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This submission will cover the following topics and issues:

* Background Information

* Advantages and Disadvantages of Working Overseas

* Expatriates as Australian “Resources”

* Australian Researchers Leaving Australia

* Contact Information

BACKGROUND INFORMATION

I left Australia in 1991 to work in Canada, though this was not my first experience of living overseas. At the time, I was Senior Lecturer at what is now Edith Cowan University in Perth, Western Australia. “Go and work overseas for a few years”, people said, “It will help your career”. Well, it did, but not in Australia. Though I had intended to return within five years, I am still overseas. No attractive Australian employment option has emerged in my field since I left Australia; there has not been anything that would have provided me with even the equivalent of what I have had overseas. I would be happy to return to Australia, but I am not prepared to make professional sacrifices in order to do so.

I am a seventh-generation Australian; I was born and grew up in the Riverina. I obtained a BA (1966), DipEd (1967) and MA (1973) from the University of Sydney, and a PhD (1982) from the James Cook University of North Queensland. I taught with the New South Wales Department of Education for seven years (1967-1973); was Librarian at Frensham, Mittagong, New South Wales, for three years (1974-1976); and then moved into tertiary education as a Lecturer in the teacher librarianship programme at the then Townsville College of Advanced Education (now part of the James Cook University of North Queensland) in 1977. After completing my PhD (including a research year in London), I became a Lecturer in Librarianship at what is now Charles Sturt University in Wagga Wagga, New South Wales (1982-1984), before taking a promotion position in Perth. While holding the position in Perth, I spent two semesters as a visiting faculty member at the University of Iceland.

I went to Canada in 1991 to take up an appointment as Associate Professor at the University of British Columbia (UBC) in Vancouver. When I accepted this Canadian appointment, it was with the agreement that after a successful review for tenure, I would be able to apply immediately for review for full Professor. This review process was under way when I was offered a position at the University of Iceland at an equivalent level and after an equally rigorous review process. A move to the University of Iceland also offered the opportunity to teach with a standard of facilities and equipment not available at UBC, something that is important in my field of information science.

Although I have not held a full-time position in Australia for twelve years, I consider myself to be very much an Australian. My primary bank account is still in Australia and this is the account on which my credit cards are still based. I have financial investments in Australia. I visit Australia, for various reasons (mostly professional), an average of once a year for varying lengths of time; in 2004 I will spend almost six months in Australia. I am a life member of the Australian Library and Information Association, and I remain a member of the Australian Computer Society, the Australian College of Educators, and other professional associations. I do research with colleagues in Australia and I still publish some things in Australia each year. I don’t intend that this situation will change. Later in this submission (under the heading “Expatriates as Australian Resources”) I will detail some of the professional and other contributions that I make to Australia, even though I spend most of my time elsewhere. I will do this because I am sure that many other expatriates make similar contributions, some of which go unrecognised simply because not many people see the whole of any one person’s contribution..

ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF WORKING OVERSEAS

My employment conditions at the University of Iceland allow me to spend 50 per cent of my time on research, with a significant proportion of my annual salary being based on research performance – in other words, the more work I do, the higher my annual salary. I have a degree of control that would be extremely unusual in other countries where I have spent any time. Before I left Australia, no matter how much research I did, or how many extra distance education courses I wrote, or how many hours I taught, or how many students attended my classes, I was paid at the same rate as any other Lecturer or Senior Lecturer on the same incremental scale. Working in Iceland, on a salary that is more dependent on an annual evaluation, and on the amount of teaching and research that I do, has been a liberating experience. If I decide not to do something (like teaching an extra course), I can calculate in advance the financial effects of that decision and weigh them against the likely benefits in terms of time available to me to do other things. 

Working in Iceland has also provided me with opportunities to undertake consultancies in other countries, for example in Namibia and Latvia, and to spend parts of each year in other countries (usually doing research or teaching). While these kinds of opportunities may eventually have been available from Australia, at the time that I left Australia I could see no likelihood of their emergence. 

