I wish to firstly and foremost thank the Government of Australia for agreeing to a Senate Inquiry into the Australian Diaspora and its implications for Australia. 

My name is Adrienne Farrelly and I am the founding member and co-ordinator of the Melbourne International Social Group. MISG was founded in October last year as a social group for expatriates repatriating back to Melbourne and any foreign nationals who are expatriates in Australia.  Up until recently there were 50 repatriate members with many of us meeting twice a month.

After meeting with many fellow repatriates I realised that there were a number of serious issues that we all had in common and approached “The Age” to publicise both the issues and the need for people to submit to the Senate Inquiry. The article is copied below.
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Australians returning from jobs overseas face poor salaries, a lack of recognition of their qualifications and experience, and are denied easy access to benefits. 

Those returning say problems with child care and credit ratings and a lack of career opportunities are just some of the factors that tempt them to leave again. 

A group of Australians from countries including the United States, China and Singapore is preparing a submission to a Senate inquiry into the obstacles confronting expatriates. 

The difficulties noted include: 

• Repatriation of capital and portability of pensions or superannuation credits. 

• Registration and qualification for government health, social security and support programs. 

• Difficulties obtaining visas for family members who are not Australian citizens. 

``I thought because I had nine years' experience in Asia and spoke two Asian languages, I would get a job quickly," said Adrienne Farrelly, 42, who last year closed a real estate business in Shanghai. ``That hasn't eventuated." 

Ms Farrelly has founded the 50-member Melbourne International Social Group. Members have lived in countries including France, Germany, Canada, the US, Hong Kong, India, China and Singapore and worked in fields including marketing and advertising, teaching, banking, insurance, journalism and law. 

Immigration Department figures show just 440 Australian-born people were among 88,900 who arrived to live permanently in 2001-2002. There are no figures on returning citizens who subsequently leave again. 

``The fact that we've been overseas and we've got all this experience and we're bringing it back for Australia's benefit needs to be honoured and celebrated and it's not," said Sue Malta, 47, a psychology and sociology student and research assistant who spent six years in the US. 

The Senate committee, which is due to report on September 1, is examining the factors that drive Australians to live overseas, the economic and social implications for Australia and the measures taken by other countries to help expatriates. Submissions close on Friday. 

The State Government last year established the Victorian Expat Network to strengthen links between US and Victorian IT companies in response to concerns among expatriates that they were losing track of the industry in Australia, which would be problematic when they wanted to come home. 

``I was involved in a lot of the evolution of the IT industry in America," said Susan Dart, an executive in her early 40s who has been back for more than two years after 17 years in the US. 

``I would say people (in Melbourne) don't give a damn about the credentials and the experience and the qualifications. I mean, if I got a resume of someone with my experience, I'd be kissing their feet. I'd be paying them anything to work for me. 

``I worked on the NASA international space station. I worked for the federal aviation authority in America. I've had experiences that still blow my mind." 

Laura Johnston, 39, said her US husband had found it easier than she had to obtain a Medicare card and bank account. 

Journalist Victoria Heywood, 39, co-author of a recently published book International Careers for Australians, left for London in 1988 and worked in Britain, Moscow and Israel before returning in late 2002. ``There were bombs going off every day," she says of Jerusalem. 

``We had people getting killed in our local park. 

``Everyone complains in some way about coming back but I just got off the plane and (thought), `Oh, my God . . . kiss the ground'. 

`` It was such a joy to be somewhere safe." 

For more information on the Melbourne International Social Group, contact Adrienne Farrelly on 0404 012 341. 

COMING HOME 

• I've come back to an incredibly cosmopolitan, beautiful, stunning city that's got everything I can imagine in the world apart from jobs. Susan Dart, 40s, 17 years in the US. 

• Buildings are different - Crown Casino, CityLink - different roads that didn't exist. You're expecting to see a certain landmark and it's not there. Laura Johnston, 39, eight years in the US. 

• When you come back here, this is your home town. You're supposed to slot back in and you don't . . . because all the experience overseas has changed the way you see things. Rhonda Di Biase, 41, 14 years in South-East Asia. 

END

Since this article appeared in the “Sunday Age” I have received over 60 calls from repatriated Australians wishing to join the Melbourne International Social Group. 

