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Australian Thai Chamber of Commerce
1.
Introduction
This submission is based on a questionnaire survey of members of the Australian Thai Chamber of Commerce.  It represents a synthesis of the various views expressed.  The respondent group possessed the following profile:

· Predominantly male (88%);

· Predominantly tertiary-educated (92%), ranging from Diploma level to PhD;

· Representative of all family types – married (42%), de facto (19%), divorced (8%), single (23%) and both with and without children offshore;

· Predominantly employed in the services sector (including education) (70%) and manufacturing (15%) and at senior management level ((85%);

· First left Australia at ages ranging from 26 to 62, but about two thirds made the move in the age range late 20s to early 40s.  Just over a quarter moved offshore after reaching age 50;

· Expatriate for periods ranging from 1 year to 46 years, with about 54% expatriate for 10 years or more;

· Intentions to remain offshore ranged from 2 years to life, but more than half expressed the likelihood that they would return to Australia within 10 years.  30% of that half intend to return within 5 years;

· All but two were born in Australia, all but one still considers Australia to be their home (some emphatically so), and all consider themselves to be Australian (again, some emphatically so) and only one of them would contemplate surrendering their Australian citizenship.

2.
Factors Driving More Australian to Live Overseas
It is certainly not disenchantment with Australia as a country in which to live that drives Australians offshore.  Nor is it any diminution in their pride of citizenship.  Neither does the expatriate community cease to look for ways in which to feel that they are adding value to their country.

For a few, the move offshore results from a desire for adventure and travel and to experience a different culture.  One or two develop an affinity with and a fondness for the local culture, built up over years of frequent visits on business.  These individuals, in their later years, settle for a time in the offshore country.  In this context the catalyst for moving offshore may be retirement from the workforce, marital breakdown or the emergence of an opportunity to work in the country to which they have become attracted.

Primarily, however, the driving force behind the expatriate drift is employment-related.  Almost two thirds of respondents cited job opportunities or business as the major factor behind their relocation.   Some are unable to find work in Australia, either of sufficient challenge and reward, or at all. Some comments, exemplify this:

“Age discrimination is alive and well in both Corporate Australia and the bureaucracy – both State and Commonwealth.  After age 50 it is virtually impossible to gain employment, regardless of performance, skills, experience or recommendation”.

“I have ….. a growing business here in Thailand, an opportunity which I would not have at my age back in Australia”;

“work opportunities, now and in the future”;

yet these same people find challenging, rewarding, senior positions offshore.

Others responded that the reason for leaving Australia to live overseas was:

“Quality employment opportunities”;

“Work opportunities with a future”; or simply
“Job opportunities”.
Some find that their skills and experience are more valued and more significant in an economy less developed than Australia and derive greater satisfaction from this than they would in Australia, saying, for example:

“The challenge presented by being able to execute my skills in a developing third world work environment and deliver benefits greater than what I could achieve at home in a developed work environment – really making a difference”

Note the words “at home”.  This person is contributing to an offshore community – and Australia’s image offshore - as an Australian who still regards Australia as “home”.

Another driving force can be deduced from respondents’ answers to questions relating to the Australian taxation regime.  Whilst more than half of the respondents observed that Australian taxation was too high and a few added it to their reasons for seeking employment offshore, their views varied from:

“Rates are high, but it’s a great country and great things don’t come for nothing”; and

“ The system penalises those that wish to work hard and achieve high levels of income”; 

“The tax rates cripple the incentive and motivation to do more”; and 

“It’s a disgrace …... it’s un-Australian the way we are taxed” to

“One of the reasons I am living overseas is because of the high personal tax (in Australia)”
Notwithstanding the expression of extremes, it is apparent that many find more reward for effort in offshore employment than they do in Australia and a major contributor to the disparity is taxation.

These observations are reinforced by the respondents’ responses regarding the factors that would cause them to return to Australia.  More than half responded thus, for example:

“Lower tax rates”;

“More of a business orientation back home”;

“Work opportunities”;

“Finding a suitable job in Australia”;

“An end to my job here”; and

“Lack of sustainable employment here”.
Contrast this, however, with their reasons why they would return to Australia:

“It is my home”;

“I love it.  Miss it every day”;

“It’s my country.  My friends and family are there”

“My home is there.  I love it”;

“Why not ?  It’s the best place to be”; and
“Because I’m Australian”.
Some have other reasons, of course, and these have to do with tertiary education for their children, retirement and deterioration of health.

