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Dear Sir/Madam,

This submission is in response to the invitation for public comment as part of the Committee's Inquiry into Australian Expatriates.

There are so many different circumstances which result in Australians residing in foreign lands for shorter or longer periods that it is difficult to know where to start.  

I personally subscribe to the idea that there is something in the Australian soil which afflicts us with a type of “wander-lust”. Even modern Australians are a strangely nomadic mob, where regular moves between jobs, houses and cities are a normal way of life for many. 

And yet, when our “walk-about” goes global, something strange seems to happen.  

It seems the further we are from home, the more patriotic and “Australian” we become with “G’Day” entering our vocabulary at a startlingly high frequency and our Vegemite consumption levels returning to those of early childhood!  We suddenly become vocal experts on Australian Tourism, Australian wine and crocodiles! Australian foreign policy takes on a whole new perspective and we are suddenly called to account for the actions of our politicians in the global arena. 

At the same time, back home we have become some kind of traitor or a “lesser” Australian who shouldn’t expect to enjoy all the rights bestowed upon the “real” Australians residing physically on Terra Australis. I am sure that many people simply can’t comprehend why it is that we should want to leave – after all, so many people from so many different countries are literally dying to try to get in, so why on earth should we want to get out ?

Of course it is not that simple, but the (frequently) silent judgement passed upon us by those at home is a thorn which nags at the heart of every expatriate I know.

A Personal Perspective

This submission addresses issues personally encountered in my experience as an expatriate Australian living in Switzerland since 2000 with my Swiss husband and our dual citizen daughter. However, I also currently hold the volunteer position as Coordinator for Switzerland with the Southern Cross Group and have gathered the stories of many of my compatriots over this time. I will also endeavour to share the essence of the issues they have brought to my attention.

I personally endorse the position espoused by the SCG in that I believe that the broad outcome of this inquiry should be that overseas Australians and others in the Australian diaspora:

•
are recognized and accepted as an integral part of the Australian nation;

•
are acknowledged as constituting a significant national asset that should be fostered and developed at both the Government and private sector levels.

My husband and I left Australia shortly after our marriage in 1999.  We came to Switzerland for a number of reasons.  Firstly, my husband’s mother was undergoing treatment for cancer with an uncertain future at the time.  He had also left a number of business and personal matters unfinalised which needed attention.  But ultimately, we knew that we needed to experience life in each others homelands in order to gain a deeper understanding of each other, to gain an appreciation and respect for that which had shaped us into the people we were and to base any longer term decisions about where we might wish to permanently reside on sound, personal experience.

We have remained here well beyond our intended 12 months – partly because of an excellent employment opportunity offered to my husband shortly after our arrival here, partly because I fell pregnant with our daughter and partly because we realised 12 months simply wasn’t long enough to make any long term decisions.

I had visited the Electoral Office in Australia before my departure to advise them of my plan to be away for 12 months at the time.  They told me to leave my name on the role as I would not be gone for very long.  I was not informed of my obligations or rights should my absence be any longer.

I received no advice whatsoever from any sources on what I could expect when I arrived in Switzerland and found it frighteningly alien to me in almost every aspect of my everyday life.  

Immediately I set about trying to locate Australian or English speaking services and support groups to aid my adjustment.  This was a depressing experience.  The consul in Geneva told me they didn’t really care if I bothered to register with them and had no list of services, social clubs or English speaking services to assist me.

I gained the most useful information from the British Embassy in Zurich who supplied me with lists of clubs – social and professional, and services – doctors etc.  However I had not managed to locate any other Australians.  Was it possible that I was the one lone Aussie lost in a sea of Swiss cheese?

Almost one year later, I stumbled upon my first encounter with another Australian in Switzerland at an English ante-natal class, and through this contact found a network of Australians in the north of the country. Finally, I was no longer alone.  It was almost enough to make me cry.

After becoming aware of several groups here and becoming the Swiss coordinator for the SCG, I now have a close personal network with about 50 other Australians and a connection to approximately 300 others.  