All callers said the article had “struck a chord” and expressed their deep felt pain and anxiety of  returning to Australia to be so undervalued both in the business and social community. Some have told me of some very soul destroying experiences and the desire to leave Australia again. Some had been back for up to 20 years but the scars still remained.  

Below is a summary of the countries and the varying fields the callers have worked internationally. 

Countries

Canada – 3, China – 4, Czechoslovakia – 1, France – 2, Germany – 3, Greece – 1, Holland – 2, Hone Kong – 6, India – 3, Indo – 1, Japan  - 2, Lithuania – 1, Malaysia – 1, Middle East – 2, Pakistan – 1, Philippines  - 2, PNG – 1, Singapore – 1, Sweden – 1, Switzerland – 3, Syria – 1, Taiwan – 3, Thailand – 3, UK – 8, USA – 8, Venezuela – 1, Vietnam – 2.

Fields 

Architectural, automation, chambers of commerce, hospitality, IT, journalism, legal, medical, minerals, mining, oil, real estate, relocation, shipping, teaching, telecommunications, United Nations just to name a few. 
Stonnington leader Coverage 

The MISG also had an article appearing in the Stonnington Leader Newspaper on Page 4 on the 23rd February outlining the same issues with Repatriating back to Australia and the need for people to write to the Senate Inquiry. There was webb link details provided as well.  

SBS COVERAGE    

I have been in touch with the SBS producer who did a five part series on Expatriates and they have expressed great interest in publicising the stories of Repatriates. 

I am overwhelmed at the huge response to the publicity on Repatriates and the issues that we face in returning to Australia. I have spent hours upon hours on the phone whilst people unburden their angst, something they are rarely able to do in mainstream Australia.   

I have made comments and suggestions below in hope that Australia can fully gain from the value of international experience and knowledge of its Expatriates and Repatriates alike.     

Melbourne Int’l Social Group’s assistance with the promotion of the Senate Inquiry 

The Melbourne International Social Group is glad to have assisted in publicising the Senate Inquiry both via two major Melbourne newspapers, which are also available via the Internet. We also sent the details of the Senate Inquiry webblink to 50 existing MISG members, 70 new members and 100 of my Australian expatriate friends overseas. I asked all to submit and forward the link to their expatriate or repatriate friends.     

1. Repatriation back to Australia  

Much has been documented about why Expatriates return home. The most common reason is for family, either to spend time with aging parents or ensure their children are brought up in the Australian society. The average age of repatriates is around 40 years old with many spending from 5 to 20 years abroad. It is amidst this need to return for family reasons that difficulties occur. Expatriates often have to give up senior positions overseas to take relatively junior positions back here just so that they can be with aging parents or children. Such a sacrifice would not have to occur if international experience was regarded as an added value rather than a minus in this country. Based on other country’s attitude and handling of repatriated citizens, Australia’s handling and treatment of it’s repatriated Australians is very poor.

During their time abroad, Expatriates gain a huge amount of knowledge about their host  country’s business and social culture. Many have worked with Multi-Nationals and Small to medium enterprises, Foreign Governments, United Nations, Chambers of Commerce as well as notable Medical institutions and Universities. 

Others have faced the huge challenges of starting their own businesses in a foreign land. Many have had to overcome language, communication and cultural differences. In developing countries they have had to face extreme hardships. They have had to source housing, schooling and medical facilities, locate appropriate food and clothing for their family and aclimitise often to very alien cultures. 

Experiences overseas can be both good and bad but expatriates certainly come home a richer person. Besides gaining a multitude of experiences they come back a richer person. They are much more broad-minded, empathetic and tolerant. 

Whilst most expatriates return home a more experienced, knowledgeable and well-rounded person they often suffer greater hardships returning to Australia than they did overseas.               

Repatriates find the following difficulties extremely hard to overcome and this results in many of them leaving Australia and returning back overseas. The loss of so many talented people with international experience is huge loss to Australia and it’s advancement in the world. Other nations gain from our loss. It is our wish to halt the loss of such valuable people.      

2. Repatriates are affected by the following:

· Little recognition of the benefit they are to Australian business and society due to valuable skills, experiences and qualifications gained overseas.

· The lack of repatriation programs in companies to assist returned expatriates settle back in.

