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Introduction 

The Business Council of Australia (BCA) considers that sustaining population growth is an important element in ensuring Australia’s long term economic growth and prosperity.  This position reflects the important links between population (growth and diversity) and innovation and economic activity.  Australia’s size, distance from global markets, and fragmented domestic markets, coupled with population ageing, only serve to reinforce the importance of sustaining population growth for Australia.  

Against the backdrop of birth rates in Australia that are below the replacement rate and falling, sustaining population growth will require increasing immigration. However, it is obviously net migration that matters in terms of supporting population growth.  While the BCA has tended to focus on rates of immigration, the reality is that with the increasing globalisation of labour markets emigration is becoming more important. This point has been clearly reinforced by recent research which has highlighted what appears to be a rising incidence of emigration, particularly among younger, relatively highly skilled Australians
.  

It is important to keep these trends in perspective however, by noting at the outset that Australia continues to be a net beneficiary of migration, including skilled migration – in other words we are continuing to benefit from ‘brain gain’.   

Nonetheless, many other developed countries are already responding to the challenges presented by population ageing through the development of more aggressive immigration policies aimed at attracting return migration of citizens residing abroad as well as larger inflows of  skilled migrants.  Australia needs to acknowledge and respond to this increasing competition in global labour markets if we are to sustain immigration and population growth.  


Drivers of Emigration and Immigration and Implications
Decisions about where to live and work are the outcome of complex and individual opportunities and preferences.  For many younger, skilled Australians, larger global cities like London and New York present career and educational opportunities that we cannot replicate in Australia.

It is a common theme in research and anecdotally that many young Australians aim to spend some time overseas, before returning to Australia to raise families.  Whether they return or not can also reflect some fairly predictable factors, such as whether they have met a partner overseas.  

From a practical perspective it is unlikely that much can (or should) be done to prevent Australians emigrating to pursue such opportunities.  It is also very important to acknowledge that Australia derives significant benefits from emigration as well as immigration.  These benefits stem not only from the return of Australians with broader skills and experience, but also from the networks created by expatriates around the world and through their ongoing contact with Australia.  Advances in information and communication technology have enhanced these potential benefits to Australia.  

Many in business and academia already cultivate links with expatriates.  Consideration could be given to whether more formal programs or avenues of communication could be developed to better, and more actively, promote and engage contact with expatriates.  The cost of maintaining such programs or communication channels, as well as appropriate privacy considerations, would be important aspects to take into account in determining the feasibility or otherwise of possible programs.

While many tend to assume that overseas experience serves Australians well in the domestic job market on their return, recently there has been a growing chorus of expatriate voices to the contrary.  This suggests that the practical experiences of expatriates looking to return to Australia needs to be better understood.  One of the factors which emerges as a potential negative, particularly for those who have remained outside of Australia for some time, is their lack of connections or networks domestically in the industries in which they are seeking to return.  This reinforces the importance of giving due consideration to practical ways of enabling and encouraging expatriates to remain connected to Australia and the Australian job market – particularly as the majority indicate an intention to return to Australia at some point.  


Enhancing Australia’s Competitiveness in Global Labour Markets
While the direct focus of this Inquiry relates to emigration and Australians living overseas, many of the factors that make Australia more or less competitive to skilled workers and migrants are also important factors impacting on emigration and decisions about whether, and when, to return to Australia.  

One of the key impediments that is often raised among businesses seeking to attract skilled workers from overseas is Australia’s taxation regime.  This includes the high rate of personal income taxation in Australia, which is likely to be a factor influencing the decision-making of Australian expatriates, as well as specific international taxation measures which make it more difficult or more costly for Australian businesses to recruit skilled workers from overseas.   Attached is a copy of the Business Coalition for Tax Reform (BCTR) submission to the Federal Budget process which details the adverse impacts of aspects of Australia’s personal income tax arrangements, which the Inquiry may find of use.  The BCA is a member of the BCTR and strongly supports the views expressed in the submission.  

While taxation issues are important, other areas of policy can also present barriers or disincentives to return.  Issues surrounding retirement incomes and the portability of superannuation/pension funds are one example that have been raised within the BCA.  The inability to transfer pension savings to Australia without considerable penalty can be significant.  With the growing emphasis on the importance of self-provisioning for retirement this is a policy issue deserving of consideration.

Conclusion

The BCA believes that enhancing Australia’s competitiveness in global labour markets must be a priority for Government.  Our success in this area will be a key determinant of our ability to sustain productivity, economic growth and by extension, Australia’s future prosperity more broadly.   Removing barriers to the return of expatriates, and developing policies with a view to their impact on Australia’s attractiveness as a destination for skilled workers – Australian or otherwise – will become increasingly important against the backdrop of demographic trends here and overseas.  This will require a ‘whole of government’ approach and recognition that many policies directly or indirectly impact on the decisions being made by both immigrants and emigrants.
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