February 27, 2004

Sent to: The Secretariat

Senate Legal and Constitutional Committee

Room S1.61, Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

AUSTRALIA

Senate Inquiry into Australian Expatriates

To Whom It May Concern:

 
I was 33, when I moved to the United States in March 1992 to work as a registered nurse and go to graduate school. I also wanted to travel around North America, and experience living in the US, since the US has a big influence on the world today and Australia often follows a lot of the lifestyle trends set by the US. I had lived overseas before for 3 years in Great Britain in my early twenties, so I thought moving to the US would not be difficult. However, settling into in the US was not that easy, as I soon found out. Everything I had worked for previously did not seem to count, for example: at work I was treated as though my qualifications and work experience were inferior; my A1 driving record in Australia was considered irrelevant when I tried to obtain car insurance; and my banking record did not count when I tried to obtain a loan to buy a car, because I had yet to establish a “credit history” in the US. It was very frustrating and demeaning, as though everything I had worked hard for had been taken away from me and I had to start all over again. When I tried to apply to graduate school to do my Ph.D., my honors degree was not considered adequate, I had to obtain a masters degree first, which took me three years full time at San Jose State University; the first year consisted of prerequisite classes. I was then successfully admitted into the Ph.D. program in nursing at University of California, San Francisco; the Ph.D. took me six years full time. I continued to work as a staff nurse throughout both my graduate degrees in order to survive financially in the San Francisco Bay Area and avoid student loans. I managed a trip to Australia about every one or two years to see family and friends. 

My original plan was to stay in the US for about 5 years (1 year to settle in and acclimate, and 4 years to get my Ph.D. degree), then return to Australia to work at a university teaching and doing research. I have since taken out US citizenship, which I did a month after the repeal of Section 17 of the Australian Citizenship Act 1948, so I have kept my Australian citizenship. I would not have taken out US Citizenship had it not been for the repeal of Section 17. Keeping my Australian citizenship was very important to me because I wanted to keep open the option of returning to Australia one day. Gaining US citizenship was also important to me, since I have lived here for several years and paid taxes. I wanted to have the right to vote in elections, be able to claim social security benefits when I retire if I am living outside of the US and should I ever return to Australia I wanted to have the option to come back to the US if things in Australia did not work out. 


I am still interested in moving back to Australia to live someday if the time is right, but for now, after living so long in the US the process of moving back seems overwhelming whenever I think about it. When I moved here I came with just a large suitcase of clothes and left all my other belongings with family. To move back, I would have to sell my condo, my car, furniture etc., and ship the rest over. Then there is the challenge of finding a job and the thought of having to some extent start all over again because I have been overseas for several years. There are a number of factors that keep me living in California versus moving back to Geelong or Melbourne where I have family and friends. These include: (1) the US tax system, even the though I have to pay federal and California state taxes, one thing good about the tax system here is that you can deduct your property taxes and the interest you pay on your mortgage, which provides a significant tax deduction and makes it more affordable for one to buy property; (2) California has no smoking allowed in any public places or on public transport, so it is great being able to go out to restaurants or bars and not have to come home with your clothes wreaking of smoke (I know in Victoria they are trying to convince people that banning smoking altogether in public places like restaurants will not hurt business); (3) the cars in California have to be fitted with catalytic converters to decrease the air pollution. I know it is a hassle to have your car smog checked every couple of years when the registration is due, but I think it does make a difference to the air quality; (4) local phone calls within a certain radius (usually 12 miles) is free which is great for local businesses and great for when you need to call work a lot or sign onto the internet with a local phone number; (5) cars and electronic appliances are cheaper to buy and gasoline is also cheaper; (6) nursing salaries are up due to the demand for nurses; I can currently earn more money here than back in Australia; (7) the value of the Australian dollar has increased dramatically against the US dollar over the past year making it poor timing to sell up here and move back in terms of the exchange rate; (8) bank fees in Australia seem really high, I currently pay no bank fees and no annual charge on my platinum credit card, something the Australian banks have yet to catch onto; (9) mortgages are different here, you can take advantage of the low interest rates and take out fixed loans for as long as 30 years, whereas in Australia, most of the mortgages are adjustable rate loans. So for now, I feel that I can afford a higher standard of living in the US, although if I was in Australia I probably would still live comfortably. The thought of experiencing deja vu (reestablishing driving record, credit history, work record, etc.) all over again if I return to Australia is a strong deterrent to moving back, I really don’t know if I could bare that burden again. I have had to work hard to accomplish what I have in the US, that it is hard giving that up right now.


Things I love about Australia which make me want to return are: the friendliness of the people, the beaches, the food and the restaurants (BYO, you are not rushed, no mandatory tipping, helpings are not oversized so you can order more courses), the health system, the weather (although Californian weather is pretty good), the amount of holiday time workers are granted per year. 


Issues that concern me: (1) Australia’s involvement in the Iraq war; I believe Australia should play more of a neutral role in such issues and stay out of it, as involvement only puts Australian’s more at risk of terrorism in the future; (2) selling of public assets to private interests; deregulation opens the door to selfish corporations who rip off the people and damage the community, such as has happened in the US with the ENRON scandal; (3) the boat people and other illegal immigrants; although a migrant myself, I went through all the right channels and I feel that illegal immigrants should not be given into so easily, especially those who bring with them disease and age old political factions culminating in gangs in their youth; (4) corporations taking over other businesses or moving operations overseas to where there is cheaper labor, thus increasing unemployment; I summarize this as THE CORPORATE ETHIC:


Company loyalty is out

Pink slips are in 


Pump executive salaries up and

Drive employee morale down.


Wire profits to tax haven 


Merge and splurge 


Declare bankruptcy and leave town.

(5) More university places need to be made available to Australians and have quotas on the number of foreign students admitted. I am also concerned about the rising cost of tertiary education to students in terms of fees. Universities like foreign students for two main reasons, one is that they pay higher fees and therefore contribute a lot more to the university’s budget, and two is that foreign students add a cultural perspective to the learning process. Some Australian universities such as LaTrobe and Monash have built campuses in other countries, which is a good solution to this and hopefully making more university places available to Australian high school graduates; (6) we need a way to make voting possible for expats. This can be done by enabling those who want to vote do so, having ballot forms they can download from a government website or have their name on a register and have the forms mailed to them, then the expats can mail in their votes like any other absentee voter. I have voted from the Australian Consulate in the past, but this is not always convenient. 

Thank you for providing the opportunity for me to share my experience as an Australian expatriate. I look forward to hearing want comes of this senate inquiry.

Sincerely,

Helen K. Daley, Ph.D., RN

