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Dear Sir/Madam,

This submission is in response to the invitation for public comment as part of the Committee's Inquiry into Australian Expatriates.The opportunity to air an opinion on this topic is much appreciated, albeit unexpected, and this submission is therefore somewhat unprepared. 

I am an Australian citizen living in rural Germany who has been overseas for 12 years. My initial intention was to remain overseas for around three years whilst my partner completed a course of study in Berlin. Like many Australians in their twenties, I felt that a prolonged stay overseas would be both personally enriching and enhance my employment prospects upon return. Again like many young Australians, I underestimated the degree of cultural difference between mainland Europe and Australia and quickly discovered that it would take years to adequately master the language and conventions which governed everyday life in my host country. During this phase, the expatriate community was a vital support network, in which experiences, advice and news from home were circulated. Ways of behaving I took for granted were not prevalent, indeed were frowned upon in some cases, and the behaviour of the Germans at times impenetrable. Again it was the coterie of fellow Australians who provided the safe haven in which I could stock up on the reassurance that I was not alone in my Australian values and outlook.

At the same time, locally engaged Embassy staff played a very important role in the distribution of information both on dealing with the local bureaucracies, and managing affairs in Australia from a distance. I was aware that advice of the first type was always given without guarantee and as a private citizen, not a government representative. Despite understanding that the Australia government cannot be expected to give advice on the conduct of business and affairs in a foreign country, I would still submit that staff at a diplomatic post are better placed (in terms of contacts, language skills, administrative training) to obtain, collect, and distribute details of administrative life in the host country. Surely this could be provided with some kind of caveat about it being the citizen’s responsibility to check that the information applied to their situation, was still current, etc. Something as simple as a list of contact points (Where do I go to convert my driver’s licence? What do they mean, I should register with the police? I want to get married but the local authorities are insisting on a certificate of no incumbrance – what can I do?) could be assembled and maintained with a minimum of staff resources (and quite possibly pooled among a number of posts, within the EU for instance).

Returning to my personal history, which I am using as a framework for this submission, a number of factors contributed to an extension of the originally planned stay – from the offer of a permanent position to major personal rearrangements. Savings were mostly spent on trips to Australia, where visits to family and friends were slowly supplemented by calls on former expatriates who had made the move home – to see how they were getting on, hear how reintegration was affecting them, see how foreign partners were adjusting, what they were missing, what they had gained. On some visits the role of “insider” tour guide was called for – this worked best for both parties when visiting previously unknown parts of Australia. In my experience, travellers accompanied by Australians on a first visit almost inevitably return. This represents one of the unsung achievements of the “diaspora” – its members are extremely well-placed to act as go-betweens for at least three reasons. (1) They have learned to anticipate the needs and expectations of visitors from another culture and can successfully intuit what may alienate and what may appeal (2) They are adept within Australian culture, less liable to confusion, aware of opportunities that may be invisible to visitors (3) They have experienced the deracination of migration at first hand, and are more aware of universal difficulties and fears that foreign visitors may have, and may well find that they have a better rapport with Australians who themselves have a migration history than before their travels. I personally know of a number of Australians who have returned after extended visits overseas to launch new and successful careers in both tourism and migrant affairs.