There are, of course, disadvantages, too, in working outside one’s own country. It is much easier to work in a setting with which one is familiar, where one has a better understanding of the expectations and the social interactions, and where one has a wide range of contacts built up over a long period. It is not easy to adapt to new ways of doing things, a new language, new working conditions. There are times when even the simplest things become very difficult. The Internet helps with keeping in touch with friends and family and research colleagues in Australia and elsewhere, but nevertheless keeping in touch still requires effort, particularly from the one who has moved away. Those at home, secure in their familiar environment and with most of their friends still around them, usually feel less need to make the effort to keep in touch.

A major disadvantage of coming to a new country mid-career rather than at the beginning of a career, relates to financial security. A career of moving around and across national boundaries, does not usually result in a good pension plan, even if the employee has attempted to cover this disadvantage. In addition, financial advice for foreigners working outside their own country tends to be poor even when it costs a great deal. I found this in Canada and Namibia as well as in Iceland. This applies to financial advice provided by institutions in the new country as well as to advice provided by Australian organisations to Australians who have moved overseas.

EXPATRIATES AS AUSTRALIAN “RESOURCES”

As I indicated above, I am providing information under this heading about my activities because I believe that the contributions of expatriates, being difficult to see as a whole (particularly from Australia), often go unrecognised and unacknowledged; indeed, I think it is a common assumption that when an Australian goes off to work in another country, their contribution to Australia ceases. Not one of the activities in my list has had any official support from Australia outside of any organisations or institutions that happened to be involved. I have received no grants or any other financial support from Australia for these activities, apart from facilities and honoraria in university appointments. I know other Australian expats who could compile similar or even longer lists. Individual items in this list will seem trivial by themselves, but nevertheless together I think they indicate a continuing commitment to Australia.

* For two years, I was an Adjunct Professor in the Graduate School of Management at the University of Western Australia, and spent three months there in 1996 while working on a book for an international association. I have also held short-term visiting appointments at Australian universities, and will hold another in November this year (details still being discussed as this submission was being prepared).

* I have published books in Australia since 1991, alone and with an Australian colleague in Sydney. I contribute articles to Australian professional and research journals, including Australian Library Journal (Australian Library and Information Association), Australian Academic and Research Libraries, Access (Australian School Library Association), Scan (New South Wales Department of Education and Training).

* As a member of the Editorial Boards of two international professional and research journals, I solicit Australian contributions to these journals and recommend Australians as potential authors. I have also recommended Australians as Board members for international journals. In addition, I bring to the attention of the editors of Australian research and professional journals, people from other countries who would be prepared to write articles on particular topics.

* I am a core member (with another Australian who holds appointments in Australia and Italy) of a long-term research team (commenced in 1989), which has been investigating the ways in which people use and learn to use online information systems, including the Internet. This collaboration has resulted in fifteen research articles and conference papers over the years, and the work has involved a number of Australian PhD students.

* I have been an external examiner of doctoral and masters degree theses for universities in Australia, including the University of Canberra, the University of Western Australia, and Curtin University of Technology (Perth).

* I have spoken at a number of Australian conferences since 1991, and have several future commitments. For example, in May this year I am giving a virtual keynote presentation at ASLA Online, an Internet-based conference organised by the Australian School Library Association.

* I recommend Australian speakers for international conferences and national conferences in other countries. For example, I recommended an Australian keynote speaker (from the Northern Territory) for a Nordic conference that will be held in Reykjavík, Iceland, in mid-2004. This kind of activity helps to raise the profile of Australians with significant experience and expertise but who are nevertheless not necessarily known in other countries.

* I recommend Australian academics and researchers for participation in European research networks and other activities. For example, I recommended the scholar who is touring three countries (Sweden, Latvia and Lithuania) as 2004 Visiting Professor for NORSLIS (the Nordic Research School in Library and Information Science, of which I am the Board member representing Iceland). She is an Australian researcher whom I introduced to NORSLIS through an invitation to conduct a session at a workshop for PhD students from the Nordic and Baltic countries in Gothenburg, Sweden, in late 2002.

* I have also recommended (and indeed in some cases hired) Australian academics,  researchers, and practitioners as teachers for university summer session courses or continuing professional education courses in Canada and Iceland. Most recently, an Australian colleague from Sydney taught a short course on children’s literature for the Division of Continuing Education at the University of Iceland (September 2003).

