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I first left Australia in early 1997 armed with a 2 year working holiday visa for the United Kingdom.  At the closure of my time in the UK I travelled to Canada and worked and travelled there for 20 months approximately.  While I was in Canada I met my now husband who is Danish.  I returned to Australia for just over 2 years, my husband and I at that time were forced to be apart due to his employment and I had to return to Australia because my visas for living abroad had expired.

I am now living in Copenhagen, Denmark with my husband.  We made the decision to live here based on the knowledge that my husband could undertake a bachelor degree in Health and Nutrition.  It was far too expensive for us to have him study in Australia as we had initially planned (as until he had achieved permanent residency he would have had to have paid International Student fees).  In Denmark not only is education free, but also my husband is paid his salary from his contract with the Army and Navy for the duration of his studies.  It was economically more viable for us to begin our life together here.  Initially this seemed a sensible and simple solution.  I have been living in Denmark now for nearly 7 months and I am still waiting for my visa to be approved.  Without this visa I am unable to work, unable to join a library, a gym, take Danish lessons or open a bank account.  It is very frustrating.  I left full time employment within a national software house with the promise of advancement and now am dependent completely upon my husband.

Prior to my leaving Australia I searched for work in Copenhagen via the Internet and for information on Expatriate groups and networks in Denmark.  I discovered the Southern Cross Group International (SGC) and through their site contacted the then Danish representative.   She provided me with excellent information on groups that I could join in Copenhagen, the Newspaper that is printed in English and offered moral and educational support in terms of settling in Denmark.  When I was leaving Australia I did not consider my loss of Australia or my rights as an Australian living abroad, I was primarily concerned with making a life in my new country of residence.  My focus remains centred on this aim, but I feel strongly about myself as an Australian and I do not ever intend to give up my Australian citizenship.  Therefore I am compiling this history of my life and experiences as an Australian living abroad solely for the enquiry.

Attempting to begin a life in a country that does not recognise you, as a citizen is a difficult and challenging experience.  For couples that are of mixed cultures there is always an unbalance to life when living in one of the couple’s home countries.  If there is not a language barrier it can be easier to assimilate, but with a foreign language involved life is complicated.  And the couple are uneven in the sense that in either country, it is all about that way of life and there can be little space remaining to exist in any other fashion.  Not to mention that there is only one family side of support in most cases and the expense of travel makes the opportunity of seeing family and friends very infrequent and often stressful.  There is great pressure on a family unit that is living under such circumstances.  I found it difficult to find any real information about how Denmark worked before I arrived here.  It is all the small differences that seem to add up to frustration and the feelings isolation.  My husband and I are seriously discussing immigrating to a neutral country (Canada) and beginning a life there in a few years, so that our isolation in a sense will be mutual.  But it is hard to know what to do.

Once I acquire my resident visa here, it is valid for 7 years and it is my understanding that one has to go for interviews every 2 years.  After the 7 years, one is requested to apply for citizenship and upon doing so in Denmark means to forsake your own citizenship.  I would have to become a Danish citizen to live here indefinitely and forgo my Australian citizenship.  I am not prepared to lose my Australian citizenship.  Unless Denmark change these current rules, we will not remain here.  But we may find it equally as inconvenient to return to Australia and start all over again.

I have no real concept of what my rights or responsibilities are as an Australian living abroad.  It would be helpful to have some kind of information on this level for those of us leaving indefinitely.

Previously upon my return to Australia for the interim period of 2 years, I found it a great struggle to settle down.  Employment was difficult to find (IT) in my hometown (Adelaide) and the attitudes of people seemed small and narrow.  I never really felt at ease or comfortable while I was there.  I certainly did not feel that I belonged, but I think it is a matter of time and being away for a long time naturally will increase the difficulty with which one adapts back to Australian life.

Belonging in Denmark now is something that will take time and although I thoroughly enjoy the experience, it can be trying to start a fresh and make a life from scratch.

I joined a non-Australian specific Expat group here in Copenhagen and through this have met and befriended many Australians.  It is comforting and grounding to have friends from one’s own country and in similar predicaments as one’s own.  There is an Australian expat group here in Copenhagen, but when I tried to contact them on numerous occasions I had no response, so gave up in the end.  I also volunteer at the Copenhagen International School and am the Danish representative volunteer for SGC International.  I feel that I contribute to Australia from abroad through my voluntary positions and remaining non apathetic.  I certainly provide tourist information about Australia, having travelled throughout the majority.  And I make myself available to any expatriate who is need of some moral or emotional support.

The most profound obstacle that I face here is the duration that it takes to secure a visa.  Without the visa it is impossible to truly become a part of the Danish community.  Once I have it, I am entitled to free medical coverage, education and various other facilities.

It is possible to undertake a variety of educational courses here in Copenhagen, some are only taught in Danish, but many are taught in English and are recognised worldwide.

My husband and I are unsure at this stage whether we will return to Australia to live or not.  I think part of us would like to, but by the time we have made a life here it may seem too difficult to return and start again in Australia.

There are numerous expatriate groups in Copenhagen offering support and opportunities to meet new people and make friends.  They provide information on how to go about certain aspects of life here and where to purchase certain merchandise that is peculiar to certain countries (vegemite).
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