The Consul in Geneva tells us that there are around 4 – 5000 Australians living in Switzerland based on the number of people who have registered with them or the Department on-line.

I can only suggest that this is a gross underestimation of the number of Australians here and an entirely inadequate method of calculating numbers of expats across the globe.

Out of the 50 or so Australians I know well, only a handful are registered with either the Consul or the Department.  Reasons for this vary but include:

Apathy: as we are not living in a politically or socially unstable country, they don’t feel it is necessary to officially register.

Anxiety concerning “Big Brother”:  Many people have expressed concern that their information could be used by other government agencies to their detriment.  Many have fears regarding taxation matters, Medicare entitlements, electoral enrolment, drivers licence renewals and more.  Some can’t identify any specific fears, they are simply not confident that their personal information would remain confidential.

Ignorance:  I have met a number of people who don’t even know that you CAN register with one of the relevant agencies, how to do it or why it is advisable.  

We will be returning to live in Australia at the end of April 2004 – just a few short months away.  It is time for my husband to experience life in my homeland, time for my family to get to know our daughter and hopefully not too late for me to resurrect my career.

While I am aware that many Australians go overseas in pursuit of professional opportunities, spouses who follow their foreign national partners abroad (especially women) frequently find themselves in circumstances less than favourable to continuation of their previous employment. 

Like many, I had held the popular myth that Switzerland was a modern, advanced country.  I found not the perceived mother of modern democracy, but a startling environment rife with social and professional sex discrimination.  

I was also not prepared for the degree of overt racism and xenophobia I encountered. To my dismay and too late, I discovered that pregnancy and motherhood precludes many (even local) women from the pursuit of professional activities here.  Those who are well established before motherhood fair somewhat better, but still have to deal with a dearth of childcare services, finding that services which are able to be accessed are of a standard significantly inferior to those in Australia and come at an exorbitant price.  In the absence of extensive family support, it is almost impossible for women to undertake full time employment.

My husband is a willing house-husband, but another surprising discovery in Switzerland is the well accepted discrepancy in salary between men and women – up to 30% less for the latter.  It would have been quite an effort for me to find a job which would pay the same as he was earning, let alone more, even though I have far more qualifications and professional experience.

I have lost count of the number of times this dilemma is the topic of lamentation amongst other expatriate women here.

And yet the world grows smaller every day.  Travel is more accessible to more people than ever before.  Globalisation of the business world sends employees to new horizons in large numbers.  It is inevitable that Australians will meet and establish long term relationships with increasing numbers of people from other countries.  As this trend increases, so naturally will the number of Australians who find themselves living abroad for varying lengths of time as the spouse to a foreign national.  This will also naturally increase the number of children born into mixed-nationality families and produce more “citizens of the world”.

While most people would never dream of assuming that a person must love one of their parents more than the other, people do expect expats, their spouses and dual-citizen children to demonstrate a preference for one of their countries of citizenship/residence over the other.  There is a (false) notion that one cannot be loyal to more than one country which must be addressed.  Family and friends frequently turn a discussion into some kind of competition which, if one doesn’t show the “correct” allegiance can result in serious familial and social ostracizing.   

While there is a concerted effort to address multi-culturalism at home there is no apparent effort to take this abroad.

There are programs designed to encourage permanent residents in Australia to take up citizenship.  There are all manner of migrant resources, services and support networks for those who are new to Australia. 

Yet there is nothing in place to support Australians who face a new culture abroad in the home of their spouses, nor any mechanisms which help them to maintain contact and connection to Australia in any real way.

It is a common experience amongst first time “expats” to be shocked by the attitude they frequently encounter upon making contact with their nearest Australian Consul, Embassy or Mission.  As was my experience, many people report that staff tell them they don’t want to hear from Australians unless in SERIOUS trouble, and then there probably won’t be much help available! We are regularly informed that their “brief” and so funding is to deal with a number of World Trade, Austrade, UN, or other major global responsibility.  We are told there is no budget for assisting “ordinary” Australians in our new country of residence and that we should search the internet to find social clubs to help us survive.