The internet has brought with it a sea change in terms of the maintenance of bonds with Australia. Drawing again upon personal biography to illustrate, in 1992 the principal medium of communication with Australia was airmail. If upon receiving a letter, I wrote and posted an immediate answer, a month would still elapse before a reply would arrive. There was always the telephone of course, but rates were prohibitively high (over $3 a minute). Only important calls were made, and then with a clock ticking away in the background. I remember using up phone cards just waiting for someone to come to the phone. I suspect a lot of overseas Australians were early adopters of internet technology, and still today push the envelope in terms of broadband or video link ups. Suddenly with email, the reply was overnight (or even instantaneous, if an appointment to meet in a chat room had been made). Videos, photos can now be traded back and forth, enhancing emotional ties and reconnecting expatriates more immediately with the quotidian concerns of family members at home. (Global deregulation of the telecommunications market has also helped, with the price of overseas phone calls dropping significantly in recent years). A whole new vista onto affairs in Australia is opened up via the electronic media. The current diaspora is perhaps more up to date on what is happening at home than are many resident Australians. There are broadband news bulletins, daily emails of headlines, a wide range of audio programming available on demand. This is of immense psychological comfort to overseas Australians. Suddenly, the experiences of a brother in rural Australia are not that divorced from my own in rural Germany, in that we can both listen to Radio National to build our impressions of what is going on in Canberra for instance. Here too, the overseas Australian has potential benefits to offer the country, being automatically exposed to foreign media and administrations as well. Topical discussions over, say, how to encourage doctors to practice in rural areas stand to benefit from the first-hand experiences with a system trialled in, say, Canada, from the point of view not of the expert commission reporting, but of the individual living within a particular system. A tangential thought regarding the effect of the internet: In diplomatic circles, three years (in exceptional circumstances four) is considered a maximum term of duty before an officer is recalled to Australia to refresh contact with the department (or with the home culture?). In my experience three years is also a significant horizon for many Australians overseas. I suspect however, that this factor may need to be readjusted given the degree of engagement with Australia now offered principally via the internet but reinforced by more conventional channels. It makes a huge differences when the phone calls home include chatting about Mark Latham making a political play on the issue of superannuation, or the cricket, or the photo of the new niece, rather than the rare and painful calls at significant moments like weddings or funerals. 

As an instrument for binding the diaspora to the “home country”, these services should not be underestimated. I suspect that many expatriates would be prepared to pay for the maintenance or enhancement of them. Australia has invested significantly in the education and training of the diaspora, and – as I suspect many submissions will be able to detail at length – stands to benefit in both tangible and intangible ways from the continuing loyalty and patriotism of these “ambassadors” and from their eventual “value-added” return. My principal plea is that the government continue to exploit the potential of the net to keep open the lifelines to the cultural and political life of Australia, particularly through the ABC.

Further brief considerations: 

I suspect many fellow overseas Australians would appreciate the opportunity to be able to maintain their Australian citizenship (the idea of formal reaffirmations is interesting) even if they opt to remove various barriers to a fuller participation in the life of their host country by adopting that citizenship. The disenfranchised status of those removed from the Australia electoral roll is felt acutely, especially by the politically active and informed. I have been ineligible to vote anywhere for the past ten years yet currently hold the highest political office available to me – as chairman of a foreign residents advisory council at the county level. This is intensely frustrating. In many cases, adopting foreign citizenship would remove that glass ceiling, a step I personally have been unwilling to make, but I am sure that some overseas Australians have the potential to achieve positions of considerable influence and advantage for Australia if this path were open to them. A third issue which impinges strongly is that of the recognition of overseas qualifications – not for myself, but for my partner. This is in fact currently the key obstacle to my return to Australia. To be able to practice in Australia, my partner would have to complete a series of examinations in most states over twelve months and at considerable personal expense. The failure rate is rumoured to be over 90 percent. Had she trained in Britain, recognition would be a mere formality. For my partner, emigrating to Australia would involve the sacrifice of abandoning family, friends, and a flourishing practice. If I am not able to assure her that she would be able to work in a field she has spent over ten years qualifying herself for, my chances of persuading her to migrate are diminished. A final felt deficit is an insecurity about the many changes that have taken place in Australia in the years since my departure – not in terms of culture or political life – but rather with regard to pragmatic issues such as superannuation or health insurance, or overseas pensions. Here too, a collection point for information tailored to the needs of the returning Australian would be of distinct advantage. In closing, I would like to express my appreciation for the opportunity to be heard on this issue. It would have been wonderful to have had time to prepare a more structured submission. That aside, that the inquiry is taking place, and that groupings such as the Southern Cross Group exist to distribute news of it are both indicators that an articulate band of Australians accustomed to being listened to is beginning to become aware of its potential. Thank you.

