Julian Callachor

Bolingbrook IL USA

Message:

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.

Firstly, I would like to thank all involved in this Senate Inquiry for the public invitation/opportunity to voice an opinion on this complex subject.

My comments are provided below, in relation to each of the Terms of Reference of the Inquiry.

a) Extent of the Diaspora

I would not be bold enough to speak on behalf of the roughly 1 million Australians living abroad, so I will outline my own story instead.

I am a physiotherapist, born and educated in and around Sydney, currently living in the suburbs of Chicago, USA. I left Australia in early 1992, at the age of 21, to go and experience some of the world. This is certainly not a strange notion to many young Australians - Australia is a great place on the whole, but there are many wonderful places in the world that are worth having a peek at (while young, adventurous and foolish).

In my case, certain circumstances arose in late 1991 that prompted me to leave Australia. In mid 1991, I graduated from Sydney University as a physiotherapist, and was able to get a job in September 1991 at Sydney Hospital. 4 months later, I was out of a job, having been retrenched as part of the late 1991 downsizing of the NSW public health system. Job prospects were somewhat dim at the time. Almost simultaneously, an opportunity came up, through a friend, to get a job as a physiotherapist in Canada. It was ultimately a fairly easy decision. I come from a large family, and all were very supportive of my decision, particularly my mother, who had come to Australia from the UK as a young, single woman in the early 1960's.

My original plan was to spend a year or so working in Canada, followed by some travel, then to return home. Somewhere along the line my plans changed - a job offer in the US, some more travel, meeting and eventual marriage to a lovely American lady, another job in the US, a mortgage, a kid, 2 cars, etc, etc. Essentially, I grew up. Circumstances were such that it happened in the US rather than Australia.

Now, I live in the suburbs of Chicago (since 1995) with my wife and 18 month old son. I have a good paying job as a rehabilitation services administrator, and a good network of friends in the area. In 1999, I began playing Aussie Rules for the Chicago Swans, a team in the USAFL (cofounded by Paul O'Keeffe, who has also submitted to this Inquiry). Through the Swans and footy in general, I have met and become friends with many people, including Chicago based Aussies, many in a similar situation to my own. 

Throughout the past 12 years abroad, I have maintained my Australian ciizenship. I was fully aware that if I was to obtain US citizenship (prior to April 1992), I would have forfeited my Australian citizenship, which I would never do. I consider myself Australian and always will do. However, I do also consider myself somewhat attuned to living in the US, having spent the majority of my adult life in the US. Now that I am able, I will also pursue US citizenship for many and varied reasons, not the least being the opportunity to vote while residing in the US.

My son is an Australian Citizen by Descent and a US citizen by birth. He will have the benefit of dual citizenship, and can use this to his advantage as he gets older. My wife is a US citizen, but is not adverse to residing in Australia. We have had many converstaions about our long term plans, and we both agree that living in Australia is an option. We currently plan on moving to Australia within the next 5-7 years. By then, I should also be a US-Australian dual citizen, and we can then move onto gaining similar status for my wife - obviously this would entail long term residency in Australia.

b) Factors driving Australians to live overseas

Much of my own circumstances have been described above. I was not necessarily "driven" overseas, just curiosity and opportunity coinciding to make it happen. In reading other submissions to this inquiring, it appears that about half of submissions cited "opportunities" as the reason for heading overseas, but just as many people seem to have left for curiosity and adventure.  Australia is a country where people are free to leave and travel, just as it has been a country willing to accept people from elsewhere in the world. This is something to be very proud of.

Probably a better question for the Senate Inquiry to address is not 

"what is driving Australians overseas", but 

"what keeps them overseas once they have left".

When I left in 1992, I would not have thought that I would remain overseas for as long as I have. However, there are certain benefits to living in the US that I wouldn't have in Australia. These include:

A well paying job in my chosen field - it would be difficult to find a similar job in Australia, with anywhere near my current salary. Same applies for my wife.

Taxes - it is true that we pay both Federal and State income taxes in the US, but my overall income tax is far less than I would pay in Australia. 

