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Maxwell Hughes

Winterthur

Switzerland

8 January 2004

Ref:
Inquiry into Australian Expatriates


Submission under terms of reference (b) and (d)

To Whom it May Concern

I am herewith making a submission in connection with the Inquiry into Australian Expatriates, under terms of reference (b) and (d).

Just as an initial observation I wish to state that it is expatriate Australians who represent the country overseas; the image of Australia is created through our behaviour and our patriotism. The fact that so many of us have been stripped of our nationality for purely bureaucratic and legislative reasons makes us no less Australian, and the time has come to right this wrong.

(b) the variety of factors driving more Australians to live overseas

Under (b) I would like to say that I left Australia initially in 1957 to seek greater employment opportunities overseas. I was born and bred in Eastwood, NSW, and am a sixth generation Australian. Owing to a difficult family background (my parents were deaf and dumb (I prefer “unable to speak”) and my father died when I was eight), my education had been minimal, although I was fortunate to complete a five-year apprenticeship as a bookbinder/gold finisher. I felt, and this impression was confirmed when my English wife and I returned to Australia from 1959-1962 and 1963-1965, that it was very hard to get ahead in Australia at that time. Hard work and initiative were not as highly valued as they were overseas, education and qualifications were the key factors.

It was the employment factor that caused me to lose my nationality in fact. Moving from England to a job in Panama in 1969, I was advised that due to a clampdown on Commonwealth citizens entering England I should take up British citizenship in case I chose to return. I mistakenly understood from the Australian Embassy in London that I could have dual citizenship.

(d) the needs and concerns of overseas Australians

Moving on to (d), my principal need is to have my citizenship back, and naturally my concerns are how and when I can achieve this.

Another need is to see my daughters granted the right to Australian citizenship. The two eldest were granted citizenship by descent before I lost mine. The first lived in Sydney for three years in the early 1990s. When my second daughter applied for her passport to be renewed in 2002, she was told she was no longer entitled to it. The eldest one has therefore refrained from applying for a renewal for fear of the same outcome. I would like to see my two youngest daughters also granted this right to their heritage.

________________________________________________________________________

A few further observations and questions

I have been trying to resume my citizenship for a long time now, since I returned home at the beginning of the 1980s when my mother became ill, and I thought this is my home and my country of birth, only to be constantly told that I would have to return to Australia for a period of two years. An Australian official at the Embassy in Bern summed it up nicely in the mid-1980s: “Unless you have a job to go to, forget Australia until you retire. Anyway Mr. Hughes, why would you want to return to Australia, you have a good job and you are living in the best country in the world”. I replied “That is not the issue”, but in fact it was. I was now Production Manager for Newsweek International, responsible for the magazine production of the Atlantic edition in Switzerland, a position I would never have achieved in Australia. Since my retirement, I have tried unsuccessfully to obtain information that would enable me to finalize my decision to return to Australia, yet as of today, I am still no further down the track, no one will answer my questions.

A law passed in 1948, which many of us knew nothing about, has cost Australia the loss of many of her talented people, those who had difficulties in moving forward jobwise in Australia, and as a result decided to go abroad, taking their skills with them. Many unknowingly lost their citizenship, as I did, and our children thus lost their rights in the process. If a person or family has the courage to up and try to improve themselves, they should not be penalized for it. I am not surprised that some 850,000 Australians live abroad. Why return to Australia when Australia appears not to want us, when the world offers the possibility of better opportunities and one is going nowhere, hence the brain drain? Take the Australian expression “She’ll be right, mate” – well, for many of those Australians overseas, it’s not all right, what a waste of valuable talent. You are right to be asking why so many Australians are abroad and why they are not returning. Many have stories like mine to tell. Nor do any officials contacted appear interested, as evidenced by my experience with the Australian Consulate in Geneva, the Hon. Gary Hardgrave, MP, Minister for Citizenship and Multicultural Affairs or his department, and the Citizenship Services section in Canberra, which have all either ignored my letters or failed to answer any of my questions. I would be very interested to know how many “former” Australians applied for dual citizenship immediately after the law changed.

The saving grace is that we love Australia dearly, although we are no longer called citizens, and while we are few in total as compared to the number of Australians living abroad, we still run into many thousands. We feel hurt and humiliated by the situation, and we hope that Australia will amend its legislation to include us again as we are Australians by birth. We wish to return to Australia as citizens with dignity, and not as new Australians on a two-year probation period. My forebears arrived in Australia from England and Ireland as convicts, surely I deserve to be a citizen of Australia?

Thank you for your time and patience. I am sending a number of attachments as background information. If further details are required please do not hesitate to contact me. I look forward to your reply and hopefully, one day, a return of my Australian citizenship and citizenships for my daughters.

Maxwell Hughes