* In my first year in Iceland, I organised a conference in Reykjavik on library automation, which included demonstrations by vendors of automated library systems. I invited six Australian vendors whose systems I knew to be good, three of whom attended. One result is that two Australian library automation systems are still in use in Iceland. Having their systems accepted in a very technology-literate country like Iceland, helps vendors to move into the European market. I have invited Australians to similar functions organised more recently.

* I have worked with Australian publishers and literary agents looking to sell Australian books to Icelandic publishers to appear in translation. In addition, I have been directly responsible for the selection of a number of Australian children’s books to be published in Icelandic translation in a series of “Prize-Winning Foreign Books”. The list of Australian authors will be familiar to Australians interested in children’s books — Ruth Park, Gary Crew, Gillian Rubinstein, Joan Phipson.

* This point seems particularly trivial, but it represents something that happens often. I provide information and advice in advance for Australians travelling to Iceland, usually but not always for professional or business purposes. These Australians have included academics, publishers, software developers, and family and friends of mine and the above. Australia has no diplomatic mission in Iceland (the Australian Embassy in Copenhagen being responsible for Iceland) and Australian travel agents seem to have little information about Iceland. This month alone (February) I have sent relevant material to an Australian librarian whom I know from Australian days who is coming to Iceland for a conference, the geologist husband of a former colleague in Australia, and my friend’s daughter’s best friend’s mother who is about to embark on her dream trip. I also provide provide considerable amounts of information and encouragement, as well as professional contacts, for Icelandic colleagues who are visiting Australia for conferences or other professional activities.

AUSTRALIAN RESEARCHERS LEAVING AUSTRALIA

It is a particular concern of mine that more Australian academics are following my path overseas. I have been assured that incoming academics from other countries are making up for the exporting of Australian expertise. In my own field, I do not believe that the situation is so simple. Yes, new arrivals from overseas are filling vacated positions, but are usually hired at a lower level. In my field, it is the high-profile  Australians who are leaving; new arrivals are not filling their shoes, particularly in terms of research productivity. I have some research evidence for this.

An article to be published in Australian Library Journal this year, with the title “Research in School Librarianship 1991-2000: Australia in an International Setting”, provides an overview of research in the field of school librarianship internationally, and compares the very considerable Australian contribution with “the rest of the world”. As a result of a number of analyses, I comment in the article that:

“It is clear that the amount of published research related to school librarianship in Australia is much larger than one might expect, based on Australia’s population. For example, Australia, with a total population of less than 20 million in 2003, in comparison with more than 290 million in the United States, is nevertheless the subject of 83 research articles and papers through the decade, as against 201 for the United States — in other words, the Australian coverage is approximately 41 per cent of that of the United States for a population of around seven per cent of that of the United States. Canada, with a population of more than 32 million in 2003, ranks below Australia in terms of school librarianship research reporting, as does the United Kingdom (with almost double the population of Canada). This supports Alan Bundy’s (2003, p.6) assertion that ‘…in the provision of school libraries and recognition of the pedagogical and resource role of teacher librarians Australia punches above its weight.’ This is despite what Bundy describes as ‘manifest needs and short-sighted policy, funding and staffing constraints of recent years’ that have affected school libraries in Australia.”

This is one side of the story. However, the research field of school librarianship, like many others, is small internationally. The whole scene can change very quickly when key people move. In the same article, I go on to say: “Impressive though Australia’s contribution is, in comparison with other and larger countries, the analyses … suggest that there are nevertheless problems”, and one of those problems is particularly relevant to this submission: “…a very small group of researchers formed the core of ‘active researchers’ through the decade. Only six researchers published more than five research articles or papers related to school librarianship in Australia from 1991 to 2000. Of those six, three have now left Australia for university positions in other countries, and of the remaining three, at least two are known to have been approached by institutions overseas.” 

I don’t believe that Australia can continue to lose researchers at this level, and still maintain its international standing, especially when, as my work shows, people coming into the vacant positions, are not producing the same amount of research output as those who leave. I am happy to provide the Senate Inquiry with more information about this work, and with a copy of the article when it is published.