Nearly 70% of our respondents believe that their activities and businesses offshore are of significant benefit to Australia and that this factor is part of their motivation for re-locating offshore.  Consider, for example:

“I buy, and recommend wherever possible, (goods and services) from Australia and I tell other how good (they are)”;

“we are an Australian company that produces the best (product) available.  It can only enhance the reputation of Australia leading the world in sone technical areas”;

“I’ve taken many heads out of the sand“ - (editor’s interpretation – we impart marketplace savvy to others);

“I (have been) able to offer my experience and expertise to government in Australia”:

“Our company is well-represented in Australia with offices in all States ….. this enhances business to/from Australia”;

“As a member of the Chamber, I facilitate meetings between Australian exporters seeking business in Thailand and interested parties (in-country)”; and

“My company helps Australian investors to do business in Thailand, to the point of setting up and registering a business entity for them and providing on-going support for them”.
Conclusions to be drawn.

1.   AustCham Thailand considers that the Australian Government should recognise that it has a large, well-educated and well-trained, highly-experienced and internationally savvy workforce which chooses to become expatriate because it believes that opportunities and rewards in Australia are insufficient.

2. This does not mean that these expatriates feel any less attached to their country.  It certainly does not mean that an Australian Government should regard them less favourably than resident Australian citizens.

3. The personal commitment, allegiance to Australia and their business activities enables a significant proportion of the expatriate community to add value to the international trade objectives of the Government of Australia.
3.
Costs, Benefits and Opportunities

AustCham Thailand is in no position to assess or estimate costs and benefits, other than point to some of the ingredients of which they are comprised.

Costs

From the feedback given by our respondents, it seems apparent that perhaps the greatest loss to Australia in having close to a million of its citizens located offshore, is that a significant pool of talent, energy and motivation is unable to contribute directly to the Australian economy and to the productivity of its workforce.  Of course, a number of these expatriates are employed, usually on relatively short-term (2-3 years) overseas assignments and their contribution goes, in some measure, towards the growth and sustainability of the parent company in Australia.  It seems likely, however, that the nett result is an opportunity cost to corporate Australia.  It needs to be observed also that this workforce, in the main, has an accumulated knowledge of international trade, cross-cultural awareness and an established network of business contacts.  All of this is necessary to do business overseas, and in order to do business successfully, an Australian enterprise need to have a presence in the target marketplace.  However, our questionnaire results do not indicate early intentions to return to Australia in order to apply these assets in support of Australia’s export drive.  The incentives are simply not there.

Whether or not there is a nett loss to Australia in terms of taxation receipts is a moot point.  Certainly there is evidence that a number of expatriates become non-resident for taxation purposes because of their perceptions of the Australian taxation regime.  However, 80% of our respondents pay tax in Australia on at least part of their income.  It is probably unarguable that, were this workforce to be employed in Australia rather than offshore, the Government’s tax receipts would be higher, but conversely, the expatriate diaspora does not draw on any Australian Government services

Benefits

It seems clear that the greatest benefit that the Australian Government draws from having a million expatriate citizens is that a large proportion of them actually work in Australia’s interest as well, of course, as their own.  Without exception our respondents are committed Australian citizens, taking pride in that fact and, in whatever business undertaking they are engaged, taking account of whatever goods and services can be sourced from Australia.  Given that the majority of respondents are engaged in the services sector, it is notable that more than half of them import products and/or services from Australia.  Close to half of Australian or Australian Thai businesses eligible to be so, are members of the Australian Thai Chamber of Commerce, providing mutual support and building business relationships.  Some views expressed incude:

“Working in Asia is a good proving ground for (our) management and supervisory staff; it allows them to experience many (new) difficulties in performing basic duties that they would not find at home, thus helping to produce a better-quality manager/supervisor once he has returned (to Australia); and

“We use services and products provided by our Australian sister company.  (We) make use of Australian expertise for various projects, giving Australian-based staff more experience and understanding of other cultures and workplaces”.

It is worth noting again, that despite a majority of respondents being in the services sector, 52% of all respondents import goods and services from Australia.

