Issues as an Expatriate

In 1980, when I was 24, I went to the US specifically to go to the 

University of California, Berkeley, to get a Masters in Public Health.  On 

completion, I was offered a scholarship to continue with a PhD in 

epidemiology.  During this degree, I worked part-time in research and 

continued this job after finishing my PhD.  This position wound up in 1997, 

at which point I moved back to Australia.

All of the above education was done under my own steam, with my own funding. 

  At one point in 1981 I wrote to the Australian Government to see if there 

was any financial help for foreign students, and I didn’t even get a reply.  

The only help or advice I received as a foreign student was through the US 

university itself; International House was available to all foreign students 

studying at UC Berkeley.  They were fantastic at organizing a working visa 

for me as a student, until I was able to qualify for a green card (the 

Resident Alien status that enables non-Americans to stay and work in the 

US).

Because I have always regarded myself as an Australian, and knew I would 

move back at some time, I wanted to keep up with what was going on in 

Australia, both politically and socially.  As you would expect, there was 

never much about Australia in the San Francisco newspapers, so I registered 

with the Australian Consulate in San Francisco.  I expected to be informed 

of any upcoming Australian elections, or even just social events that might 

be happening with Australians.  In the 18 years I lived there, I received 

not one word from the Australian Consulate about anything.  At one point I 

heard of an Australian election from my family by phone, so I tried to 

organize a postal vote.  It was such a hassle, and the electoral ballot 

papers came to me without any indication of what party each candidate 

belonged to!  I didn’t vote again, but I still got chased down with the 

threat of a fine for not voting the next time.  Surely Consulates should 

have some role in the dissemination of pertinent information to those of us 

who take the time to register with them if we know we are going to be in 

that area for a while.

I did end up with a group of Australian friends that I met over the years, 

and we even used to have Australia Day parties, complete with lamingtons, 

pavlova, apricot chicken and rissoles!  In my experience, Australians like 

to congregate socially in foreign countries, but it is up to us to do all 

the networking.

I also met a number of Australian researchers in the field of epidemiology 

who had left Australia because there are not the jobs here, due to a 

combination of the lack of research funds in health-related issues, and poor 

pay and career options for someone with advanced degrees in this field.  In 

fact, one of my Australian teachers came to the US after me and ended up 

teaching at Stanford University and the University of California, San Diego. 

  All of these professionals felt quite cynical about their chances of 

continuing their careers in Australia, and weren’t planning on moving back 

any time soon.

One thing I did do that helped in my transition back to Australia, was I 

kept up my Victorian driver’s licence.  This helped with getting good car 

insurance rates when I moved back. I would advise people living temporarily 

overseas to do the same.

My Issues as a Repatriate.

I am a 3rd or 4th generation (depending on which side) Australian citizen 

and the parent of a 16 year old son (Rory) who had the misfortune of being 

born blind due to anophthalmia (missing eyes) and a bilateral cleft lip and 

palate.  He has since gone on to develop Asperger Syndrome, which is a type 

of autism, and epilepsy.

When he turned 16 in May last year, he applied for the Disability Support 

Pension (blind), and was rejected by Centrelink because he was born in the 

USA, where I was attending the University of California at Berkeley, getting 

a PhD in epidemiology.  I had gone to the US in 1980 specifically to go to 

university to get a Masters in Public Health, and won a scholarship to 

continue in the PhD program. We moved back to Australia when the research 

position that I had through graduate school and afterwards ran out.  This 

was in 1997, when Rory was 10 years old.  According to Centrelink, he needs 

to be in Australia for 10 years to qualify for the DSP, because he was blind 

and autistic before he got here!  Rory has been an Australian citizen since 

1988, when I had him naturalized as such whilst we were in the US.  However, 

he is being regarded as a migrant instead of an Australian citizen, even to 

the point of being asked what type of visa he had when entering Australia 

(he of course has an Australian passport).  Apparently my status as 

Australian resident for the purposes of having my children regarded as 

Australian residents ran out when I accepted my green card (which made me a 

resident alien in the US).  Getting a green card enabled me to pay in-state 

fees at UC Berkeley instead of foreign student fees, and to work in research 

without all the complications of the J2 visa.

According to Centrelink, the “Agreement between the Government of Australia 

and the Government of the United States of America on Social Security”, 

written by Amanda Vanstone and J. Thomas Schieffer, doesn’t help Rory 

because they (Centrelink) have interpreted the agreement as saying that Rory 

himself (not me as his working age parent!) would have to have paid into the 

US social security system to get reciprocal rights here in Australia.  This 

of course is ludicrous.

This decision has been upheld by both the Authorized Review Officer at 

Centrelink, and the Social Security Appeals Tribunal.  Currently we are 

waiting for a date with the Administrative Appeals Tribunal.  This time we 

will have help from John Longo, a lawyer with Legal Aid Victoria.

I have been advised by many people, including the worker at Centrelink, to 

contact my local federal MP for help.  As Petro Georgiou is a Liberal 

member, and in the light of the mean-spirited and draconian anti-immigration 

and refugee policies of this current government, I expected no help, and of 

course this is what we received. I didn’t even get to talk to Petro Georgiou 

himself.

Rory is a very special and talented young man.  His image and story have 

been used by a number of organizations such as RVIB, Guide Dogs Victoria, 

Kevin Heinz Garden Centre and Yooralla, for education, fund-raising and the 

like.  It’s ironic, and appalling, that he is denied this support.  Woe 

betide any parent of disabled children who happen to be born overseas.

I have faced many other repat issues since returning after my 18 years 

overseas, but the above situation is by far the worst.

Other issues I have faced:

- Virtually no jobs in epidemiology (I am currently a receptionist)

- Being able to rent a house was only possible because of the kindness of my 

wonderful and understanding landlady

- Difficulty in getting an Australian credit card (took me two years)

- I personally had to prove 10 years residence in Australia to get 

reinstated in the Medicare system, and to get the Sole Parent pension.  

Fortunately my parents are still alive and for some reason kept all my 

school reports.  Surely there should be an automatic link with the 

Immigration Department, or whoever monitors our passport use for 

international travel

- As I spent the years aged 24 to 41 overseas, I certainly have a much 

smaller network of friends here (virtually all of my adult friends are in 

the US)

- People criticizing me for choosing to live in the US (?)

- No explanation of the arcane rules that dictate the Medicare system (eg. 

This stupid system of referrals for specialists that expire, etc.).  This 

has been very difficult with my son’s extensive medical needs.

I would be more than happy to send more information about my son’s 

situation: it is all documented.

Regards,

Debra Duncan, MPH, PhD

Canterbury, VIC 
