Lara Cummings

To: The Committee Secretary

Senate Legal and Constitutional References Committee 

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

Australia

To: The Committee Secretary

Dear Sir/Madam,

This submission is in response to the invitation for public comment as part of the Committee’s Inquiry into Australian Expatriates.
(a) the extent of the Australian diaspora;

Is obviously highly significant and ought to be accounted for and considered through Australian government and institutional policies.  The estimated million Australian expatriates  should also be understood to be a very diverse group which does not predominantly consist of  high earning executives but includes a very diverse range of individuals from scientific and academic researchers, teachers and nurses to  volunteer workers and fruit pickers. 

(b) the variety of factors driving more Australians to live overseas;

Apart from work opportunities, higher executive salaries and most importantly higher funding for researchers with higher degrees, many Australians are young and middle aged people who simply wish to expand their outlook through the experience of another culture or language; by enriching themselves, they enrich Australia when they return and their time spent away is beneficial to Australia on various fronts.
My own reasons for leaving were the latter. I have lived in Spain for 4 years and return to see my family once a year. Each time I have found the attitude of many people and of the media to be parochial and insular. An apathy resounds towards the plights of foreign peoples , an attitude which our geography does not help. 
On the front pages of the Spanish papers every day are commonly found articles not only on Spanish politics, but of European and American politics, African issues and often those of Asia. Whilst all of these areas tend to be buried in Australian papers, it is important to note that it is Australia which is buried in the papers of the rest of the world(outside the UK which has a kind of fashionable fetish for all things Australian). If you’re lucky you might find an article on page 12 once a month about a kangaroo that saved someone’s life! Most expatriates eventually return to bring back to Australia perspectives and experiences which resist the insular tendencies of the country and while away they show the world that we are more than extensions of our kangaroo cousins by acting as ambassadors.

(d) the costs, benefits and opportunities presented by the phenomenon;

Expatriates by mixing in other countries act as ambassadors by helping show the world that Australia exists not just as an exotic holiday destination for those few who can afford the ticket but as an interesting and interested culture, an innovative research centre with high educational standards and a world class mobile labour force.  
(e) the needs and concerns of overseas Australians;

To service the needs of expatriates there should be an official government advisory service (even in the form of a website) to deal with and advise on expatriate issues such as voting and citizenship rights, international marriage, superannuation, bilateral visa arrangements, animal quarantine requirements (these are currently  given an insufficient cursory mention in embassy sites);  and it should include links to all relevant and related organizations. It should include a forum for expats to consult with and contact each other and help each other through experiences that can only be known by other expats. It should be linked through all foreign Australian embassy websites.

More bilateral working holiday agreements extended to include more countries would be highly beneficial. There are approximately 500 Australians in Madrid where I live. Most of those are here to gain experience of a foreign country and culture, broaden their minds by seeing how other peoples live and work and then return to Australia with a more global perspective, extended skills and a 2nd language. They also whilst here help to promote Australia to the Spanish and other cultures with whom they come into contact. This is of great benefit to Australia by promoting Australia and encouraging tourism there and also because those who never come into contact with us know only of Australia that there are many shark attacks off the coast each year, and think that Australians are  “uncultured” people who put helpless asylum seekers into prisons. Needless to say that the Australian government should consider its international reputation if it wishes to attract foreign talent to the country.
Many Australians who live here do so illegally. This can result in their exploitation, difficulty in renting apartments, and renders it impossible to acquire a bank account. They will also tend to disappear from Australian registers, not vote in elections, not participate in inquiries such as this, and not seek medical assistance when they should. 

Legalizing a culturally enriching experience through more bilateral working holiday and student agreements with more countries would ease the situation for many Australians who will continue to seek such experiences regardless of the legality, or lack there of, and would benefit Australia through the many Spaniards and other nationalities who would jump at the chance to spend a short period of their lives living and working in Australia. It would help promote Australia in the world through the experiences of these people, it would encourage investment and future commercial agreements with more overseas partners. They would bring alternative points of view and work place practices, things which pull against Australias insular tendencies, and which remind us of alternatives and often improved methods of doing things. 