Through organisations such as the Australian Thai Chamber of Commerce, expatriates work closely with the Australian Embassy.  The benefits of this are mutual, but the expatriates engaged in the local business sector are able to provide a commercial focus to the policy endeavours of the Embassy and a business perspective on issues of interest to visiting Australian Government officials.

In terms of bilateral cultural ties, these citizens also play a significant part.  Take for example the community work of expatriate women’s groups, the role that Australian expatriate men play in such organisations as Rotary, and their founding and nurturing of Aussie Rules football teams, rugby teams and cricket teams, while the women develop netball and tennis teams.  Consider also the voluntary work undertaken The Australian Thai Chamber of Commerce, with a majority of its membership comprising Australian expatriates, devotes significant resources to community projects to assist the needy in the Thai community.

It is also clear, somewhat sadly, that a major benefit to the Australian Government, in having such a large expatriate community (4-5% of its total population) is the positive impact it has on the Government’s unemployment statistics.  Well we might deride our trans-Tasman neighbours for flocking to Australia in search of work.

Opportunities

There obviously exists an opportunity for the Australian Government to address those concerns of the expatriate community which militate against their return to Australia whilst still in the middle part of their careers.  If successful, this earlier return to the Australian workforce and the concomitant growth in the workforce knowledge and experience base seems likely to provide some remedy to an aspect of Australian business which currently is a weakness – lack of an international perspective, limited knowledge of foreign markets and a discomfort with foreign cultures.  This is particularly true of SMEs.

Conversely there seems to be an opportunity for the Australian Government to encourage the continuing and expanded contribution of their expatriate community to assist in the achievement of the Government’s international trade and cultural exchange objectives.  Among the important issues to address here are:

Perceptions of abandonment.  For example:

“We gambled and won (or lost).  A policy of the Australian Government of the day was ‘Get into Asia’.  Then what ?”
One observer, then part of the Government’s programmes, remembers the appointment of Specialist Trade Commissioners, focussed on sectors of highest importance to the Government.  Long-term horizons were assured by Government.  These Commissioners, and others, worked hard to encourage Australian businesses into Asia and credible gains were made.  Ten years down the track these initiatives have long since been abandoned by the Government.  This, on the eve of a Free Trade Agreement.  “Shame”.

Further, one respondent observes:

“What happened to the APEC Business Travel card ?.  ….. It (was) a great assistance, but most airports now don’t show any sign of it at all.”

International marketing and international business is hard and the time horizons, particularly in Asia, can be long.  Short-term commitments and impatience for results leads to lack of credibility, lack of trust and disillusionment.  It further reinforces a belief that Governments do not understand the dynamics of international business (this does not mean international trade).

Perceptions of being alone.   Some respondents have replied along the lines:

“I didn’t get any (advice), but then again, I didn’t register with the Embassy when I got here.  I know that you are basically on your own when outside Australia”;

“The quality of advice ? …. Very limited”.

“What services ?  They couldn’t give a shit (sic)”

“The Embassy should be advising all (Australian expatriates) not just a select few”. 

Perceptions of being second class citizens.

Elsewhere in this submission it will be pointed out what the opinions are of our respondents.  For this section, suffice to quote one respondent.  His comment pertained to a particular question but it encapsulates the feeling of many others in their response to a variety of questions:

”You ask our fathers, grandfathers and brothers who fought for the country – how stupid – either we are Australians, or we are not!”; and

“(This is) pointless unless the intention is to create a ‘second-class citizen”.  I think you are a citizen or you are not – the rights should be the same”.

A genuine focus on “bilateral”.  It stands to reason that a bilateral, free trade agreement, like any other agreement, will endure and succeed only if the benefits are truly mutual.  It has seemed that the Embassy, perhaps properly until now, has been focussed on Australia’s needs and Australia’s problems.  In similar vein, Austrade is focussed on Australian exports and assisting inwards investment.  In the context of a free trade agreement, in particular between a developed nation and a non-developed nation, this seems to be inadequate.  Somewhere, it seems, needs to be found a mechanism by which Australia can, and can be seen to be, assisting the less-developed partner achieve mutuality.  This will be addressed later in this submission.

