Senate Legal and Constitutional References Committee 

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

Australia

Dear Sir/Madam,

I am an Australian born expatriate who departed Australia in 1996 when my spouse accepted a short-term employment contract in New York. Initially we were to be away for six months, with a possibility that our stay would be extended. It's now been eight years, during which time we have lived in the United States, Africa, and now Europe. 

During the thirty odd years that we were residents of Australia, we lived and worked in Melbourne, Sydney and Brisbane. We are still both Australian citizens, maintain close contact with relatives and friends in three States, and during our time overseas I have undertaken studies via distance education with Australian universities. 

During any given year, we use Australian websites, or the Australian yellow pages to phone companies directly, to send birthday, anniversary, Christmas and congratulatory gifts to around forty relatives and friends. Similarly, they use Australian business to send us gifts and 'care' packages. The Internet has revolutionised this aspect of being away from home and solved quite a problem. At first, you may be more likely to purchase something from the country you are in and send by post. Two years later, you have twenty birthday gifts to consider, and then Christmas presents, and the cost to send the parcel can be more than the cost of the gift. Now, all purchases can be done through Australian businesses. Even if you don't want to purchase via the Internet, you can find a local florist or wine shop using the online Yellow Pages and give them a call. I've found this to be a better option than using a website in a number of situations, but most particularly when you have just realised that the time difference means you have two hours before the shops close in Australia and you need to have flowers delivered that day. You cannot achieve that via a website, when the order deadline for same day delivery was about same time you were in a deep sleep on the other side of the world. 

We return to Australia, at least every two years, to see family and friends. During these visits we contribute to the economy by taking internal flights between Sydney, Melbourne, and Brisbane and hiring a car to visit those in regional areas of Victoria, New South Wales and Queensland. We, and our relatives and friends, purchase a significant amount of goods from local businesses for dinners, barbecues, gatherings; we patronise restaurants; go to films or shows with our parents and grandparents; and go on picnics or to theme parks with our nieces and nephews. Then, if there is enough time, try to get to a beach in Queensland for a couple of days in order to catch our breath after the whirlwind tour we have done. I believe you would also find that a number of expatriates also contribute by staying in hotels during their return visits, rather than with relatives or friends. Eventually your parents do sell the family home and move into something smaller and/or your family is comprised of four or five people, which may not be easy for your friends or relatives to accommodate.

We still have a 'retirement' fund in Australia to which we contribute on a regular basis, and pay non-resident tax rates on any income from the investment. We also provide financial assistance to our parents living in Australia. We are also paying, into an Australian bank account, a sum each month with the goal of saving a deposit to purchase a home in Australia for our return. That is, of course, if we can find a bank that's prepared to provide a housing loan. We pay a significant fee, each month, just to deposit our money into this account and will do so for a good few more years until it's reached the level where it will be fee exempt. If we were to purchase, with the deposit saved, a property to rent out until we return, or as an investment, we would not be able to claim the same tax breaks as a resident.

In short, we pay non-resident tax rates on any income from the money we invest in Australia and do not receive any tax breaks, even though we are Australian citizens, and as expatriates contribute on a regular basis to the Australian economy in various ways. You have to ask yourself the question Why am I bothering? Why not just invest in the country where I am - at least there might be some tax breaks.

A significant problem for me as the 'following' spouse is trying to maintain any sort of career - or just be able to work! The process of getting a work permit is complicated and takes a long time, and you are in a Catch-22 situation where you need to get a job first, then apply for a work permit, but because of the time it takes to get a permit local companies are not interested in employing you. However, countries may allow you to be self-employed and gaining the appropriate permits or approvals to do so can be much easier. It's worth considering how Australian businesses can make better use of a ready pool of talent available in the form of 'accompanying' spouses. Not only do we have knowledge of the Australian market and worked for Australian businesses prior to departure, we also have international experience, 'insider' knowledge of the country we are now living in and have developed local contacts. Perhaps a program could be established along the lines of Austrade establishing an expatriate 'consultant register' at their overseas offices, and Australian based businesses can use the services of these consultants.
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