia is in many ways a continuation of what they were used to, since they are not being from the dominant Anglo-Celtic political and economic culture.  Millions being brought up in Australia have already lived the life of an expat, albeit at ‘home’.
This is one of the main reasons multinational companies find it so comfortable hiring Australians as opposed to say, Americans.  Australians are used to being foreigners, even in our own country.  We are therefore adaptable and flexible when it comes to new corporate cultures or new countries.  In general, we do not feel as alienated as say an Italian would working in a Hungarian or Malaysian company.   This would not necessarily be the case for Anglo-Saxon Australians who are the fruit of several generations of being in Australia and come from the dominant culture there.
What Australian expatriates need

Having said that, Australians working overseas do require real-time information, analysis and advice on administrative and financial issues back home.  It is very difficult to keep track of legislative and regulatory change in Australia which impacts on one personally.  The constant and blindingly complex evolution of financial and savings regulation in Australia is a case in point.  I often lament the appalling lack of Australian financial service providers who are not able to provide adequate support for expat Australians.  There is no global approach or vision within this industry in Australia.  If you live and work beyond Australian borders but require financial advice relating to assets (and eventual repatriation) at home it is difficult to find reliably and economically. 
To assist Australians overseas, it would be helpful if one of the larger multinational Australian companies, including possibly the financial institutions, collaborated with local Embassies or Chambers of Commerce to hold regular briefings for expat Australians on latest economic, administrative and regulatory developments in Australia.  This happens in some locations, but it is sparse.  Not only would it demonstrate some corporate social responsibility on behalf of the larger businesses with global reach, but it could be a source of new customers.  It would also provide an opportunity for expat Australians to network with a real and useful reason, apart from just a drink and discussion on the pros and cons of one’s current country of abode.
Are Embassies doing enough?  Not really, but they neither have the resources nor the focus.  Most Ambassadors and their staff tend to remain Canberra-focussed in professional terms rather than well-integrated into the Australian networks within their host countries.  The vast weight of official reporting and accounting that must be done to feed the bureaucratic machine in Canberra tends to diffuse senior diplomatic attention away from the issues and concerns of Australians within the countries they are posted to.  Added to this is the fact that most Embassy staff have little or no idea of the reality and characteristics of the professional and personal lives of Australian expats engaged in commerce and business overseas.  There is simply little overlap of experience and professional interests between the two groups.  Hence, I would not envisage Embassies being able to do more than perhaps facilitate the development of expat support systems.  They can’t be the focal point.
Expatriates and promotion of Australian interests overseas

Having said that, in order to promote Australian interests overseas, Embassy’s could draw on the depth, richness and professional experience of expat Australians to actively support Australian Government initiatives.  Drawing expat Australians into the giving of speeches, or being nominated as private sector local ‘Ambassadors’ of a particular Government initiative or issue, in order to supplement the work of Embassies could be a useful and credible approach.  This would not only heighten awareness of Australian interests within the political and economic elites of host countries, it would also ensure that there is depth, breadth and more resonance to the messages being promoted by the Australian Government, whether they be on migration, investment, environment policy or other burning bilateral issues.  
The above is a brief and personal perspective.  Expatriate Australians are a rich and largely untapped resource that could be harnessed to Australia’s benefit in more ways than one.  The policy trick will be to ensure that the balance of costs and benefits associated with being an expatriate do not tend towards encouraging a permanent exodus of many.  Australia is a wonderful place but it can always get better.

Yours sincerely,

Andreas Vecchiet

ROMA, ITALY
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