Conclusion to be Drawn

4.
Even without a financial analysis, it seems that the Australian Government derives a great deal of benefit from having a large expatriate workforce.  This benefit may justify a Government decision to address some of the expatriates concerns – particularly the financial ones.

4. THE NEEDS AND CONCERNS OF OVERSEAS AUSTRALIANS

Australian expatriates, and Australian exporters at home are, typically, a fairly independent lot.  When asked they typically will respond that the best help that the Australian Government could give them would be “to get out of the way”.  It is likely that, for the most part, this is an emotional over-statement, founded not only in arrogance but in disappointment and disillusionment.  There are real concerns – quite apart from their business concerns – that an Australian Government could address.  These include:

The Census.

81% of all respondents believe that expatriate Australians should be included in the census – probably in a separate category.  Not all agree, but the majority state, for example:

“ It surely should be useful, to know how many Australians exist, and whether or not they are domiciled in Australia or elsewhere”;

“An Australian does not cease to be an Australian citizen if he/she lives abroad.  They cease to be so, only if they relinquish their Australian citizenship, or die.”;

“In many cases, money is transferred back to Australia, mortgages are maintained, and families reside there.  So many contribute so much – why should they not be recognised ?”;

“Of course we should.  We are the international face of Australia.  We are the people that local people think of as Australians.”.

Voting Rights

62% of all respondents wish to exercise the right to vote in Australia.  About 30 % of respondents assert that they remain enrolled to vote and although only 50% said that they actually vote in elections, it is considered that in the main, this response was elicited because they are no longer enrolled, not because they would not vote if enabled to do so.  Of course, others simply don’t care.

85% of respondents consider that Australian citizens should retain indefinitely their right to vote, regardless of their place of domicile.  Others would impose a time limit of, say, 10 years.  Consider the response:

“ (Retaining the right to vote) should be up to the individual.  The right should not be taken away from them by default because they are living overseas.  They maintain their ties to Australia and have a right to have their say in the election of a Government”.
62% consider that expatriate Australians should have direct representation and 42% consider that new electorate(s) should be established for that purpose.  It is noteworthy that international precedent exists (e.g France, Italy).

Some comments from respondents are:

“I read widely.  I probably know more about Australian politics than (the average Australian resident).  We pay taxes in Australia.  We should be able to have some say.”;
“We are still Australians.  We have an international perspective on the policies of the Government of the day and that of the opposition.  We have an important role to play in influencing the direction of the Australian Government.” and
“ Government policy may determine whether or not and when I return to Australia.   Party policies on citizenship and taxation, for example.  I want to have a say in that.”

Conclusion to be Drawn

5.
Expatriate Australians are disenfranchised and feel that they are viewed as “second-class citizens”.  They consider that they are deprived of basic rights.

6.
If the Census is all about “Australians” rather than “Australia” there seems to be no reason why  it should not be extended to include expatriate Australians.

Health

Health insurance is a serious and expensive matter in Asia.  Compounding the issue is the relative, if not absolute, unavailability of quality medical treatment, particularly for life-threatening conditions in some countries and the variable availability of it in others.  Asians themselves, in a critical situation and if they are wealthy enough, often seek treatment in Singapore or Australia.  Australian expatriates generally cannot do so, unless they are privately insured with a global health insurance provider.  Medicare benefits are denied them – whether or not they pay taxes and the Medicare levy.  Whether or not they are insured privately in Australia, they are not covered overseas, and because of that fact, most (two-thirds) abandon that insurance upon moving offshore. 

Further, upon returning to Australia after a protracted absence offshore (5 years is enough) it is not easy to re-establish an entitlement to Medicare benefits.  One respondent refers to the “inch-thick” dossier of documentation that the health bureaucracy required him to provide to prove his “enduring commitment to Australia and severance of overseas ties” – notwithstanding that he had paid PAYE tax and the Medicare levy in Australia throughout the duration of his service overseas.

65% of respondents consider that Australian expatriates should retain the right to Medicare benefits regardless of their country of residence.  Some who prevaricate on this issue would instead, place a time limitation on the right.  A few responded in the negative on the basis of their expectation that expatriates would not be required to pay the Medicare levy.

88% of respondents consider that, if expatriates are given access to Medicare benefits (for services delivered in Australia) they should also pay the levy.  Two thirds of those consider that if the access to the benefits is denied then no levy should be payable.

