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Canberra ACT 2600

Australia

27 February 2004

Dear Committee Members,

Your inquiry into Australian Expatriates 

As a long-time expatriate, I hope I’ll be able to give you some useful comments in response to your terms of reference. 

Firstly, may I introduce myself? I am a 49-year old Australian-born and educated former lawyer married to a Scottish executive of a multinational company. In expat jargon I'm a "trailing spouse", since my husband's career dictates where we live and when we move. As you might imagine it's easy for others to discount someone with this label - especially people who focus on protocol and hierarchy. But more of this later as it's relevant to what contribution someone like myself can make to my beloved homeland. 

Before I married I practised as a lawyer for 13 years at home and abroad. At the height of my career I was General Counsel (head lawyer and company secretary) of the Australian subsidiary of Germany's largest bank, having been recruited in Germany following a stint on a research award at the internationally renowned Max Planck Institute for International Law and Public Law. 

When I married (in London) 12 years ago my husband was on a 3-year posting to Australia. Before this he had lived in 11 African countries, Bangladesh and New Zealand. Since we married, we've lived in Sri Lanka, Turkey, Belgium and Brazil. In March we move to China. So as you can see, between us we've experienced cultures spanning most religions and first to third world living conditions.  This nomadic life suits us well, although I admit to suffering from culture shock almost daily. Living in foreign cultures forces one’s unconscious values to the surface. I know now what defines me as an Australian and, if anything, I identify more strongly with my homeland than ever before.  I’m proud to be Australian.          

Now turning to your terms of reference ... 

(a) What is the extent of the Australian Diaspora?

I've met Australians everywhere I've travelled. For a small population we certainly manage to get about. Those I meet seem to be an adventurous, resourceful, friendly lot: good ambassadors for the Lucky Country.  These characteristics are well known in the UK and USA where Australians are often favoured over candidates of apparently equal merit in anticipation that they will reflect the stereotype and uphold our enviable reputation for being fine colleagues.  

(b) What are the factors driving more Australians to live overseas?

My guess is the desire for career development and adventure in this order. I wanted to work professionally in a non-English speaking country to prove to myself that I could survive and thrive in the bigger world. I chose Germany because my language teacher at school inspired my curiosity about this country while giving me a sound foundation to build on (thank you Evi Lewin!)

Will I return to Australia? Certainly. I am deeply attached to Australia and have personal and business interests “at home”.  I visit annually.

When will I return? Not soon. Apart from my husband’s work anchoring us abroad, my skill set is more marketable outside Australia.  

Will we settle happily in Australia? My husband and I will probably oscillate between Europe and Australia. With family and friends at either end of the globe and in between we’ll only be able to maintain close connections if we make the effort.  

Many expat Australians complain that they feel stay-at-home Aussies perceive them as disloyal for having left home to live and work abroad. This parochial attitude once existed – I remember Joan Sutherland being challenged on TV in this vein - but I think it is on the wane now. However, I learnt early that I must accept responsibility for fostering relationships at home. Most of my friends and former colleagues have limited interest in hearing of my experiences abroad. Luckily, I’m glad to catch up with their news and don’t feel the need for them to reciprocate in equal measure. This attitude seems to be the key to easy reintegration. 

(c) What are the costs, benefits and opportunities presented by the phenomenon?

I suspect Australia gains more than it loses from expatriation, as most people seem to return after a few years bringing invaluable experience with them. Sometimes this experience is to learn that Australians need not suffer from a “cultural cringe”. We can successfully compete head-on with the best abroad provided, of course, we maintain an open mind and don’t become complacent.   

Where legal services are concerned, I believe Australian lawyers are second to none. Given our low cost base, I feel many legal services are highly exportable. One day I hope to connect Australian service providers with users abroad. Already I’ve been asked by a worldwide legal alliance to help them find a suitable Australian firm to join its fold.  

(d) What are the needs and concerns of overseas Australians?

Australians abroad often don’t know what they need to know if they are to avoid disadvantage. Consider those who unwittingly forfeited their Australian citizenship when they took up another before the repeal of Section 17 of the Australian Citizenship Act, 1948. 

Others lose the right to vote because they are unaware of the enrolment rules or cannot nominate an Australian address. I value the right to vote but have found it difficult to exercise this right. Why? Unfortunately, some Australian consular officers seem to regard managing absentee votes as an unwelcome disruption to their routine. I once had to resort to threatening an officer with obstruction before he grudgingly sent me the forms. This officer tried to intimidate me into believing I was not entitled to vote. I believe he did this to get out of doing his job.  I might add that the telephone number on the website for this embassy was incorrect and that I only managed to get through the computer call sorting system and language barrier with the help of my husband’s secretary. How many Australians abroad can muster this sort of assistance to exercise their democratic right?   

If a government department existed to advise Australians about issues relevant to their continuing relationship with Australia, this would minimise the unwitting forfeiture of citizenship, voting and other rights. Moreover, expats would have someone to turn to with their suggestions and grievances. This would sharpen awareness and accountability to the benefit of all. 

(e) What measures are taken by other comparable countries to respond to the needs of their expatriates?

Evidently many countries invest in maintaining good relations with their expats having recognised this is mutually beneficial. Other submissions and the Southern Cross website list these countries, which include Switzerland, France and Italy. 

(f) What ways could Australia better use its expatriates to promote our economic, social and cultural interests?

The first place expats turn to for information on arrival in a new country is their local embassy or consulate. If they get a cold, unhelpful reception they’ll naturally back off. This is a lost opportunity for Australia because expats are not only natural ambassadors but also come to gain local knowledge and skills (language and professional) that Australians at home could draw on if only they could connect up. The embassy is a natural clearinghouse for the informal matching of needs.  

I’m afraid my experience of Australian representations has been mixed.  Service failures are common. I’ve given up complaining as I’ve found that those in charge rarely welcome feedback even if it’s constructive. They defend poor service by explaining they have a limited budget and exist primarily to serve the local population and not Australians abroad – as if serving one group excludes serving the other! This institutional culture could do with changing. 

If you are looking for a suitable model, consider the embassy in Brussels. Here Aussies receive a warm welcome. The friendly, competent officials in this office display and gladly share information whether or not it relates to their formal duties. The ambassador hosts regular social events, allows groups to meet on the premises and even subsidises the postage on the Australian Society newsletter.  All this helps to build vibrant Aussie expats group. Starting at the Embassy, Australians wanting to do business in Brussels can find their way to expat Aussies who can help them. 

This informal process, while good, takes time and can be improved on. For example, embassies could maintain a register of expats offering services (free and paid). Obviously, the embassy would not warrant the quality of the services offered; everyone would understand that it was merely a networking tool.        

At the beginning of this submission I explained that being perceived as a “trailing spouse” can limit what I can offer. Sadly it is usually our mid-level diplomatic officers rather than business people who make old-fashioned assumptions about dependent spouses. This may be because these people tend to think in terms of hierarchy and protocol and are not exposed to the local environment in the same way as other expats.

I have served as a committee member of Australian Business in Europe in Brussels and as President of the Australian New Zealand Friendship Group in Sri Lanka.  I look forward to continuing to work and socialise with Australians and people in my host country to the mutual benefit and enjoyment of all concerned. 

Meanwhile, I wish you, the members of this ground-breaking committee, the good judgement and wisdom you will need to set a global horizon for Australia for the 21st century. 

Best regards,

Catherine Rawson BA LLB FCIS 
