Submission to the Senate Legal & Constitutional References Committee on “The Needs of Australians Living Overseas”.

(A) The extent of the Australian diaspora:

The China-Australia Chamber of Commerce (AustCham) Beijing was founded in 1996 and is a non-profit, private sector organisation promoting Australian business and AustCham member interests in Northern China.  AustCham Beijing’s membership comprises of more than 150 corporations and 250 members that represent Australia’s services, manufacturing, and mining sectors. AustCham Beijing is part of a larger network of AustChams in China, which include AustCham Shanghai, AustCham Hong Kong and AustCham Guangzhou.  

Our members include a who’s who of Australian companies, including: ANZ Banking Group Limited, Rio Tinto, BHP Billiton, Qantas, AMP Limited, Cadbury, Telstra, Australia LNG, the Australian Broadcasting Corporation, ACTERNA, ALCOA, PWC, News Corp, Latrobe University, Commonwealth Bank, CPA Australia, National Australia Bank, etc., not to mention a large and fast increasing number of Small and Medium Sized Enterprises (SME’s).  We play a constructive and meaningful role in the development of the Australia-China relationship by being a representative body for the Australian Business community in China. AustCham helps connect Australian and Chinese businesses to the mutual benefit of both countries. Further information on AustCham Beijing can be found on our website: www.austcham.org 

AustCham estimates that the size of the Australian population in and around the Beijing area is approximately 2,000 people. We believe there would be a similar number of Australian citizens in the Shanghai area.

We have however been unable to obtain an accurate figure on the size of the Australian population in China from either the Australian or Chinese governments and believe that the Australian government should consider conducting a “census” to gauge the size and spread of the Australian diaspora. We would further recommend the need for ongoing research into the needs of the Australian expatriate population as this is a dynamic group (with often frequent movements between cities and countries). Who are our expats ? Where are they ? How old are they ? What do they do ? What level of education do they have ? What languages do they speak ? Do they have kids ? Do they have health insurance ? These are just some of the many questions to be addressed…

(B) The variety of factors driving more Australians to live overseas:

The majority of our members are in China for business reasons. Others are here to accompany a spouse or other family member, or have perhaps married a Chinese citizen. Many are here to contribute to (and to enjoy the benefits of) the very rapid growth taking place in China and the rapidly growing two-way trade between Australia and China.

In general, salaries are higher for expatriates in China than they are in Australia. In addition, the rate of taxation is lower, so there is for many people, a perceived financial advantage. There are also many who can achieve faster career development through working in a market of great opportunity. 

Still others are present in China with the aim of helping a developing country to modernize. Many of our members are involved in fields such as education and development assistance.

China is also a major importer of Australian resources and thus has offices for many large Australian / multinational resource companies (BHP Billiton, Rio Tinto, etc.) 

Many of the larger Australian companies have operation in or around Beijing now and are now seeing a growing number of SME’s setting up in Beijing.

(C) The costs, benefits and opportunities presented by the phenomenon:

Since most of our members are in China for business purposes, we believe that the benefits and opportunities created by their presence in China far outweighs the costs.

The benefits are many and include:

1) A large body of Australians who represent Australia as informal Ambassadors and who help the Chinese public attain an accurate knowledge of Australia and Australians.

2) Expats play an important role in facilitating trade and investment. 

3) Expats actively promote Australian education, tourism, and the Australian lifestyle in general which flows through to increased sales in a variety of sectors, from seafood and wine, to fashion, to architecture, to legal and consulting services.

4) Australian expats generally bring a net inflow of hard currency back into Australia, often earning substantial salaries overseas and then investing that money back into Australia.

5) Expats also help Australia keep its finger on the pulse of just what is happening overseas, often helping (along with migrants) to introduce the best aspects of other cultures, into Australia. AustCham Beijing, for instance, counts among its members most of the Australian news reporters working in China.

6) Australians in China serve as a valuable source of information for briefing visiting Australian government officials, academics, politicians and business people.

The opportunities are also many and diverse:

1) Expatriate resources can be much more effectively harnessed to promote Australia as both a destination for tourism and for education. The government should spend some time to investigate how it can amplify its marketing messages by leveraging the talent in offshore markets. For example, in the early stages of Australia’s trade and investment with China, the Embassies and Consulates and government trade offices lead many aspects of the two-way relationship. Now, as the expatriate community grows in size and strength, the business community and organizations such as AustCham play an increasingly large role in everything from trade and investment, to cultural exchange, to development assistance, to (second-track) diplomacy. This role should be recognized and more effectively harnessed.

