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My husband and I left Australia in 1990 (as non-returning citizens) for Switzerland where he secured a post-doctoral position as a nuclear physicist at the swiss federal institute of technology based in Lausanne.  We left as there were no suitable positions in Australia at this time where he could work on nuclear fusion research. At the time, there was no advice (that we were aware of), from any government or non-governmental agency to inform or advise us.   It took me some time to secure a position in Switzerland as spouses were not accorded the right to work and Australians were more difficult to employ than Europeans due to the use of a strict quota system (Australians are treated like Africans in the EU apart from Britain).  We have no negotiating position.    Fortunately, I secured a project management position in a biotechnology company in Geneva, where I gained invaluable experience in international drug development.  After several years of research experience, my husband decided to leave the field of physics and undertook a masters degree in Investment Banking & Finance (in the UK) and then secured a position in Switzerland working on risk management software for banks.  I then secured a management position in larger swiss-based pharmaceutical companies, managing international drug development teams to bring new drugs through development to market.

After 10 years in Switzerland we then moved to the UK, where my husband worked for a large American company active in developing software to help banks manage investment risk .  I gained a masters in business administration from a well-known UK business school and went into the area of commercializing university-origin innovations in the area of biomedicine.  During this time I spun-off several companies and was founder-director/CEO of these companies.  After 3 years in the UK and 2 children, we thought we would consider moving back to Australia if one of us gained a position for an increased quality of life.  Despite being from Adelaide originally, Sydney and Melbourne were our only options due to the availability of potential jobs.  After looking at the geography of both cities and trying to compare and evaluate the quality of life, we decided to locate in Melbourne if this would be possible.  After a visit to Australia in Feb/2003 and many pre-planned interviews, my husband secured a 1-year contract with a major bank in the area of risk management.  Unfortunately, despite inquiries, our repatriation back to Australia was largely self-funded, so we are considerably ‘out of pocket’ from this relocation.

Note:  Inquiries were made to the Victorian government who have a program to attract expatriates back who have experience in the Biotechnology sector.  I have considerable experience in this sector, particularly in the successful commercialisation of technology, where I have extensive experience backed up with formal qualifications.    Although the government had a program in existence to this effect, awards had only been given (to my knowledge) to research personnel (i.e. academics).  

When we left Australia there was no advice that we were aware of, from government or non-governmental agencies.  In the EU, being an Australian is clearly a disadvantage because apart from Britain, there seems to be few bilateral agreements with these countries.   Being from Australia seems equivalent to being from an African country.  This means that one had to continually apply for visas for certain EU countries to allow travel for both business and pleasure.  It was also more difficult to secure a position in Switzerland due to the use of a strict quota system for foreigners which operated at federal, cantonal (i.e. state) and local levels.  There were agreements for larger numbers of Americans and other nationalities allowed, but as an Australian it is very difficult.  If the husband secures a position in the country it conveyed a right to live but not work in the country.  A company had to prove that no other swiss person or person living in the country could perform the position.  Fortunately for me, my first swiss employer jumped through all the hoops so that I secured a work permit.  This work permit however, is only valid for that particular employer, holding one hostage to a certain company and impedes the free-flow and choice of work.   Australians are also discriminated against in the allocation of more permanent visas with which one can buy properties (these take 10 years to acquire).  If one is an EU national or American this takes only 5 years.  As a lone Australian in my role in Switzerland, I had to spend considerable time and expense applying for visas which my co-workers did not have to bother with.  Having a sole Australian passport is clearly an impediment to travel and to working internationally due to the difficulty of getting visas etc.  As my husband and children are now all British, I have also applied for citizenship and will subsequently apply for a passport.  Should I ever wish to work in Europe or the US for that matter, I will be treated more favourably with regard to visas etc.

After having lived and worked in international environments we no longer feel truly Australian, but feel like citizens of the world.  Whilst overseas in our professions, there were too few compatriots to reinforce the cultural aspects of Australia and one becomes ‘internationalized’.  In an international environment, language becomes slower and clearer (as one speaks to individuals who have English as a second language), language structure changes and the Australian accent becomes lost.  There is some confusion over where ‘home’ is – is it more likely to be Switzerland than our new home Melbourne, which is very unfamiliar to us (I had only been through Melbourne once!).  In Melbourne we have no family or friends, despite being here 9 months.  New network connections and friends take time to establish.

In Switzerland, there was an informal Australian network run by one woman who was married to a Swiss.  This network was mainly social however, it would have been good to participate in a network facilitating business between the 2 countries which should ideally receive some kind of funding from both governments.

It has been difficult settling back in Australia.  We feel like foreigners in our own country.   Due to the strength of the Australian Dollar and massive house price increase since leaving, we will find it difficult to afford the Australian dream of buying a home in an area where we would like to live.   We understand that we will take a massive salary ‘hit’ coming back but being back is only worthwhile if we do achieve a better quality of life (and our own house!).   I cannot work and contribute to Australian society without childcare and this took many months to acquire.  To secure places, I had to take the childcare before I could find work and this will continue to burn a hole in my pocket until I find a suitable position.    Now that I have childcare, it appears that despite experience and qualifications, it is a question of who you know rather than what you know.  It is possible to build these personal networks, however it takes time.  

Tax and superannuation issues have also changed considerably since we left.    Tax rates are astronomically high, snuffing out the ambition and entrepreneurism of anyone who wants to achieve (like me). This is government-legislated ‘tall poppy’ syndrome.    No wonder there is a real welfare culture in this country.   I am dismayed when I read the popular press who seem internally-focussed  (i.e. on Australia) on what I consider to be rather negative issues.  The focus seems to be on the government’s intent to tax and squeeze normal families in any way possible (who are forced to be dual income earners).  Surely, they should be more externally-focussed on how to generate more wealth by bringing more foreign investment into the country and increasing exports.  Baby-boomers with a lack of superannuation funds will require pensions in their old age and incur large healthcare costs.  This creates fear for people of our generation that we will not be able to provide for ourselves when our time comes, but will in the short-term, be expected to fund others. 

So, the jury is still out as to whether we have made the right decision to return.  We believe it will be a good place to bring our children up.  Whether it will be good for our careers and our finances will remain to be seen.  Hopefully, we will have a better quality of life.  If not, we may be open to returning overseas.

I hope that the above is informative.  I have only just found out about the possibility to contribute to this issue (I was not aware that a ‘senate inquiry’ would welcome the viewpoints of citizens such as ourselves).  Perhaps this needs to be explained more fully in the media.  Had we had more time to submit this information we could have also passed it onto other expats which we know – many of whom are still overseas.
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