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Dear Sirs,
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It has come to my attention that there is the possibility that I can have my dual citizenship

reinstated. As a child I had enjoyed dual citizenship: I was Australian by birth under Australian law

and Maltese by descent under Maltese law.

Having been born in Australia to Maltese parents and who in later years brought me to Malta, I was required by Maltese citizenship law that between my 18th and 19th birthdays to make a difficult

choice: decide which one country do I call my own as dual citizenship is not an option.

I was born in Melbourne on 7th August 1960. My father had first immigrated to Australia in 1954 at

the age of 19. He so liked the country that some years later he went back to Malta, married my

mother and promptly returned to Australia to start a new family. I was born a year later and my

sister followed four years after that. By that time a couple of my uncles had also joined them in

Australia.

Some years after I was born, the Housing Commission in Melbourne Victoria, informed my parents that the house that they owned and in which they lived in at 60, Derby Street, Kensington, needed to be demolished and make way for a new development project. Unfortunately this proved to be too much for my parents at the time. Whilst moving into a new property could have been a possible option, they decided that if they had to start all over again, they might as well try it back home. So in 1965, my mother taking with her my sister and I returned to Malta, with our father reluctantly leaving Australia to join us in Malta a few months later.

Since then I grew up longing for Australia and with the feeling of what might have been. My

dreams were always to return to Australia and follow in my father’s footsteps. But these aspirations were suddenly shattered in early 1979 when I was forced to renounce my Australian citizenship. When faced with the dilemma, my initial thoughts were to renounce the Maltese citizenship but my father, who had never really recovered from not living in Australia, explained clearly the choices I had to make.

At that time I was on the verge of applying to enter the University of Malta. If I opted for Australian

citizenship, I would immediately be considered as a foreigner living in Malta. As education was free only for Maltese citizens, that meant that I would be required to pay for my university tuition. My father told me that he could not afford this and I would need to find other ways for financing my studies. Whilst all my friends whom I had grown up with would be getting exactly the same

education, I, as a ‘foreigner’ would have to pay. Furthermore, being a ‘foreigner’ meant that I would also not qualify for the financial remunerations that were granted to university students as further assistance in their studies. The choice I faced was therefore not simply that of choosing which country I preferred calling home.

If I opted for Australian citizenship, I would have been compelled to start a new life in Australia, all

by myself, in a country I had not been since I was a boy and worst of all with only a basic level of
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Yes I wanted to go back to Australia and build my adult life there but not with was being presented to me. I wanted to become an engineer and return to my place of birth as a freshly graduated professional and not merely as a sixth former with no skills and not much to depend on to build a new life in such a big and vast country.

The free education system offered in Malta was too difficult to ignore. To have access to it

however, required that I, as determined by the Maltese citizenship authorities, present

documentary evidence that I had formally renounced my Australian citizenship as stipulated under Section 18 of the Australian Citizenship Act 1948.  The saying “you can’t have your cake and eat it” could not have been truer.  Faced with this predicament, I had no other option but to seek tertiary education and relinquish my right for Australian nationality. Having reluctantly made this choice, I went on to become a successful engineer and today I run my own companies operating in the fields of the environment and systems engineering.

But Australia has remained with me and when I revisited in 2001 it felt very much like returning to

the country I was denied to call my own. It was a very emotional experience and I was happy to be there once again together with my wife and two children. Furthermore, through my business I have sought to develop closer ties with Australia, and together with Australian companies, we are

currently jointly working on a number of public projects.

With Malta now having amended its citizenship laws, it is now possible for Maltese citizens to

benefit from dual citizenship in adulthood. This is what I seek to regain.

As I was born in Australia, I consider Australian citizenship to be my birthright. At the time that I

renounced my Australian citizenship I had essentially no other choice given the circumstances I

explained above. I have ever since been remorseful about forfeiting my Australian citizenship as I

still consider myself to be “Australian” today, even if legally this is not the case.

It is my understanding that the Australian Citizenship Act 1948 contains a provision whereby those who lost their Australian citizenship under the now repealed Section 17 may resume their lost citizenship, as long as they are able to state an intention to return to Australia to live within three years.

I feel it is inequitable to deny those who, like myself, lost their Australian citizenship under Section

18 the same resumption right, when the 2002 repeal of Section 17 signals that Australia as a

country now accepts dual citizenship as sound policy for the 21st century.

Not only should the current resumption provision apply to Section 18 victims such as myself, but

also it should be broadened so that former Australians overseas are not required to make a

declaration that they intend to return to Australia to live within three years. It is submitted that

living in Australia should not be one of the tests of worthiness to resume Australian citizenship.

Overseas Australians make valuable contributions in a multitude of ways to Australia.

Many Section 17 victims acquired other citizenships before 4 April 2002 because they felt

compelled to do so at the time for financial or practical reasons affecting life in their country of

residence. Australian-born Maltese are being discriminated against under Australian law simply

because Maltese law at the time required a Section 18 renunciation when the citizenship laws of

other countries did not.

I note that Australian law changed with effect from 1 July 2002 to allow people who renounced
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Regardless of the fact that I am not formally an Australian citizen, I consider myself to be an

integral part of Australia’s now significant Diaspora. Many thanks for the opportunity to contribute

to the work of your Committee in this Inquiry.

Yours faithfully

Ing. Mario Schembri