· Repatriation programs do not educate supporting staff about the difficulties facing the returned expatriate in terms of “reverse culture shock” and fitting back into the workplace and society at large. 

· Little understanding in Australian society of the benefits of having expatriates who have lived and worked in different cultures and gained valuable insight into different business and social practices. 

· Virtually no support or recognition from Australian Industries and Recruitment Companies

· No assistance or support whatsoever from both State and Federal Governments

· No support or understanding from family, friends or the society at large of the devastating emotional and physical effects of “reverse culture shock”. 

· No media coverage, general discussion, awareness or apparent concern of Repatriation issues

3. Benefits of Expatriates  

i) Connections

Nearly one million Australians are currently interacting, living and working with foreign nationals. They have built up valuable relationships, gained trust and proven themselves as a foreigner in a foreign land. These relationships are extremely valuable to Australian industry and society and must be utilised. The continued ignorance of Australian industries to the importance of relationships overseas must cease if we are going to seriously be part of the international community.    

ii) Survival Skills 

There are skills that expatriates attain whilst overseas, ordeals and situation that occur that they would never have encountered back home. To live abroad one faces challenges on a daily often-hourly basis. One needs to learn certain “skills of survival”. We learn to overcome these challenges and obstacles and to survive in a different and often very alien and hostile environment. 

We learn how to be adaptable and flexible, tolerant and understanding of our host country’s culture whilst not giving up our own culture completely. We listen, often to poor English, and have to read between the lines to get the full picture. We learn and assimilate new ways and new ideas, formulate plans and act upon these to produce a successful outcome. This formula is a common one that every expatriate follows in varying degrees. Working with this formula is the way that expatriates survive and flourish overseas.   

The survival skills that expatriates have gained overseas can be great attributes to Australian industries. Being adaptable, flexible, tolerant, hard working, culturally aware, insightful and have the ability to look at new and different ways of doing things are skills that senior management need. Expatriates have these skills and they are totally under utilised in Australian industries.

iii) Ambassadors

Expatriates are currently ambassadors of our nation and are achieving great recognition internationally. One benefit of being an Australian is that we do not have a long history of any agitation with other nations, which can occur between certain nationalities. Expatriates overseas and Repatriates back home need to be celebrated for their achievements. There are also many quiet achievers overseas that must be recognised too.   

Recommendations for the Australian Government:

i) Set up an office for Expatriates and Repatriates, similar to the likes of France and Italy

ii) Ensure that staff are experienced in Expatriation and Repatriation and ensure there are Repatriates employed  

iii) Commence repatriation programs similar to current programs in countries such as Ireland and Singapore

iv) Provide tax incentives for Repatriates as does Singapore.

v) Provide incentives for industries to employ Repatriated Australians similar to those for employing migrants

vi) Educate key industry leaders and groups on the many benefits of employing Repatriates   

vii) Educate industries of the importance of having repatriation programs in place when expatriate programs are started. Over 50% of people leave with two years returning from overseas postings creating a huge financial and skill based loss for the company. 

viii) Hold an “Australian Expatriate of the Year” award to celebrate Australian’s abroad. 

ix) Create a registry of Australian Expatriates looking at returning to Australia and provide assistance in locating work for them before coming home. This can be kept at the Australian missions abroad. Having such a service will hopefully curb the current trend of Australians leaving soon after returning back home thus loosing valuable assets to other nations. 

x) Create a weekly bulletin on news and current affairs as well as job opportunities that can be accessed by Australian Expatriates. Any major cultural or political changes need to be noted too. 

xi) Provide information on things you should do before Repatriating back to Australia. Create a step by step process to follow and inform them of possible problems they may encounter such as jobs, Medicare, credit card, insurance, references for housing etc.   

xii) Utilise Australian Embassies, Consulates and Chambers of Commerce to create a closer network 

xiii) Assist the Australian film industry in producing a film to educate mainstream Australia about Repatriates and the issues they face.  

xiv) Increase public awareness by through media coverage, articles, papers and documentation on the issues.

xv) Education programs in Secondary Schools and Universities on “International Business” and “International Culture”. It is imperative that Repatriated Australians be involved in this.    

Thank you for taking the time in reading my submission. 

Kind regards,

Adrienne Farrelly

Founder & Co-ordinator 

Melbourne International Social Group 

