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To: The Committee Secretary,
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Parliament House

CANVERRA  ACT   2600

Australia.

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

I left Australia back in 1972 for a working holiday in England as a young engineering design draftsman.  These were the days when you were a "nobody" in Australia if you didn't work for a government department, BHP or Qantas.  I had no problems with U.K. (or later E.U. migration) as I am British by descent with my father having been a U.K. national before emigrating to Australia).  It soon became evident to me that even in those days the potential for earning more money abroad rather than in Australia for the same job function was quite significant and the North Sea oil boom of that decade brought many more opportunities for contact work in the oil & gas industry in the U.K..  I soon moved into the commercial area of the business, leaving the drawing board days behind me and I have never looked back, with a succession of contracts both in the U.K., mainland Europe and Scandinavia.  This work has been financially rewarding and at the same time, enjoying a good lifestyle and working with good, dedicated and interesting teams of people.  Being an expat Australian has, in my opinion, probably helped me obtain good contract positions in engineering project teams because of a typical open minded and flexible approach to work.

Even in these modern times, the European rates of pay are far in excess of the Australian equivalents for the same job, and the U.K. in particular, has many tax advantages over the punitive Australian tax system.  Foreign visitors to Australia, particularly those from the U.S., are appalled at the potential earnings / income tax rate ratio and just can't understand how Australians can afford their housing and still maintain a good standard of living on such poor salary levels when compared to other western countries such as their own. I visit Australia normally once a year on holiday and always make observations about people's attitude to their work or running their businesses.  The small business owners that I personally come in contact with generally operate in small, niche and difficult markets - certainly importers and distributors of goods are constrained by frequent strikes by dock workers, complex import regulations and a host of other bureaucracy that the E.U. has managed to streamline.  The Australian dockworkers, have in my opinion, have made a very bad reputation for themselves and their country with both merchant seaman, ship operators and the businesses that they effect as a result of their frequent threats and industrial action.  To be fair, the U.S.A. also has problems in this area and it is a difficult country to import and export from and far behind European ports in this respect.  Whilst I am sure that many Australians are dedicated to their professions and work, there is a significant percentage of employees and workers in Australian companies that do the minimum required of them to hold their job whilst maximising their time off and other benefits they can squeeze for themselves (eg. planned "sickies").  For Australia to move forward in the modern world, this work ethic amongst the general working public will have to improve if the country is to compete against the E.U., U.S.A. and Asia in particular where education is valued much more highly than in western countries and the where work ethic is very strong and important to their culture.  Certainly, the Australian climate and lifestyle has probably been the main contributor to a laid-back attitude to their work commitments but there are other factors as well.  On a recent trip to Australia I, along with my relatives and friends, were appalled at the announcement that a former national cricket team captain had been named as "Australian of the Year".  This award appeared to have the backing and approval of the prime minister which sends the message to the general public that to succeed as a sports person is the role model for young Australians to follow, not that of an academic or business person.  I am sure that immigrants to Australia from non-cricket playing nations were even more perplexed and wondered what the appointing was to signify.  The U.K. also has sports persons as role models such as David Beckham but business people such as Richard Branson have similar kudos, are household names and are admired because of their success.  Similar business success in Australia is viewed with suspicion and scepticism which is very negative to the business environment and culture.  How often have you heard Australians comment that "he must be a crook" if they have done well in business?

