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From Bryan Havenhand

Newcastle
My interest in this Inquiry stems from my publishing activities over recent years through Global Exchange, my publishing business. Titles published by Global Exchange
 include: Working Overseas: a working holiday guide, Volunteer Work Overseas and International Careers for Australians. The first title came out in 1988 and most are written for an Australian and New Zealand audience. After making contact with Anne MacGregor, co-founder of the Southern Cross Group, I became co-editor, with Anne MacGregor, of the book Australian Expats: stories from abroad. I have not being an expat, though an option is looming, at least for one year.

In relation to your Committee’s terms of reference, I make the following brief comments:

The extent of the Australian diaspora

Professor Hugo – no doubt well known to the Committee – is best able to provide quantitative information in relation to the extent of the Australian diaspora. 

Australia has always had an expat population but in recent years it has increased rapidly in number ensuring greater public awareness. No longer is it simply disaffected artists and writers fleeing to London or the Greek Isles. Few Australians do not have a family member or friend who has lived or is living overseas. There is a joke (probably almost true), that there is an Australian accent in every school in England.

The point I wish to make here is that over coming years, the diaspora will continue to grow (maybe well beyond it’s currently estimated five per cent of the population) with the greatest growth among those having the most ‘saleable’ qualifications. Many of the these occupational groups (finance and banking, company law, cross-cultural management and teaching for example) are key groups required for the development of a healthy Australian society and economy. 

The Free Trade Agreement with the US, if ratified, may include clauses in relation to the movement of labour between the two countries. I understand the first draft of this agreement has not yet been made public. Once it is, the Committee should look at it for two reasons. First, Professor Hugo’s research shows a recent increase in the number of Australians moving to the US to work and second, in the early days of the FTA negotiations an American negotiator who was quoted in The Australian newspaper said he wanted to look after Australians wishing to work in the US. One issue he mentioned in particular is the right of spouses to gain a Green Card so they could work. If this is provided for under the agreement, it will lead to a greater number of Australian couples (which is the common profile) moving to the US to work.

This growth in the Australian diaspora poses considerable challenges to those involved in developing and implementing public policy in relation to expats. A challenge also faced currently by many other countries.

The variety of factors driving more Australians to live overseas

Many of these factors will no doubt be dealt in some detail by Professor Hugo and by expats with their own stories. The danger here however, is picturing Australian work opportunities as being full of negatives which are only overcome by moving overseas. I would hope that the Committee’s final report does not picture this aspect in ‘black and white’ terms. Nor, I would hope, would it recommend policies that are ‘black and white’ responses. The reality is far more fluid.

I don’t think the idea that lack of opportunity, for example, is a major driving force pushing Australians to seek work overseas. I mention three things here.

The first is that is simply much easier to find international work these days. Not only is information about the availability of positions overseas more easily accessible through the existing Australian diaspora, web-based international employment sites and multi-national organisations, the awareness of this option has grown. There have been a growing number of stories in the media, particularly in recent months, as interest in this topic has grown. The Australian newspaper for example, runs a series called the ‘Expat Experience’ and ABC radio stations, 2LO in Melbourne and 2BL in Sydney both run regular interviews with expats. There are bound to be many more examples.

The second is that these days it is much easier to live and work overseas and still maintain regular (including daily) contact with ‘home’ on two levels. At the public level it is easy to keep up with what is happening; a couple of Australians I know overseas start their day by logging onto www.abc.net.au to see what’s been happening at ‘home’. Similar services are provided by all major newspapers and magazines. On a private or family level, email and phones make contact easy, especially as the price continues to come down. While this is no replacement of face-to-face talk, the rapid development of  video conferencing over the internet will go a long way in making international communication more personal. If necessary, it is possible to fly home almost at a moments notice.