Expatriates who abandon their private health insurance when they move offshore, are penalised on return with the imposition of waiting periods and higher premiums.  A few of them avoid this by maintaining the cover despite the fact that they cannot claim benefits except in the case of a critical situation requiring repatriation to Australia.  Others pay premiums for a year, suspend for two years, pay again for a year, and so on.  89% of respondents consider that expatriate Australians should be able to maintain their health cover in Australia for an indefinite period.  Some suggest that a notional “bookkeeping” or maintenance fee replace the usual premium.  Others suggest that medical histories should be transferable between health insurance service providers (internationally), so that continuity of cover can be prudently maintained.

Conclusions to be Drawn

6.
Expatriate Australians, except those who are insured by their employer, are significantly disadvantaged by the obligation to pay insurance (private insurance and/or Medicare levy) in order to maintain cover during their service overseas, and to ensure continuity of reasonably-priced cover upon their return to Australia.

Taxation

The Australian taxation system emerges throughout respondents’ answers.  It is clearly perceived as a disincentive and unfair, particularly on PAYE tax payers.  It is a factor affecting the decision of expatriates to move offshore and a factor influencing their decision to return, or not.

The issue is of particular concern to self-funded retirees (superannuants). Having paid taxes throughout their working life and having themselves provided for their retirement, they may choose to retire overseas.  If they do so, then as non-residents they are taxed at source on every dollar of their pension, without the benefit of the tax threshold available to resident Australians.   It seems difficult to perceive the fairness of that.

Others of the mature age group may be entitled to a service pension.  However, if they are not resident in Australia access to that entitlement is denied.  Why ?  Have they served their country any less in the light of their later-life retirement decision ?

69% of all respondents consider that expatriate Australians should be taxed on their Australian income in the same way as resident Australians (double taxation issues excepted).  A few consider that expatriate Australians’ Australian income should be tax-free.

Conclusion to be Drawn

7.
A number of Australian expatriates are disadvantaged by the Australian taxation system on the basis of discrimination relating to place of domicile.  Whilst they are Australian citizens, they are treated as if they are not.

Superannuation and Financial Institutions.

A significant proportion of respondents report difficulties in their dealings with banks and understanding their rights and entitlements to superannuation benefits.  However, in the opinion of AustCham, the solution to these rests with private sector providers and with financial institutions which make commercial decisions necessarily independent of Government direction.  While the issues are understood, it is considered that they lie outside of the Senate Inquiry brief and the Government’s ability to address.

Concerns in this matter have to do with:

· the difficulty of dealing remotely with Australian financial institutions which are poorly-represented in Thailand or who offer only limited services in-country;

· the fact that the systems of these institutions are geared to domestic customers, to the extent that only Australian “1800” telephone numbers are listed, telephone enquiries are met by recorded voice menus and communication of anything but a routine domestic matter is difficult; 

· the virtual impossibility of obtaining loan funding - from Australian banks because they are here and from local banks because they are foreign; and

· poor inter-bank communications and the lack of a transportable credit-worthiness check.

In respect of superannuation, many are unsure of their rights in the circumstance that they are not domiciled in Australia.  The concerns seem to focus mainly on taxation obligations.

Investing In Australia

AustCham’s survey did not identify any impediments to expatriates investing in Australia.  Indeed 73% of them do so – although some of this is investment in the family home.  Here again the concern to be addressed is how and to what extent the income from these investments is taxed – the threshold concern arises again.

Some refer to difficulties in participating in the Australian share market – particularly IPOs, in which they claim that limitations are placed on the basis of place of domicile.  

All respondents consider that expatriate Australians should be treated the same as resident Australians. 

Government Services.

Only four respondents asserted that they had sought Government advice prior to moving offshore.  In-country, 54% of respondents have sought advice of one sort or another from the Australian Embassy ( 31% 1-5 times, 15% 6-10 times and 8% more than 10 times).  Most of these rate the Embassy service as informative and efficient, but the odd one or two complain that it is “lousy” and “off-handed and rude”.  In the latter case it seems likely that the service has to do with visa issues, which will be referred to later in this submission.

The Government may care to contemplate the fact that 88% of respondents assert that they are not aware of the extent and nature of services offered by the Government to assist and advise expatriates.