That is, of course, unless you have a few spare million in your pocket which you are considering investing in the new country, in which case, you have just made yourself a new best friend, guide, translator and facilitator of red-tape.  

With the advent of the internet, the enterprising expat can receive daily news headlines from home, play the ASX, study the real estate market, undertake external university courses, keep up with the cricket scores and monitor the price of petrol.

However they have a harder time finding out about their rights as electors and taxpayers and are frequently misinformed by both private advisers and staff in Australian Consuls and Missions. Even more complicated are their efforts to obtain residency and citizenship for their foreign spouses from abroad with many horror stories circulating.  I personally know of 2 couples who have been misinformed of their rights by one Consul and one Embassy in this region.

Because much of by background is in the public sector and natural justice, I have a reasonably good understanding of how he “system” works.  Because I knew the right questions to ask of an appropriately senior officer, we were able to negotiate a time extension that enabled us to complete my husband’s permanent residency application. Without this knowledge, we would have lost our initial AUD 1600 application fee, all associated costs (medical etc) and would have had to start again.  

Most “ordinary” people take what is written in letters from government offices as gospel and unable to be challenged.  Yet, in many instances, including my husbands, conditions which are written in a letter may not be statutory requirements or restrictions – but merely departmental policy designed to enable efficient processing of large numbers of applications in a short period of time – and therefore able to be appealed or subject to the discretion of a senior officer or the Minister.

As an ex-public sector employee, I am only too aware of the impact of staff and budget cuts on many government offices and the difficulties faced by those staff left to carry the full load.  

However, this does not justify the extensive practice of presenting information in a manner which encourages people to assume they have no alternatives. 

Thanks to the efforts of the SCG, dual citizenship is freely available to Australians and I can now consider applying to take out Swiss citizenship once I have met the minimum residency requirements under Swiss law.  I would have NEVER even considered it where the old s22 of the Citizenship Act still in force.  

However, not all of my compatriots here are so lucky.  

Dual Citizenship matters

One older (former) Australian living here finds himself in a particularly disturbing situation. He unwittingly (on FALSE advice from Consular staff in England) lost his Australian citizenship when he took out UK citizenship in the 60’s and has carried the pain of this every day since.  Though tears well in his eyes when he speaks about his love of his homeland and his desire to re-gain official recognition as one of her children, his sense of moral rightness prevents him from manipulating a system which has continually let him down.

At retirement age, he would now dearly love to return to Australia to live out his days, however, he finds it impossible to obtain the information necessary to make a sound financial and practical decision.

He has sought information regarding residency/citizenship requirements for his Swiss wife and his now adult Swiss/UK children born after he lost his Australian citizenship; he needs information on his taxation position and social security entitlements etc. Until he has this information the family is not in a position to make a sound decision and consequently, he is unable to provide a date within the next 3 years upon which we would intend to return to reside in Australia and thus meet the current provisions for resumption of citizenship lost under the old s22 of the Citizenship Act.

Yet each office he approached for information gave him only part of the story, gave him incorrect or inadequate information and fobs him off to numerous other departments and offices.

It is essential that an office is established whose role it is to facilitate access to government and other services for expatriate Australians, and which ensures co-ordination of effort.

This man is not prepared to stretch the interpretation of the word “intend” and give less that totally honest responses to the resumption questions.  So the pain remains in his heart and catches in his voice and everyone at home should be ashamed.

The changes to section 22 of the Citizenship Act need to be made retrospective, thus eliminating the need for any resumption provisions at all, allowing us to embrace all of Australia’s sons and daughters as one family.

Dual or multiple citizenship 

allows people which significant ties to each country to fully participate in the life of that country.  It also creates the new global citizen – one who has a vested interest in peace, prosperity and good relations between both countries of citizenship.  These are people who have the capacity to bridge the cultural gaps which hinder political, financial and business development between nations. 