During my time in Europe I have always tried to promote Australia as a holiday destination to my friends as I think it way above destinations like Florida in appeal.  It's a shame that Australia took so long to wake up and realise it's true tourist potential which is very appealing to the British, Scandinavians, Dutch and Germans amongst others.  Most people that I meet that have been to Australia for holiday have enjoyed it very much but the business people amongst them rarely indicate that they would also be keen to do business there.  Australia is viewed by the outside world as a very much protectionist trading country and difficult to do business with because of local laid-back, complacent attitudes by some trading partner companies and government 'red tape' including some of the most difficult customs regulations (eg. having to fumigate untreated timber products such as pallets etc).  Despite me criticising Australia for a lot of its' faults and image, it does, however, have many successes which I feel very proud about being an Australian by birth.   The 2000 Sydney Olympics was a high point and recognised world over as the best Olympics ever.  The new Wembley Stadium is being constructed by an Australian company as have at least one leading shopping centre here in the U.K.  Recently the first exports of Holden Monaros (badged as Pontiac GTO's) was made to the U.S.A.  This is a first class performance car and I was interested to read some of the U.S. road test reports where some of the criticisms such as no side air bags were blatantly obvious as their form of protectionism.  I understand the car is also coming to the U.K. badged as a Vauxhall but the 'knockers' here in the motoring press have already started to jump on the band wagon by saying the car has good performance but is not sophisticated - this is a typical U.K. prejudice because it is Australian made - had it been manufactured in the U.S. the same comments would not have been levelled.  I find these attitudes irritating but it illustrates how far Australia has to go in combating this prejudice which hasn't been helped by some Australian companies having highly publicised failures here.  The latest one of these was the purchase of numerous small insurance companies being bought by AMP and their attempt to operate them in a falling market whilst at the same time going to considerable expense in having staff come over from their Australian offices to the U.K. to (as I heard one of them put it) "Australianise" the companies.  This was a very naïve approach by AMP management and they should have known it would end in failure - would the Australian public appreciate AMP being bought by a U.K. based insurer and trying to Anglicise it?    

Another sensitive area which has recently seen Australia in the news is the policy with regard to their processing of asylum seekers arriving on their doorstep.  I am very proud of the tough stance they have taken to protect the existing multi-cultural society that they currently have and enjoy.  This multicultural mix in society is one of Australia's greatest assets and any future immigration should be based on what people, irrespective of race or colour, can bring to the country in the way of skills.  Europe has made some huge mistakes in their immigration and this has recently been highlighted to the plight of The Netherlands in announcing forced repatriation of thousands of failed asylum seekers.  The "Open Borders" policy of the mainland European countries was clearly wrong and lead to mass migration to those countries which have very generous welfare benefits and they soon had to implement new measure to control the outflow of funds.  Earlier this February, the London "Telegraph" and "Sydney Morning Herald" carried an article titled "Netherlands' multicultural dream fades" and went on to describe how thousands of Turks and Moroccans in particular had formed Muslim ghettos in cities such as Rotterdam with only 20% of them marrying a spouse from their home country, thus creating a Muslim sub-culture and undermining the Dutch values and way of life.  The Dutch government had not encouraged these people to learn their Dutch language and therefore were unable to integrate with the rest of the population, leaving a 30-year experiment in trying to create a tolerant, multicultural society in tatters.   All western countries, including Australia, should learn by the mistakes of countries such as The Netherlands and vet their immigrant applications carefully to select only the people that can contribute to the country - not take from it in benefits that a country like Australia can pay out.  

On a recent trip to Australia, I visited my home city of Newcastle and was appalled at the run-down, decaying state of Hunter Street, the main shopping area and heart of the city.  Industry has declined there and the unemployment is very high amongst the young, many of who have been sucked into a beach and drug culture.  There are many social problems as a result of this drug abuse and crime this will increase if strong measures are not taken to control it.  I was sent an article from the "Sydney Morning Herald"  last week that described how a large number of City suburban trains had to be taken out of service due to vandalism.  On my flight back from Australia I had a retired couple from Yorkshire sitting next to me that said they were astonished at the amount of graffiti they had witnessed in Adelaide and just how rough they found Morphett Vale - stories that I don't like to hear and which damage the image of Australia because those same opinions will be relayed to many people when describing their holiday.  The authorities must act to combat this sub-culture that is developing in what used to be a very nice environment to grow up by any standards and which is now clearly deteriorating.

To finish, I will probably remain in the U.K. for the rest of my working life and retirement.  There is too much I enjoy here now and would miss terribly if I was to return to Australia although I will always maintain close contact with my family, relatives and many friendships with people sharing the same hobbies and interests as me.  I prefer the more distinct seasons of Europe and the minor things of day to day living such as the higher standard of newspaper reporting, television documentaries and the general attitude to life in general and the proximity to the major European cities for a change of culture.   Do I really want to return to Australia and start a new life now things are so comfortable for me and enjoying a good lifestyle? - no, I'll restrict my exposure to Australian holidays.

