15th November 2003

Senate Legal and Constitutional Committee 

Australia

RE: Australian Expats Not Returning Home

I am writing in reference to the above subject, whereby a senate study seems to have been sanctioned to find out more about Australian Expats not Returning to Australia. I would like to add my comments to this subject, being an expat now for the past six years, and planning to stay abroad for a long time further.

My comments are related directly to living in the Middle East as an Australian expat, currently I live in Dubai (United Arab Emirates), and I am the Regional Manager for a multi-national American company supplying software solutions to the Telecommunications industry.

Firstly, I would like to explain my profile, I am not Muslim, I am not an Arab, and I am an Australian, Christian and believe strongly that politics and region should not mix, therefore my views in this letter are not religious or politically related.

Thinking above coming home, my wife and I decided to go back to Australia November 2002, where I stayed for six weeks and returning again in May 2003 for another four weeks. My wife stayed in Australia for six months, basically it was to plan our return back home. During this time, we saw many changes, after having been gone for six years, changes that we both feel have caused Australia to look less and less welcoming to come home. Australia was the best country in the world, whereby people worked hard, had fun and enjoyed a great life, low in crime compared to the rest of the west, ability to get employment and a relatively low cost of living. Having come back for this short time, I saw a number of things that has made me feel that I do not want to return, as a matter fact, we are now purchasing a home in Athens, Greece. The main points I wish to cover are as follows:

1. Employment opportunities

2. Salaries and remuneration packages

3. Crime

4. Government control

5. Government attitude towards people

Employment Opportunities

I decided to visit several recruitment agencies, and I was very disappointed to see the lack of opportunities available. I received messages that I was too over-qualified, or more importantly, I was told that I was out of the county for six years and have not been able to maintain business levels in Australia. Therefore I was told that I could possibly gain employment as a sales person and make my way up again in my career.

This is the attitude that I feared from a third world country, not Australia. My experience is one that cannot be found in Australia that easy. I have vast experience in international business, how to adapt business structures and policies to improve export capabilities. I have worked and managed people in Southern Europe (Based from Italy and Greece), Middle East (based from Dubai), Africa (based from South Africa) and also worked in the United Kingdom. My staff is a total of 11 people spread over five countries and my revenues last year for the company were AU$12 million. This experience and success I believe should be highly paid for in Australia, not pushed aside and shoved under the carpet. Australian business needs to start to look at people like myself, to  help their business expand abroad, since Australia is a small market.

Salaries

This is where the biggest shock came to me, the amount of money that was being offered for various positions, is less than when I was working in Australia. Recently I also read reports and newspaper articles about how 90% of Australians are earning $26,000 and less per year, this is now not acceptable in this day and age. I would like to bring to your attention a country like Greece, whereby I recently opened the latest office for the company. Three years ago the average monthly salary before tax for a Computer systems Engineer was $1,600 per month. Today, having just hired three people, their monthly income before tax is $4,000 per month. This is a massive increase over three years as the government is moving to make salaries closer to the rest of Europe. 

At the moment, my yearly package, if I achieve my targets (and it is not capped) is around $350,000 per year, I have company housing and company car and I do not pay tax. The company however, expects me to deliver $9 million in revenue for them and manage the region. This represents about 3.8% of the revenue to the company. Most international companies are willing to pay their people very good salaries if they archive their targets, I found in Australia, our companies and corporate feel that the maximum salary someone which earn should be no more than $150,000 before tax. Don’t get me wrong, I work hard, I work seven days per week and over 15 hours per day, this is my choice, I want to succeed and make it, but I am not being held back. As we speak I am considering a promotion, I have been offered to take over Channel Sales for the entire Europe Middle East and Africa region with over 40 staff reporting to me.
To finish on this topic, a Systems Engineer in Australia with five years experience is earning around $75,000 per annum, in the USA they are earning around $135,000 per annum, in the UK they are earning around $140,000 per annum, in Greece they are earning around $100,000 per annum. 