However, it is difficult for an individual to accomplish this alone.  

Australians frequently find themselves perplexed or in trouble because local cultural norms and laws are at odds with those at home.

I have spent a great deal of time supporting a woman who finds herself in the most untenable situation.  After finally summoning the strength to leave her abusive (Swiss) husband of 20 years, she found herself a stranger and outcast in a land where she had previously had every aspect of her life managed and controlled be her husband.  Her two teenage sons have, and continue to suffer psychological trauma at the hands of their father and though both Australian by descent seem unable to access any support or assistance from their 2nd country of citizenship. 

Trapped by Swiss divorce law which prevents full dissolution of a marriage for four years when one spouse objects to the proceedings, this woman is unable to obtain full parental control and therefore permission to obtain Australian Passports for the boys or to take them to Australia to live.

The eldest boy is under psychiatric treatment and his therapist considers it in his best interests for him to be able to get away from the source of his trauma (i.e. his father) as soon as possible. The mother has chased shadows with promises of special provisions in abusive cases from Australian officials, only to have her claims rejected later.  She has good earning capacity in Australia and a long lost network of family who are only too anxious to support their re-integration into the community and provide a loving environment. But without Passports for the boys, she would become a fugitive if they left. 

“Ordinary” Australians get angry when our government officials can attend extravagant meetings and parties all over the world while time runs out for these battlers.

On a less dramatic note, the lack of support, advice and assistance to navigate bureaucracy in a new country is a constant source of distress for thousands of expatriates.  When I first arrived in Switzerland I went to register with my local government office as required - to be met with a mountain of paperwork all in German.  None of the documents were available in English (despite the fact that English is the 1st language for approx. 3% of the total population and a common language for a very large proportion of the foreign population).  After a lengthy period of time in which my husband translated back and forth between the government officer and myself, the official handed over a large bundle of papers which she suggested I simply sign at the bottom – she would fill in all the details necessary later.

Who is going to be stupid enough to sign blank official papers they don’t understand? Not me! And it was finally at this point that I discovered the officers sudden ability to communicate directly with me in English. 

Resources need to be provided to assist Australians to deal with the legal requirements of their new homes and to be given guidance in the most significant cultural hurdles they will face.  

A very insightful friend here theorises that integration of a “westerner” into a “3rd  world” environment is easier than when they move to another “western” country. She believes that in the former, all parties are acutely aware of and consequently better prepared to cope with the extent of the differences they will have to adapt to.  This awareness predisposes everyone involved to pay attention, provide support and guide the new-comers steps.  

However, in the “west to west” scenario, no-one expects to encounter any expansive cultural chasms, making this all to frequent reality a huge shock which catches everyone on the back foot.  It is a recipe for disaster causing untold tension in marriages, failure of international staff postings, loss of business and development opportunities.  But perhaps worst of all, it fosters bitterness, racism and bigotry, conflict and narrow-mindedness. 

Not traditional Australian characteristics. 

The need to support Australians to succeed in their global ‘walk about’ is about more than just ‘touchy-feely’, warm and fuzzy stuff.

I lived in a constant state of anxiety for my first two years here – fearful to go out into the community – not knowing “what will it be today?” I know few people who were prepared for the shock or trauma involved with discovering that NOTHING is “normal”.  All of the things which we all do automatically – paying a bill, buying toothpaste, taking out the garbage, driving a car, greeting people, answering the phone, doing the laundry – are no longer “normal” and it is these seemingly insignificant little daily rituals which lead to the greatest stress and conflict in the lives of new expatriates. 

After the first two years, the number of new surprises greatly diminished and at least the things which annoyed me or were irrational to me were nolonger a complete surprise.

Weather I like it or not, my daughter rightfully belongs to both Switzerland and Australia.  I don’t want to put her in a position where she feels that she is expected to pick one over the other, or that one parent hates or loves one of her homelands more than the other.  I have an obligation to understand Switzerland and the Swiss in order to help her to integrate the two cultures into her life fully and become all she is capable of being. 