Home ownership - housing prices, both in Chicago and in my hometown of Sydney, have been climbing rapidly in the past few years. However, tax laws in the US seem to encourage people to buy their own home, but not so in Australia. In the US, any interest paid on a mortgage loan is a tax deductible item. Also, the capital gains tax law was modified in 1997 to allow most single home families an exemption from paying any capital gains tax when they sold a home and bought another (up to $250,000 gain is exempt when buying/selling primary residence).

Yes, there is a certain sense of selfishness in the above reasons I have stated. However, if wanting to own a home and have more money with which to look after my family makes me selfish, then so be it. Ultimately, some of this money is likely to make its way into the Australian economy should we move back as planned within 5-7 years. 

c) Costs, benefits and opportunities presented by the phenomenon

There are many, and they include:

i) ambassadors for Australia - on an informal basis, I often feel that I am promoting Australia to people I meet, people I work with, etc. On a formal basis, organizations such as the USAFL and the Chicago Swans footy club help promote Aussie sport and culture to the community. In regard to the Chicago Swans, I must say that we have received a great deal of help and support from the recently opened Australian Consulate in Chicago - many thanks to Ron Harvey and his team.

ii) Outposts for Australians travelling overseas - we have had quite a few Aussies stopping in Chicago and associating themselves with the Swans footy team. Some have stayed for just a night out with people of familiar accents, some have strapped on the boots for a game or two, and some have been transferred to Chicago for a few months (for work purposes) and have been absle to hook up with a group of like minded souls. Aussies travelling to London probably have no fear about not running into any other aussies, but it's nice to know that there are plenty of other places in the world where an aussie can hang out with other aussies (in the US, just look for the footy clubs - there is at least one in each of the major cities).

iii) Undoubtedly, Australians who have gained work/educational/cultural/life experiences overseas can only positively contribute to Australian society given the appropriate opportunities to do so. Just like many of the European and Asian immigrants that have come to Australia in the past 50 years have contributed much to our society, returning ex-pats with similar overseas experiences can contribute.

d) Needs and concerns of overseas Australians

i) Voting rights - I am an Australian citizen and have never renounced this, wilfully or otherwise. I stay informed of Australian news through various sources, so I would like to believe that my knowledge of Australian issues is sound. I would like the opportunity to vote please! The US allows its citizens living abroad to vote in US elections.

ii) Recognition of overseas qualifications.

When I first came to the US, I had to jump through many hoops to have my Physiotherapy degree recognised. At the time, I blamed the US "system" for being too insular, and perhaps that is part of the reason. But, I think the Australian "system" is also insular, such that recognition of qualifications outside of Australia is difficult because other "systems" don't know what goes on in Australia. The above statement has been left deliberately generic, but what I am implying is that I would like to see official channels for Australian schools/business/society to recognise overseas qualifications in regard to (but not limited to):  primary, secondary and tertiary education  job-specific education  financial/credit history  contribution to Australia when residing overseas

iii) Government assistance and education to assist people who want to move back to Australia. It has taken me many years to become an established adult (house, various possessions, wife and family, good credit, savings and superannuation equivalent, etc). It would be very difficult to start from scratch if I moved back to Australia, especially with a family in tow. Support and assistance does not refer necessarily to money, but rather a network of information and contacts to help people with such a move. Also, establishing a means of transferability for items such as superannuation and credit history. 

e) Measures taken by other comparable countries.

I really don't know much about this.

f) Ways in which Australia could better use its expatriates.

This is simple. Please make every effort to make all Australians, whether home or abroad, feel like they are a part of the Australian community. For the overseas Australians, addressing many of the concerns that are presented (section d)will probably go a long way to restoring their sense of community.

Australia is a great country. It appears to me that many overseas Australians, whether they have been gone 3 months or 50 years, like to remain tied to Australia in any way they can. I hope the Senate Inquiry will do its best to promote the sense of identity and belonging that most overseas Australians feel and wish to hang onto.

Thak you again for this opportunity to express my thoughts on this issue. Good luck.

Sincerely,

Julian Callachor
