Vicki Therese O'Neill

Askim, Norway

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.

Initially, I left Australia in 1988 to visit my mother who had moved to London.  From there I went to  Moscow and subsequently met and married my Norwegian husband.  I lived in Moscow for 18 months and worked at the Australian Embassy in the immigration section as a local staff member.  In 1990, following my husband's fulfilment of his contract, we decided to move and live permanently in Australia.  However, at the end of 1991, mainly due to the lack of career opportunities and family circumstances, we left Sydney and moved to Norway.  My husband was then able to pursue a career in the diplomatic service and through his position, we have since lived in Moscow 1996-99 and London from 1999-02, returning to Oslo in 2002.

We make an effort to return to Australia regularly.  However, as an expat, I feel more and more alienated.I was born, raised, educated and have worked in Australia but today, I have problems in opening a bank account because I don't have the required 100 points.  If, on the other hand, I wish to close an account, I cannot do this online but have to either send a fax of authority or appear in person at my branch.  My superannuation is dwindling away because of administration fees and each time I try and do something with it, I am reminded of the penalties.  I have tried to keep up with my voting responsibilities, however, I can only do this if I retain the address I was last registered at  and if I happen to miss the local elections, I receive a fine.  Socially, there is always the silent punishment and innuendoes people use to constantly remind you that you don't belong there anymore.  In many ways, I find it a constant struggle to keep myself linked to Australia. I will, however, continue to feel connected through family and friends.

In Norway, its citizens (and those people eligible to live here) are given an identity number which entitles them to access such things as medical care, bank accounts, voting rights, etc.  This identity number provides a wealth of security for the authorities, those living in Norway and Norwegians living abroad.  When abroad, our access to Norway remains the same and we are able to, amongst other things, access services (usually online) in Norway in order to continue our daily business. 

We have three children who have dual citizenship.  When travelling, we use their Norwegian passports and where appropriate, their Diplomatic passports.  The only time we use their Australian passports is when entering Australia.  This is mainly because it is more convenient and efficient to use the Norwegian passports when travelling in Europe. However, for me, travelling on my Australian passport, I am obliged to separate from my family and go another route through passport control.  I am not encouraged to have a Norwegian or Diplomatic passport unless I renounce my Australian citizenship.  From my experiences and having lived abroad now for over ten years, to have dual nationality would open new opportunities and prospects for many Australians living abroad whilst still maintaining their bond with Australia.  

Both my husband and I love Australia and look forward to returning one day, possibly when we retire or earlier if our children choose to attend university there.  For now, however, and from our experiences we are reluctant to move back, not least because of the potential difficulties in establishing ourselves again. 