While Australia will remain forever the source of my life force, it may not be hers or her only source nor should it be. It remains to be seen which, if either, of these lands she forms a closer bond with.  I know a Swiss family who immigrated to Australia where their 3 daughters were all born and they lived for 10 or more years.  They have spent the past 8-10 years in Switzerland and are now planning their imminent return to Australia.  They describe their 1st and 3rd daughters as “Australian to the core” but the middle girl is as “Swiss as cheese with holes in it”.

It is difficult to predict where an individuals allegiances will eventually reside.  We should be doing everything we can to make sure Australia isn’t crossed of the list because of thoughtlessness.

Any Australian groups or networks I have discovered have been by accident, despite considerable effort on my part of locate such entities on my arrival here. While social groups provide invaluable local networks and support and chambers of commerce assist people to find jobs and build business contacts, the Southern Cross Group remains the only group to provide a big picture approach to the issues affecting overseas Australians.

It is shameful to learn that a tiny war torn country like Croatia has numerous elected members of parliament responsible for attending to the needs of their expatriate community, while Australia does nothing.

The Organisation for Swiss Abroad provides direct advice and input to the parliament on matters pertaining to the 10% of the Swiss population who reside overseas.  

They provide a central link to Swiss government departments, services, Consuls etc, internationally based social and professional clubs for Swiss expatriates.  

They provide holiday camps for youths to return to Switzerland, learn or develop their Swiss language skills and stay in touch with the Swiss way of life.   They provide social and financial support to Swiss who find themselves in disadvantaged circumstances while abroad.

Though originally a charitable organisation and though they have no formal parliamentary power, this organisation is so well recognised and so effective in maintaining the interests of Swiss expatriates in the communities’ conscience, that they are specifically addressed in the globally broadcast speech for Swiss National Day by the senior Minister.  

Switzerland recognises her internal divisions as unique parts of the whole.  There is German, French and Italian Switzerland, the Swiss Romand and the “Fifth Switzerland” – those citizens who reside outside her borders.

Countries which many Australians would consider to be less developed or advantaged than Australia recognise the need to support those citizens who find themselves residing outside their borders, and yet Australia and Australians seem content to largely ignore this huge chunk of its greatest treasure.  Were it not for the constant vigilance of a small but dedicated group of volunteers banding together under the name of the Southern Cross, I believe that we expatriates would remain largely lost to the rest of the country.

Though unable to work in my chosen professional field here, I have taught private English to school children, private and business clients.  Many of my students have expressed their delight at learning culture and well as grammar, making the whole experience far more enjoyable and relevant.

I have assisted numerous friends, students, colleagues and family members to plan holidays to Australia.  Arranged for them to be hosted by various friends and family back home and guided them into parts of the country not usually frequented by the tourist buses.  Two of my husbands family members have chosen Australia as their honeymoon destination.

As Coordinator for the Southern Cross Group in Switzerland I have advised numerous people on many aspects of coming to and living in Switzerland.  

I also convened, catered for and presented at a SCG Seminar for expatriate Australians in Zurich in March 2003.  Guest speaks included SCG Co-founder Anne MacGregor; Australian Coordinator John MacGregor, A Swiss Immigration Lawyer Urs Haegi from Vischer, Zurich and Chris Schrosbee, Australian Consul to Geneva.  Approximately 70 delegated attended.

I proposed the establishment of some kind of recognition system for the achievements of expatriate Australians which developed into our campaign to the National Australia Day Council.  As a result of our efforts, restrictions preventing expatriates from nominating or being nominated for Australian of the Year have been lifted, however, it remains our objective to see expatriate Australians formally recognised through an “Expatriate Australian of the Year” Award.

