Date:

Thursday, February 26, 2004

To:

Legal & Constitutional Committee (SEN)

Subject:
Inquiry into Australian Expatriates

At the urging of the Southern Cross Group I wish to contribute the following to your enquiry and trust it is of value.

When I left Adelaide as a 21 year old, the state was emerging from 21 years of a Playford Government, and Don Dunstan was appearing in Parliament wearing pink shorts! South Australia had just absorbed a large number of post war immigrants from a number of countries that at that time I could vaguely identify from schoolboy geography, and their earnest efforts to assimilate were yet to be appreciated.

With an engineering qualification, and a release from military conscription, I decided there was more to life than living in Adelaide, undertaking repetitious tasks in an environment that William Wilberforce campaigned against, and departed on the spur of the moment to Papua New Guinea and an unknown future. 

Over the past 36 years I have worked in various countries around the Pacific and Asia settling in Hongkong for the past 18 years. I have been married for 30 years, and have two grown sons who are now undertaking their own exploration. My sons while completing their secondary education at King’s in Sydney as boarders (paid by my employer), have continued with various academic pursuits, my eldest in Paris and Oxford (UK) and my youngest in Canberra. They are not just young Australians but Internationalists, they feel comfortable in a number of world cities, speak a number of languages comfortably and hold no prejudices against those with whom they work and socialize.

Irrespective of the image often projected of Australians, those with whom I work and meet abroad are refreshing in their candor, hard working, well liked and respected within the culturally diverse communities they choose to immerse themselves. I am particularly impressed with the younger members of the Australian community in various countries who are playing significant roles in a variety of fields. While they are happy to remain for the present where fate has led them, they are still proud Australians and refer to Australia as home, a place to return but alas only when they retire.

A forward thinking Australian Government would surely work to garnering the support of this off shore community to further promote Australian commerce and industry, it appears to me that there is quite a football team available, but lacking a coach to lead it further. An even more forward thinking Government would motivate the Captains of Australian Industry to consider the talents that could be drawn from the Australian Expatriate Community when seeking to fill senior positions rather than go out of their way to recruit other nationals.

In more recent years Australia has suffered politically in its standing with other countries and while our neighbors are often critical of Canberra’s utterances, many leaders include Australians as personal friends and confidents, valuing their thoughts and advice perhaps enabling a more enlightened approach to relationships

We are constantly reminded by our politicians of Australia’s scientific contribution and prominent inventions that affect the world, often when either under attack for education initiatives or to enhance a feel good speech. What is avoided however in this explanation is the contribution and very major advances undertaken by Australians forced to live on a foreign campus or corporate environment where their efforts remain. Not stated is that the reason Australia has lost out on the efforts of these leaders, is that innovation was not encouraged in Australia and they have chosen to move on. I applaud the efforts of the Irish Government and more recently the Indian and Chinese who recognize the need for technology and innovation and the value of luring back their nationals from other countries. 

Living in Hongkong where taxation is a constant irrespective of income, is a great incentive to becoming more productive, the community we live in is exciting, wealth is celebrated and everyone aspires to greater prosperity. In Australia however Australian taxation and the tall poppy syndrome prevails, and in many ways discourages the building of wealth through effort, a returning expatriate often feels out of place and constrained by this attitude particularly if from Asia.

Several years away from retirement, I am not sure of my future plans, in many ways I feel drawn to Australia, but the reality of living in a heavily taxed and reporting environment precludes any opportunity of undertaking a manufacturing business which could be also operated from Asia for about the same base cost, in a more competitive community that encourages and rewards success rather than adding layers of bureaucracy to stifle this.

Australia has certainly changed since I left for Papua New Guinea 36 years ago, as a result of immigration our taste buds are deliciously tempted with all nature of exotica, and attitudes have changed, our neighbors are from a number of nations introducing their own culture and skills. We are certainly more diverse and less Anglo-Saxon. If only we could harness the energy of the young Australian Expatriates to enhance political and economic development, adopt a more progressive taxation system that encourages wealth, and remove a few tiers of Government, life would be perfect………...

Fraser Hickox

Hongkong