Only a very few assert that they sought Government advice prior to moving offshore.  Those that did claim that the advice given was of limited value and that only upon arrival did they come to appreciate some of the difficulties associated with establishing oneself offshore.  One observer – a former diplomat – being aware of the information pack provided by the Department of Foreign Affairs to its own staff being assigned offshore, considered it a pity that such information could not be made available to private sector individuals.  It seems likely that most of the material could be made available on the Department’s website.

A number of respondents feel the need to be made aware of changes to Australian statutes and Government policy which affect expatriates, particularly in the business or trade context.  Information that may freely be available in Australia, through the Press, or otherwise, may be quite opaque to expatriates.  They assert that trade data and legislative and policy changes ought to be made available to expatriates, probably via a constantly-updated Government agency website.

Conclusion to be Drawn

8. There is scope for the Australian Government to make more, and better, information readily available to expatriate Australians, probably by posting it and updating it regularly, on Government Agency websites.

9. There is scope for the Australian Government to better publicise its available services and that information relevant to expatriates that already exists.

Visa Issues

It is clear that a significant proportion of expatriate Australians either have been, or intend to be, offshore for ten years or more.  Particularly considering the age group in which more than half make the move offshore, it is not surprising that many of them form a relationship with a local partner.

What irks many of these individuals is that they cannot successfully apply for PR or citizenship for their spouse unless they return to Australia and unless they are resident in Australia for a significant part of the life of the visa.  Some suggest that for genuine, long term relationships (and particularly in the case of formal marriage) and after a suitable qualifying period, the Government should allow citizenship, or at least a long-term visa for their spouse.  One suggested that an appropriate solution would be the issue of three-year visitor visas.

Several respondents simply seek to avoid the time-consuming process of applying for a visa, together with the furnishing of associated documentation supporting financial viability, proof of relationship and guarantees against overstay, each time they travel to Australia (typically to visit family and take a holiday).  Others consider that, as Australian citizens, and as an Australian family, the Embassy could provide a priority service (a “family lane”) so that they do not waste half the day waiting in line with scores of local people seeking visa to Australia.

While appreciating the need for DIMIA to be scrupulous in its assessment of individuals applying for entry to Australia, some feel slighted by the apparent suspicion with which they are viewed by DIMIA staff.

Conclusion to be Drawn

10.
There seems to be scope for the Australian Government to take a more sympathetic approach to the issue of spouse visas in respect of long-term expatriates.

5. SUPPORT FOR CHAMBERS OF COMMERCE

43% of respondents value the services and support provided by the Australian Chamber of Commerce, and suggest that Government should help fund such organizations.  They value, in particular, the way in which Chambers of Commerce provide networking opportunities, influence foreign government policy, help create business development opportunities and keep them informed of business and trade issues of concern to them.

AustCham Thailand is a self-funding organisation and it is clear that the extent and depth of the services it offers is limited by funds gained through membership fees and sponsorships. Unarguably, with more it could do more, particularly in addressing the resource-intensive activities of business matching and the “other side” of the bilateral trade equation  On occasion, project-specific support would enable it to make real differences.
Perhaps more to the point, in the context of the emerging Thailand Australia Free Trade Agreement, the Government could direct support to Australian organizations to promote bilateral trade.  Currently Thai-Australian business associations in Australia seem to be weak and largely inactive.

Conclusion to be Drawn

11.
There is scope for the Australian Government to provide financial and other support to business/trade associations in Australia, in order to better enable them to represent the interests of foreign traders to the Australian Government, gather and disseminate trade and policy data from the Australian perspective that affect bilateral trade and develop strong working relationships with offshore Chambers of Commerce.

12.
Some may argue that it is the domain of the Thai Government to assist such organizations because the focus is more on the development of trade from Thailand to Australia.  So it is, but the Australian Government needs to be seen to be actively interested in true bilateral and mutually-beneficial trade.  Seed funding and/or technical advice to Thai government agencies, together with practical assistance to Australian-based Thai-Australian trade associations may be an effective and visible way in which to do that.

13.
There is also scope to contemplate practical support for offshore Chambers of Commerce, particularly in the context of an FTA.  In this circumstance, Australian Chambers of Commerce offshore may be able to supplement the Austrade, whose charter requires it to focus only on Australian exports.
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