I attended a Citizenship Affirmation Ceremony hosted by the Australian Mission in London in February 2003 and presented by Minister Hardgrave. I had the privilege and great opportunity to present a number of cases to Minister Hardgrave on behalf of Australians in Switzerland who were facing citizenship or resumption problems.  I witnessed many others present their case and have been grateful to see the beginnings of solution to these issues.  However, they are only beginnings and we have yet to scratch the surface of the iceberg. 

It remains a continual source of amazement to my that Australia continues to have such a poor self image.  I have managed to find only one aspect of life in Switzerland that seems to be more advanced than that which is in Australia.  A very difficult aspect of living here has been having to accept far inferior standards in almost everything from a nation of people who consider themselves to lead the world in many things.

Australia is extraordinarily advanced in most areas of health care, social policy and services, social justices and matters of equity, safety standards and equipment (especially children’s car seats). 

Results of an international survey into standards of publicly available general education ranked Australia in the top three while Switzerland just scraped into the top ten and Germany was way down the list in the 20’s.

The Australian education system is also far more flexible to children with differing levels of academic prowess and seems to place a greater emphasis on encouraging achievement.  The Swiss system is strongly rooted in the apprenticeship model with less than 5% of children continuing on to matriculation, without which they are unable to enter university.

Youths can return to formal academic studies following apprenticeships and when combined higher school entry ages, the average university graduate enters their first post-graduate employment in their late 20’s. 

This creates an extended burden on family and the state to support young adults for longer.  It also delays the establishment of stable careers and consequently the age of marriage and when to start a family.

A fear exists within this community that “Swiss” blood will cease to flow within a few short generations.  More and more Swiss women are just reaching professional achievements in their early 30’s and are reluctant to sacrifice everything in order to have children.  While the social structures make it difficult for women to remain in the work force following motherhood, many are choosing to give up families in favour of careers.

In many ways I feel like I am re-living my mothers generation, only the Swiss are conditioned not to complain openly about anything, so nothing is ever formally challenged and thus improved.

Australians seem to be disproportionally represented in many professional fields at exceptional levels and are actively sought after in many industries.  Many Managers in international firms here have told me that they would only employ Australians if they were allowed to and could find enough of them to fill all of the positions.  In a country where individuality and creativity are not highly valued social characteristics in the local culture, Australians excel in fields like information technology, marketing, investment banking and communications.  I am told we are creative, hard workers.  Prepared to push the boundaries but rarely irresponsibly so.  I know it sounds strange – but this is a common description of our professional character.  Apparently we know when it is time to work hard and when it is time to party hard and this is usually beneficial to other employees as well as the bottom line.

Australia should be promoting her talents and achievements, not least of which is our sense of fair play, to the global market.  Rather than playing down our national values and culture (yes – we do have one other than in yoghurt!) we should be actively exporting our skills and attitudes to the world market and bring the world down to learn how we do things. 

I had not really appreciated Australia’s success with establishing a truly multicultural country until I experienced the phobia of central Europe. While Switzerland should export its system of road signs to the rest of the world (so no-one need ever get lost driving somewhere ever again), Australia should export multicultural policy, employment relations and workplace equity policy and processes, quality of life development skills, educational, health care models,  and more. 

It is no surprise that the President of the International Crisis Group is Australian Gareth Evans. 

There are currently over one million ambassadors for “a fair go” roaming the world, serving Australian wine religiously, importing Tim Tams, promoting racial and social justice, blazing trails in the world of science, research, information technology, health care, banking and more.  

But most of them are out there doing it alone, with few if any means at their disposal to access support, development opportunities, resources and links back to the source of their inspiration.

We must find a way to encourage Australians to take on the world and show them what you can achieve with the right attitude.  And we must find a way to use our expats to bring benefits back home in terms of investment opportunities, trade and skills development.

At the very least, there needs to be a central internet portal which lists and links the range of existing resources and which assists expats to coordinate their needs in a reliable manner.

Re-entry and Repatriation Issues

As we begin to pack for the trip back to Australia, the tension is mounting and I have to admit hat the anxiety is rising.