And third, while at any one time the number of Australian working holiday makers is only a small percentage of all Australians working overseas (say 50,000 or 5%), the experience of working overseas must whet the appetite of many who do it. I do not know of any study that has looked at this question but there may be a strong link. The UK recently changed their working holiday rules allowing working holiday makers in the UK to change their visa status to a work visa after one year. This will no doubt keep a greater number of Australians in the UK. Australia now has working holiday agreements with 17 countries.

The point here is that it is not possible to curtail the ‘drivers’ behind Australians seeking work overseas. In common with may other elements of globalisation, these ‘drivers’ are simply the parameters to which public policy makers have to respond. 

The costs, benefits and opportunities presented by the phenomenon

I will raise one relevant point here that needs some attention. As Australian university education has rapidly become one of the most expensive public university education systems in the world, one unconsidered side effect may be to force recent graduates overseas. While the recent rise of the Australia dollar, mainly against the US dollar, may have muted this effect, debt-burdened recent graduates (including those with one or two years work experience) will more likely look upon overseas work favourably. I’m suggesting that one way to pay off the large debt that many students will accumulate is to work in a country that has a favourable currency weighting to the Australian dollar, thereby allowing the debt to be paid off quicker. That, plus the doubling of house prices over the last few years will make overseas work more attractive. However, it may also lead to greater debt default. 

The needs and concerns of overseas Australians

This topic is best covered by submissions from expats themselves and from the Southern Cross Group but it includes such issues as voting, taxation, superannuation, overseas Australians being counted in the national census, and the ongoing issue of dual nationality. The idea that those Australians who lost their Australian nationality are able to take up Australian citizenship again only if they make a commitment to return to Australia within three years is absurd. This type of policy is still driven by the Australian cultural cringe mentioned below.

The measures taken by other comparable countries to respond to the needs of their expatriates 

There may be research papers covering this point, if not, then funding such a project would be a good idea. From my cursory reading on this topic there seem to be two basic directions taken by countries. 

The first is the creation of ‘public space’ at ‘home’ for expats to participate in public life and this seems to be the direction taken by European countries. This may be less formal structures that allow input to public policy development such as what Finland has established through their ‘Finnish Expatriate Parliament’. A more formal arrangement is the Italian arrangement whereby expats from around the world elect expat representatives to their national parliament. 

The other direction seems to be more aimed at assisting in the creation of export opportunities. China has been actively seeking investment funds from their widespread diaspora with some success while India has been attracting internationally experienced Indian talent back home with assistance to set up export orientated businesses. The increasing vigour of the ‘exporting of jobs’ debate in Australia and the US indicates some success with the Indian model. I understand that the Korean government used to encourage the emigration of Korean nationals, particularly to the US, so they could establish conduits for the export of Korean goods. Again this model seems to have worked well for Korea.

All of these countries are however, a little different from the Australian experience. The Australian emigration experience includes a wide mix of immigrants returning home, it is relatively recent, it is encouraged by the working holiday agreements Australia has in place, and it is highly educated (certainly among the Australian born). This is quite different to the Irish and Italian experience for example, both of whom had large numbers of less educated and less mobile citizens emigrating, in the case of Ireland, for well over a 100 years.

Ways in which Australia could better use its expatriates to promote our economic, social and cultural interests

One of the things that stood out about the stories in our recently published book, Australian Expats: stories from abroad, is that the longer an Australian stays away from ‘home’ the more Australian they become. It would follow that many Australians overseas are willing to ‘do something for Australia’ if only because it allows an ongoing connection with the country of their birth. However, while there is a willingness to contribute, it is dependent on an acknowledgement from ‘home’ that the process goes both ways. If it is simply an extractive relationship it won’t work. This requires this Committee to set the standards and to acknowledge the complexities of the relationship.

