To: The Committee Secretary 

Senate Legal and Constitutional References Committee 

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

Australia

Dear Sir/Madam,

This submission is in response to the invitation for public comment as part of the Committee's Inquiry into Australian Expatriates.

I came to Italy on holiday more than thirty years ago and met my future husband while I was here. A little less than two years later, we married in Australia and then returned to Italy to live. I have been living in Italy for about 29 years on a permanent basis. During this time I have returned to Australia for long holidays. I am still married and have a 28-year-old daughter here in Florence. My husband is Italian and my daughter is Australian and Italian. I am still an Australian citizen. My Australian citizenship is of great importance to me even though I have lived away so long.

It has not been easy to become part of a second culture although it has been a rewarding experience because my understanding of the world is far greater than it ever would have been if I had remained in Australia. I would never have had the experience of learning a second language fluently if I had not found myself thrust into the midst of Italian speakers. I live in a beautiful area to the south of Florence at the foot of wooded hills. We own our own home here and have a garden which helps to make living away from Australia easier. Many expats are faced with housing problems in Italy and many live in flats without gardens. I miss the Australian bush and the Australian life-style even though I am very much at home in Italy. As far as food shopping goes, now the existence of large shopping malls in Italy makes it hard to distinguish which country a supermarket is in. Australian supermarkets have so much variety compared with what they offered thrity years ago that they could almost be anywhere in the world. The arrival of migrants into Italy from various countries in the world has also greatly enriched the Italian supermarket shelves and specialist grocery shops.Vegemite is nearly the only product that I cannot find now whereas once such common ingredients as desiccated coconut and brown sugar were a problem. 

As far as health coverage goes I am covered by the Italian national health scheme but I believe there is some sort of bilateral social security agreement between Australia and Italy. The thought that this is so is of great comfort but I don't have much information about it. (There are vast quantities of information available probably but so little time to look them up on internet or to read all the fine print) When I visit Australia I always get a document from the Italian health authority which assures me health coverage in Australia. I know that such an agreement does not exist between Italy and the USA and this represents a problem for American expats. I also appreciate the existence of an agreement between Australia and Italy when family and friends visit from Australia. It is very reassuring to know that if they needed to be admitted to hospital there would be no exorbitant costs.

Sending money to Australia through a bank costs a fee which makes it expensive to send small sums for birthday presents and the like. Email has helped with keeping in touch with family and friends. Phone cards have drastically reduced the cost of calling Australia which used to be exorbitant not many years ago. Affordable long-distance phonecalls have greatly improved my life because I can now have long chats with my elderly father. Being distant from elderly family relatives is a problem.

I would very much like my husband to have Australian citizenship. If this had been easier when we were younger perhaps we would have returned to live in Australia but at the time it was all too problematic. I see that even now obtaining permanent visas for spouses, even after nearly 30 years of marriage, is not simple. Life in Italy is so weighed down with bureaucracy that normal people don’t go out looking for more if they can avoid it.

I imagine that if I were to move back to Australia now there would be rather a lot of bureaucratic running around to get back into the "system" again. A friend is going through the process of moving back after a divorce and she has come up against several obstacles. Re-training to update qualifications gained many years ago is evidently not always available to women over 45. However re-entering the Australian workforce is probably easier than re-entering the Italian workforce.

The reduction in embassy staff is a worry. Passport renewal is becoming more difficult because of the anti-terrorism laws. This is discussed as a problem by expats. From Florence we have to travel down to Rome by train with our passports because we don't want to risk losing them through the post. This is not cheap and it's time consuming. And then of course there's the trip down to pick them up again. I think the embassy does offer a postal service but there's always the worry that they will be lost and now it's evidently a big problem if that happens. The embassy is understaffed and so is often unable to provide cordial service.

The Australian expats do a great deal to promote Australia in Florence. In a private way their contribution is important in establishing a direct contact between the two countries. We are a lively group, mostly women. Then of course there is the Monash Centre in Prato which is a wonderful institutional link between the two countries. Italian attitudes to foreigners have changed greatly during the past 15 years because of the arrival of people from eastern Europe, China, north and west Africa, South America etc. Before this flood of migrants from all over the world, the foreigners in Florence were mostly American, English or West European women who had come on holidays and then married Italian men. These women were treated rather as temporary guests even though they had perhaps lived here for decades. The Italian culture was very strong and the women tended to fit into it rather than the other way round. The recent influx of migrants who mostly marry people of their own nationality has meant that the Italian culture is having to adjust to other cultures and change as it absorbs various elements from them. This has made it easier for Australians to be accepted. But the flood of migrants has also brought an increase in the bureaucracy required to obtain residency which makes it harder for Australians who have to re-new permits. 

As far as work is concerned, I am an artist and at times have felt the lack of opportunities offered by Australia for Australian expat artists. For example I had a show lined up at the Australian Embassy in Paris some years ago and because my work was not aboriginal art, the scheduled show was cancelled by the incoming ambassador. I am still Australian even though I live out of Australia. Europeans still view me as Australian and I still view myself as Australian. 

I hope I have been of some assistance.

Catherine Cellai