Swiss employment law required the average worker to give three months notice.  So while we have both resigned out positions here, it is far too early for us to be applying for positions back in Australia where organisations generally want someone to be on deck within a couple of weeks of accepting the position. We are packing and flying on faith….

I am under do delusions about the return being easy.  For one thing, I now have a really acute appreciation of the hurdles my husband will face in his attempts to integrate into a world very different from his own.  Just because it might be better to live in Australia than just about anywhere else in the world, doesn’t mean that adjusting to an entirely new approach to life is easy or without its bad days.

While lack of professional opportunities and high tax rates are key factors which prevent many Australians from returning home, I personally believe there is a far more sinister and significant culprit at work.

I recently met a fellow Australian while shopping in my local Ikea.  She tracked down my (Aussie) friend and I through us yelling various things at our small children who were trying to destroy the entire complex – and naturally recognised both the accent and the various unique Australian terms used to control our small terrorists.

She had just returned from her first trip back to Australia since leaving with her British husband 13 years earlier and told us that it was the most terrifying thing she had ever faced in her life.

General consensus amongst the expat community goes like this: if you go home more frequently than every 18months – 2 years, you don’t ever give yourself a real chance to settle into your adopted community. But if you leave it longer than 2-3 years, then it becomes an ever increasingly terrifying prospect. 

It seems that fears relating to things like:

•
will anyone remember me or care about me any more ?

•
will everything have changed so much than I don’t recognised my home town ?

•
will I have changed so much than I won’t fit in anymore?

grow exponentially with time and the longer you stay away, the harder it gets to find the courage to go back.  Several people have told me they feel like they don’t belong anywhere anymore – they don’t “belong” in their adopted community, but they no longer “belong” at home either and going back to have than reinforced is just too painful.

This woman had planned a five week trip, but on arrival extended a further two weeks in order to attend a large family event.  She described how the first six weeks were pure hell.  She felt like a foreigner in her own home town, didn’t recognise anyone or anything.  But then, as if by magic, everything just seemed to fall into place in the last ten days and she found herself feeling confident and comfortable and thinking “yes – I could fit in here again, I could live here and be happy…”.  

She knew that had she left on her original schedule, she would not have had the time to reach this position and may have been too afraid to ever go back again.  She was VERY glad she stayed on.

While Australia provides extensive services to assist migrants find their way, we do nothing to help our own citizens to ease back into Australian life.  Many families with children born overseas avoid relocating back to Australia because of the lack of services to help their children gain English language skills, to integrate into the education system or the community at large.  It is a source of resentment amongst the expat community that ‘foreigners’ sometimes get more help than ‘real’ Australians.

A large component of this problem is the difficulty getting up to date with new language and styles favoured in the employment market and many people find that their overseas resume is either not understood or appreciated by Australian employers.  There needs to be a service provided to assist repats to “translate” their international skills, education and experience into acceptable Australian terminology.  Repats also need access to advice and training in contemporary application presentation skills and interviewing techniques. As well as services to bring repats up to speed with changes in everyday life since their departure from Australia, there needs to be a network of support services established which assists repats in their transition processes by providing them with opportunity to share their experiences with other successful repast and find a constructive outlet for the inevitable frustrations of the experience.

I have discussed this issue with a number of compatriots here and they agree that issues relating to salary and taxation levels would loose a great deal of their importance in the decision weather or not to move back to Australia if they knew there was a comprehensive range of supports to help them re-integrate into the professional and social communities.

Unique Groups Within the Expatriate Community.

I have discovered a very special group of Australians whose lives are in a perpetual state of motion and who, as a result feel that they are particularly disfranchised  - SKI INSTRUCTORS

The prevalence of Australians in this field of work may be far more extensive than many would imagine, considering Australia’s reputation as the hottest driest continent on earth.  However, with at least twelve (12) Australian ski instructors regularly returning to the exclusive St Moritz Ski Resort in the Swiss Engadine alone, the numbers across the globe must extend well into the thousands.

