Stephen Thomas Blackney

Hertfordshire
United Kingdom

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.

Personal Perspective:-

I am a 4th generation Australian living in the UK. I am 55. I’m a Chartered Professional Engineer with a B Comm. from Melbourne University and an MBA from City University, London. I've been in London for 18+ years. My wife is 44, English and we have 9 yr old twins who hold Australian passports with rights to UK. We met in Melbourne in 1982 and married Dec 1983. 

In 1985 we came to the UK, intending to stay only 2 years but economic and family changes have meant we have not returned to Oz. 

My wife had family reasons in 1985 and my work in construction was heading for the cyclical downturn and so it seemed a good time then to try something new. Unfortunately for me, as a result I have become an accidental emigrant.

My wife transferred to the London Office of JB Were but I had to resign and seek new work when I arrived. In 1983 when we had been there, there seemed to be plenty of opportunities so, ever the optimist and confident of my ability after 10 years of professional experience, I did little research. There actually was little time while we sold our house and purchased a flat to retain a to-hold in the market and took a lump sum to the UK for a car etc. We lost 40% of the value in transit to the UK due to the timing of the payment and rapid devaluation of the A$. 

I have a sister in Melbourne. My mother died in January 2002. I have a flat in Melbourne and a share of my Mother’s house. My Father died in 1984. I have paid income tax continuously since about 1970.

Recognition of Qualifications:

My Diploma from RMIT and Chartered Engineer status were not recognised in the UK for any senior engineering role. I would have had to have a junior position and undergo professional exams and somehow find a sponsor. I had had a senior management role in construction. My Commerce degree in Accountancy and Economics was useful but because I was not a member of an Australian accountancy body I was not recognised in the UK. I would have had to do 3 years part-time study to be recognised. Another issue was the difference in the ranking of degrees. In Australia we enter for pass degrees and most have them. In the UK they enter for honours degrees and most get 2nd class honours. A pass degree in the UK is “code” for a fail, someone who did not study but did not leave either. The UK universities weed out at entry, Australia has 10-20% weeded out per year during the course. Both my tertiary qualifications were pass level, implication in UK eyes = thick. Few recognised that Melbourne University equated to Oxbridge status in the UK. I know I wasn’t brilliant, I had worked and studied with brilliant but I knew my IQ was in the top 1%. The Dean of City University Business School knew my Economics Professor on Melbourne so recognised the degree as sound and admitted me to his MBA course. Once this happened I started to receive interviews for work. 

UK 1985 to now – Work Experience:-

It took 8 months to get work. Colonial qualifications and experience did not rate, as above. Salaries for Professional Engineers in the UK were/are derisory (60% less than my basic in Melbourne). So I started work as an unqualified accountant, paid more than a UK graduate Engineer. In 1985 it was difficult to get “permanent” positions, perversely because of the view of the Australian environment. Smaller companies (1-500 people) did not understand why someone who could live in Oz, wasn’t. Also, someone living his wife’s country wasn’t macho enough to be a good manager (Maggie T was PM at the time). On two occasions I was asked, during the interview, to sponsor them for emigration to Oz! So I found myself in British Telecom, 1987, 3 years after privatisation, in a role bringing industry standards in project and business management to an over manned bureaucracy. I held that view too then but in time I realised that technically it had few peers. At the same time it was woefully bad at management and marketing both products and (corporate self) image, internally and especially externally.  In many areas we led the world but you only found that out from competitors. 

The unit I was in was very influential, many of the manuals we wrote are still in use today. It could not last as we made enemies at every level by challenging the status quo. Structural change threatened our existence so by the late 80’s I had to change. 

I wrote business plan and sent it to the chairman of this company of 230,000 employees and with 8 weeks, at the end of 1990, was Country Manager USSR in the new Eastern Europe Team. In April 1981 I signed a Joint Venture with the USSR Ministry. Over the next decade I remained active in that market, playing my part in bringing digital Telecomm to Moscow, Prague, Baku, amongst others. British Telecom had the inside running to the Eastern Bloc because of the historic relationship in WW2.

I found being an Australian an advantage in the work because of our egalitarian upbringing. It was easier to look powerful people in the eye on that basis, meritocracy, than an undue deference which they themselves were not seeking. Given that, I felt that the men and women I met at the top of their organisations then, were very capable, some formidable intellects and certainly would have been at the top no matter the system. Going back and dealing with the middle management of BT was not fun.

I would note that needing a visa, even to go to my HQ in Paris caused friction and the cost of visas for an Australian was an issue sometimes when UK staff did not need them. e.g. Poland, Czech.