The recognition of the importance of the Australian diaspora is at different levels, first at a cultural level and second at a public policy level. An extreme, but probably not unusual case for the times, is written about in the above book by Philip Minter who was written out of the family will when he took out US citizenship in order to obtain a US government position. While one would hope this is less likely to happen today, there seems to be a generalised undercurrent of disapproval of those who leave Australia to work overseas for lengthy periods. (They only do it for the money.) I have experienced this when sharing taxis with Anne MacGregor while she has been in Australia. When taxi drivers found out what she is doing there was often genuine puzzlement as to why she would want to work overseas and in some cases, guarded disapproval that she did so. Friends who have lived and worked overseas for some time have told me of similar responses. (Not just from taxi drivers!) It seems not unusual for repats to have difficulty finding work upon return to Australia. One theory is that in some ways they represent a threat to those who have not had international experience.

I have a rough theory that all this stems from our cultural cringe – not as overbearing as it once was – but still alive and well. This cultural cringe manifests itself most often in the idea that Australia is the best country in the world and that anyone who finds a reason to live in another country does not deserve to be an ‘Australian’. Ironically, Australians like to pat themselves on the back when an Australian ‘makes it’ overseas. They get lots of press coverage and their opinion is often sought. Maybe this reflects the idea that the best country in the world makes the best people in the world, but I won’t draw a long bow on that. 

This cultural cringe manifests itself in public policy through the general unwillingness to acknowledge the number of Australians living overseas and lack of importance being attached to the diaspora. (The reference above to the current policy of only returning Australian citizenship to those who have lost it if they agree to return to Australia within three years is one example. The implication is that you can only be an Australian if you live in Australia. And this policy comes from senior educated policy makers who probably see themselves as very cosmopolitan.)

Having said that, it is only in recent times that expatriates have started to make their presence felt as well. While there has always been social expatriate organisations of some description it is only since the establishment of the Southern Cross Group driven by Anne MacGregor, that the issue has appeared on the public policy menu. Those parliamentarians who pushed for the establishment of this Inquiry need to be thanked by expatriates. 

At the public policy level there are many areas that can be pursued. Public space of some sort needs to be created within the Australian political framework in which expatriate issues can be addressed in a more formal and ongoing way. This should also include contributions that expatriates can make to Australia. This should initially take place within the federal arena if only as a co-ordinator of some sort for the various efforts that are currently taking place around Australia. 

Many state government departments are beginning to see expatriates as a  possible part of the jigsaw of business and industrial development within their state. The Victorian Department of Innovation, Industry and Regional Development is an innovator in this area with the Victorian Expat Network. However, the NSW Department of State and Regional Development is also looking at possible connections that can be made with expats from NSW. A more Australia-wide approach comes from the Australian Institute of Commercialisation (AIC) with offices in Brisbane and Melbourne. AIC is working with the Victorian Expat Network on setting up a national network of sorts. However, it is fair to say that everyone (from what I have seen) is still operating in a bit of a vacuum in the sense that it is difficult to come up with firm proposals and directions. Some central co-ordination, if only to get many interests in one room would no doubt, be a step in the right direction. And needless to say, funding of some such proposal to get it off the ground would be of great assistance.

The Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade could make much better use of expats by acknowledging that Australian expats have, in many cases, a much better network of local (overseas) contacts and an understanding of local processes than many diplomats who are rotated through postings in different countries. This is particularly so when the expat has lived in a place for a lengthy period of time. While I am not suggesting a formal structure nor of expats being involved in foreign policy making, it seems an important step for diplomats to become actively involved in local expatriate activity. I understand many expats are amazed at how little contact most (not all) in the diplomatic service have with not only local expats but also local expat organisations.

The idea of getting expats to ‘circulate’ is a good idea that seems to have many advantages. Expatriates can come to Australia and assist here with their knowledge and contacts without having to quit being expatriates. This idea has been mentioned in different places by both Professor Hugo and Anne MacGregor. The Federation Fellowship program is a good example of this idea in practice (though it is not aimed specifically at researchers overseas). It may be that this idea works best within the academic environment.

It is important that this Committee sees the existence of the Australian diaspora in a positive light and comes up with recommendations that reflect that position.
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