This group face many unique issues, not least of which is that the nature of their work requires constant travel between the hemispheres in the pursuit of winter.  As a result, they find it difficult to define themselves as a “permanent resident” of anywhere.  Many express a sense of dislocation and a real perception that no-one cares about their needs.  Consequently they form a very tight network within themselves and are somewhat skeptical of outsiders who claim to understand their position.

Many are issued with seasonal work visas in their host countries, which preclude them from applying for permanent residence or citizenship of their host countries, ever after more than 30 years of dedicated service.

In the absence of bilateral social security agreements between Australia and their host countries, they lose entitlements to retirement and many other benefits, despite being required to pay into these systems.  At the same time, their repeated absences from Australia can affect their entitlements to benefits at home.  Many are concerned as to how they will survive once they are no longer physically able to continue in their chosen profession. 

In such a physical job, risk of injury is high and several described difficulties holding employers (both in Australia and abroad) to obligations to rehabilitate and compensate them for work related injuries. Further, they expressed concern as to the security of their futures should they sustain a serious injury which would prevent them from returning to the job.

As with many other groups of expats, Ski Instructors express their frustration with the lack of recognition in Australia for their special skills set.  Many find themselves “trapped” in the job long after they intended to leave because employers in Australia view their skills and experience with a combination of amusement, confusion and ridicule.  For some, this means that opportunities to settle in one place and establish a family are out of the question or at the very least delayed much longer than they would like.

Ski Instructors who spoke with the Southern Cross Group told us that Australians in general and employers especially view them in a similar vein to professional surfers –  as sportspeople who have abandoned study and  “real jobs” for the world of sport and fun.

This is in complete contrast to the perception in Europe and other regions where their extensive skills are rewarded both on and off the ski fields.

As well as being accomplished athletes and skiers, these talented Australians are:

•
almost always proficiently multi-lingual;

•
have highly developed diplomatic skills;

•
are skilled and flexible trainers, coaches and mentors;

•
have exceptional physical fitness and endurance under frequently extreme weather conditions;

•
are proficient in crisis management, first aid and rescue techniques;

•
are exceptional people managers, negotiators and counselors; 

•
have high level communication skills enabling them to interact effectively with a broad range of cultural and social groups;

•
have small business management skills, 

•
exceptionaltime management skills; and 

•
have a broad understanding of multi-cultural matters.

With clientele from every nation on the globe and who range from ordinary workers to Sheiks, Kings and Presidents, the exclusive resorts of Europe do not invite instructors to return season after season unless they perform strongly and consistently in all aspects of the job. Australia should be rightly proud that many of the Australians interviewed by the Southern Cross Group have been personally invited back for more than 10 years, with some returning for more than 2 decades.

At the same time, these real ambassadors for our country are a constant source of tourist and often business information about Australia to an extraordinary range of international business people.  This must make them one of the most under-utilised resources to the Australian import/export/development businesses in the diaspora.

They are disillusioned with the lack of recognition and support available to help them integrate back into the mainstream community when they wish to leave the profession and establish a more “normal” life.  They would like to be able to access remote training and support services that will assist them to stay in touch with developments and opportunities at home.  They feel that it would be beneficial to have services available that would assist them to translate their skills and experiences into “Australian employment terminology”, thus providing prospective employers in Australia with a local interpretation of their skills in a form relevant to the Australian workplace.

Naturally, like all expatriates, they would also appreciate a little more respect at home for their international achievements and the contribution they make to promoting Australia and all things Australian in their own small way. 

I will be continuing my involvement with the Southern Cross Group on my return to Australia.  I hope to establish a stronger link for those with Swiss-Australian conections or interests.  I also hope to do my part to promote the expat cause to Australians at home and to be able to work more closely with those individuals, agencies and departments who are already responding to expat issues.

It is my sincere hope that this inquiry generates many more names on that list.

Linda M. Reeb