British Telecom had a programme of shedding staff but had a deal with “The City” that all redundancies would be voluntary. As an outsider I was approached, cornered, browbeaten, resource starved, marginalized etc. many times from 1989 onwards. I had produced the 4th biggest project sale in Europe one year and was still accused of under performing. Eventually I took the last voluntary scheme and “retired” in April 2000.  I had risen to upper middle management levels in the company.

Since then I have consulted in Baku (over the internet), looked after the house and children while my wife works in London. I receive a pension from BT. I have had to turn down offers of work in Hungary, Ireland/Moscow, Baku, Moscow, Helsinki, because they would put too much stress on the consistent career of my wife.

She has worked in Fund Management most of her career, in Australia and UK and has been quietly successful. The reality is that even hitting parts of the “glass ceiling” the income is still much higher in the city than in the industries I have worked. As a family we are better off in income here for as long as it lasts.  

It is worth noting that the UK has been very slow to implement anti-discrimination legislation, and slower to enforce it, except on colour. Sex as a basis took a while but Age was left out completely. So there are a lot of able 50+ in the market who were the only people companies could shed cheaply.

Support from Government Bodies and Interest Groups:-

Mixed and patchy is the best way to describe the support and level of information provided at times. 

In the late ‘80s it was clear I was going to be in the UK for a while longer but when I contacted the Commercial Secretary he denied the existence of any Alumnae or similar organisations. I felt very alone. Depressing. In hindsight I also feel especially disappointed about not being informed about my potential loss of voting rights. At one stage I was travelling frequently at little notice and expected to be fined for not voting but exhaustion meant I forgot to follow up. 

It was on an Aeroflot flight to Kazakhstan in 1992 that I first heard about ABIE, Australian Business In Europe. For a number of years, with all the stresses on me, the monthly lunches proved to be a great comfort and energiser. ABIE should definitely be supported by the Government, as should the Southern Cross Group (SCG). The SCG have hit on raw wounds and helped us folk overseas find a framework to communicate with the government of our country. 

The Embassy in Moscow replaced my passport in 24 hours in 1994. Superb help. My wife does need a visa each return but we have had no problems.

 Trying to Return to Live

Going back to Oz has always been an issue. I have even been back on my own trying to find work, an opportunity to support my family there. In the late 80’s in Victoria the Pyramid Building Society crash put paid to the job offer I had and killed things off for a while. It was then I decided to do something interesting in the UK rather than ordinary and developed my Eastern Europe business plan.

About every 2 or 3 years I have tried to find work in Australia, mainly but not limited to Melbourne. Head-hunters have been polite but rarely helpful. On the whole, the reception has been negative. I have had similar response in the UK when I seek UK based work. They see the countries on the CV and think I will be bored perhaps with the job they offer.

In truth I have done a lot of interesting things, from blasting rock in a quarry in central Victoria to discussing privatisation of Telecomms with the Prime Minister of Poland 15 years later. Bored, try standing in a passport queue in Moscow for 2 ½ hours in the cold and damp!

It would be great if there was a way that people like myself could be actively encouraged to return. Maybe not as employees, perhaps but as a pool of salaried consultants to assist with international trade.

Doubts and Concerns:-

I worked full time from 1973 to 1985 in Australia and have worked from 1986 to 2000 in the UK. The funds left in Oz are dwarfed by the savings etc. in the UK. Tax has been paid on every bit of income. At present I am not sure if it is sensible to return even though I want to. It has been difficult to keep in touch with the business and tax environment in Australia. It is a little bit easier with the internet. I am also concerned about health cover for myself and my family if we were to return.

Being Australian in  the UK – One view:-

I am proud to be Australian. Being on foreign soil highlights the strengths and weaknesses. We are citizens not subjects. We are more inclined to take chances, give it a go, think things through, prepare, think of the other bloke, work hard, compete hard and enjoy the contest. We have an international outlook and awareness, more so than most, because our economy needs international trade. 

I have nearly always been the only Australian around, at work and at sport. This means that I bear the tedium of any loss in any sport. It also means that I have the silence around me when Oz wins. I play and coach Hockey. I was a reasonable player, captained my University. That has helped me make friends outside work. I have also coached 2 clubs in London. I am always identified by others as “the Australian”. I don’t make a big thing of it, it just happens.

I have never applied for a UK passport, even though I can now without losing my Australian one. I found it depressing to realise that without any deliberate move on my part, my citizenship of my country, and my rights, have been diminished. It seems odd that I can vote in the UK but not in my own country.

My grandfather was commissioned on the Somme and my father was a Commando on Timor,