Crime

Whilst in Australia, I could not believe the level of crime that I saw, crime is a major issue that has me deciding not to come back home. Walking in George Street on a Tuesday night in Sydney to watch a movie with my wife and myself, having parked at the QVB, whilst walking back to my car at around 11.00pm, we were stopped three times by young hoods and gangs. The first wanted to be smart and tease my wife, I managed to leave this situation OK, the second gang stops us for money. Telling them we have no money just credit cards, they wanted to take them. At the end my wife pulled out $50 from her bag and gave it to them to leave. Finally approaching our car, another gang stops us, and when I raised my vice, they pulled out knives. This is not acceptable in George Street, there were no police, where are they I asked? My sister, a teacher in Australia, commented, ‘on the roads booking people, making revenue’.

Crime is now out of control, I read papers daily and it is now a joke. Too much police doing paperwork and making money bookijg people rather than policing.

Government Control

In my short time back home, I felt I was living in the Junta, or more importantly, the United States of America. I drive to Melbourne with my wife on day and counted no less than 46 Patrol cars in the middle of nowhere hiding in bushes as if we are criminals, waiting to make money and book us.

Driving 100km before Albury, in a 100km zone, the sign said 70km and an arrow showing a bend ahead. At that point I released my accelerator to slow down and just them the highway patrol is behind me with sirens. He approaches and tells me that I was doing 84kms per hour in a 70km per hour zone. I laughed so much it become serious. I explained, yes I know, I am slowing down, what did he expect me to do, pull my hand brake at 100km per hour? He proceeded to write me a ticket and I laughed further when I told him I do not have a license, I use international license, so then he was unable to understand how he can book me. He kept me there for 40 minutes whilst communicating back to base about this issue, was it that important that it need an hour of his time to make sure that I did get booked? I tried to explain that he can have my passport details, I have family in Australia, etc, but he wanted to make sure, 90 minutes later I left with no ticket as he could not understand how to book me.
This is becoming a joke, everywhere we went we felt that we were being policed. Living in Italy, I would spend time in the café downstairs from my apartment in the evenings, where the local police would also join us, especially in the winter, we would chat and laugh and be people. When one day I was parked in the wrong place, he advised me that I should not do it, if I did it again, I was booked no matter what. Three weeks later, I parked there again, I was booked. Going to the coffee shop I saw him, everybody laughed when I walked in as they knew I was booked, I laughed with them and shouted a coffee to the officer, as he gave me my chance, I understood, and that was it. These are people, not guards. We need to relax our policing of specific things and concentrate on crime, I guess crime does not pay…

The smoking laws are just a joke, who made these non-Smokers? I am not a smoker, but I have friends who are smokers. We could not go to a restaurant together. Who does the government think they are making these laws when they are making taxes and lots of taxes from cigarette smokers. It is my choice to sit with smokers, so who are you to tell me not to? What is wrong with having smoking and non-smoking sections? I respect this, this is fair, separate sections so that everyone can enjoy themselves, we all pay taxes so we all should be equal – sorry just released what I said.

Government Attitude

This is a very sensitive subject, I will be now the political issues into this as it is very important. Whilst the USA was lobbying for support to attack Iraq, at not reason, (Where are the weapons Mr. President?), our government took the side of the USA immediately. It was clear that the people of Australia where against this, it was clear we wanted peace as Australia has enjoyed in the past, however, our elected by us government, decides to do what America wants to do. Do we not have our own identity anymore? Can we not think for our sleeves?

Bali was the first wake up call to Australia and that was directly related to our government’s decisions. I am now travelling with my Greek passport as I fear travelling with my Australian passport, this should never have been the situation.

Conclusion

In conclusion, I feel Australia has not much more to offer me, my family can live abroad more comfortably with private education and good medical facilities with a very safe living environment, why come back? I would come back in three seconds if w Australia can wake up and see the light.
Sincerely

Kerry Koutsikos

Dubai United Arab Emirates