2) Many countries have policies in place to encourage highly skilled (and usually highly educated) expats to return home to establish businesses. China for instance offers preferential policies and has a VC fund for such “returnees”. This approach should be studied and may be worth adopting if it is found to be “best practice”. It seems to work well for China. The alternative, is that many Aussies may opt to set up companies in low-tax regimes such as BVI or Hong Kong and may not ever register a company in Australia, thus Australia may lose

3) Consider opening our trade and diplomatic services up to more competition by advertising most overseas posts “in-country”. Many highly skilled expats may be tempted to do a stint with an Embassy or Consulate in the country in which they live and may bring new skills, new viewpoints, etc. and help liven up what to many may appear as “insider” positions only open to “career” diplomats. Considerable cost savings may also be achieved by localizing positions (i.e. converting expensive expat positions into well-paid local hire positions for Australians living in-country). 

4) Consider providing some funding to Chambers of Commerce (and other suitable expat organizations) who help support the Australian expat community in many parts of the world. Even some “project grants” would be a good start !! Or perhaps allow companies to support Chambers of Commerce through tax deductible donations ?

5) Make expats feel supported. Even little things, like a special card or channel to help frequent travelers get through customs quicker would be nice. Are there any prizes for expats who serve Australia well for many years ??

Costs:

1) Lost tax revenue

2) Brain drain

3) Family costs (many expats are not around to help aging parents, etc.) or may spend a small fortune on travel. 

(D) The needs and concerns of overseas Australians:

1). Health care. Can Medicare be expanded through further reciprocal agreements to offer Australian expats health coverage in other countries ? Perhaps even in regional centers ? How about Hong Kong ?

2). More treaties recognizing Australian qualifications overseas. E.g. Australian nurses cannot work in China as their qualifications are not recognized.

3).  Dual citizenship – what can be done to encourage more countries to adopt this practice ? China for instance, does not allow dual citizenship.

4).  Voting – when will we be able to vote in Australian elections over the internet, rather than by snail mail, or via physically attending an Embassy or Consulate ? When will expats have one or more “electorate(s) at large” with the opportunity to elect someone to represent them who lives in their region ? (i.e. could we have a member for expats in Asia, or the UK or the USA, etc.). Obviously this depends on the number of expats, etc., but it ought to be possible.

5).  Distance learning – obviously this is a big concern to expats who want to take part in life-long learning. The government should look at ways of encouraging expats to undertake distance education to continue their studies and examine ways in which this can be facilitated.

6).  Government services – all services should be required to also be provided electronically over the internet to expats – from applying for a new passport, to renewing a driver’s license, to voting, etc.

7).  Consulate and Embassy opening hours are typically only 9-5 and so not very friendly to the average person who works during those hours. It would be great if they could be extended somewhat in areas such as visas, consular, etc.

8).  Cost of Schooling for expat children. In China, the annual fee per child per semester at a private Western style school is approx. US$15,000+. The market may eventually “correct” this to a more reasonable rate, but it forces many expats without enormous salaries or expat packages to find alternative schooling which may be second best. Alternatively, expats may board their kids in Australia, which in some cases, forces expats to return prematurely.

9).  Continued provision of first-class development assistance to our neighbouring Asia-Pacific countries. 

10).  Free and fair trade with our neighbors. Hats off to the government for initiating a Free Trade Study with China. This can directly impact upon the livelihoods of our members.

(E) The measures taken by other comparable countries to respond to the needs of their expatriates:

As noted above, many countries have policies in place to encourage highly skilled (and usually highly educated) expats to return home to establish businesses. China for instance offers preferential policies and has a VC fund for such “returnees”. This approach should be studied and may be worth adopting if it is found to be “best practice”. It seems to work well for China.
It is also perhaps worth exploring whether expats are a net asset, and if so, how do we foster the development of more Australian expats. E.g. Training in asian languages, overseas exchange scholarships, etc.

(F) Ways in which Australia could better use its expatriates to promote our economic, social and cultural interests:

Expatriates are generally only too happy and only too ready to help promote Australia. A system of grants made available to expats would no doubt encourage many creative ideas about how modest amounts of government funding provided to expats and expat organizations could achieve good returns on investment.

It should be noted that the foreign alumni of Australian universities (i.e. Chinese people who have studied in Australia and returned to China) are also an excellent avenue of promoting Australia. Alumni organizations in other countries may well be a very effective way to promote Australian education overseas. AustCham Beijing has certainly taken this approach and worked closely with Australian Education International (AEI) which is part of the Dept. of Education Science & Technology (DEST) to promote Australian education in this manner with good effect. To date we worked closely with Australian Universities to printed a contact directory, established a website, news emails, and speaker events.

In closing, we would like to commend the Committee for its initiative in exploring this topic. It has aroused great interest at home and abroad, and clearly there is a great deal of work to be done before any clear plan of action can be determined. AustCham Beijing would be happy to assist the Committee with any follow up questions and is well placed to provide ongoing advice on the needs of Australian expatriates in China.

Yours sincerely,

Edward Smith

Director,

Beijing Consulting Group

And Deputy-Chair

China-Australia Chamber of Commerce (AustCham Beijing)

